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The Taking Down


The Glass and the Lead · Book One

Léa Verneuil






Publisher’s note

This book is a work of fiction. The Hôtel de Sarrelonge, the impasse Sarrelonge, the Kerkhove family, the Kerkhove Glass group, Atelier Vannier, the eight windows known as the Eight, Hélène Dorsel, the Jan Kerkhove Foundation and the affair of 1994 are entirely invented. Real streets, districts, jurisdictions, laboratories and institutions serve as setting and are associated with no real event. Any resemblance to persons living or dead would be coincidental.

The techniques of stained glass, the ethics of conservation, the methods of dating lead, the French regime for the protection of historic monuments and the procedures described here are accurate at the date of writing. They constitute neither legal nor professional advice. The building is inscrit — listed at the lower of the two French grades — which means that the choice of contractor is free, that the works require the authorisation of the regional prefect, and that the state exercises scientific and technical supervision over their execution.

This novel contains scenes of intimacy that are suggested and not described. All characters involved in a romantic storyline are adults. It portrays a character with aphasia; his condition is described from clinical sources and is never used for comic effect.

This volume is the first of a series of ten.

© 2026 Florian Debard. All rights reserved.




Chapter 1

Iris

The knife goes in flat, under the flange of the lead. Never with the point.

You push with the flat of the blade, you follow the edge of the glass, the flange lifts for two centimetres and after that it comes up on its own. It is not strength. It is angle. Force it and you mark the glass, and glass marked in 1920 stays marked.

The panel is flat on the bench, lying on its rubbing. Eighty-seven pieces: a ground of clear quarries, a frieze of green flashed glass across the upper third, two painted roundels that are worth nothing and are a hundred and six years old.

The lead is a hundred and six years old and I am going to throw it in the skip, because there is no other way to get the glass out.

I took the rubbing on Friday, soft pencil on thin paper, the whole network, the way you take a rubbing off a carved stone. Dimensions first, then the numbering, one per piece, in ink. Eighty-seven numbers, eighty-seven trays, and the whole trade is in that: nothing must be able to get mixed up.

I lift the first flange along the length of one quarry, and the lead gives with the sound of a thread being unwound. It is soft, it has lost its spring, and that is why we replace it. I lift the second flange, slide the blade under the glass and tip it into my hand.

Piece 1. Tray 1.

Glass has a smell, and nobody believes me about that. A panel opened after a century smells of hardened putty, of chalk, and of something soft that is the whiting.

There is already powder in the bottom of the trays, pale grey, almost white in places, and that is lead. My nitrile gloves are grey-black to the wrist. You do not drink at the bench, you do not eat at the bench, you wash in cold water and soap before you touch your phone. I have my blood lead test in November, as I do every year, and Yasmine has hers in March.

Yasmine is painting two metres away from me, at her easel, the glass vertical and the north light behind it. She is building up a grisaille with water and vinegar for a church tympanum in the Loiret. She has the best hand in the region and she works without music. The only continuous sound comes from the kiln, holding at the far end of the workshop, a low note you stop hearing after an hour.

The hundred and eighty square metres under the roof light cost us two thousand four hundred euros a month. The rent goes out on the 5th and it is the 2nd.

Piece 12. Piece 13. The border lead holds on harder than the rest, because it is double, because it was folded back twice in 1920 and the putty did the rest.

“Where are you up to?” says Yasmine.

“Thirty-one.”

“Out of eighty-seven.”

“Out of eighty-seven.”

She does not look up from her tracing. We are invoicing this panel at six hundred and forty euros, and it is bread-and-butter work: an estate agency wants the stairwell glass of a building they are selling off in lots put back as clear glazing. They will never look at the result closely, and we do it properly anyway, because that is the only way to know we still can.

By half past twelve I have sixty pieces, my back is holding up and my neck is not. I run the damp brush round the bench, twice, because lead dust is not swept dry.

We eat at the far end, on the pattern chest, six metres from the bench, hands washed. Yasmine tells a story about a kiln and a verger, and I listen badly.

After the break, the green frieze.

The flashed pieces are the most delicate, because the coloured layer is as thin as a breath on clear glass and the knife will take it off if it slips. I open the flanges along the whole length before I lift the first piece, and I lift it with both hands.

Piece 64. The glass is intact; it stayed intact for a hundred and six years, it stayed intact today, and that counts.

By about five there is nothing left but the lead network, empty on its rubbing, a grey carcass still holding the shape of everything that is no longer in it. I take it by one corner: it weighs four kilos and it holds nothing up any more. I fold it in two, then in four, and put it in the salvage bin.

It does the same thing to me every time, and I have never said so to anyone.

I put the trays away in tens, I cover the eighty-seven pieces of glass, I write the date on a label and I enter the hours on the sheet: seven hours forty for the dismantling, against six estimated.

Yasmine rinses her badger brushes. She has dried grisaille on the back of her right hand, a single line, like a burn.

“You need to look at the journal,” she says. “Friday’s. On the table.”

The journal is open, held down by a setting square laid across it. It is not the page that stops me, it is the cover, seen edge-on, folded back under the spine: a window against the light, taken three-quarters on, four panels, a lead network I could draw from memory with my eyes shut.

The Hôtel de Sarrelonge is on the cover.




Chapter 2

Iris

Coat still on, I read the article standing at the table.

Two pages and a sidebar. The Hôtel de Sarrelonge, impasse Sarrelonge, off the rue de Turenne, 1680, remodelled in 1903, listed as a historic monument since 1974, sold in 2024. The buyer is named in the third line: Adrien Kerkhove, chairman of the management board of Kerkhove Glass. He has bought the house where his great-grandfather set the Eight.

The Eight are to be restored: twenty-two panels, thirty-one square metres, twenty-six months announced. Project architect, Théo Lassalle, heritage architect. Application lodged with the regional prefecture, assessed by the regional heritage service.

And, at the end of the sidebar, a sentence of five words.

Restricted consultation: five workshops invited.

I read the article again sitting down. There is an interior photograph: the stairwell, window I, the sand pouring from a shovel into a crucible, drawn in line and set in fine leads. I know this image, and I know it badly, in black and white, printed on paper that has gone yellow.

The sidebar lists the set in the order they were installed. I. The Sand, stairwell, four panels. II. The Furnace, lower landing. III. The Gather and IV. The Breath, winter garden. V. The Cylinder, north corridor. VI. The Cut, library. VII. The Grisaille, small drawing room, two panels. VIII. The Setting, upper bedroom.

Eight windows and nothing else: the house shows you how the thing that protects it is made.

I have known that name for eleven years.


	



February 2015. I am eighteen and in my first year.

The reading room closes at five. They bring me the box on a trolley and I sign the register with the pen they lend me. The 1996 report runs to two hundred and four pages, grey board covers, stapled in three places.

I open it at the back, because the back is where the pictures go.

Photographic annexe — plates 1 to 22.

And the next page is the back cover.

I turn the volume over and count the sections. I look for the stitching: there is no stitching, it is stapled, and there are no empty staple holes. Nobody tore pages out. The pages were never there.

The woman at the desk explains that this is the deposit copy, that she has no other, and that I may make a written request. I make it. In April they write back that the annexe is not attached to the copy held.

Not lost, not missing. Not attached.

I wrote the phrase on the second page of my first-year notebook, and that notebook is still in the drawer, under the pattern chest.

The body of the report is complete: two hundred and four pages, and on page one hundred and twenty-three, three lines on the border of panel VII. I know them by heart, which is a stupid way to live.


	



Yasmine left at seven and I turned the kiln off at eight. At ten past eight I ring the number in the sidebar, where nobody answers. At nine the next morning a woman from Lassalle’s office asks me what I want.

“The consultation documents for the Hôtel de Sarrelonge.”

“And you are?”

“Atelier Vannier, in Pantin. Restoration of domestic glazing, 1890 to 1930.”

She pauses, and I hear a keyboard.

“The consultation is restricted,” she says.

“I know, it’s restricted to five workshops, and I’m asking you to make me one of the five.”

“We’ll need your company registration number and three references from the last five years, with the name of the project architect for each.”

I give the fourteen-digit number from memory, having never read it off a piece of paper. Then the references: the chapel at Bonneuil, three windows, 2023, the project architect being the département’s own heritage architect; a private staircase in the rue de Bourgogne, 2024, fourteen panels, 1898; the orangery at Ermenonville, 2025, complete removal and refitting, with a report I wrote myself and can attach.

She makes me repeat the name of the workshop.

“Vannier. V-A-double N-I-E-R.”

“Like your own.”

“Like my own.”

She tells me the documents will go out electronically during the day and that tenders are due on 20 March: two weeks and three days. She does not ask me why a two-person workshop is tendering on twenty-two panels, because that is not her job. She asks for an email address, and she hangs up first.

I sit with the phone in my hand.

Yasmine comes back with the bread and two coffees. She sees the journal open, she sees the phone in my hand, and she says nothing, because she has not got the facts yet. She will have them this evening, and it will be for me to choose which ones.

For eleven years I have known that there exists, somewhere in a private house in the third arrondissement, a panel I cannot see. Not hidden, not lost: simply indoors, behind a carriage door, in somebody’s home. And for eleven years nobody has had a reason to open it.

Now somebody has one, and he is looking for five workshops.

At ten the documents arrive. Two hundred and fourteen files.




Chapter 3

Adrien

Wednesday management meeting, nine o’clock, twenty-seventh floor.

The room has a façade of screen-printed glass we make ourselves, and on a clear day you can see the sand of the Seine downstream. Nobody ever looks out. There are seven of us round the table and my notebook is open to the right of the cup.

I write everything down. It is not a method, it is a disability I turned into a method.

Item four on the agenda: art division.

Wim presents. He came up from Fosses on the first train, he has no jacket, he has his figures, and his figures are good. Two million one hundred thousand euros of operating loss on the year, against one million eight last year. Seventy-four people, three order lines on the books, and a site occupying six thousand square metres inside the Fosses perimeter that has not covered its depreciation since 2011.

“I am not asking for a decision today,” he says. “I am asking that we write down that the question has been put.”

It is what I would do in his place, and he learned it in the same house I did.

“It is put,” I say. “It will go to the June board with three costed scenarios, closure among them.”

He makes a note and does not press. Wim never presses twice in the same meeting; he comes back next quarter with a bigger number. For four years he has won that way, a point a quarter.

There are fourteen hundred of us, across three float plants, two running at full load and one with fourteen months on the books. Flat glass is doing well. Art glass is not doing well, never has been, and it is art glass that is in the brochures.

Item six. Any other business.

“One last subject,” I say. “It does not concern the group.”

I turn the page of my notebook, which is not necessary.

“Restoration of the windows at the Hôtel de Sarrelonge begins in April. Twenty-two panels, twenty-six months. The work is financed from my personal assets, and no entry passes through the group.”

I say it so that nobody has to ask. Five workshops have been consulted, the project architect is appointed, and there will be no invoice, no recharge, and no secondment of staff.

Silence.

The silence of a management committee is not astonishment: it is a collective calculation by six people each working out how the sentence concerns them.

Our finance director lifts a pen.

“There is brand value in that,” she says. “The Eight is the Kerkhove workshop of Brussels, 1903, the founder’s only complete domestic set. If you restore it out of your own pocket, the group cannot talk about it.”

“The group will not talk about it.”

“That is intangible heritage we are leaving outside.”

“Yes.”

She waits for a second sentence, and I have not got one.

Our legal director leans forward. She wants to know whether any group employee will be involved on that site in any capacity, and whether any of the workshops consulted also works for us.

“No to the first. I do not yet know about the second, and if there is one, it will be set aside.”

“Do you want a note?”

“Write it. Two pages, no more.”

She will have the note by Monday. It will be good, it will serve no purpose, and it will exist, which is a different thing from serving a purpose.

Wim sits back in his chair.

“You bought that house eighteen months ago,” he says. “You don’t live in it.”

“No.”

“Do you go there?”

“On Saturdays.”

“To do what?”

And there is the question, asked without malice, by a man entitled to ask it, in a forum where questions get answered.

There is an answer. It exists, it is complete, I could say it in two sentences. It concerns a fourteen-room house at Fosses-la-Ville where nobody has ever raised their voice, and a thing my family made in 1903 that is of no use to anyone.

I have no form for that: no enforceable form, no written form, no form that would last three seconds in this room.

“The house is mine,” I say. “The windows are in poor condition. They will be restored.”

Wim nods the way you nod at an undocumented line item.

“Fine,” he says.

I note the time, ten fifty-eight, then the line: art div. — 3 scenarios, June board. Sarrelonge: outside group, minuted.

I do not note Wim’s question.

At one o’clock I have the draft minutes sent up; they run to nineteen lines. I change two words and add a sentence at the end of item six: The chairman of the management board confirmed that the operation is financed entirely outside the group. I have it circulated to the seven, and to the chair of the supervisory board, who is my mother.

She will reply in writing. She always replies in writing, within forty-eight hours, in three or four lines, never saying what she thinks of what she has read. It is the house I grew up in and it is the only language I learned there.

At seven the reply arrives. Minutes received. Item six noted. Please send me the identity of the project architect and the list of the five workshops consulted. With love, M.

Twenty-four words. She never puts in one too many and never one fewer than it takes to obtain the next document.

I reply at eight with the list attached.




Chapter 4

Iris

Yasmine says no on Friday evening, at the bench, without putting her brush down.

“Five tenderers,” she says. “Twenty per cent.”

“It isn’t a raffle.”

“No, it’s better: the other four are Bertholin, Maugard, the Chartres workshop and probably the Belgians. So it’s ten per cent.”

She finishes her line. She always finishes her line before she looks up, and I have watched her do it while the fire engines went past outside.

“Two and a half weeks,” she says. “Two and a half weeks of technical submission, unbilled.”

“Seventeen days.”

“Seventeen days between two of us, Iris. You’re going to ask me for the paint surveys and the grisaille samples, and you’re going to ask for them fired.”

“Yes.”

“And Bonneuil?”

“Bonneuil is delivered.”

“And the Loiret tympanum? And the eighty-seven pieces under the dust sheet that you opened on Monday and that have to be leaded up before the 16th?”

“I’ll do them in the evenings.”

She puts the brush down.

“You don’t sleep in the evenings,” she says. “In the evenings you’re here, but you don’t sleep.”

The kiln holds its low note. It is coming down, it is at three hundred and ten, and it will not be opened before tomorrow morning.

“It’s a career reference,” I say.

“Say it again.”

“The Eight. A complete domestic set from 1903, never restored since 1996, twenty-two panels under state scientific and technical supervision, with a project architect who publishes. If we do this job, we never ask anybody for work again. We choose.”

“That,” she says, “is true.”

“Well then.”

“Well then, that isn’t what I’m asking you.”

She takes a stool and sits down, which is worse than if she had stayed standing.

“It’s been four years,” she says. “Twenty-two thousand euros into this workshop, not lent: put in. Bordeaux turned down in 2023.”

“I know.”

“And for four years you’ve tendered for everything touching 1900 to 1910 within fifty kilometres. Jobs at twelve hundred euros that cost us fifteen hundred.”

“It’s my speciality.”

“It’s your speciality, fine. Then explain the rue de Bourgogne to me. A whole day photographing leads you were about to throw away.”

“It’s documentation, it’s our job.”

“Fourteen identical panels, all 1898, two hundred macro shots with a rule in them. The project architect asked for six per panel.”

“They had a mill mark I’d never seen.”

“There. You see.”

She says it without triumph, almost wearily, and that is what makes it bad.

“And the day the documentation archive digitised the restoration reports from the nineties, you took two days off.”

“I took two days’ holiday.”

“You have never taken two days’ holiday in your life.”

She looks at me and waits, and she is right to wait, and I could say it now. There is a sentence of nine words that would settle this disagreement for good.

“Yasmine.”

“I’m listening.”

“I want this job.”

She nods slowly. She has understood that she is not going to get the sentence, she has just decided to stop asking for it, and I see that too.

“One week,” she says.

“The tender is due on the 20th.”

“One week, Iris. You have until the 13th, and on that day you show me the hours table for the first window, panel by panel, to the half-hour.”

“And if it holds up?”

“If it holds up, I do the samples and I fire them. If it doesn’t, we put in a cover bid and we move on.”

“All right.”

“And the tympanum is yours.”

“It’s mine.”

“And if we get it,” she says, “my name goes on the cartouche. Not Atelier Vannier. Belhadj and Vannier, in that order or the other, I don’t care, but both.”

“You’ve never asked.”

“I’m asking.”

“All right.”

She looks at me to see whether I really heard. I really heard.

She gets up, rinses, lines her badger brushes up by width. She is thirty-four, she has the best hand in the region, and she has tidied better than me since the first day.

“Iris.”

“Yes.”

“The day you tell me, I won’t make a scene. I just want you to know that I know there’s something.”

She switches off her easel lamp and puts her coat on.

I am left alone in a hundred and eighty square metres smelling of vinegar and putty, with two hundred and fourteen files on a computer and a kiln on its way down.

I take the eighty-seven trays out from under the sheet, because somebody has to lead that panel up, and I set myself up.

Leading board, two rules squared off, the surround lead first. I open the flanges with the lathekin, I set piece 1 in, a horseshoe nail, piece 2, a nail. The rubbing is underneath and serves as my cartoon. New lead has spring, it holds the nail and it does not lie down. It comes well, and it always comes well when the hands know it and you are thinking about nothing.

I think about a border of forty-two palmettes I have never seen except in black and white.

By midnight I have leaded twenty-two of them.
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