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When the previous occupant has left, others will take his place, moving around the furniture, getting rid of a fireplace, the one with the mantelpiece that supported the pendulum, the shells, the knick-knacks, or changing the purpose of the room by adding a partition. They will repaint, change the wallpaper.

– Michelle Perrot, The Bedroom

The other must remain absolutely strange within the greatest possible proximity.

– Hélène Cixous, ‘Extreme Fidelity’

With time things emerge!

– Jacques Lacan, transcription of Seminar XX






I





Listen. Someone is playing the piano.

What does it bring back?

A hectic street, rising uphill.

A green door in a stone building.

A place where you used to live.

A place you’ve never seen before.






The day I met Clémentine was the day after she moved in. She was standing outside the bottle-green door to our building, punching different combinations into the keypad protecting the entryway. Bulging plastic bags dangled from the crooks of her elbows. I was dripping with sweat from my morning run: the August heat was intense.

21B12, I say twice before she hears me.

The door clicks open. I was afraid I’d have to wait for hours out here for someone to come out! Clémentine says, with a nervous laugh. She is tall, but somehow delicate. Small nose. Blonde hair.

The gardienne would have let you in, if you had buzzed her, I say. Madame Vasquez, she lives right there. I gesture at the concierge’s home on the ground floor. In case it happens again.

Oh, I thought I might remember it sooner or later. I have a funny memory like that. Things disappear until I happen to bump up against the right drawer in my brain and then it pops open and – there it is! The thing I was looking for.

Clémentine had just moved in with her boyfriend Jonathan, she tells me, as we stand in front of the mailboxes. They live in building B. My husband and I live in building A. We speak for a few moments about moving, and movers, learn each other’s names. I look at my watch. I’m sorry, but I have an appointment soon, and I have to jump in the shower. Why don’t you come over for tea sometime this week?




Clémentine comes on Thursday afternoon. What a lovely home, she says, and goes straight to look out the window. From our spot up on the hill we have an unobstructed view south, to the hodgepodge of Paris, rounded slate rooftops in jigsaw formations as far as you can see, with modern housing estates immediately below, the middle finger of the Tour Montparnasse in the distance, and the pastry-like dome of the Panthéon to the left.

Thanks, I say. We just redid this room.

The enormous windows take up most of two walls, one side overlooking a calm side street, the other the rue de Belleville. David had restored them by hand, ripping down the layers and layers of old wallpaper and paint which had accrued over the years, repainting their frames, keeping the original single-paned glass. It’s noisy, but we don’t like the look of the new double-glazed windows with their PVC frames. We fetishise, of course, originality. The builders are scheduled to start at the rentrée: the kitchen is up next, then, at some hazy future point when we have a bit more cash, the bathroom.

Outside the building as well, the work is about to begin. Every ten years or so, Parisian buildings must be refaced, and it is our bad luck to have caught the ravalement so soon after moving in. It is going to be expensive and immensely disruptive. We voted against it at the owners’ meeting but you can’t outrun it forever; into every Parisian life a little refacing must fall, expensive and inconvenient.

With the travaux inside and out, I say, it feels as though our actual inhabiting of this space keeps being deferred. When will we really start living here?

Our apartment is still a complete mess, Clémentine says. It’s nice to get out for a bit, and not to have those boxes staring me down, waiting to be unpacked. She takes in the neat predictability of our living room. It isn’t very big – that morning I had done some yoga by the window and knocked over a vase on a table with my foot – but it’s cosy and I am house-proud. Chevroned hardwood floors, solid square coffee table bordered by an L-shaped sofa, in a corner by the window the elliptical poise of a Saarinen tulip table (where once there had stood a vase). A nubby throw sprawled across the sofa from my morning nap. A red lacquered table behind the sofa, and on it a mid-century ceramic lamp, red-banded, East German. David’s plants, some delicate and tendrilly, others wild and aggressive, in varying states of thirst, since I am the only one watering them, and I often forget. Here and there, the things we’ve acquired from our trips – David loves to travel – artfully arranged on bookshelves, a little red London bus the latest addition. The shells I can’t resist picking up on beaches, stones from random places, their location carefully inscribed on them with a fine-tipped black pen. The ink has smudged over the years; I know some of them are from Vermont while others are from Brittany, but they look the same to me. There are some paintings on the floor I haven’t yet been able to hang; they face the wall.

I like your lamp, she says.

Oh thanks. We’ve been planning to go back to the flea market where we got it and buy a set of beat-up art deco mirrors we saw there, but we never get the chance. When David comes to visit, we don’t want to waste what little time we have on shopping. Someone else has probably bought them.

They probably have, she agrees.

Do you ever think about the people who moved into the apartments you didn’t? she asks. Like if you’d taken the place, they’d be living somewhere else. Your decision has had an immediate impact on the lives of total strangers.

Or the people who move in after you move out, I say, thinking of our last apartment, and the couple who’d come to visit who’d ended up taking it, the woman heavily pregnant. Where would they be living if we hadn’t decided to move out at just that moment? Sometimes I pass by their windows, further down the hill, and think about them, and their baby, who must be almost a year old now. It feels a bit like they’re living our lives for us, and we are living someone else’s still.

We sit in the sunniest part of the living room, the windows open to the balcony, a breeze, finally, after all that hot air. She immediately seems at home in my home, perched on the arm of my sofa. We drink tea and smoke her pack of Lucky Strikes. As she holds the cigarette to her lips, I notice the tattoos on her right hand, long elegant arrows, with double chevrons. I look reflexively to her left hand. On the ring finger there is a tiny double-headed arrow. She catches me looking, and I look away. The groan of a garbage truck sends its exhaust up to the fifth floor, which mingles with the smoke.

The air quality is so bad these days, isn’t it? I say as I get up to shut the window. David’s mother sends me articles about it once a week, trying to convince us to move out to the country, where they have a house; it would be easier on me once we have a baby, they say, they can help with the babysitting …

You know, the pollution is so bad lately that if you walk half an hour in the city it’s the equivalent of smoking a pack of cigarettes, Clémentine says.

Is that true?

Yes! Do you use face pads to clean your face at night? Haven’t you ever noticed how black they are?

Yes, I guess, but I thought it was just dirt or oil.

Where do you think it comes from! And the buildings too, you see it on the buildings. No sooner are they refaced but they’re dirty again. Anyway I figure if the air is slowly killing me, I may as well smoke as much as I want.

I inhale deeply. The tobacco is heavy in my bloodstream, and calming.

What does your husband do? Clémentine asks.

He’s a lawyer. He’s working on a project in London right now. Something to do with Brexit, I don’t really know.

London’s not far, she says.

Two hours on the Eurostar.

So I guess you’re going a lot.

No, I haven’t been yet. I don’t really like London.

She picks up our wedding album from the coffee table, carefully turning the onionskin front pages. I once knew a David. Back in high school. How did you two meet? Sorry, am I asking too many questions?

It’s all right, I say. We met through friends. A jackhammer in the road downstairs drowns out my voice, and we both make gestures that say it’s too loud to talk, and I stub out my cigarette, and we sip our tea.

My boyfriend works late these days, Clémentine says. But I guess I should be glad he’s in Paris, at least.

What does he do?

He’s a lawyer too. They’ve just given him a pretty big case, so he’s working a lot more than usual, trying to stay ahead of it. I hate it! she says, with a nervous laugh. I wish he could stay home with me all day, and we could go and watch old movies in those run-down cinemas near the Sorbonne, and make lunch together, or just, I don’t know, stay in bed all day long … My father used to work all the time. My mother too. I guess I’m used to it. But I still hate it.

What do your parents do?

University professors. Philosophy and math.

She tells me she grew up in the 5th, in a large apartment on the rue Claude Bernard. That would explain her messy student look, as if she’d spent her teenage years handing out fliers for Amnesty International and marching in protests. The thick cotton scarf, intricately woven around her neck, in spite of the heat; the oversized V-neck sweater; the army trousers; the scuffed Chuck Taylors which seem, at one point, to have been off-white. A lacy camisole is visible under her sweater where it looks like it’s about to slip off her shoulder.

My dad’s a teacher too. Lycée. He’s American.

Oh really? What does he teach, English?

Biology. He wanted to be a doctor but didn’t have the test scores for it. He met my mom when she was an exchange student in high school and they decided to move to France together. He went to university here.

Clémentine seems to be thinking of something else. She lights another cigarette, gets up, goes to my bookshelves. She scans them as if looking for something familiar. A finger across the spines of the collected works of Freud. You have a lot of stuff about psychoanalysis, she says.

I’m a psychoanalyst, I say.

Another one! she says. It seems like half the people in Paris are shrinks. The other half are in therapy, she jokes. I thought about studying psychology, was it very difficult? It seemed very difficult. Too much science. I guess your father helped you. She takes down a volume of Lacan, opens it, makes as if to close it, then looks at it more closely. Seminar Sixteen, D’un Autre à l’autre. From an Other to the other. Homophobe, she says, and puts it back on the shelf.

He was the one who got me really interested in science, though honestly I didn’t have to do much of it after my undergraduate degree. He would take me on nature walks to this pond near our house, and tell me all about ecosystems, how delicate the balance is in any natural environment – if there is any disturbance, the whole structure is affected. Like, for example we had this dog once, and when he was a puppy he liked to go and trap the frogs who lived there – really, we should have kept him away, but it was so funny to see the dog with the frogs jumping around under his nose! As the dog got older, he started actually killing them. And with all the frogs disappearing there were too many fish in the pond and not enough food for them all, and they started going belly-up by fall. My dad had to go in and skim them out.

Wasn’t he disturbing the ecosystem too, in a way? Why didn’t he just let the fish decompose? She pulls out another book, Janet Malcolm’s Psychoanalysis: The Impossible Profession, and sits down with it.

I think it was to prevent further disruptions. I don’t really remember.

It makes me think of this art piece I saw a while back, at Documenta, in Germany? I shrug. It’s an art show, happens every five years. My parents started taking me to it when I was a kid. Anyway the one I’m thinking of was when they had Pierre Huyghe, he’s a French artist? Anyway he made this woodland, it was very beautiful, it was like a rarefied garden like the Jardin des Plantes and a compost heap all at once, and you had to walk through it looking for a dog with a pink leg that lived there or something, I don’t know whose dog it was but it was all very Surrealist. But like if the Surrealists gave a shit about the environment. There was a sculpture of a woman reclining, and her head was made of a beehive.

Oh, that guy. I think I saw his bees at Beaubourg.

Yes they were there soon after Documenta. Anyway it was very much about the tension between the natural world and the man-made one – like the dog with the painted leg, I think the artist was trying to say that we can’t help leaving an imprint on the world – the Anthropocene and all that – but we have to make our interventions beautiful and surprising rather than destructive.

You know so much about art, I say. I know hardly anything!

Oh, I’m studying art history, Clémentine says, the book open against her chest. I just finished my masters. Can’t decide if I should keep going with a doctorate, or stop, or what. I’m taking some time off to make up my mind.

This surprises me. She has a way about her that suggests experience, confidence won by doing. How could she still be a student? Where does this confidence come from? Is it innate? Is it money? How old are you? I ask, trying not to sound rude.

Twenty-four, she says, and smiles. I know, people always say I look older than I am. I have a feeling I’m going to get tired of it soon.

Oh no, I say. I didn’t mean.

Maybe I want to be a curator, she goes on, or just … do something else entirely.

I try to take in the novelty of someone not knowing what they’re going to be when they grow up. So – how do you spend your days?

They’re pretty open, Clémentine says. It’s nice to have a bit of free time. I mean I do a lot of volunteering with some local women, some organising, some protesting. But in terms of a career, I don’t know … I write poetry, and I take some pictures, but I don’t commit myself to anything. Oh and there’s the modelling. That brings in a bit. I nod as if I know all about the extra money from modelling.

As we talk I learn all kinds of things about Clémentine, from the name of the first boy she slept with (Thibault) to the name of the first girl (Céline). She’s mostly dated girls, she tells me. She says she identifies as queer, she says the word in English. But she doesn’t know if she really likes girls or if she desires them because all the pornography is from heterosexual male perspectives so she’s been taught to desire women. What would our sexuality look like without the male gaze, she asks. I learn that when she was little she wanted to be a puppeteer on Les Guignols. We discover a shared interest in yoga, tarot, astrology. (Her: Pisces; me: Scorpio.) I tell her how I speak English with my dad, how I grew up spending summers in Vermont with my American grandparents, how my parents raised me with a sense of being Franco-American, how when we spent vacations with our family on the coast of Brittany and I complained about the smell of the seaweed drying on the beach my French cousins made fun of me, called me the dumb American, and how I had gone to university in the States (Bennington, to be close to my grandparents) to explore that side of my identity, leaving me feeling like even more of a hybrid than I had felt as a child. I do not talk about my miscarriage, or the fact that I have been put on medical leave from work. I watch as she lights the last cigarette in her pack, the sun fading in the sky behind her, turning the walls of the buildings across the way their early-evening shades of pink, orange and, finally, deep blue. The dregs of the tea have long since gone cold in the bottom of the pot. I offer Clémentine some wine, but she says she doesn’t drink. I have to go, she says, we’re going to try that Laotian restaurant. Will you be OK?

Me? Of course. I have some reading I should do.

There’s some good stuff on tonight, she says, what’s it called, The Grass is Always Greener? We discuss the comforting unreality of reality television as I walk her to the door. She makes to leave, then remembers Janet Malcolm, still on the table. Can I borrow this? she asks. Of course, I say, I trust you to return it. Oh I will, she promises. I’ll read it right away.

As I close the door behind her I lean against it for a while, listening to the sound of my new friend’s sneakers padding down the wooden steps. When the sound fades, I go into the narrow kitchen to pour myself a glass of wine. Refill the Brita while I’m at it. I look around the stale, dim room. There’s so much to be done in here, it’s a minefield of other people’s choices, I feel like I’m fighting with the past. It has to be entirely stripped and rebuilt – starting with the wallpaper in rotting shades of orange and brown. Here and there it peels away from the wall. Then the brown tiles over the stove with the owls on them. Owls, for god’s sake! Hit them with a hammer, crack them into pieces, scrape off the mortar. Replace with metro tiles, bevelled white, pristine for now, yet to meet the splashes of oil and sauce. Install butcher’s-block countertop, never to run with the blood of animals; we are vegetarians and our children will be too. Then there are the cabinets, on which we are forever hitting our heads when they’re open. Tear them out (how joyful that day will be). Honest exposed shelving running along the walls. Nothing to hide. Here are our glasses. Here are our plates. David’s mother made little sceptical noises when we mentioned the open shelving. That’s how dust accumulates in your glasses, she said, you’ll be rinsing them out all the time. Not if we use them regularly, we answered, and we had every intention of doing so, but now it’s just me, and I use the same two drinking glasses and the same two wine glasses, one’s in service and the other’s in the sink. The rest of our glasses are safe in the Formica cupboards that were there when we bought the place and by the time we have our open shelving I hope, I hope, David will be back.

I often think of the woman who lived there before us. She died, right there in the apartment. Which room, I didn’t ask. Pulmonary embolism. She was also a psychoanalyst, her son told us, when he sold us the place. Lacanian, he said, at the closing. She did her training analysis with him, he said, with a hint of pride. Ah, I said, so did my training analyst. Quite a lineage. Yes, he said. She had taught at Yale for many years, I recognised her name when he told me what it was, she was a fairly well-known French feminist theorist in American academia, she had brought the great man – the maestro, the son called him – to the US for a lecture tour, had in some way contributed to his being taken up there as he had. She had retired home to France not long ago, and then—

What was the son called again, I try to remember. Isaac something, a different surname to his mother, something unpronounceable. He had such a strange air about him. Bereft, but as if he had been that way for a long time. He had been so relieved to sell the place; we had been so relieved to buy it. As for the apartment itself, it had a weird feeling of gratitude, like a dog who has finally been adopted by owners it has a good feeling about.

But there’s something else too, some presence. Maybe hers. At least that’s how it feels as long as the owls are still hanging out in our kitchen. She’s a kindly spirit, I think, but she has to go. There are too many people living in our apartment.




I pick up the wedding album from the place on the couch where Clémentine left it, and leaf through it, pausing over the obligatory photo of us kissing while our friends and family cheer us on. David, dark-haired in his light-grey suit; me standing on tip-toes in my red high heels. Our courtship was brief but intense, and after six months or so, we married at the town hall, with a small reception at a château we rented outside of the city, where the symmetrical gardens could be glimpsed from the salon through the glass windows, the kind that with age begin to look as if they’re melting, or who knows, maybe they looked like that three hundred years ago when they were installed. The weather that day was cool but bright, and my mother had grasped David to her side with pride. My handsome son! Look at my handsome son, she said to her guests. The album had been a present from her, for our first anniversary.

And then a couple of years after that we had moved into this apartment on the rue de Belleville, high up the hill, past l’Égyptien, as everyone in the neighbourhood calls the guy who runs the spice shop, past the Chinese greengrocer, past the Algerian locksmith who knows all the local gossip, past the bookshop and the organic supermarket, the posh wine bar and the posh cocktail bar, high enough on the hill to see all the nearby rooftops and beyond. It’s the Parisian apartment I had always dreamed of living in. I pictured it when I was a little girl, when my mother brought me to Paris once a year to see the Christmas windows at the Galeries Lafayette, and then for hot chocolate at Angelina’s, where I would try very hard not to get the thick, pudding-like treat on whatever pristine outfit my mother had picked out for the day. I pictured it when I was at university in snowy New England, studying late into the night. And I pictured it when I was living on the other side of the river, in a tiny maid’s room that looked directly into the tiny maid’s room across the street.

It’s not large, just under seventy square metres, but it’s bigger than any place I’ve ever lived as an adult. Our previous flat was fifty at the most. That one, the one we yielded to the couple and the baby, was downhill a little bit, a tiny two-bedroom with a laminate floor, and all the original features taken out. The new apartment has all the indispensable Haussmannian details: a fireplace in each room, over which hang oversized gilded mirrors covered in age spots; white-on-white mouldings, ornate wrought-iron window grilles; a balcony running along the windows in the living room; original parquet floor. When we bought the place I saw myself growing flowers in window boxes and herbs in the kitchen, throwing dinner parties for friends and lighting candles in the fireplace, and sitting up nights collaborating on bottles of wine and planning our future. Not my future or our respective futures but our future, as if we only had one between us, our we a flotation device with which to survive whatever rough waters we might encounter. All of that had yet to begin. I have my office in a tiny room that had once been an independent studio or a maid’s room – it has its own entrance from the landing – but at some point it was integrated into our apartment. It was going to be the baby’s room, and I was going to look for a small studio to rent in which to receive patients, but then the baby didn’t come.

It’s a small room, with calming light-blue floral wallpaper. Chintz, I guess they call it. I had positioned my chair and the patients’ couch so that they both angled toward the window, facing out over the rooftops, in the hope that my patients would find the view as therapeutic as I do. There is a primary school nearby, and every day at four thirty the hyperactive voices of childhood drift up from five flights down, the shrieks and stamping of feet running on the sidewalk pinballing up the side of the buildings. At such moments I stop what I’m doing and look up from my desk to the window, to where the rooftops of the buildings across the street align, impeccably uniform in their slate armature, their sloping curves, their chimney pots, their only variation the peeling of the paint or the stain of a graffiti tag. And beyond, Paris. Looking at Paris, I lose track of time. What day is it? What year is it? But then there was always a knock on the door, and a client to let in, and I could give myself over to their problems. Now I take refuge from my own in the view from the window.

The daily normalcy of marriage only lasted so long before slivers of the past resurfaced, like razor blades washing up on the banks of a once placid, now polluted river. In the years before David, I wasn’t sure what was wrong. Why I seemed built to be unhappy. I had no real reason to be, no particular trauma, nothing like what I see in my part-time work at the childhood and adolescent unit at Sainte-Anne. Maybe that’s part of why I wanted to study psychoanalysis, to try to understand sadness. When I started my training, I had to begin a course of psychoanalysis, where I worked through all my relationships, assessing how each one had formed or wounded me. My mother. My father. My boyfriends. All the encounters and conversations and feelings that combine and recombine, producing the variations you find within a psyche, bumps and ridges and valleys. But there was nothing serious or tricky in any of it. My past was formed of an entirely ordinary topography of discontent, disappointment, the standard feelings of insufficiency and fears of abandonment. In the beginning, I went three times a week, and over time, as my studies advanced, I stopped. I became a therapist myself, a listener. My patients had all kinds of things happen to them, from the banal to the unthinkable. Problems at work or divorce, bereavements sustained recently or long ago. One little girl I saw at Sainte-Anne had lost her mother at the Bataclan. Some I helped process; some I helped make connections or just manage to talk through a narrative of what was happening. I saw it as my job to piece things together, and to shine a light on repetitions, preoccupations, slips of memory.

So that was my life – working on myself, working on my patients, my apartment. Until we lost the baby and everything stopped except the therapy, which intensified. I went to see Esther, my old psychoanalyst, for what they call a control – a kind of checking-in that is also a cleansing, a means of verifying that the therapist has not completely lost her shit and can go on seeing patients. But it was clear to Esther that everything was far from under control. She extended my medical leave, I stopped being a therapist, and once again became a patient. I’ve been going four times a week, dutiful.

Esther told me to keep a journal, to write every morning. She told me to think about things like subjectivity and objectivity. But mostly she doesn’t say very much. Is the remodelling perhaps an attempt to try to control something ultimately uncontrollable? I asked her one morning. She didn’t answer. It’s good that I’m throwing myself into a project, I said, as I looked out the ground-floor window at the doorway of the building across the street, missing my own view of Paris. But I feel like I need to get clear on the reasons why I’m so single-minded about it. I looked back at her soft-blonde highlights that did not, nor were they meant to, cover her grey, the camel cashmere cardigan around her thin shoulders, the skin gone soft and relaxed above her décolleté, like a piece of silk someone had crumpled up into a ball and then spread back out again. When I first started seeing her I was so eager to please, to show what a good therapist I could be by being a good analysand. There was no terrain too painful to charge into barefoot. I went everywhere. Over time it started to feel a bit – mechanical.

Still, I tried; I pressed my ear against the wall of my unconscious, listening hard for an echo of what was happening on the other side. Another morning I tried to figure out how I felt about David working in a different city. He hadn’t wanted to go; I told him to. I’m a little afraid of losing him, I said. I didn’t know if it was true, but it sounded plausible, so maybe it was, what do I know. I don’t think he would ever leave me, I would have to, I would have to – I tried to think of something that might push David away, but couldn’t. Even if I were unfaithful, or something like that, I don’t believe he would leave me. She waited. But I’m afraid he’ll stop loving me the way he did before we lost the baby. I want to make him happy, and I don’t know if he is. He’s not, I mean. We’re not. I don’t know. And you hear about this kind of thing driving couples apart, like they can’t deal with their unhappiness if they’re constantly faced with the other’s uncontainable sadness. Is it possible that I’m leaving him somehow, by sending him to London? I asked. So he doesn’t have to face my feelings? But it’s not like something truly bad happened to us. We lost a pregnancy. I don’t know how upset I’m allowed to be, what’s appropriate.

What is appropriate? she’d replied, inscrutable as ever, a mirror, an echo.

But when I wake up alone every morning, when I climb into bed by myself; when I prepare dinner for one and eat in front of my laptop, binge-watching whatever Netflix series is getting me through the week, I know that all I want is for us to get back to normal. To go to Fontainebleau Forest on a Sunday and stay too long and then try to find the car in the dark. To drop in on my parents for dinner and take the TGV home the next day. To have David’s brother over to watch the football. To complain about whatever irritating thing David’s doing now and withdraw to my office.

I wish there were still something to withdraw from.




I’ve been running every morning, despite the heat. Over to the Buttes-Chaumont, once around the park, and back home. It takes about an hour. It’s one of the vaguest hours of my day and I like it. I’m my body and that’s all. That’s all. That’s all.

A strange thing happened the first time I went out. I left before breakfast, and forgot to take my wallet. On my way home, forgetting that I had forgotten my wallet, I stopped at the bakery to pick something up. I was taking out my headphones, lost, still, in the music. I stepped forward at my turn and asked the owner for what I wanted, and went to pay for it, and had nothing to give. I was already saying, oh don’t worry about it, when the man queuing behind me said, if you please, I will pay for the young lady’s bread.

I turned to look at him. He seemed trustworthy enough. Tall, with clipped grey hair. Thick black glasses. Handsome in that well-looked-after older male way, skin perfectly moisturised. He didn’t smile, but he didn’t not smile. I tried to refuse but he insisted. Mais je vous en prie, madame. I walked a little ways down the hill, made sure he wasn’t following me, and ravenously tore off the top bit of the baguette to eat as I went, as if my hunger were something to hide from him.

What does it mean when an older man pays for your bread? It was a gesture at once chivalrous and unnecessary, and it made me a little uncomfortable. But it established some kind of rapport between us, and now, whenever we run into each other, we exchange niceties, and he always buys my bread, no matter how much I protest. He doesn’t want to talk, he doesn’t want to get to know me; on the contrary, he behaves as if he already does. One of these days I think I’ll go and give the owner some money and say: this is for my next ten baguettes, and his as well.

But money is getting tight, so I don’t.

Because I’m always in my workout clothing when we have our run-ins, he often commends me on my devotion to health. Some days he just nods and says to me bonne continuation, as if every day were a new repetition in a lifelong exercise session. As indeed it is: I have been jogging, or going to the gym, or doing step aerobics or hot yoga or Zumba or whatever’s come into fashion since I was in my early teens. First I went with my mother. Then I went on my own. My bakery friend looks pretty fit. He probably plays tennis. Twice a week, at the club. Doubles. Or maybe squash, with an old friend from school who knows his ex-wife and all his ex-girlfriends.

David does hardly anything, he eats whatever he wants and doesn’t exercise and stays pretty thin. Personal upkeep is not his thing. One time I watched him while he got ready for work. He takes a shower; that lasts ten minutes at the absolute most. Some days he shaves. Five, maybe ten minutes. He brushes his teeth. He uses the bathroom. He selects a shirt, a sweater and a pair of trousers. He puts on a pair of socks and a pair of shoes. He is ready.

It takes me considerably longer to get ready in the morning, or to go to sleep at night. Leaving aside the complicated network of decisions involved in putting clothes on, there are a nearly infinite number of products which must be employed in the ongoing campaign to appear young, thin, well rested, and, if I’m lucky, and all the potions have worked, pretty. Glossing cream (my hair tends to be dry). Some powdery stuff to give it texture (it is too straight, too fine). Micellar water, with a stack of cotton rounds and a cup full of Q-tips. Eye make-up remover, oil-free. Evian in a spray can. Two different kinds of serum. Day cream, night cream (premières rides d’expression). Sun cream, to mix into day cream, SPF 50, I am very fair-skinned, when I was little my mother always protected me from the sun, big hats, big umbrellas, because her mother didn’t, she said, and now she’s paying the price. Eye cream. Thigh cream. Body lotion. Foot cream. One bottle of perfume, used daily. (Three bottles gathering dust.) Two kinds of eyeliner (charcoal and black liquid). Concealer. Pressed power. Several shades of eyeshadow. Lipsticks, several. Lip gloss, several (none new). Liquid blush. Solid blush. Assorted brushes, nail files, bobby pins, barrettes, tweezers, samples of other potions which I might eventually use, thrown into my little shopping bag by a shop assistant when I paid for the potions I do use, in the hope no doubt I would return to buy full-sized versions of the potions.

These are the tools that make me a human giving a performance of a certain kind of femininity, instead of a conglomerate of organs, bones, flesh, a former baby-house, now a neutral organism with no particular purpose except its own continuation. The elements of my daily refacing, and the first lines of defence against the inevitable. It started with an old lipstick that my mother gave me when I was twelve, and it will go on, I imagine, until I die and the mortuary assistant makes me up for the funeral, and into the ground or the fire I go.

I have patients whose sole reason for being in my office is that they are ageing. The mind frays like the body, sometimes with alarm. After they leave, I spend time looking outside, thinking of how long the window and all it holds has been there before me, and how long it will be there after, wondering if the view will change very much, as it hasn’t seemed to for at least a century, with few exceptions. Every building with its history. That one en face, old for this neighbourhood, eighteenth century. That one over there, nineteenth, Haussmann. That one over there, recent, 1980s maybe. Will it be bombs or age or flood or fire that will change the view?




In August we were going to go on vacation, to get away from what had happened, from the city, the heat, the tourist throngs, the shopfronts with their corrugated-iron curtains down, CONGÉS D’ÉTÉ REOUVERTURE FIN AOUT. Then David got the job in London and had to start immediately. They don’t take the whole month of August off in London. And really they don’t here either; Belleville is bustling. The wealthy half of the city go on and on about their vacances to make the rest of us feel bad for not having the time or the money to go. And to give civil servants an excuse not to answer emails. Still: everyone acts as though everyone else is away.

To be fair, a lot of the people I know are indeed on vacation. My friends left for their country houses or their summer rentals one by one. My therapist went to the south, as she does every summer, available for emergency phone calls only. And then David went too.

Right up until he left, the plan was for me to go with him. We were going to rent out our place, he found a flat in East London, it was all settled. New city, new life. I would see patients there. A real French psychoanalyst, they’ll love it, he said. And you speak English! You’ll be perfect. In the end I couldn’t bring myself to go. I don’t want to leave you alone, he said. I said I won’t be alone, look at all the other people out there. He said that doesn’t mean you won’t be alone. I said OK then don’t leave me alone. He said I’ll come back on weekends. And he has, mostly.

The worst part about Paris in August is not the tourists, but the other Parisians who’ve stayed and think they have the city to themselves, so they have big parties at all hours. One night the neighbours across the road partied till five in the morning. They kept me awake with their laughing and hooting, their yelling and singing, their Rihanna and their Madonna. Then, in a nice surprise, they played Céline Dion’s ‘On ne change pas’, trop ringard, but that song was important to me a million years ago, when I’d first moved to Paris and knew basically no one, it was on the radio a lot then, and it had something to do with helping me decide the way I wanted to shape my life. Sometimes I wish I could reach out to the girl I used to be, and tell her something, though I have no idea what.

And the song ends and some other crap begins and I think about calling the neighbourhood complaint line. Why am I not with my husband in London, I ask myself in those moments. What is wrong with me.

The smells of Paris are more intense in August, bodies and perfumes, warm rubber rising from the subway grates, the damp exhale of the buildings from their basement windows, synthetic scent of baking bread from second-rate boulangeries, hops and wood varnish from the Irish pubs, cigarettes, always, everywhere. It’s going to be 34 today. (The summer temperatures now reach numbers you never used to hear in my childhood, 34, 35, 36.) At night I sit alone in my office, looking out the window until late into the evening. Rimmed with the red sunset the earth looks infected at the horizon line.

Alone in the apartment is my preferred state. I can eat what I want, when I want. Watch what I want, while I eat what I want. Clean up the next day. No longer having to organise my day around other people, David, patients. And there’s something more physical about the aloneness, as well. I feel the space around me differently. It’s not that it’s quieter; it is a bodily experience of quiet. I am in the air differently.

Looking out the kitchen window, across the street, there is a light on in the chambre de bonne. As I stare at it, in the building dark but distinct against the sky, it seems to me that I am suddenly seeing the light on in that room as others have seen the light on in that room for a hundred years. The light itself no doubt changed from candlelight, to gaslight, to electricity. The change would have been subtle, the movement of the candlelit shadows giving way to the fixity of electric shadow. I feel unmoored from time.

I mirror this feeling of drift in my habits. I avoid my phone. I watch television on the TV instead of my laptop. It’s a real psychological shift, to give myself over to the unpredictability of programming after the specificity of the series (Let’s watch The Wire. I’ve never seen The Sopranos. Is it time to watch Breaking Bad?). It feels like wandering through a crowd, or some kind of county fair, people getting up to things I didn’t know they were doing (and all this time that I’ve been living my life in these apartments, they’ve been out there doing these things. At the very same time!). I click through people gardening, people making jazz music, experts in space travel speculating about what the Americans will do next, a documentary about the TGV, an old film about Vincent Van Gogh that has a very young and very beautiful Elsa Zylberstein in it as a prostitute in some kind of riverbank bordello. I land on a talk show in which women talk about the tribulations of new motherhood. About the way our society has transformed motherhood into a capitalist institution, how it is both competitive and possible to outsource. The guests talk about alienation from their labour and lament the loss of their jobs, their bodies, their identities. I change back to Elsa Zylberstein.

Some days I lie on the bed immobilised for hours, as if a large sheet of cling film were pinning me in place.

Or I stand at the window as the sky does its daily thing.

In the shower, I turn down the hot and turn up the cold, and it feels good and alarming at the same time.




One day, on my way home from my run, I pass a sign which has been affixed to the wall of the building next door:


TU N’ES PAS SEULE



I don’t have long to puzzle it over because I run into Clémentine in the courtyard. She thanks me for the Janet Malcolm, says she’s almost done and will bring it back soon. Says she wants to talk to me about transference, which she’s never understood. Malcolm, she says, says something like transference is the explanation for why we can never really know the people we live with – because we invent them for ourselves, instead of seeing them as they are. We cannot see each other plain, she says meaningfully. That’s exactly what I’ve been trying to write about, Clémentine says. Can we discuss?

Come whenever you like, I say.

On my way upstairs the old woman from the sixth floor is just ahead of me. We climb in tandem, very slowly. I don’t want to rush her. I’m not in a hurry. I sometimes hear her radio. It’s been a while since I’ve heard it though and I was worried that something had happened to her. Maybe she went away, to visit one of her children perhaps? We’ve never introduced ourselves and now it’s too late, we just say bonjour and make our way slowly up the stairs, one after the other.




I wake in the middle of the night from a bad dream that was actually a good dream. In my dream I was pregnant. It was before and I was still pregnant. I was so relieved to find out I hadn’t lost the baby after all. And then when I wake up I am devastated all over again.

I go into my office, switch on the desk lamp, pull out my journal. I’ve been trying to track each of the turns we’ve made together, David and I, to see why I’m reacting (overreacting?) the way I am to losing this pregnancy. My husband is living in a different country, maybe it’s as simple as that, but nothing’s that simple. They were simple once, though. Weren’t they? We’re both calm people, willing to talk things through. We disagree on what this means about us. David thinks it means we’re meant to be. The person you marry, you love more than the others, or you would have married one of them instead, David said. It was sweet of him to say, and maybe he believed it, but he was wrong. Everyone I had loved, I had loved as much as him. And those I had lost, perhaps, although I would never admit it to him, I might even have loved more, because they were lost, because I had known I would lose them. But maybe that’s a different kind of love, the doomed kind, whereas we had the enduring kind, the don’t-have-to-work-too-hard kind.

The problem with being the last person a person will ever love is just that: you’re last. You come after a long list of desires and longings and carnal fits and temporary satiations. I found this fact almost unbearable. Not that I’d have traded places with anyone from David’s past. But the thought of his desire concentrated on someone else made me shake with a fury I didn’t understand. I could never forgive David for having wanted other women. Perhaps that’s because I thought he would never forgive me if he knew how much I’d wanted other men.

I once checked an old boyfriend’s email, wondering if he was still in touch with his exes. I found exactly what I was looking for, of course. An email he had written not long after we got together. Her name was Aude. He told her he was with someone new, but that he still thought of her. He said that he longed for the strange beauty of their connection. Reading that phrase made me recoil from the computer. Was I upset that he was capable of saying such things to women, or because he’d never said anything like that to me? I googled the girl but found nothing. Or rather, I found too much; her last name was too common, her first name as well, there were too many hits. The search dissolved in uncertainty. Our relationship too.

With another boyfriend, rooting through a shoebox jammed at the back of his closet, I found the reason why some of the people I met through him seemed convinced they had met me before. Inside were photographs of my boyfriend with a girl who looked just like me. It was eerie. Some people just have types, a friend said. Skinny white girl with brown hair – you’re not that unique, you know. But this resemblance was too close to chalk up to having a type. I wondered if I was an echo of the other girl, or if the other girl was a placeholder for me.

Maybe it’s better not to know anything about the past. One time, getting to know someone new, I steadfastly refused to tell him anything about my past relationships, or to hear anything about his. When things didn’t work out I wondered afterward if I should have been more open. But there was too much I didn’t want to face just yet, or trust him with.

With David I have been calmer; he knows the broad outlines of where I’ve been and vice versa. I have never checked his email. Once, in his old apartment, I opened a desk drawer looking for a pen or something and found a pile of notes, photos, postcards from women. The paraphernalia of romantic history. I shut the drawer and when we moved in together, I wondered if these ephemera had come with him. I did not look to see if they had. I wanted us to come to each other new. What other shapes had I taken as I lay next to him, was I shorter, taller, thinner, fatter, darker, lighter than the girls he’d been with? Smarter, dumber, funnier, quieter? I didn’t want to have another set of measurements to compare myself to. I wanted to keep the ghosts out of the bedroom.

To come to each other new. How impossible that is.




I tell Esther about all this, next time I see her, about the shoebox and the girl who looked just like me, about the jealousy.

Maybe, she says, the key thing is that you’ve never been with your partners when you haven’t been there, and other girls have. Jealousy is about wanting to know more about the people we love, and knowing we’ll never be able to. Who is he when you’re not there?




Clémentine comes over to bring back the Janet Malcolm book, but also to escape from the boxes at her place. I don’t know why I can’t unpack them, she says, it’s not like I don’t have time. I just feel like Jonathan should help. But he doesn’t. He’s perfectly happy living his life among the boxes.

Men, I shake my head.

He works so much, she says. I just sit around the house writing poetry and masturbating.

That doesn’t sound terrible, I say.

She sits on the sofa, wearing a rumpled little sundress. When I ask him to unpack a few of them he says it’s August, we’re going away soon, we’ll deal with them when we come back.

Where are you going for your holiday?

To my family’s home in Normandy. He’s never been out there. We’ll swim. Are you going anywhere?

No, I thought about going to see my parents but I’m not sure I really feel like it. Maybe I’ll go to London. Maybe not.

She looks at me for a while, and I think she’s about to say something, but she stops. There is a moment of silence. I hold it with her.

So the Malcolm, she segues. You know, I’m not a big fan of psychoanalysis, obviously I’m sceptical of the whole Mommy–Daddy–Me structure, like there’s no one else in the world who affects who we become, or the binary take on gender, you know what I mean? It’s, like, patriarchy, bottled and distilled.

I know what you mean.

I meet a lot of shrinks, and none of them can ever tell me how psychoanalysis can be really socially transformative. But the Malcolm! I loved it. I mean it’s a little dated, the homophobia is frankly chilling, but it was more coming from the other guy, the psychoanalyst, than her? I loved her scepticism, too, about the cult of psychoanalysis. Even while she’s writing a book about it.

But do you really believe in the talking cure? she goes on. Like, if I have a problem, and I come and talk to you about it for a few years, and talk about my parents, and all of that, that I will feel better? I mean I’ve been in therapy, and I never found it helped me very much.

Well, I say, it’s a little more complicated than that. The kind of psychoanalysis I subscribe to is more Lacanian, it’s less about your coming up with a narrative that explains and cures your symptoms and more about what might be suggested during the therapeutic process, how the way we talk about our lives encodes the way we think about them, the things we want, our desires, how we might learn to live with them instead of being led by them. You’ll never be cured, so to speak






















VINTAGE

UK | USA | Canada | Ireland | Australia
New Zealand | India | South Africa

Vintage is part of the Penguin Random House group of companies whose addresses can be found at global.penguinrandomhouse.com.

[image: Penguin Random House UK]
First published by Chatto & Windus in 2024

Copyright © Lauren Elkin, 2024

The moral right of the author has been asserted

Cover: Girl with Swans © Shannon Cartier Lucy

ISBN: 978-1-529-92645-3

    Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes freedom of expression and supports a vibrant culture. Thank you for purchasing an authorized edition of this book and for respecting intellectual property laws by not reproducing, scanning or distributing any part of it by any means without permission. You are supporting authors and enabling Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for everyone. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems. In accordance with Article 4(3) of the DSM Directive 2019/790, Penguin Random House expressly reserves this work from the text and data mining exception.


EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/prh_uk_logo.jpg
Penguin
Random Houge
UK





EPUB/images/title_page_logo.png
VINTAGE





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avenir-light.otf


EPUB/images/cover.jpg
‘Intelligent, sexy and
brilliantly observed’

‘Atmospheric
and evocative’

Scaffolding

i






EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avenir-heavy.otf


EPUB/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		About the Author



		By the Same Author



		Title Page



		Dedication



		Epigraph



		Part I



		Part II



		Part III



		Author’s note



		Acknowledgements



		Copyright













		ii



		v



		vii



		1



		3



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		247



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		342



		343



		344



		345



		346



		347



		348



		349



		350



		351



		352



		353



		354



		355



		356



		357



		358



		359



		360



		361



		362



		363



		364



		365



		366



		367



		368



		369



		370



		371



		372



		373



		374



		375



		376



		377



		378



		379



		380



		381



		382



		383



		384



		385



		386



		387



		389



		390



		391













		Cover



		Frontmatter



		Begin Reading











