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			Katherine Pancol

			French novelist

			
					Born in Casablanca (Morocco) in 1954.

					Notable works:	The Yellow Eyes of Crocodiles (2006), novel

	The Slow Waltz of Turtles (2008), novel




			

			Katherine Pancol was born in Morocco in 1954 and moved to France at the age of five. Early on in her career, she worked as a French and Latin teacher and then as a journalist, before meeting a publisher who encouraged her to write a novel. The resulting book, entitled Moi d’abord (“Me First”), was published in 1979. The following year, Pancol moved to New York to take creative writ-ing classes at Columbia University. She wrote three novels during her time in the USA, before returning to France, where she devoted herself to writing full-time.

			Pancol has published over 15 novels to date, two of which have been translated into English (The Yellow Eyes of Crocodiles, 2006 and The Slow Waltz of Turtles, 2008). Along with Les écureuils de Central Park sont tristes le lundi (“The Squirrels in Central Park are Sad on Mondays”, 2010), these novels form a bestselling trilogy. She has also written another trilogy, Muchachas (Spanish for “girls”), which feature some of the same characters.

		


		
			The Slow Waltz of Turtles

			The trials and tribulations of everyday life

			
					Genre: novel

					Reference edition: Pancol, K. (2016) The Slow Waltz of Turtles. Trans. Rodarmor, W. New York: Penguin.

					1st edition: 2008

					Themes: daily life, love, writing, family saga

			

			The Slow Waltz of Turtles is the second instalment in Katherine Pancol’s bestselling trilogy, which also comprises The Yellow Eyes of Crocodiles, winner of the French Prix Maison de la Presse literary prize in 2006, and Les écureuils de Central Park sont tristes le lundi (which has not yet been translated into English).

			The novel follows many of the same characters as The Yellow Eyes of Crocodiles, including Joséphine, who is plagued by self-doubt, Hortense, who is willing to go to any lengths to get what she wants, Zoé, who is falling in love for the first time, and Gary, who dreams of making it as a musician, as they go about their daily lives. This novel introduces elements of detective fiction, which were absent from the preceding instalment, as well as a sprinkling of fantasy.

			Pancol uses her trademark straightforward style to interweave the little events that make up each character’s existence and create a vast tapestry of everyday life.

		


		
			Summary

			The Yellow Eyes of Crocodiles introduced us to Joséphine, a researcher specialising in the Middle Ages, whose unfaithful husband Antoine walked out on her and their two daughters Hortense and Zoé, leaving them saddled with a mountain of debt. In order to scrape some money together, Joséphine did some translations for her brother-in-law Philippe, before ghostwriting a novel set during the Middle Ages for her sister Iris. While researching the novel, she met the charming and handsome Luca in the library and they began dating. Her book, A Most Humble Queen, was an immediate and somewhat unexpected hit. This success went straight to Iris’s head, and she took all the credit and lapped up the media attention. However, Philippe quickly saw through her lies and began to drift away from her and grow closer to Joséphine. After Zoé told her older sister Hortense that their mother was the one who had really written the book, Hortense went on television to reveal the truth. Joséphine was surprised and touched by this gesture, as their relationship had previously been fraught.

			Peaceful lives

			By the start of The Slow Waltz of Turtles, Joséphine has moved from the outskirts to the centre of Paris, as her daughter Hortense wanted. Although Hortense quickly moved on from her father Antoine’s death six months previously and has moved to England to study fashion design, Joséphine has not had the heart to tell her youngest daughter Zoé.

			Zoé goes to visit Philippe and his son Alexandre in London every other weekend. Philippe used to be the head of a legal firm, but he has let work take a back seat and moved away from his wife so that he can spend more time with his son. Joséphine likes Philippe, and the feeling is mutual, but she knows that they cannot be more than friends because he is her sister Iris’s husband. Moreover, for the past year she has been in a relationship with another man, Luca.

			Since the truth came out about her deception, Iris has been hospitalised for depression, and she harbours a great deal of bitterness towards Joséphine. However, in her rare moments of lucidity she accepts that she has nobody to blame but herself: she has ended up alone because she never bothered to do anything with her life, relying instead on her looks and her husband’s money.

			The murders of Madame Berthier and Sibylle

			Joséphine is looking for a subject for her second novel and decides to produce a habilitation thesis, which will allow her to lead a research group and supervise doctoral students. When she is walking home one evening, she is attacked, but fortunately she is carrying a package that protects her from the brunt of the beating. Luca and Shirley, her best friend who lives in England, tell her that she should report the incident to the police. But the worst is yet to come: shortly afterwards, Zoé’s teacher Madame Berthier is murdered in the park near Joséphine’s house. Not long before her murder, she had got into an argument with Hervé Lefloc-Pignel, who is one of Joséphine’s neighbours, at a parent-teacher conference.

			Zoé, Hortense, Shirley, Gary, Alexandre and Philippe all come to Joséphine’s for Christmas. Joséphine has not seen Philippe since June, but she often finds herself thinking about him. On Christmas Eve, they secretly share a kiss in the kitchen. After Zoé makes a cardboard model of her father and saves a place at the table for him, Hortense tells her that he is dead.

			For the next few days, Joséphine and Philippe act as though they are a couple, but Joséphine knows that they can never be open about their relationship and asks him to leave. The same day, she breaks up with Luca over the phone.

			Joséphine and Iris’s mother Henriette picks Iris up from the hospital and takes her home with her. She wants Iris and Philippe to get back together for his money, and decides that from now on she is going to reduce her expenses to zero. She also begins stealing money from a blind beggar every day. She is furious that her husband Marcel has left her for his mistress Josiane, so she hires a sorceress called Chérubine to put a hex on her. The spell seems to work: Josiane starts feeling ill and becomes increasingly listless, but gets better when Henriette can no longer afford to pay Chérubine.

			Iris invites Joséphine out for dinner and apologises to her. She knows that something is going on between Joséphine and Philippe, so she tells her sister that she and Philippe have rekindled their relationship. Joséphine is wounded, but she is reassured when Philippe sends her a book in the post with a love note on the first page. Meanwhile, Zoé has started dating her first boyfriend: Gaétan, the son of one of their neighbours.

			Iris spends the weekend in London with Alexandre and Philippe, but despite all her efforts to win back her husband, he remains unmoved. When she gets back to Paris, she moves in with Joséphine so that she will not be alone, and tells her that Philippe is seeing a woman called Dottie Doolittle. Joséphine is stunned. That day, she finds a stray dog in the park and takes him home with her. She decides to adopt him and names him Du Guesclin. Later on, the dog finds the body of one of her neighbours, Sibylle de Bassonnière, in the cellar of the apartment building. The police arrive quickly and confirm that she was murdered in the cellar, after a tenants’ meeting.

			When Joséphine goes to Luca’s to give him his keys back, she finds that he is not living there. Instead, there is a man called Vittorio, who claims to be Luca’s twin brother. Joséphine has no idea what is happening any more.

			A fatal encounter

			During a party hosted by the building’s concierge, Iris meets Hervé Lefloc-Pignel and quickly falls under his spell, oblivious to the fact that he is trying to set a trap for her. In fact, along with his accomplice and neighbour Hervé Van den Brock, Lefloc-Pignel murdered Madame Berthier and Sibylline. When they were children, both men suffered at the hands of a social worker called Evelyne Lamarche, and have now decided to punish anyone responsible for what they see as further humiliation. Madame Berthier inadvertently humiliated Lefloc-Pignel by not expecting anything better than mediocre grades from his son Gaétan, while Sybille had pried into the two men’s backgrounds and made snide remarks about their origins during a tenants’ meeting.

			Joséphine travels to London for four days, ostensibly so that she can meet her English publisher but really because she wants to know exactly what is happening between Philippe and Dottie. When she engineers a situation where she can “accidentally” run into Philippe, it is clear to her that he is still single and is waiting for her. They spend a blissful three days together, but after she returns to Paris they do not speak for two days. Preparing her habilitation thesis has left her exhausted, so she decides to go to Iris and Philippe’s house in Deauville alone. 

			Meanwhile, Iris is still staying in her sister’s apartment. One day, she uses a power cut as an excuse to go round to Lefloc-Pignel’s apartment, and ends up spending the evening with him. They embark on a very strange relationship: he wants to purify her of her vices, so he insists that she wear a white dress, only lets her eat the food he brings for her and forbids her from leaving the apartment. He claims that if she fulfils his demands, he will marry her. Iris feels like a prisoner in the relationship, but there is a part of her that likes it. After eight days, Lefloc-Pignel comes back to marry her. He takes her into the woods, where a man is waiting to conduct the wedding ceremony. While they are dancing a waltz, the man kills Iris as a farmer looks on.

			In Deauville, where Joséphine has been receiving frightening messages from Luca, a storm causes a power cut. There is a knock at the door: it turns out to be Philippe, and the two of them discuss their feelings for one another. When they get back to Paris, they learn that Iris has been murdered by Hervé Lefloc-Pignel and Hervé Van den Brock. The entire family, as well as Shirley and Gary, comes together for her funeral. When the police show up at Lefloc-Pignel’s apartment to arrest him, he commits suicide by jumping out of the window.

		


		
			Character study

			Joséphine

			Joséphine is 43 years old and is the novel’s protagonist. She is highly intelligent: she works as a researcher at the Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique (National Centre for Scientific Research) and has recently written a bestselling novel, A Most Humble Queen. Although she is in a relationship with Luca, whom she met in The Yellow Eyes of Crocodiles, she is developing feelings for her brother-in-law Philippe, but feels that she cannot express them. She is very empathetic, lacks self-confidence and has fraught relationships with her mother Henriette, who treats her with contempt, her manipulative sister Iris, and her daughter Hortense, who thinks that she is too sensitive. Joséphine ends up having a difficult year: her boyfriend Luca turns out to be schizophrenic, and a series of people she knows are murdered. She is shaken by Iris’s murder, but she pulls through thanks to the love and support of Philippe and her daughters, and the company of the stray dog she finds and adopts.

			Hortense

			Joséphine’s eldest daughter Hortense is the polar opposite of her mother. She is arrogant (she wonders to herself “[w]here do I get so much genius?”, p. 308) and sees feelings as “a waste of time and energy” (p. 9), which enables her to keep her cool when she is attacked by the classmates of her roommate and rival Agathe, who is also an aspiring fashion designer. Gary is the only person who gets to see her more vulnerable side: they get on very well and have feelings for each other, but are too proud and fearful to admit it. 

			Zoé

			Zoé is Joséphine’s younger daughter. She is 14 years old and is one of the characters who undergoes the most noticeable change. At the start of the novel, she is still very childlike, in terms of both her appearance and her need for sources of comfort in the form of her parents and her blanket. Over the course of the story, she develops physically, but most importantly mentally, as she finds love with her neighbour and classmate Gaétan and finally comes to terms with both her father’s death and her mother’s feelings for Philippe.

			Iris

			Iris is Joséphine’s elder sister. Since her niece Hortense went public with the truth about her ghostwritten novel A Most Humble Queen, she has been in treatment for depression. She is very beautiful, but also superficial, manipulative and selfish. She is a bad mother, bad daughter and bad wife. Unlike her sister, she has never had to struggle for anything: as her mother Henriette says, “[w]henever Iris is confronted with an unpleasant reality, she tries to get around it. She never faces it. She’s always dreaming of being off in some fairytale world where the wave of a magic wand makes all problems vanish, solves all difficulties” (p. 116). Indeed, this is the character trait that Hortense mentions when she learns of her aunt’s death: “You know, Iris’s dying
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