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			Delphine de Vigan

			French novelist

			
					Born in Boulogne-Billancourt (France) in 1966.

					Notable works:	No and Me (2007), novel

	Underground Time (2009), novel

	Nothing Holds Back the Night (2011), novel 




			

			Delphine de Vigan was born in a suburb of Paris in 1966. In 2001, she rose to fame with her autobiographical novel about anorexia, Days Without Hunger, which was published under the pseudonym Lou Delvig. She then wrote a collection of short stories, Les jolis garçons (“The Pretty Boys”, 2005), and a novel, Un soir de décembre (“One December Evening”, 2005), which had love as their main theme and were very popular with readers. In 2008, she received the Prix des libraires for her bestseller No and Me and the Prix Renaudot for young adult fiction for Nothing Holds Back the Night. 

		


		
			Underground Time

			One book, two stories

			
					Genre: novel

					Reference edition: De Vigan, D. (2012) Underground Time. Trans. Miller, G. London: Bloomsbury.

					1st edition: 2009

					Themes: loneliness, love, work, suffering, pain

			

			Delphine de Vigan’s fifth novel, Underground Time, was published in 2009. It was met with a positive reception from critics and was shortlisted for the Prix Goncourt, France’s most prestigious literary award.

			“Underground time” refers to the many hours that the story’s protagonists Mathilde and Thibault spend on public transport. During this time, Mathilde is consumed by thoughts of her burnout, while Thibault cannot stop thinking about his apathetic mistress.

			The novel deals with a number of postmodern themes, including the world of business, depression in the face of everyday life and loneliness in big cities. De Vigan deals with these themes through her two main characters, who, at least on the surface, have everything they need to be happy.

		


		
			Summary

			Underground Time interweaves the stories of Mathilde and Thibault, who are both suffering in their own way. As the chapters unfold, the reader learns about the two protagonists through their thoughts. In this section, we will look at each character separately, before examining the final section of the story when they meet.

			Mathilde

			Mathilde has three sons and lost her husband in a car accident a few years previously. After his death, she threw herself into her work as deputy marketing director in an international food company. Unfortunately, her career has hit a rough patch and she feels utterly adrift. She has contemplated suicide on multiple occasions, but decides to keep going for the sake of her children, who try to make her life easier.

			Getting out of bed feels harder every morning, and from the moment she wakes up she dreads the day ahead. However, the 20 May is a special day: a clairvoyant told her that this date would change her life, although she does not really believe it.

			Mathilde thinks back on the event that triggered her misery: she and her boss Jacques had always worked well together, but one day he was not happy with a presentation she gave. His change in behaviour unnerved her and she asked him about it, but he pretended not to know what she was talking about. She felt as though she had done something wrong, which drove her to work even harder. Although she initially felt capable of standing up to her boss, the situation gradually became too difficult to bear. The unspoken hostility that he directs at her has been eating away at her ever since.

			Mathilde’s metro is delayed and she knows that Jacques will have something to say about it. Nonetheless, she comes to the aid of a woman who is having a panic attack in the carriage because of her claustrophobia. They get off at the next stop, and Mathilde waits with her until help arrives. As a result, she misses her connection. She finds a card from the game World of Warcraft that one of her sons has slipped into her bag, and this raises her spirits.

			When she gets to work, Mathilde finds out that she has been replaced by Corinne, and Jacques tells her that her things have already been moved. She discovers that her new office is windowless and does not even have a computer.

			Mathilde meets Patricia Lethu, the HR director, who suggest some ways of improving the situation with Jacques. Mathilde proves that Jacques is avoiding her by calling him: he does not pick up, even though both women know that he is in his office. The trade union representative then advises her to put together an evidence file.

			In her new position, Mathilde has nothing to do, so she looks up information about World of Warcraft online. She also thinks about her husband, who was taken from her too soon. She would like to have a new man in her life, for her children’s sake.

			When she finds out that Jacques has not renewed her access to the server, she calls him. He acts as though she is verbally attacking him, but Mathilde does not let this intimidate her. Even though she did not like him that much before, she felt proud that he respected her, as she was glad of the renewed purpose she found in her work when she was going through bereavement. Now, she feels as though she is being treated more like an object than a person.

			She is ready to break down, but forces herself to hold back her tears when a programme on her computer will not open. She wonders whether someone has tampered with her computer during her break.

			Later on, Patricia tells her that the head of another department wants to meet her to talk about a possible transfer. The prospect of a job interview gives her a fresh source of motivation. She prepares for it and imagines a new life.

			Unfortunately, Jacques opposes the transfer because it would leave his department short-staffed. Mathilde is determined to hash things out with him. She runs into him as her colleagues, who are expecting a confrontation, look on, but Jacques rushes into the lift.

			After this incident, Mathilde writes her resignation letter. Patricia acknowledges receipt of it and makes her promise to call a doctor as soon as she gets home. A man approaches her in the street and asks her out for a drink. She turns him down, but still takes his card.

			Thibault

			Thibault is intensely lonely. When he was younger, he wanted to be a surgeon, but after he lost three fingers in an accident he was forced to give up on his dreams. Left unable to use his left hand, he forced himself to become right-handed in order to conceal his stump. When he finished his studies, he began as a locum for the doctor in his village, before leaving it all behind to move to Paris and work for Paris Medical Emergencies, in order to contribute something to society.

			He hopes that his relationship with Lila will make him less lonely, but it is purely physical and her heart is not in it. He gets the impression that she is trying to find herself, and it hurts him that she is so distant. Even though he has always known that their relationship has no future, he still struggles to break it off.

			One sleepless night, Thibault realises that Lila does not love him and decides to end things with her the next day, the 20 May. However, when morning comes he does not say anything and puts off breaking up with her. He does it later, when he drops her off at hers.

			The break-up is difficult for him, but he suspects that it may be concealing a more profound pain. He is convinced that Lila is his punishment for all the women he has left in the past. When he gets to work, Thibault is called out to the metro, then to a suicide attempt. This reminds him of the day he saw a young woman jump from the roof of a building. That night, he had wanted to forget in Lila’s arms, but she was not there for him. This time, there is a happier ending: Thibault manages to convince the suicidal man to go to the hospital.

			He goes to a café, where he watches a woman and wonders whether he could ever love someone other than Lila. The break-up was undoubtedly the right choice, because she always had something better to do than spend time with him. However, her indifference hit him hard, and he tries to figure out what is wrong with him by comparing himself to other men.

			His job has made him stronger. Although he feels helpless to deal with social problems, he feels as though he has seen all the suffering in the world and just has to let himself live. He then notices an attractive woman in the street and tells himself that he is not dead yet. However, every time he gets into his car, he smells Lila’s perfume and starts thinking about her. He genuinely loved her.

			The metro

			Mathilde’s train home stops unexpectedly, and she wonders whether the clairvoyant’s prediction could be coming true. As she leaves the train station, she feels as if she is under attack from everything around her.

			Meanwhile, Thibault is stuck in a traffic jam so he decides to take the metro home.

			Mathilde is also waiting for the metro and jostles Thibault on the platform. They end up sitting opposite each other in the carriage.

			Thibault notices her when she is tottering on the platform. He wants to approach her because he gets the feeling that they are both struggling through the same exhaustion. Having lost sight of her, he picks up a game card and throws it.
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