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Prologue

AFTER MANY LONG MONTHS OF RESISTING THE daily onslaught of developers urging me to sell the property, I finally gave in.

Today I signed over the house.

When I say the house, I mean the house I bought with Claude twenty years ago, which he never lived in.

Because of the accident. Because of that June day when he accelerated down a city boulevard on a motorcycle that wasn’t his. Inspired by Lou Reed, perhaps, who had written “Live fast, die young,” stuff like that, in the book Claude was reading at the time, which I found lying on the parquet floor, at the foot of the bed. And which I began to flip through the following night. Be bad. Get messy.

I sold my soul, and maybe his as well.

The developer has already bought several plots, including the neighbor’s, on which he plans to put up a building that will tower over the yard, that will look down on my privacy from a height of four stories, that will block out the sun. No more silence, no more light. The nature that surrounds me will turn to concrete and the landscape will disappear. On the other side, they’re planning to turn the little lane into a proper road that will go right past my house, all to provide access to the new residential area. The birdsong will be drowned out by engine noise. Bulldozers will raze what was once alive.

WHEN CLAUDE AND I bought the property in 1999, the year when France was switching from francs to euros (which meant we had to use the rule of three for even the most minor calculations, as though we were children), the zoning regulations indicated that the house was in a green zone—in other words, no construction was allowed in the area. The owner of the house next door told us that you couldn’t even cut down a tree, and if you did you’d have to replace it. Every square inch of nature was sacred. That’s why we were drawn to this place: we’d be able to live hidden away on the edge of town. There was a cherry tree right outside the window, a maple (a storm uprooted it the year I returned to Algeria), and an Atlas cedar, whose resin, I recently learned, was once used to embalm mummies.

I planted a few more trees, and some others have popped up on their own, like the fig tree that moved in along the back wall. Each one has a story. But Claude didn’t see any of this. He only had time to visit: he whistled enthusiastically as he determined how much work had to be done, and figured out a place where he could put his motorcycle. He had just enough time to measure the surface areas, to imagine himself moving about in the space by making a few hand gestures in the air, to sign the documents at the notary’s office, to make sarcastic comments in the Crédit Mutuel as he divided the percentage of the loan insurance between us. The place had great potential, as the real-estate jargon goes. We were excited by the prospect of renovating. We’d be able to listen to loud music without bothering the tree-counting neighbor, whose vast lot stretched out behind a natural hedge. We’d be able to stop living out of our suitcases once and for all, and start building our castles in the air.

I moved in alone with our son in the midst of a brutal chronological sequence. Signature of deed of sale. Accident. Move. Funeral.

It was the craziest acceleration of my life. Like being on a roller coaster, hair blowing in the wind, the car on the verge of coming off the rails.

I’m writing from this remote setting where I’ve landed, and from which I perceive the world as a slightly blurry film that for a long time has been shot without me.

THE HOUSE BECAME THE witness to my life without Claude. A carcass I had to learn to live in, whose partitions I knocked down with great blows of a sledgehammer at the height of my anger. It was a slightly rickety house, and the lot (which we’d hoped to turn into a yard) needed clearing. I felt like I wasn’t so much renovating as smashing, ransacking, declaring war on anything that resisted me—plaster, stone, wood—materials I could make martyrs of without anyone throwing me in jail. It was my little revenge against destiny, kicking in the sheet metal of a swinging door, shearing through a filthy burlap cloth, smashing windows as I screamed.

All the while trying to conserve a cocoon in the midst of the chaos so our son could sleep in safety. A brightly colored little burrow with down comforters and pillows, drawings hanging above the bed, and a thick carpet—a rampart against fear and all the ghosts in the night.

AS THE YEARS WENT by, I came to tame this house that I’d initially disliked. At first I lived there as a sleepwalker, mixing up my mornings and evenings, until finally I stopped banging into the walls and started repainting them. No more massacring partitions and drop ceilings, no more considering every square foot an enemy power. I calmed my fury and decided to disguise myself as a respectable person. I had to return to the land of the living. I’d shoot daggers at anyone who said I was a widow. Overwhelmed with grief, yes, but not a widow.

BUT I STILL HAD to grapple with the weeds invading the garden. For months I pulled them out compulsively, in repetitive and disturbing movements, learning their names—couch grass, stinging nettle, purslane—and setting them alight in secret bonfires under the cover of night (lighting fires wasn’t allowed because of the fine particles). I got rid of invasive plants like ragweed and ivy that crawled in the shadows, and tracking down these undesirables allowed me to clear my mind at the same time as I cleared the plot.

LITTLE BY LITTLE, I began to reside on the premises in the most bourgeois of ways, as required by one of the clauses in the insurance contract I’d taken out to protect us in case of fire, water damage, or burglary (one misfortune never prevents another, according to Murphy’s famous law, which hadn’t escaped my notice). I became less enraged and managed to draw up the plans for both floors just as Claude and I had imagined. I knew exactly what he’d have wanted, which materials he’d been considering, as I browsed the pages we’d dog-eared in the Lapeyre catalog. Little by little I recovered my bearings. I met craftsmen who could come pour a slab, change a beam, or tile a damaged floor. Who’d redo the bathroom or install central heating. Maybe one day I’d even feel like taking a bath again.

From time to time I’ve taken pleasure in choosing a color, matching paint with the wood of a door. I’ve found beauty in the way low-angled light entered the kitchen just before dinner.

But I didn’t understand who the light was for. I preferred rainy days, which at least didn’t try to distract me from my sadness. I decided that the house would be what connected me to Claude. What would give a framework to this new life that our son and I hadn’t chosen. He was still our son, but I’d have to learn to say my son. Just as I’d have to give up the we that had supported me and learn to say I. Even though this I would flay me by expressing an unwanted solitude and a twisted truth.

I kept the idea of building the little recording studio Claude had wanted for so long. A soundproof room where he’d hoped to be able to work in isolation. It would have contained all the instruments he owned: a bass, a guitar, and the synthesizer he’d just bought (a Sequential Circuits Six-Trak—I’m being precise because it’s important in what follows), whose keys he tapped away on while wearing headphones.

I was making slow but steady progress, though it would take me almost twenty years to be done with all the rooms, all the surfaces; it was only last year that I changed the windows. I’ve just repainted the shutters. If only I’d known I was going to all this trouble just for a developer to raze it all to the ground. I never did get the facade restored—it’s still in its slightly dirty original state. It was too expensive. As for the wooden deck we’d planned, I never had it installed. I guess that was the right call.

BUT NONE OF THAT mattered. There was only one thing I was truly obsessed with, and I’d kept it secret so as not to frighten those around me. I didn’t talk about it, or rather, I’d stopped talking about it, because after two or three years, it would have seemed suspicious if I’d persisted in trying to understand how the accident happened. An accident whose cause had never been clarified, which meant that my brain had never stopped running wild.

It had taken me all this time to find out whether this word, destiny, which I heard people say here and there, had any meaning. And so now, at the very moment when I’m forced to leave the house so a road can be built, I have to go over it one last time—only this will allow me to finally close the investigation. It’s really incredible, since after all Claude died on a road, that a road is being laid down right on top of me. A road, at a time when the planet is dying from all these roads that accelerate carbon dioxide emissions. Claude would have laughed at the irony. That book he was reading, the one by the American rock critic Lester Bangs that I spotted at the foot of the bed, and where I found the quotation from Lou Reed (first attributed to James Dean), is called Psychotic Reactions and Carburetor Dung. A story about carburetors—there’s just no escaping it.

I’M GOING TO TAKE one last look around the whole thing, just as an owner takes one last look around the house before closing the door for good. Because the house is at the heart of what caused the accident.

If only I hadn’t wanted to sell the apartment.

If only I hadn’t insisted on visiting that house.

If only my grandfather hadn’t committed suicide at the very moment when we needed money.

If only we hadn’t received the keys to the house in advance.

If only my mother hadn’t called my brother to tell him we had a garage.

If only my brother hadn’t parked his motorcycle there during the week he was on vacation.

If only I’d allowed our son to go on vacation with my brother.

If only I hadn’t changed the date of my trip to Paris to see my publisher.

If only I’d phoned Claude on the evening of June 21 instead of listening to Hélène tell me about her new relationship.

If only I’d had a cell phone.

If only mommy time hadn’t also been daddy time.

If only Stephen King had died in the terrible accident he had three days before Claude’s accident.

If only it had rained.

If only Claude had listened to “Don’t Panic” by Coldplay, and not “Dirge” by Death in Vegas, before leaving the office.

If only Claude hadn’t forgotten his three hundred francs in the bank machine.

If only Denis R. hadn’t decided to bring the Citroën 2CV to his father.

IF ONLY THE DAYS preceding the accident hadn’t gotten wrapped up in a chain of events that were as inexplicable as they were unexpected.

AND ABOVE ALL, WHY did Tadao Baba, that overenthusiastic Japanese engineer who revolutionized Honda’s history, force his way into my existence, even though he lives six thousand miles away?

WHY WAS THE HONDA CBR900 Fireblade, jewel of the Japanese motorcycle industry, which Claude was riding on June 22, 1999, authorized for export to Europe but banned in Japan, where it was considered too dangerous?

I’M REVISITING THIS LITANY of ifs that has obsessed me for so many years. And that has made me live my life in the past conditional.

WHEN THERE AREN’T ANY looming catastrophes, you just keep going without turning back: you look straight ahead and move toward the horizon. When a tragic event takes place, you retrace your steps and return to the site of the accident so that you can reenact the whole thing. You try to understand the starting point of every movement, every decision. You rewind and then you rewind again. You become a specialist in causal relationships. You hunt down clues, dissect them, and conduct postmortems. You want to know all there is to know about human nature, about the individual and collective springs from which events gush forth. You can’t tell if you’re a sociologist, a cop, or a writer. You go mad—you want to understand how it’s possible to become a mere statistic, a footnote in the grand scheme of things. When all this time you thought you were unique and immortal.





If Only . . .
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If Only I Hadn’t Wanted to Sell the Apartment

EVER SINCE THE DAY WE MET, IN A SUBURB OF LYON called Rillieux-la-Pape (it’s not as well known as Vaulx-en-Velin, where they’ve set a lot more cars on fire over the past few decades), Claude and I did everything we could to leave and move to the center of Lyon.

I really enjoyed that time, when I would look through the classifieds to try to find the apartment of our dreams. We fantasized about neighborhoods that were starting to buzz, full of the cafés, cinemas, and shops that were lacking in our working-class suburb. We wanted the opposite of the run-down bedroom community where we’d grown up, something other than those endless straight lines of identical concrete housing blocks.

I FOUND A PLACE to rent without too much difficulty (this was the beginning of the eighties, after all), a big and dingy space that enticed us with its ridiculously low rent (four hundred francs a month—I still have the receipts) and the two very kitschy stucco pillars that made the living room look like an ersatz palace, along with an oak floor that had seen better days. It was time to move on from the linoleum that had been our staple and the in-floor heating that made our mothers’ legs swell. We were so amazed our application had been accepted that we didn’t even notice the absence of radiators, the unsealed windows, and the fact that the building across from us (it was only fifteen feet away) was an hourly-rate hotel that blocked out the sun.

We were the first of our gang of suburbanites to migrate downtown and land our holy grail: an apartment that could serve as a base, big enough to have friends over and close to the Hôtel-de-Ville subway station. In other words, an ideal spot for parties and impromptu concerts, or to put up anyone who needed to spend the night.

BUT OUR LUCK QUICKLY ran out.

We were soon evicted as a result of gentrification, which would shape our entire path as a couple, though we didn’t even know the word at the time. The developer who bought the building with a view to upgrading the apartments offered us a new flat, as required by law, but it was in Vénissieux, another far-flung area well known for its wild nights and its fifteen-floor apartment blocks, which the municipality would soon earmark for demolition. We didn’t see ourselves going back to the boonies, no matter how much fate seemed to conspire against us, and so we did whatever was necessary to stay downtown.

AFTER ANOTHER UNSCRUPULOUS LANDLORD forced us out of an apartment near the river, we found out that my grandfather had committed suicide—not to suggest, contrary to how this might sound, that the events are related. What they have in common, if we pan out for a moment, is that my maternal grandfather, a perfect example of the rural exodus of the
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