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About the Book

An international bestseller and French publishing sensation Consolation is a dazzling, heartbreaking tale of one man, two remarkable women and an unforgettable transvestite.

Charles Balanda is forty-seven; a successful architect, he is constantly on the move. But from the moment he hears about the death of the woman he once loved – Anouk, the tragically big-hearted mother of a childhood friend – his life begins to unravel until, one day, he finds himself on a Paris pavement covered in blood. But fate brings him one final chance to be happy in Kate, an enchanting young woman, herself damaged but fearless and in love with life.

The resulting story is a triumphant, spellbinding and ultimately consoling novel about the power of a second chance.
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Born in 1970, Anna Gavalda was a teacher whose collection of stories, I Wish Someone Were Waiting for Me Somewhere, shot her to fame (published in Vintage together with her novella, Someone I Loved). Her novel Hunting and Gathering (Ensemble c'est tout) was a bestseller in several countries, selling over two million copies, and was made into a film. Her books have been translated into thirty-six languages. The mother of two children, she lives and writes just outside Paris.
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As selfish

and illusory

as it might seem,

this book, Charles,

is for you.


He always stood off to one side. Over there, away from the fence, out of harm’s way. His gaze febrile, his arms crossed in front of him. More than crossed – twisted tightly, straitjacketed. As if he were cold, or had a stomach ache. As if he were clinging to himself so as not to fall over.

Defying us, every one of us, but not looking at anyone. Seeking out the shape of one lone little boy and clutching a paper bag to his chest.

In it was a chocolate croissant, that I knew, and every time I would wonder if it hadn’t got completely squashed, what with . . .

Yes, that’s how he hung on – the bell, their scorn, the trip by way of the bakery, and all the little spots of grease on his lapel as if they were so many medals, unhoped-for.

Unhoped-for . . .

But . . . In those days, how could I possibly know that?

In those days, I was afraid of him. Shoes too pointy, nails too long, and index finger too yellow. Lips too red. And coat too short and much too tight.

And a dark line all round his eyes, too dark. And a voice that was too weird.

When at last he caught sight of us, he’d smile and open his arms. Leaning forward, silently, he’d touch his hair and shoulders and face. And while my mother moored me firmly to her body, I would count all his rings as he held them against my friend’s cheeks, fascinated.

He had one on each finger. Real rings, beautiful rings, precious, like my grandmother’s . . . It was always just then that my mother would turn away, horrified, and that I let go of her hand.

As for Alexis, no. He never turned away. Just handed over his schoolbag and, with the other hand, he ate his snack, and they headed off towards the Place du Marché.

Alexis with his extraterrestrial in spiky high heels, his circus freak, his primary school clown, felt safer than I did, and was better loved.

Or so I thought.

But one day I did ask him, all the same, ‘Well, um, is it a man or a woman?’

‘Who?’

‘The, um, the person who comes to fetch you in the evening.’

He shrugged his shoulders.

Of course it was a man. But he called him Nana, his nanny.

And so Nana had promised, for instance, to bring him some golden jacks and he’d swap them with me for that marble, if I wanted, or even . . . she’s late, Nana, today . . . I hope she hasn’t lost her keys . . . Because she always loses everything, you know . . . She often says that some day she’ll forget her head at the hair–dresser’s or in a fitting room at Prisunic and then she laughs, and says, thank God she’s got legs!

But it’s a man, you can tell.

What a question.

I can’t recall his name. And yet it was something extraordinary . . .

A music-hall sort of name, echoes of worn velvet and stale tobacco. Something like Gigi Lamor or Gino Cherubini or Ruby Dolorosa or . . .

I can’t remember and it’s driving me mad that I can’t remember. I’m in a plane headed for the ends of the earth, I have to sleep, I simply must sleep. I’ve taken some pills, just for that. I have no choice, I won’t make it otherwise. I haven’t slept in so long . . . and I . . .

I won’t make it.

Nothing doing. Neither chemistry, nor grief, nor exhaustion. Over thirty thousand feet, so high up in the void, and I’m still struggling like a cretin to rekindle these poorly extinguished memories. And the harder I blow, the more my eyes sting, and the less I see, the further down I fall on to my knees.

My neighbour has already asked me twice to switch off the overhead light. Sorry, but I can’t. It was forty years ago, Madame . . . forty years, don’t you see? I need the light to find the name of that old drag queen. That amazing name which of course I’ve gone and forgotten, since I used to call her Nana, too. And I adored her. Because that’s the way things were with them: you adored each other.

Nana who surfaced like a ruin in their life, one hospital evening.

Nana who spoiled us rotten, who fed us, stuffed us, consoled us, deloused us, genuinely hypnotized us, enchanted us and disenchanted us a thousand times. Read our palms, told our cards, promised us the life of a sultan, a king, a nabob, a life of amber and sapphire, of languorous poses and exquisite love; Nana who left our life one morning with a dramatic flourish.

Dramatic, which was fitting. Fitting for him, fitting for them, the way everything had to be with them.

But I . . . Later. I’ll go into that later. I’ve no strength left right now. And I don’t feel like it, anyway. I don’t want to lose them again just now. I’d like to sit a bit longer on the back of my Formica elephant, with my kitchen knife stuck in my loincloth, with all his turbans and make-up and gold chains, from the Alhambra cabaret.

I need my sleep and I need my little light. I need everything I’ve lost along the way. Everything they gave me and then took back.

And everything they ruined, too . . .

Because, well, that’s the way things were, in their world. That was their law, their creed, the way they lived, like heathens. They loved one another, bashed into one another, they’d cry and dance all night and set fire to everything.

Everything.

There should have been nothing left. Nothing. Ever. Nada. Bitter expressions, wrinkled, broken, twisted lips, beds, ashes, ravaged faces, hours spent weeping, years and years of loneliness, but no memories. Least of all. Memories were for other people.

Overcautious people. Accountants.

‘The best parties of all, you’ll see, duckies, are the ones you’ve forgotten by the next morning,’ he used to say, ‘the best parties happen during the party. There’s no such thing as the morning after. The morning after is when you take the first metro and they start harassing you all over again.’

*

And what about her? Yes, her. She used to talk about death, all the time. All the time . . . To defy the bastard reaper, to crush him. Because she knew as much, she knew we would all end up there some day, it was her livelihood to know as much, and that was why we had to touch one another, love one another, drink, bite, take our pleasure and forget everything.

‘Burn it, kids. Be sure you burn it all.’

It’s her voice and I can still . . . I can still hear it.

Wild things.

*

He cannot switch off the light. Or close his eyes. He is going to go – no, he is going – mad. He knows it. Sees himself in the black depths of the window and . . .

‘Sir? Are you all right?’

A stewardess is touching him on the shoulder.

Why have you abandoned me?

‘Is something wrong?’

He would like to reply, No, everything’s fine, thank you, but he can’t: he is weeping.

At last.


I


1

EARLY WINTER. A Saturday morning. Paris Charles de Gaulle airport, terminal 2E.

Milky sun, smell of aeroplane fuel, immense fatigue.

‘Don’t you have a suitcase?’ asks the taxi driver, pointing to the boot.

‘I do.’

‘Well, you’ve got it well hidden, then!’

He chuckles, I turn around.

‘Oh, no . . . I . . . the carousel . . . I forgot to . . .’

‘Go get it! I’ll wait!’

‘No, never mind. I haven’t the strength just now, I . . . never mind . . .’

He’s no longer chuckling.

‘Hey, you’re not just going to leave it there, are you?’

‘I’ll get it another day. I’m coming back the day after tomorrow anyway . . . I feel as if I lived here, I . . . No . . . Let’s go, I don’t care. I don’t want to go back in there just now.’

‘Hey, you, clap, clap, my God, yes you, I’ll come to you on . . . horse-back!

Oh yeah, yes, on horseback!

Hey, you, clap, clap, my God, yes you, I’ll come to you on . . . a bike!

Oh yeah, yes, on a bike!’

Pretty lively stuff in Claudy A’Bguahana’s Peugeot 407 number 3786. (His permit is taped to the back of the seat.)

‘Hey, you, clap, clap, my God, yes, you, I’ll come to you . . . in a hot air balloon!

Oh yeah, yes, a hot air balloon!’

He calls out, looking at me in the rear view mirror, ‘I hope you don’t mind hymns, by the way?’

I smile.

‘Hey, you, clap, clap, my Lord, yes you, I’ll come to you in a . . . jet propelled rocket!’

If we’d had hymns like this, we might not have lost our faith quite so soon, would we?

Oh, yeah!

Oh, yes . . .

‘No, no, it’s fine. Thanks. This is perfect.’

‘Where did you come in from?’

‘Russia.’

‘Hey! It’s cold there, isn’t it?’

‘Very.’

Among sheep from the same flock, I would have fervently liked to behave in a more brotherly fashion, but . . . Mea culpa, here I have to beat my breast, and that is something I know how to do, beat my jet propelled breast, because I just can’t.

And that is my great sin.

I’m too jet-lagged, too exhausted, too dirty and too dried out to take communion.

At the next motorway exit ramp:

‘So do you have God in your life?’

Fuck. Jesus. This would have to happen to me . . .

‘No.’

‘You know what? I could tell that right away. A man who leaves his luggage just like that, I said to myself, he doesn’t have God in his life.’

He says it again, hitting the steering wheel.

‘No-God-in-his-life.’

‘Guess not,’ I confess.

‘But He is there all the same! He is there! He is everywhere! He is showing us the w—’

‘No, no,’ I interrupt, ‘the place I’ve just got back from, where I’ve come from . . . He isn’t there. I assure you.’

‘Why not, then?’

‘Poverty . . .’

‘But God is in poverty! God performs miracles, don’t you know that?’

I glance quickly at the speedometer, 90, so no way to open the door.

‘Take me, for example . . . Before, I was . . . I was nothing!’ He was getting excited. ‘I was drinking! Gambling! Sleeping with loads of women! I wasn’t a man, you see . . . I was nothing! And the Lord took me. The Lord plucked me like a little flower and He said, “Claudy, you . . .”’

I’ll never find out what sort of pap the Old Man had fed him: I’d fallen asleep.

We were outside the entrance to my building when he squeezed my knee.

On the back of the receipt he’d written the address to paradise: Aubervilliers Church, 46–48 Rue Saint-Denis. 10.00am to 1.00pm.

‘You have to come next Sunday, right? You have to say to yourself, If I got into that car, it was not by chance, because chance . . . (great big eyes) doesn’t exist.’

The window of the passenger seat was down so I leaned in to bid farewell to my shepherd, ‘So then . . . um . . . You . . . you don’t sleep with women any more . . . um, not one?’

Big smile.

‘Only the ones the Lord sends my way.’

‘And how do you know which ones they are?’

Very big smile.

‘They’re the most beautiful ones.’

*

We’ve been taught the wrong way round, I reflected, pushing open the front door; as for me, as far as I can recall, the only time when I was sincere was when I would repeat, ‘I am not worthy to receive you.’

At that moment, yes. At that moment I truly believed.

And you, clap, clap, as I was climbing, yes you, my four flights of stairs, I realized to my horror that I had that bloody refrain stuck in my head, in a taxi, yes, in a taxi.

Oh, yeah.

The security lock was on and these ten last centimetres where I found my home resisting me were infuriating. I had come from too far away, I’d seen too much, the plane had arrived too late and God was too tactful. I blew a fuse.

‘It’s me! Open up!’

I was screaming, pounding on the doorframe, ‘Will you bloody open this door!’

Snoopy’s muzzle appeared in the gap.

‘Hey, it’s okay . . . Calm down, all right? Calm down . . .’

Mathilde slid open the bolt, stepped back, and had already turned away from me when I crossed the threshold.

‘Hello!’ I said.

She merely raised her arm, limply wiggling a few fingers.

Enjoy, commanded the back of her T-shirt. Well now. For a split second there I entertained the notion of grabbing her by the hair and breaking her neck to force her to turn around, and saying it to her again, to her face, those two oh-so outmoded little syllables, Hel-lo. And then, oh . . . I let it go. And anyway, the door to her room had already slammed shut.

I’d been gone a week, I was leaving again in just two days and how . . . how important was all that anyway.

Well? How important? I was just passing through, wasn’t I?

I went into Laurence’s room, which was also my room, as far as I knew. The bed was impeccably made, the duvet was smoothed, the pillows were plumped, paunchy, haughty. Pathetic. I hugged the wall and carefully set my buttocks on the very edge of the mattress so as not to crease anything.

I looked at my shoes. For a fairly long while. I looked out of the window. The roofs just below and the Val-de-Grâce in the distance. And then her clothes on the back of the armchair.

Her books, her water bottle, her address book, her glasses, her earrings . . . It must all mean something, but I could no longer quite grasp what. I . . . I didn’t get it any more.

I toyed with one of the little tubes of tiny round pills that sat on the night table.

Nux Vomica 9CH, difficulties sleeping.

Yes, that must be it, that’s what this place is about now, I thought with a grimace, and stood up.

Nux Vomica.

It was the same, and it was worse, every time. I was no longer here. The shoreline was receding ever further, and I . . .

Stop it, come on, I castigated myself! You’re tired and you’re winding yourself up. Stop it.

The water was scorching. With my mouth open and my eyelids closed, I waited for it to wash away all my rough scales. From the cold, the snow, the lack of daylight, the hours of traffic jams, my endless discussions with that bastard Pavlovich, all the battles lost from the start and all the faces still haunting me.

The bloke who’d tossed his hard hat in my face the night before. The words I couldn’t understand but which I could easily guess. The building site, which was getting out of control . . . On all sides . . .

What the hell had I been thinking to go and get involved in such a thing, honestly? And now! I couldn’t even find my razor in the midst of all these beauty products! Conceals blemishes, period pains, luminous skin, firm abdomen, seborrhoea, fragile hair.

What the hell did all this crap mean! What the hell was the point?

And for what moments of tenderness?

I cut myself and swept the lot into the wastebasket.

‘You know . . . I think I should make you a coffee, no?’

Mathilde, her arms crossed, stood slouching on one leg in the door to the bathroom.

‘Good idea.’

She was staring at the floor.

‘Oh . . . um . . . I knocked over a few things, you see . . . I’ll . . . don’t worry about it.’

‘Oh, no. I’m not worried. You do this every time.’

‘Oh?’

She shook her head.

‘Have a good week?’ she went on.

I didn’t reply.

‘Right. A coffee, then.’

Mathilde . . . As a little girl she’d been so hard to get close to . . . So hard . . . How she’d grown, good Lord.

Fortunately we still had Snoopy, on her T-shirt.

‘Feeling better now?’

‘Yes,’ I went, blowing into my cup, ‘thanks. I get the feeling I’ve finally landed. No school today?’

‘Nah.’

‘Laurence working all day?’

‘Yes. She’ll meet us at Granny’s. Oh, noooo. Don’t tell me you’d forgotten. You know perfectly well it’s her birthday party tonight.’

I had forgotten. Not that it was Laurence’s birthday the next day, but that we were in for another charming little soirée. A proper family dinner, just the way I liked them. All I needed, truly.

‘I haven’t got a present.’

‘I know. That’s why I didn’t go and sleep over at Lea’s. I knew you’d need me.’

Adolescence . . . What an exhausting yo-yo.

‘You know, Mathilde, you have a way of blowing hot and cold that will never cease to astound me . . .’

I stood up to help myself to more coffee.

‘Well at least I’m astounding someone.’

‘Hey,’ I replied, placing my hand against her back, ‘enjoy.’

She arched her back. Ever so slightly.

The way her mum did.

We decided to go on foot. After a few silent streets, where each of my questions seemed to pain her even more than the previous one, she began to fiddle with her iPod and wiggled the headphones into her ears.

Very well then, looks like I ought to get myself a real dog, no? Someone who’d love me and would literally jump for joy whenever I got back from a trip . . . Even a stuffed one, why not? With big moist eyes and a little motor that would cause his tail to wag when I touched his head.

Oh, I love him already . . .

‘You in a mood, now?’

Because of her gadget she’d said the words more loudly than necessary and the woman on the crossing with us turned round.

Mathilde sighed, closed her eyes, sighed again, removed her left earplug and stuck it into my right ear.

‘Here, I’ve got something for you that’s just your age group, it’ll perk you up.’

And there in the midst of the noise and traffic, on the end of a very short wire that still connected me to a faraway childhood, a few guitar chords.

A few notes and the perfect, hoarse, slightly drawling voice of Leonard Cohen, singing ‘Suzanne’.

‘Better now?’

I nodded my head, just like a moody little boy.

‘Brilliant.’

She was pleased.

Spring was still a long way off but the sun was working on heating things up a bit, stretching lazily over the dome of the Panthéon. My-daughter-who-was-not-my-daughter-but-who-was-nothing-less-either gave me her arm so she wouldn’t lose the sound, and there we were in Paris, the most beautiful city in the world – I’d finally come round to admitting the fact by virtue of leaving it behind so often.

Wandering through this quartier I loved so, turning our backs on the Great Men, just the two of us, little mortals who could astound no one, amidst the tranquil weekend crowd. Feeling relaxed, our guard down, to the very rhythm of for he’s touched our perfect bodies with his mind.

‘This is wild,’ I said, shaking my head, ‘and you still listen to this stuff?’

‘Looks that way . . .’

‘I must have come along this very street humming this, over thirty years ago . . . See that shop, there?’

With my chin I pointed towards the shopfront of Dubois, the art supply place on the Rue Soufflot.

‘If you knew how many hours I spent drooling over their window . . . It all set me dreaming. Everything. The paper, the pens, the tubes of Rembrandt. One day I even saw Prouvé come out of there. Jean Prouvé, can you imagine! And, well, on that particular day I must have been waltzing along murmuring that Jesus was a sailor and all that stuff, I’ll bet you anything . . . Prouvé . . . when I think back . . .’

‘Who’s Prouvé?’

‘A genius. Well, not even. An inventor, a creator, an incredible bloke . . . you know, the designer and architect; I’ll show you some of the books. But, um, to get back to our cheery lad, there . . . My favourite was Famous Blue Raincoat, haven’t you got that one?’

‘No.’

‘Jeez! What are they teaching you at school these days, anyway? I was mad about that song, absolutely crazy. I think I must have worn the cassette right through from rewinding it so many times.’

‘Why?’

‘Oh, I don’t remember . . . I’d have to listen to it again, but as I recall, it’s the story of a guy who’s writing to one of his friends, a bloke who’d gone off with his wife at some point, and he was saying that he thought he’d forgiven him. There was something about a lock of hair, I remember, and for someone like me who was incapable of chatting up a single girl, I was such a great lump, awkward and so moody it was pathetic, well, I thought that sort of story was very very sexy. As if it were written for me, in a way . . .’

I was laughing.

‘And listen to this. I even pestered my dad so he’d give me his old Burberry, and I tried to dye it blue and screwed up completely and utterly. It went this greenish-yellow colour. So ugly, you can’t begin to imagine.’

She was laughing.

‘But do you think that stopped me? Not likely. I wrapped myself inside the thing, with the collar up and the belt undone, “my fists in my torn pockets” like Rimbaud’s Bohemian, and off I went . . .’

I mimed the loser I must have been. Peter Sellers in his prime.

‘. . . taking these great long strides, right through the crowd, mysterious, elusive, ever so careful to avoid the gaze of all those people who weren’t even looking at me. Oh, he must have laughed, old Leonard off on his promontory among the great Zen masters, let me tell you!’

‘And now?’

‘Well . . . he’s still alive, far as I know.’

‘Nah, the raincoat.’

‘Oh, that! Vanished, along with everything else. But you can ask Claire tonight if she remembers it.’

‘Okay . . . And I’ll download it.’

I frowned.

‘Hey, that’s enough already! You’re not going to do your head in about all that again. He’s earned enough as it is.’

‘It’s not a question of money, you know that perfectly well. It’s more serious than that. It’s –’

‘Stop. I know. You’ve told me a million times. The day there are no artists left, we’ll all be dead and blah blah and all that.’

‘Exactly. We’ll still be alive but we’ll all be dead. Hey, look, speaking of which . . .’

We were standing outside Gibert’s books and music store.

‘Come on in. I’ll buy it for you, my lovely sickly green raincoat.’

I stood frowning hesitantly at the till. Three other CDs had miraculously appeared on the counter.

‘Oh, come on!’ she said, as if it were fate, ‘I had been planning on downloading those ones, too.’

I paid and she grazed her cheek against mine. Just a touch.

Once we’d rejoined the flow of people on the Boulevard Saint-Michel, I grew bolder. ‘Mathilde?’

‘Yes.’

‘Can I ask you a delicate question?’

‘No.’

Then a few metres farther along, she covered her face with her hands. ‘I’m listening.’

‘Why have things got this way between us? So . . .’

Silence.

‘So what?’ asked her hood.

‘I don’t know . . . predictable. Cash-oriented. I get out my credit card and only then am I entitled to a tender gesture. Well, tender . . . A gesture, at any rate. How . . . so what’s the going rate for a kiss from you at the moment, anyway?’

I opened my wallet and checked the receipt from Gibert’s. ‘Fifty-five euros and sixty cents. Right.’

Silence.

Tossed the receipt into the gutter.

‘You know it’s not just a question of money really, I was happy to give them to you, but . . . I really wish you could have said hello earlier on when I came in, I was so –’

‘I did say hello.’

I pulled on her sleeve so she’d look at me, then I lifted my hand to imitate her limp-fingered greeting. Or the limpness of her intention . . .

She pulled her arm away abruptly.

‘And it’s not just with me, anyway,’ I went on, ‘I know it’s like this with your mum, too. Every time I call her, even though I’m far away and I might like a little . . . That’s all she talks about. Your attitude. Your rows. This sort of ongoing blackmail . . . A little bit of kindness for a little bit of cash. All the time. All the time. And –’

I stopped in my tracks and took hold of her again.

‘Answer me. How did it get like this between us? What did we do? What did we do to you to deserve this? I know . . . Some might say it’s adolescence, the awkward age, the dark tunnel and all that rubbish, but you – You, Mathilde. I thought you were more intelligent than the others, I didn’t think it would affect you like them. I thought you were far too clever to get caught up in their statistics –’

‘Well you were wrong.’

‘So I see.’

She’d been so hard to get close to. Why had this ridiculous pluperfect sprung to mind above my coffee cup earlier on? Simply because she’d taken the trouble – the immense trouble – to push a capsule into the coffee machine and press the little green button?

Hey. I’m a bit obtuse myself, at times.

And yet, when I think back –

She was – how old, at the time? Seven, maybe eight, and she’d just lost in the finals at the gymkhana. I can still see her flinging her riding cap into the ditch, lowering her head and ploughing into me without warning. Bam. A battering ram. I even had to grab hold of a post to keep from falling over.

I was dazed, moved, breathless, my hands all tied in knots and in the end I’d managed to pull the flaps of my coat around her while she spilled tears and snot and horse dung all over my shirt, with her arms squeezed round my girth as tight as could be.

Could you call this gesture ‘taking someone in your arms’? Yes, I decided; yes. And it was the first time.

The first time . . . and when I say she was eight, I’m almost certainly wrong. I’m hopeless with ages. Perhaps it was even later. Good Lord, it took years, then, didn’t it?

But then she was there, really there. Her entire little self fitted inside the lining of my raincoat and I let it last as long as I could, despite my frozen feet and my aching legs, soon to be stuck at the edge of that bloody riding ring in Normandy, and I hid her from the world, with a silly smile on my face.

Afterwards, in the car, she curled up in a ball on the rear seat, and I said, ‘What was your pony’s name again? Pistachio?’

No reply.

‘Caramel?’

Missed again.

‘Wait, I’ve got it! Popcorn.’

Silence from the rear.

‘Hey, what could you expect from such an ugly stupid pony, with a name like Popcorn to boot . . . huh? Honestly. That was the first and last time he’ll ever make it to the finals, that fat Popcorn of yours, let me tell you!’

I was useless. I was overdoing it and I wasn’t even sure of the animal’s name. Come to think of it, I seem to recall it was Peanut . . .

Well, in any case she’d turned away.

I straightened the rear view mirror and clenched my teeth.

We had got up at dawn. I was exhausted, and cold, and I was scrambling to keep up and had to stop off at the agency that very evening for yet another all-nighter. And I’d always been afraid of horses. Even little ones. Especially little ones. Dear God . . . all of this did not bode well when you were stuck in a traffic jam. Not at all . . . And while I was at it, churning my thoughts round and round, irritated and tense and ready to burst, suddenly there came these words:

‘Sometimes I wish you were my father.’

I didn’t say anything, afraid I might spoil it all. I’m not your father, or I’m like your father, or I’m better than your father, or no, what I mean is, I am . . . Phew . . . My silence, it seemed, would say all that much better than I ever could.

But today? Now that life has become so . . . so what? So laborious, so inflammable in our one hundred and ten square metres. Now that we almost never made love any more, Laurence and I; now that I was losing my illusions at the rate of one a day, and a year of my life per construction site, and I found myself rambling away to Snoopy T-shirt while saying nothing, and I was obliged to key in my PIN code just to feel loved, I regretted not heeding those distress signals.

I should have seen them that time, obviously.

I should have pulled over onto the emergency lay-by, so aptly named, should have got out into the night and opened her door and pulled her out by the feet and gently smothered her in turn.

What would it have cost me? Not a thing.

Not a thing, because there wouldn’t have been any other words to say . . . Or at least, that’s how I imagine it, the botched scene: silent, and effective. Because words, for Christ’s sake, words – they’re not something I’ve ever been good at. I’ve never had the kit.

Never.

And now that I’m turning towards her, there outside the gate of the School of Medicine, and I can see her face, hard and set and almost ugly, because of one little question, and here am I who never asks questions, I tell myself I’d have done better to keep my mouth shut this time round, too.

She was walking ahead of me, taking long strides, head down.

‘Anyouinkbetter?’ I heard her mumble.

‘Excuse me?’

She spun around.

‘And you? Do you think you’re any better?’

She was furious.

‘You think you’re any better, you guys? Huh? You think you’re any better? You guys think you’re not predictable?’

‘You guys who?’

‘Who, who do you think? Well, the two of you! You guys! You and Mum! I really wonder what sort of statistic you two belong in! Maybe the crap couple category, the ones who . . .’

Silence.

‘Who what?’ I ventured, idiot that I am.

‘You know what I mean,’ she murmured.

Yes, that I knew. And that is the reason why we both stubbornly stood there not speaking.

Lucky kid with headphones: here was I, with nothing but my own inner turmoil to listen to.

My own negative feedback and a moth-eaten raincoat.

When we reached the Rue de Sèvres, opposite the posh department store that was already making me feel discouraged, I veered off in the direction of a café.

‘Do you mind? I need a coffee before the battle.’

She followed, making a face.

I burned my lips while she fiddled with her gadgets again.

‘Charles?’

‘Yes.’

‘Can you tell me what he’s singing, here? ’Cause I get some of it but not all . . .’

‘No problem.’

So we shared the sound again. She got the Dolby, I got the stereo. One ear each.

But the opening chords of the piano were quickly drowned by the noise of the espresso machine.

‘Wait –’

She dragged me down to the other end of the counter.

‘Ready?’

I nodded.

Another man’s voice. Warmer.

And I began my simultaneous translation for her, into French, ‘If you were the road, I would go . . . Wait . . . Because this could be either road or path in French, it depends on the context. Do you want the poetry or word for word?’

‘Oh,’ she moaned, cutting off the sound, ‘you fuck everything up. I don’t want an English lesson, I just want you to tell me what he’s saying!’

‘Right,’ I said impatiently, ‘let me listen to the whole thing once through on my own, and then I’ll tell you.’

I took her little thingammies and covered my ears with both hands while she looked at me out of the corner of her eye, febrile.

I was blown away. More than I would have imagined. More than I would have liked. I was . . . simply blown away.

Bloody love songs. The way they sneak up on you . . . Enough to make you surrender, in less than four minutes. Bloody banderillas planted in hearts already riddled with statistics.

I handed the earpiece back to her with a sigh.

‘Good stuff, isn’t it?’

‘Who is it?’

‘Neil Hannon. An Irish singer. Right, the whole thing through, now?’

‘The whole thing.’

‘And no stopping, right?’

‘Don’t worry sweetie, it’s gonna be all right,’ I drawled, best cowboy fashion.

She smiled again. Well done, Charley, well done.

So I picked up the road where I’d left it, because it was surely a road that was meant, no doubt about that.

If you were the road/ I’d go all the way . . . If you were the night/ I’d sleep in the day . . . If you were the day/ I’d cry in the night . . . She was sticking right by me now, not to lose a single word . . . ’Cause you are the way, the truth and the light./

If you were a tree/ I could put my arms around you . . ./ And . . . you . . . you could not complain/ If you were a tree . . ./ I could carve my name into your side/ and you would not cry,/ ’Cos trees don’t cry . . . (there I took some liberties with the French to translate, ‘’Cos trees don’t cry’, okay, right, Neil, you’ll forgive me, won’t you? I’ve got this teenager on my back at the other end of the wire) If you were a man/ I would still love you . . ./ If you were a drink/ I’d drink my fill of you . . ./ If you were attacked,/ I would kill for you . . ./ If your name was Jack/ I’d change mine to Jill for you . . ./ If you were a horse,/ I’d clean the crap out of your stable/ and never once complain . . ./ If you were a horse/ I could ride you through the fields at dawn . . ./ Through the day until the day was gone (uh . . . no time to polish that) . . . I could sing about you in my songs (not brilliant either) . . . (She didn’t care and I could feel her hair against my cheek.) (And smell her scent, too. Her Body Shop Tea Tree Oil, a whiff of young teenager with rips in her sleeve.) If you were my little girl/ I would find it hard to let you go . . ./ If you were my sister uh, ‘find it doubly’ oh, let’s just take a stab,/ I would find it doubly so./ If you were a dog,/ I’d feed you scraps from off the table (sorry) Though my wife complains . . ./ If you were my dog (and now his voice is rising) I am sure you’d like it better./ Then you’d be my loyal four-legged friend,/ You’d (almost shouting now) never have to think again (now he was really yelling but in a sad sort of way)/ And we could be together till the end (Right to the eeeeeennnddd in fact, but you could tell the affair was hardly in the bag either . . . not a sure thing at all . . .).

I handed her property back without a word and ordered a second coffee that I really didn’t want at all to give her the time to let the credits roll by. The time to get used to the light and shake herself down.

‘I love this song,’ she sighed.

‘Why?’

‘Dunno. Because . . . because trees don’t cry.’

‘Are you in love?’ I ventured cautiously, walking on eggshells.

A slight pout.

‘No,’ she confessed, ‘no. When you’re in love you don’t need to listen to this sort of lyric, I don’t suppose, like duh.’

After a few minutes during which I scraped conscientiously at the treacle in the bottom of the cup, she said, ‘To get back to what you were saying . . .’

She directed her gaze over there, towards the question I’d asked earlier.

I didn’t budge.

‘The dark tunnel and all that. Well, um, I think that . . . we should just leave things as they stand . . . Like not get too greedy with each other, know what I mean?’

‘Uh, not exactly, no . . .’

‘Well, you can count on me to help you find a present for Mum, and I can count on you to translate the songs I like, and . . . and that’s it.’

‘That’s it?’ I protested mildly. ‘That’s all you have to offer?’

She’d put her hood back up.

‘Yes. For the time being, yes. But, yeah it’s quite a lot, in fact. It’s . . . like . . . it’s a lot.’

I stared at her.

‘Why are you smiling like an idiot now?’

‘Because,’ I replied, holding the door for her, ‘because if you were my dog, I could sneak you the scraps and you’d be my loyal friend at last.’

‘Ha, ha. Very clever.’

And while we stood motionless at the edge of the pavement, watching the stream of cars, she lifted her leg and pretended to piss against my trouser leg.

She’d been very honest with me, and on the escalator I decided to pay her back in her own coin.

‘You know, Mathilde . . .’

‘What?’ (in a tone of, now what?)

‘We are all cash-oriented.’

‘I know,’ she replied, without hesitating.

The ease with which she’d put me in my place left me pensive. It seemed to me we were a more generous lot, back in Cohen’s time . . .

Or perhaps we simply weren’t as clever?

She took a step away from me.

‘Hey, then, let’s drop these mega-boring conversations, right?’

‘Right.’

‘And so what shall we get for Mum?’

‘Whatever you like,’ I replied.

A shadow passed over.

‘I’ve already got my present,’ she said, clenching her teeth, ‘it’s yours we’re talking about.’

‘Sure, sure,’ I said with forced cheerfulness, ‘give me time to think, let’s see . . .’

So that’s what it meant, to be fourteen years old in this day and age? To be lucid enough to know that everything has its price here on earth and, at the same time, stay naïve and tender enough to want to go on giving your hands to the adults on either side of you, and stay with them, right between them, maybe not skipping any more but squeezing their hands hard, keeping a firm grip, to keep them together in spite of everything.

That was already something, no?

Even with all those great songs, it must be quite a burden.

What was I like, at her age? Completely immature, I suppose.

I stumbled as we arrived at the next floor. Huh. It wasn’t important. Absolutely pointless. Absolutely.

And besides, I can’t remember any of it.

Let’s go, kid, I’m fed up already, I suddenly realized, clinging to the handrail. Let’s have a look and find something and get it wrapped and we’re out of here.

A handbag. Yet another . . . The fifteenth, I suppose.

‘If Madame is not pleased with the item, she can always come and exchange it,’ cooed the saleswoman.

I know, I know. Thank you. Madame frequently exchanges. And that is why I don’t go to more trouble than this, any more, you see.

But I kept my mouth shut and paid up anyway. I paid up.

No sooner were we out of the store than Mathilde vanished again and I stood there like an imbecile in front of a newspaper kiosk, reading the headlines without taking them in.

Was I hungry? No. Did I feel like going for a walk? No. Wouldn’t I do better to go and lie down? Yes. But no. I’d never get up again.

Could it be that . . . A bloke shoved past me to grab a magazine and I’m the one who said sorry.

All alone, with no imagination, the odd one out in the middle of the ant farm, I raised my arm to hail a cab and gave him the address of my office.

I went back to work because that was the only thing I knew how to do any more at that point. Time to see what sort of fuck-ups they’d got into here while I was away checking on the ones they’d got into over there. That’s about what it had come to, my profession, for the last couple of years. A lot of huge cracks, a tiny knife, and plenty of filler.

The promising architect had become a little stonemason as he rose through the ranks. He was a regular Mr Fix-it for his colleagues, when they needed help in English; he did no more drawings, clocked up his frequent flier miles at an alarming rate and fell asleep lulled by the gentle drone of warfare on CNN, in hotel beds that were far too big.

The sky had clouded over. I put my forehead against the cool windowpane and compared the colour of the Seine with that of the Moskva, while holding an utterly pointless present on my lap.

Was God there?

Hard to say.
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THEY’VE COME, THEY’RE all here.

Let’s run the credits in order of appearance, it will be easier.

The fellow who opens the door saying to Mathilde, oh, how you’ve grown, a regular little woman now, that’s my older sister’s husband. I have another brother-in-law, but this one’s really my favourite. Say, you’ve gone and lost some more, he adds, ruffling my hair, did you remember to bring back some vodka this time? Hey, what exactly are you doing with the Russkies, anyway? Dancing the kazatchok or something?

What did I tell you . . . He’s a good sort, no? He’s perfect. Okay, let’s shove our way in a bit here and this very upright gentleman who’s taking our coats, just behind him there, is my father, Henri Balanda. He, on the other hand, isn’t much of a one for words. He’s given up. Now he lets me know that I’ve got some mail by pointing to the console over to my left. I give him a kiss, but I don’t linger. The kind of mail that shows up at my parents’ place is usually of the please-donate-to-your-school-your-college-your-university variety. Promotional meetings, subscription reminders for journals I haven’t read in twenty years, and invitations to conferences I never attend.

Fine, I say to my father, already looking for the wastebin that isn’t a wastebin, or so my mother will inform me with a frown a few minutes from now, since it is an umbrella stand, might I remind you. A well-worn script, how long have I been telling you this?

Yes, and that’s my mother you can see there from behind, at the end of the corridor, in her kitchen, tied up in her apron while she bastes the roast.

Now she’s turning around and kissing Mathilde and saying, my how you’ve grown, you’re a real young lady now! I wait until it’s my turn and I greet my other sister, not the wife of Jolyon Wagg but of the tall skinny guy sitting over there. He’s not at all the same type. He’s manager of a Champion supermarket out in the country but he has a perfect understanding of the concerns and economic policies of Bernard Arnault. Yes, that Bernard Arnault, the tycoon of the LVMH group. He’s sort of a . . . colleague, you might say. Because they’re in the same profession, you see, and . . . well, I’ll stop there. We’ll enjoy ourselves all the more later on.

That woman there is Edith, and we’ll be hearing from her as well. She’ll talk about how much the children’s schoolbags weigh, and about the PTA meetings, no really, she’ll add – as she refuses a second helping of cake – it is unbelievable how little people contribute these days. The end-of-year fête, for example, who do you think came to fill in for me at the fishing booth, who? No one! So if the parents are dropping out, what on earth can you expect from the children, I ask you? Well, we shouldn’t hold it against her, her husband is a Champion manager when really he was cut out to be a superstore manager, he’s proven as much, and the puddle of sawdust in the fishing booth at the Saint-Joseph primary school fête is her little corner of paradise, so no, we shouldn’t hold it against her. It’s just that she gets very tiresome and she ought to change the record from time to time. And hairstyle too, while she’s at it. Let’s follow her into the living room where the other side is waiting for us: my sister Françoise. Number One. Madame Kazatchok for those who haven’t been following or who stayed behind dawdling in the kitchen. Now she does change her hairstyle quite frequently, but she’s even more predictable than her younger sister. And anyway, there’s no need to prove it, all you have to do is cut and paste the very first thing she says: ‘Oh, Charles, you look frightful . . . And you’ve put on weight, haven’t you?’ Well, may as well include the second thing she says, too, otherwise I’ll be accused of being biased: ‘You have! You’ve filled out since the last time, I assure you. Not to mention the fact that you’re as badly dressed as ever.’

No, don’t feel sorry for me, in a few hours they’ll have vanished from my life. At least until next Christmas, with a bit of luck. They can’t come into my room any more without knocking, and by the time they snitch on me I’m already long gone.

I’ve saved the best for last. The one you don’t see, but you can hear her laughing up on the first floor with all the teenagers in the house. Let’s go and track down that lovely laugh, too bad about the cashew nuts.

*

‘Noo! I can’t believe it!’ she cries, rubbing the scalp of one of my nephews, ‘do you know what these cretins are talking about?’

Kisses along the way.

‘Look at them, Charles. Look how young and handsome they all are. Look at their gorgeous teeth! (lifting up poor Hugo’s upper lip), just check it out, they’re the flower of youth! All these thousands of kilos of hormones overflowing all over the place! And do you know what they’re talking about?’

‘No,’ I go, relaxing at last.

‘About their gigabytes, for Christ’s sake . . . They all sit there wanking about with their MP3 players, comparing gigabytes . . . Disturbing, don’t you think? When you realize that this is what is going to be paying for our retirement . . . pinch me. I guess after this you’ll go comparing the tariffs on your mobiles, right?’

‘Done that,’ sniggers Mathilde.

‘No, I mean it, I really feel for you, kids . . . At your age you’re supposed to be dying of love! Writing poetry! Planning the Revolution! Stealing from the rich! Filling up your backpacks and taking off! Changing the world! But gigabytes, I don’t know . . . Gigabytes . . . Pfff . . . Why not your building society accounts while you’re at it?’

‘And you?’ asks Marion the ingénue, ‘what did you talk about with Charles when you were our age?’

My little sister turns to me.

‘Well, we . . . we were already in bed at this time,’ I muttered in turn, ‘or we were doing our homework, weren’t we?’

‘Absolutely. Or you were helping me to do my essay on Voltaire perhaps?’

‘Quite likely. Or we’d use the time to get ahead with the work for the week . . . And then, remember how we used to recite our geometry theorems by heart?’

‘Exactly!’ exclaims their beloved aunt, ‘or equati—’

The pillow that has just landed in her face prevents her from finishing the sentence.

She answers immediately with a yell. Another cushion goes flying, then a trainer, other war cries, a sock rolled into a ball, then a – Claire grabs me by the sleeve.

‘Come on, let’s go. Now that we’ve got the fun going here, let’s go and stir things up downstairs.’

‘That’s going to be harder.’

‘Oh, we’ll see about that . . . All I need to do is suck up to that other cretin and tell him how wonderful the products are at Casino and it’s in the bag . . .’

Then she turns round in the stairway and adds solemnly, ‘Because they still give out bags at Casino! Whereas at Champion, don’t hold your breath!’

She bursts out laughing.

That’s who she is. That’s Claire. And she’s some consolation for the other two, after all. At least, she’s always been a consolation to me.

‘What on earth have you been getting up to up there?’ fusses my mother, pulling at her apron strings, ‘what’s all that screaming?’

My sister pleads innocence, showing her palms. ‘Hey, it’s not me, it’s Pythagoras.’

In the meantime Laurence has arrived. She is sitting at the end of the sofa and is already deep in the huge restructuring plan for the condiments department.

Right, I know, it’s her evening, her birthday and she’s been working all day but . . . still . . . We haven’t seen each other for almost a week . . . Couldn’t she have looked for me? Got up? Smiled? Or even just glanced over my way?

I slide in next to her.

‘No, no, but it’s a good idea to put the ketchup together with the tomato sauce, you’re right . . .’

This is what my hand on her shoulder has inspired.

Enjoy.

As we are on our way to the dining room, she finally grabs me, as the kids upstairs would say.

‘Good trip?’

‘Excellent, thanks.’

‘And did you bring back a present for my twentieth birthday?’ she simpers, clinging to my arm, ‘perhaps some jewellery from Fabergé?’

I guess it really runs in the family . . .

‘Russian dolls,’ I grumble, ‘you know, one lovely woman, and the more interest you show in her, the tinier she turns out to be . . .’

‘Are you talking about me?’ she quips, walking away.

No. About me.

She quips.

She quips, walking away.

It’s because of an aside like that that I fell in love with her, years ago: her foot was finding its way up my leg just as her husband was explaining to me what he expected from my business . . . He was fiddling with the ring around his cigar, making a to and fro movement with that innocent little piece of paper that I found to be . . . extremely unwise.

Yes. Because another woman would have been more predictable, more aggressive. Are you talking about me? she would have said, mocking or grating or scoffing or biting or scathing or shooting daggers with her eyes or something less cruel, but not this woman. No, not her. Not the beautiful Laurence Vernes.

It was winter and I had met them in a posh restaurant in the 8th arrondissement. ‘For coffee,’he’d taken care to point out. Yes, indeed, for coffee . . . I was a supplier, not a client.

A little treat, at most.

Finally, I introduced myself.

Out of breath, slovenly, bulky. With my helmet in one hand and the tubes of blueprints in the other. Pursued by a waiter who was as horrified as he was obsequious, pestering me to take my rags off me, fussing in my wake. He took my dreadful biker jacket and went off, inspecting his pale carpet. Searching, no doubt, for traces of dirty oil or mud or similar vile excretions.

The scene only lasted a few seconds but it was enchanting.

So there I was, sly and mocking, pulling off my long scarf and shivering one last time, when by chance my gaze met hers.

She thought, or knew, or hoped that my smile was meant for her, but in fact it was for the absurdity of the situation, for the stupidity of a world, her world, which fed me in spite of myself (in those days it seemed to me that to come and give an estimate to a bloke who’d made his fortune in leather, in order to redo his new duplex ‘without touching the marble’, was proof of an utter lack of taste on my part . . . But the social security contributions, my God! This was Le Corbusier they were assassinating!). (I’ve changed since then. I’ve lost a few holes in my belt at business lunches and I’ve accumulated some useful complaints against the social security contribution collection agency. I’ve learned to live with my clear-sightedness, when all is said and done. Even with marble . . .) So, as I was saying, in spite of myself, a world that had not invited me just asked me to sit down in front of a stained tablecloth while some other fool swept up the last crumbs.

My nastiness in exchange for a smile. We were even, then.

The first smile.

But a nice one . . .

A nice one, already a bit charged, and I would realize fairly quickly, alas, that her self-confidence, and the way she was eyeing me up, all bold and flattering, owed more to the virtues of Monsieur Taittinger than to my improbable charm. But anyway . . . It was indeed her big toe I could feel, there, in the hollow behind my knee, while I was trying to concentrate on the gentleman’s desiderata.

He was asking for details about the bedroom. ‘Something spacious and intimate at the same time,’ he said, over and over, peering at my specifications.

‘Don’t you think, darling? Do you agree?’

‘Sorry?’

‘The bedroom!’ he whispered, with an exasperated puff on the cigar. ‘Try to keep up please.’

She agreed. Only her lovely foot had wandered off.

I loved her, knowing full well what she was like, and I don’t really see how I can complain now just because she wanders off with a flippant remark . . .

She was the one overseeing the site. We began to meet more and more frequently and as the work progressed my perspective became more vague, her handshakes less energetic, the load-bearing walls less of an obsession, and the workers increasingly in the way.

Finally one evening, on some flimsy pretext that the parquet was too dark, or too light, she hardly knew which, she demanded I meet her within the hour.

So we were the first to inaugurate the magnificent bedroom. On a painter’s sheet, spacious and intimate, among the fag-ends and pots of white-spirit . . .

But after she’d got dressed in silence she took a few steps, opened a door, closed it again at once, came back to me smoothing her skirt, and announced, quite simply, ‘I shall never live here.’

There was no arrogance for once, no bitterness or aggression. She would never live there.

We switched off the lights and went down the stairway in the semi-darkness.

‘I have a little girl, did you know?’ she confided between two floors, and while I was knocking on the concierge’s door to give her the keys, she added in a very low voice, for herself alone, ‘A little girl who deserves something better than this, I think.’

Ah-hah! The seating arrangements! Always the best moment of the evening.

‘So . . . Laurence . . . on my right,’ declares my old dad, ‘then you, little Guy (poor Laurence . . . refrigerator department, shoplifters and havoc among the personnel coming right at you), Mado, you’re here, then Claire, then –’

‘No!’ protests my mother irritably, tearing the paper from his hands. ‘We said Charles, then Françoise, here . . . Oh, no, that doesn’t work . . . We’re one man short now.’

What would become of us without our seating arrangements?

Claire is watching me. She knows we are one man short. I smile to her and she shrugs her shoulders in a gallant sort of way to shake off my tenderness, which is making her uncomfortable.

Our gazes are worth more than that absent man’s, after all . . .

Without any further hesitation she grabs the chair before her, unfolds her napkin and calls out to our favourite grocer, ‘Come on, come over here, little Guy! Come and sit next to me and tell me again what I’m entitled to with my three discount points!’

My mother sighs and throws down her weapons. ‘Oh, well, sit wherever you like, then.’

Such talent, I muse.

Such talent . . .

But the intelligence of this marvellous girl, who is capable of sabotaging your seating arrangements in a split second, who can make a family gathering bearable, who can stir up a group of blasé adolescents without humiliating them, who can find favour with a woman like Laurence (needless to say, she never got along with the other two, something that gladdened my heart), and is respected by all her colleagues, who is called Our Little Vauban in the plush offices of certain elected officials (I read one day in an ultra-serious urban planning journal this paraphrase of a certain famous phrase, ‘A case fought by Balanda is a case won, a case defended by Balanda is an unwinnable case’) – all of this, all her finesse and common sense, stop short once you get anywhere near the region of her heart.

The man who is missing this evening, and who has been missing for years now, does actually exist. Except that he too must be surrounded by his family this evening. With his wife (at his Maman’s, said Claire, her smile a bit too forced to be honest), and his napkin ring.

Such a hero.

And cutting such a fine figure, modern man in his well-worn slippers . . .

The point is he very nearly came between us, the fat bastard . . . ‘No, Charles, you can’t say that . . . He’s not fat . . .’ That’s the sort of feeble rejoinder she’d come out with back in the days when I was still doing my Don Quixote act and would try to struggle against that flailing windmill of words. But I have since given up, it’s pointless. A man who, even if he is thin, can say calmly and without irony to a woman like her, ‘Be patient, I’ll leave when the girls are grown up,’ is not even worth the hay you’d feed to old Rosinante.

He can go to hell.

‘But why do you stay with him?’ I have asked her, formulating the question every possible way.

‘I don’t know. Because he doesn’t want me, I suppose.’

And that is all she has to say in her own defence. Yes, her defence. Our own little . . . Our lovely beacon and the terror of every court of law.

A hopeless case.

But I’ve given up. Out of fatigue, and from a sense of honesty, and because here am I incapable of cleaning up my own back yard.

I’d make a lousy prosecutor, my arm isn’t long enough.

And there are other things going on underneath all that, other renunciations and shadowy regions and slopes that are far too slippery, even for the kindred spirit of a brother like me. So we don’t talk about it any more. And she switches off her mobile. And shrugs her shoulders. So that’s life. And she laughs. And she doesn’t mind getting lumbered with the resident champion, to take her mind off things.

There’s no point describing the rest. It’s all too drearily familiar.

The little feast. Saturday evening dinner in the home of nicely brought-up people, where everyone valiantly follows the score. The best dishes, the dreadful knife-rests in the shape of a basset hound, the glass that gets knocked over, the kilo of salt that gets poured onto the tablecloth, the debate about televised debates, the 35-hour working week, France going down the tubes, all the taxes we pay and the police radar we didn’t see, the bad guy who says that Arabs have too many kids and the good girl who answers back that you shouldn’t generalize, the hostess who insists it’s over-cooked just for the pleasure of being told it isn’t, and the patriarch who fusses over the temperature of his wine.

Go on then. I’ll spare you all that. You know them only too well, these interludes that are always warm and rather depressing at the same time, that are referred to as family and that remind you from time to time that you really haven’t come that far . . .

The only thing worth saving is the laughter of those kids upstairs, and wouldn’t you know, it is Mathilde who is laughing the loudest. And her giggles take us back to the concierge’s loge on the Boulevard Beauséjour, and the whispered confidences of the superb wife of the man who’d hired me for this job, and she’s just run off with my heart and my senses wrapped up in a dirty old painter’s sheet.

I’ll never know what it was exactly that her little girl had been spared, nor what it was she deserved, in fact, but I do know how she made my work easier. After that last ‘site meeting’ I heard nothing more from Laurence. She didn’t come any more, I couldn’t get hold of her, and what’s worse, I began to think I’d dreamt it all, and I sent off my final proposals into the void.

And yet she haunted me. I was haunted. And since she was too beautiful for me, I had to use some cunning.

My Trojan horse was made of wood, too. And I worked on it for weeks.

This was the school-leaving project I
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