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Dedication

Behind the respectable façades are secret gardens stretching from either side of the hedge, which conceal, beneath all the detritus of our tormented lives, the corpse of a past we want only to forget.
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Prologue

It is an ordinary Monday evening just like any other. Down at the police station in a small suburb of Paris, the duty officer Didier Parmentier is flicking through the newspaper. It’s been a quiet evening so far: one complaint about a late-night disturbance, even though it’s not even 10 p.m.; a report of a lost wallet; a fight at a nearby bar. It looks like it’s going to be another long night with only the crackle from the scanner and the periodic comings and goings of colleagues on patrol for company. No matter: Didier has it all planned out. He folds up the newspaper, switches on his iPad, begins a game of solitaire. Just to warm up. Then he’ll get down to business: Tetris, Max Awesome, and Angry Birds Friends. Later he’ll log on to Facebook to check what’s going on, maybe chat with a virtual contact or a real-life friend.

The sound of the phone ringing makes him jump. He looks up from his iPad and picks up.

“You’ve reached the police. How may I help?”

On the other end of the line, he hears a woman speaking very quietly, somewhere between a whisper and a gasp. Her voice is shaking. She sounds petrified.

“Please, you have to come quick! I heard a noise downstairs . . .” she begins the second Didier has finished his formulaic introduction. 

She pauses, wary, as though listening out for something. She sounds genuinely afraid, her voice a whisper, choked with fear. A gulp of terror. It sounds like she’s trying to be as discreet as possible for fear of being heard. Behind the icy timbre of dread, her breathing is ragged and panicky.

Didier can hear the urgency in her voice, how desperate she is to be heard, believed, and reassured.

“I’m right here, madame. I’m listening. What seems to be the problem?”

“You have to come, right away. I can hear a noise downstairs. Someone’s broken in. I’m pretty sure it’s my neighbor . . .”

“Your neighbor? Have you been having issues?”

“Please, I beg you, don’t leave me here on my own! I think she’s come through the yard. Through the back door. She hates me. She’s threatened me a few times already. I think she might actually want to get rid of me.”

“Try to stay calm, madame, we’ll be there right away. I need your name and address.”

The woman gives him her details, almost succumbing to full-blown panic when Didier asks her to spell out her surname. He tries to be reassuring, urges her to remain calm, promises a patrol car will be there in no time.

“Please, please hurry, I beg you! And if I don’t open the front door, break it down!” she whispers, her voice hoarse with fear.

Didier is about to offer to stay on the line until his colleagues arrive, when the line is suddenly cut. Right away he radios all the necessary information with instructions to get there as quickly as possible.

“What was the reason for the call?” an officer asks over the radio.

“Some kind of neighbor dispute. Sounds serious.”






Chapter 1

Several weeks earlier

For the third time that morning, Tiphaine went into Milo’s room, quietly and without knocking. She planted herself at the foot of his bed and, in an irritated tone of voice, addressed the pillow beneath which the teenager had buried his head.

“It’s almost noon! It really is time to get up now. Fix yourself something to eat, and then get down to work. Your exams start tomorrow.”

The total lack of response that followed this command drew an exasperated sigh from her.

“Now!” she said sharply.

An irritable grunt escaped from the bottom of the bed, beneath the quilt. Puzzled, Tiphaine picked up the pillow and saw, instead of a head, two feet. Rolling her eyes, she turned to address the other end of the bed.

“Can you hear me, Milo?”

“Mmmmh . . .”

“Listen to me, if you have to repeat the year for a second time . . .”

“Okay, okay, I’m getting up . . .”

Somewhat surprised he was giving in so easily, Tiphaine hesitated a moment then perched expectantly on the edge of the desk. After a few seconds, a head finally emerged from beneath the quilt and looked at her blearily.

“What are you doing?” Milo muttered.

“I’m waiting.”

“Waiting for what?”

“For you to get up.”

His face froze for a split second as if the neurons inside were struggling to make the connection.

“I told you I’m getting up.”

“I heard you. Now I want you to do it.”

More silence.

“Pain in the ass . . .” he muttered, slinking back under the covers.

“Don’t speak to me like that, Milo!”

Tiphaine heaved a sigh; verbal confrontation was a direct line to a full-blown fight, and she didn’t have the heart for another one right now. Milo was fifteen. The age of rebellion and for getting into all kinds of trouble. She couldn’t possibly let him lounge around in bed any longer: his exams began the following day, and it was pretty clear his priorities were not the same as hers.

Tiphaine got to her feet, weighing up the pros and cons of the idea taking shape in her mind. Eventually she grabbed the quilt and yanked it toward her. Brutally deprived of his cozy, warm cocoon, the teenager sat up and bellowed:

“Hey! That’s not right. You can’t do that!”

“Get up!” she ordered, halfway out of the room already, dragging the comforter with her. She walked briskly down the corridor, aware of the shuffling sound of a body staggering out of bed.

“Give it back!” Milo yelled after her.

“Come and get it,” she replied without turning around.

She could sense Milo behind her reaching for the quilt. The next moment she almost toppled backward as he pulled it toward him. Thrown off balance, she had no choice but to let go. Milo angrily snatched up the comforter and gave her a filthy look.

“Don’t you ever do that again,” he snarled.

“Calm down, Milo!” she retorted, trying to regain the upper hand.

“You’re not my mother!” He’d already turned and was halfway back to his room.

“No, but I am your legal guardian. And, until you’re eighteen, I’m—” Tiphaine didn’t get a chance to finish her sentence. Milo slammed the door in her face.

“Responsible for you,” she muttered under her breath.

She was indeed responsible. For a great many things. Many more than she could bear to admit.

Many more than Milo would ever be able to forgive her for.

It had been like this for eight years. Eight years of being imprisoned in the abject desolation of guilt. Worse than prison. She’d learned to live with—had forced herself, up to a point, to cope with—the secrecy, guilt, and lies. In a way, it had simply been a matter of getting used to it. A matter of survival. Some obscure instinct held her thoughts in check every single day, kept her from sinking completely into madness. Most important of all, it enabled her to save what could be saved. In other words, Milo. 

For eight years, the boy had been her sole reason for getting out of bed in the morning. Without him, she’d have put an end to her life long ago. She had made choices and done terrible things, and nothing had turned out as she had thought it would, deluded as she was by a grief that never dimmed, despite the passing of time. And whenever Milo, in moments of anger that with adolescence were growing increasingly frequent and intense, reminded her that they had no blood ties, Tiphaine had to struggle with all her might against the temptation to give up.

“You’re not my mother!”

And yet she had done everything to be that. Absolutely everything.

Including the worst thing of all.






Chapter 2

A little later that same day—it was early afternoon, and Milo was munching his way through a bowl of cereal—Tiphaine caught sight of her new neighbors for the first time. Her attention was drawn by a moving van maneuvering in the street outside. She turned away from Milo and his breakfast to stand by the window and watch the comings and goings.

It wasn’t hard to spot the only two women among the movers. One, despite her obvious efforts to look younger, must have been around forty, while the other couldn’t have been more than fifteen, despite her obvious efforts to look older. Both were in T-shirt and jeans, although the girl’s top was a good deal shorter and tighter than the woman’s. There was no doubt of their relationship: mother and daughter, moving together in lockstep, picking up and carrying inside the boxes they were able to lift.

Instinctively, Tiphaine looked for a man who wasn’t wearing overalls with the moving company’s logo. There wasn’t one that she could see.

“Cute ass!”

Tiphaine started in surprise. Milo was standing behind her.

“What are you doing?” she asked, turning away from the window.

“Same as you: checking them out.”

“Have you finished your breakfast?”

Milo nodded.

“Then get down to some work.”

The young man gave a sigh and ambled nonchalantly back upstairs. Tiphaine waited till he’d left the room before returning to her observation post.

The girl was cute. She had the poise of a teenager enjoying her body’s metamorphosis, relieved that her interminable childhood was at last coming to an end. One of those girls who is delighted to discover the advantages of her budding curves. Who understands instinctively that real life is finally about to begin.

Apples don’t fall far from the tree—the mother was also very pretty. She was tall, slim, and elegant, with all the assets of her North African heritage: olive skin; long, dark hair; and deep, black eyes. She exuded the self-confidence of an older woman aware that she had not yet reached her sell-by date. She walked back and forth between the truck and the house, never slowing her pace, telling the movers which rooms they were to store the boxes and furniture in, and encouraging her daughter to keep going. She looked nice, Tiphaine thought.

It wasn’t a surprise that there were people moving in next door. It was five months since the owner, Madame Coustenoble, had died, and her heirs had immediately made it clear that they were going to rent out the property. Tiphaine knew the house like the back of her hand; she and Sylvain had lived in it for several years, until the tragedy that had destroyed their lives. The “events,” as she and Sylvain had taken to calling that terrible period, which they’d agreed, quite openly, never to speak about again. After the “events,” they had obtained custody of Milo, the son of their next-door neighbors, David and Laetitia. They had been good friends, who had shared everything: Friday-night drinks, barbecues, laughter, secrets.

And then horror.

Milo was seven when Tiphaine and Sylvain became his legal guardians. In this capacity, it was their duty to draw up a full inventory of the boy’s assets, which included his parents’ house. As his guardians, it was their responsibility to manage it, and within a few months they had made the decision to live there. This was, as they saw it, the obvious solution: moving out of the house in which they’d suffered the most appalling tragedy a parent can ever experience. The house where their little boy, the love of their lives, the quintessence of joy, had been born. Maxime. Every corner held some memory—a look, a smile, the smell of him. His voice, too, the way its echo resounded incessantly within walls that stood like informers—walls that ensure you never forget. Ever. Intolerable grief that borders on madness.

Maxime.

An angel who had not been allotted the time to spread his wings.

Their fallen angel.

They gave notice to their landlady, Madame Coustenoble, who, rather than trying to find new, reliable tenants, decided to move back in and end her days there. A project she successfully accomplished eight years later.

After her death, her heirs did some building work on the house: while she had been alive the old lady had always rejected every proposal that Sylvain, who was an architect, had ever put forward. There were builders onsite for over a month, and then Tiphaine had watched the round of visits of potential tenants. For the last couple of weeks things had gone quiet, and she’d begun to suspect they would soon be meeting their new neighbors.

The mystery of who they might be was a source of deep anxiety for her; it was the first time since the “events” that a new family was going to move in, take over her former home, and make it their own, relegating the history of the previous tenants definitively to the past. And, despite the suffering she had experienced every day for eight long years, there was nothing Tiphaine dreaded more.

Of course she was apprehensive about the kind of people they’d be. A couple of retirees who’d complain that the wind was blowing smoke over the hedge every time she and Sylvain had a cookout in the backyard? Or, worse, a young married couple like she and Sylvain had been when they’d moved into the house seventeen years earlier? This possibility terrified her: the thought of two young people, madly in love, turning up thinking the house would be the perfect place to start a family. She couldn’t bear to have to listen to the wail of a baby or the chuckles of a toddler coming from their backyard. As long as Madame Coustenoble was alive, she’d been safe from this unbearable possibility. But now the old lady was gone.

Lost in thought, Tiphaine gave a brief, mirthless smile: so these were her famous new neighbors. Two women, assuming that the absence of a man wasn’t due to a demanding job or a debilitating illness. It wasn’t as bad as it could have been: a young, lovestruck couple with a beaming toddler, an insufferable picture of happiness whose cloying whiff would waft over the hedge and up her nose. And the cherry on the cake: the presence of a pretty young lady with a captivating smile seemed a good omen. Milo had noticed the teenager right away, and his spontaneous reaction, however indelicate, at least indicated curiosity on the part of a young man who was by nature withdrawn and solitary, and rarely inclined to seek out the company of people his own age. 

All in all, the arrival of these two women was a pleasant surprise. Or at any rate the least bad eventuality. Which was about as much as Tiphaine dared hope for nowadays.






Chapter 3

The move went smoothly, and by four o’clock that afternoon Nora had signed the movers’ invoice and handed them a well-earned tip. She went inside and shut the front door behind her. She took a few deep breaths, then went from room to room checking the boxes and furniture stacked up in each one. There was still so much to do, but the hardest part was behind her: Gérard, her ex-husband, had kept his word and not shown up today. She’d been afraid he’d insist on being there, under the pretext of wanting to help—that really would have been the last straw—or to make sure she was taking only the furniture that was rightfully hers.

In fact, Nora had taken very few things with her from their marital home: a sideboard, a sofa bed, two bookshelves, an armchair, and her personal stuff. She hadn’t overdone it. But given it was she who had left, she didn’t feel entitled to clear out the house.

The last few weeks had been awful. Splitting up always is, especially after eighteen years together. But she’d made up her mind, and for all Gérard’s remonstrations, wheedling, and intimidation he hadn’t been able to get her to change it. She didn’t love him anymore. The grinding routine of daily life and the constant squabbling had triumphed over love. Standard stuff.

Gérard had clung on, convinced he’d be able to rekindle their former intimacy. But her heart wasn’t in it, and she couldn’t keep up the charade, though she knew a lot about pretending. They had been the tight-knit couple that the years hadn’t managed to unravel. She was the wife who understood her husband’s regular absences—always on business, of course, but all the same!—and who was quite content with being a stay-at-home mother. But the reality was that Gérard and she had drifted apart, he absorbed by his work, she by all the things she did of which he managed to remain quite oblivious. Mutual lack of understanding set in, and they were arguing more and more about things that were both important and trivial. Even though he spent so little time at home, he still tried to control his wife’s schedule and who she saw, and was constantly weighing in with opinions about what she’d gotten up to during the day. His distrust was pathological: as far as he was concerned, in this dangerous world there was trouble brewing on every street corner. His work was no doubt a big part of the reason he thought that way.

Eventually Nora, by nature more easygoing, grew tired of Gérard’s endless admonitions. Every time she met up with someone, whether a parent of one of the kids’ friends, a fellow willing torture victim at the gym, or just someone she hadn’t seen in a while, she had to put up with her husband’s paranoid suspicions. One person seemed ill-intentioned, another was after a piece of her ass, a third was dangerously stupid. People were pernicious. Not all people, of course. But most.

Eventually Nora grew so sick and tired of his comments, she stopped telling Gérard what she’d gotten up to during the day, thus avoiding his judgmental remarks and mean-minded takes on anything and everything.

On top of this was the latent violence. Gérard had it absolutely under control, but over the years Nora had learned to be wary. Not that he had ever raised his hand against her, but at certain moments during one of their bitter fights, when she sensed the valve about to burst, she grew afraid. A visceral fear alert to danger.

Gérard was an inch or so shorter than his wife, but he compensated for it with a brilliant mind and strong character. His lean physique seemed to suit his manipulative temperament. An iron fist in an exfoliating glove. Gérard preferred the power of words over physical strength, making speech a weapon more formidable than blows. He wielded cruel words the way other people threw punches, and the mental wounds he inflicted sometimes proved more painful than physical assault. But when even words were powerless to subdue his warlike instincts, Gérard was ready with a response. Early on in their relationship, Nora had seen him beat up a man who’d been foolish enough to push his luck after a few well-chosen verbal salvos. The result had been crushing for the unlucky guy, even though he was a whole head taller than Gérard. Nora recalled her ambivalence at the time, the way that on the one hand she’d admired and even been turned on by Gérard’s virile show of strength, while finding herself totally thrown by an aptitude for physical violence about which she’d never had even an inkling until then.

Over the years, any admiration she’d had for him had evaporated. All that remained was a wariness that ended up warping the love she’d once had for him. It reached the point where their married life added up to little more than the dull daily routine of chores and family responsibilities, a lackluster kind of cohabitation, and Nora decided to end it.

Sensing that he was losing control of the situation, Gérard detonated the last of his ammunition.

“What about the children? Have you thought about them?”

Nora looked at her husband, unable to conceal her distress. Of course she’d thought about the children. For years they were all she’d thought about: the reason she hadn’t already left was that she couldn’t bear the idea of breaking their hearts, turning their young lives upside down, seeing them only every other week. That was even worse than the idea of living with a man she was no longer in love with.

“They’re bigger now,” she replied simply. “They’re old enough to understand.”

“Are they? Are they old enough to suffer, as well?” he replied, in the tone of someone who knew all there was to know about suffering. Nora fell silent, heartbroken to be inflicting such pain on her family. She had sacrificed her own happiness for that of her children for a long time, with no misgivings whatsoever. What did it matter that her life was as smooth as a highway, with no curves, no rough edges, no highs or lows; a path already marked out, on which it was impossible to lose one’s way, leading straight toward a cloudless horizon. Wasn’t that precisely what had attracted her to this young attorney who’d promised her a future that was safe, free from insecurity? Wasn’t that what he had guaranteed her?

But safe from what exactly?

From surprises, or accidents? From living?

She needed air. A change. A fresh start.

She was hungry for adventure. She yearned for chance encounters. A different life. A second chance.

“How are you going to make a living?” he said, running low on arguments. “You don’t have a job. If you think you’re going to rely on alimony . . .”

“I’ll find a job.”

“At your age?”

His reply, though cruel, was not without a certain realism.

“Fine, I’ll stay,” she retorted, without skipping a beat. “But only for your money.”

Her words were like an arrow to Gérard’s heart, and their venom devastated him. It was impossible for him to accept that money was now his only allure for Nora. If that really was the case, he was prepared to let her go. Before she sullied the last shred of respect there was left between them.

So Nora left. At the age of forty-four she set out to find a job, after eighteen years of not working. She had a degree in French literature that hadn’t gotten her very far when she’d applied for a teaching job after leaving university. She’d done casual jobs to pay the bills, and a bit of substitute teaching, but she’d never found anything she really enjoyed. For a couple of years in her twenties she’d tried and failed to write. Then she’d met Gérard.

As the man at the employment office skimmed her résumé, he couldn’t keep himself from shooting her a mirthless smirk that betrayed his doubt.

“We’ll see what we can do.”

Nora understood straightaway that he wouldn’t be able to do very much. It was up to her to think about what skills and experience she had. In the gloom of her situation the answer was clear: she knew about taking care of children.

She made an appointment to meet with the principals of two local preschools to explain her situation and demonstrate her commitment and motivation.

The principal of the first school gave her short shrift, even though her son had been a student there. The principal of the second turned out to be looking for a pre-K classroom assistant, but Nora’s lack of training was a drawback.

“Lack of training?” Nora replied in dismay. “I’ve been doing nothing else for thirteen years!”

“You’ve been taking care of your own children. You can’t call that training. That’s not to say that I doubt your competence.”

“Would you be prepared to take me on for a trial period?”

“That’s not the issue,” the woman said. The conversation that ensued was strained, but by the time she left her office Nora had obtained a commitment that the principal would consider her application and get back to her within two weeks. If she kept her word, she’d know soon enough.

Getting the job became an obsession. Nora thought about it night and day. What a triumph it would be if she pulled it off—for herself, of course, but also for her relationship with Gérard. She knew he was patiently waiting for her to fall at the first hurdle and beg him to take her back. She wasn’t afraid that she’d be destitute, scrimping and saving, never sure she’d make it to the end of the month. What she was afraid of was the different lifestyle she was forcing on her children, compared to the luxury they were used to with Gérard. The alimony payments barely covered the rent: against all logic, she’d made it a point of honor to find a place large enough for each of the kids to have their own room. It was out of the question for them to enjoy the comfort of a 3,500-square-foot house one week and the next find themselves slumming it in a tiny apartment.

The small house she’d found in a residential neighborhood was nothing like where they’d grown up, but it was nice enough: light-filled and welcoming. And affordable. With her limited means she was determined to make it comfortable and cozy.

As she looked around at the piles of boxes and furniture scattered about the first floor, the cozy dream began to fade. She looked at her watch: she had two hours before Gérard was due to bring their son back. Two hours for her to set up a snug corner in his bedroom. She had no time to waste. She went into the entryway and called up to Inès.

“I’m in my room!”

She went upstairs and pushed open the door to the bedroom at the end of the hallway. It was lovely and bright, filled with boxes waiting to be unpacked.

“Maman?” came Inès’s voice from the other end of the corridor.

“I’m in here, sweetheart.” A moment later, Nora sensed her daughter’s presence behind her. She turned and stepped aside to let the teenager pass.

“Do you think he’ll be happy here?” Nora asked, biting the inside of her cheeks.

“Sure he will! This is a great room. And look.” Inès walked over to the window and opened it. “He has this amazing view over the backyard, and it’s right above the deck.”






Chapter 4

Sylvain arrived back at six. He went into the kitchen and put down his keys, wallet, and a thick file of work he had to finish for the following Monday on the table, then went straight out into the backyard, where he found Tiphaine crouched down among her plants, filling in the soil around the roots of a young shrub. The minute she saw him, she stood up and went over to him.

“Something’s happened,” she said in a low voice.

“Why are you whispering?”

By way of answer, Tiphaine nodded at the hedge that separated their backyard from that of the neighboring house. Sylvain raised his eyebrows in surprise and curiosity.

“And?” he asked, lowering his voice in turn.

“A mother and daughter. There doesn’t seem to be a man, so she’s either divorced or widowed. About my age. She looks nice.”

“And the daughter?”

“Teenager. Standard model. Cute.”

“Did you talk to them?”

“No.”

They looked at each other in silence. Since Madame Coustenoble’s death, they had never spoken about who might move into the house next door, but they both knew perfectly well the repercussions it would have on their lives. Sylvain nodded mutely several times, without taking his eyes off Tiphaine. He was about to say something, but then he seemed to change his mind.

“Where’s Milo?” he asked finally.

“Upstairs in his room. He’s meant to be studying, but it might not be a bad idea for you to check on him.”

“I’ll go up and take a look.”

As he turned to the house, he glanced back at the hedge. Alone again, Tiphaine finished planting the shrub, adding some homemade compost to the soil and methodically tamping down the mixture around its base.

Tiphaine was a professional horticulturist, but plants were more than merely her job. She was fanatical about gardening and spent most of her time with her hands in soil, sowing, planting, watering, weeding, propagating cuttings, pruning, and harvesting. Plants, flowers, trees, and shrubs held no secrets for her; she knew all there was to know about every variety, not just when they blossomed and what their yields were, but their properties, health benefits, and dangers. Alongside her undoubted physical proficiency, she possessed fine observational skills, excellent scientific knowledge, and an artistic sensibility.

Being in contact with the earth was vital for her, therapeutic even.

Lost in what she was doing, at first she didn’t hear the rustling of leaves a few yards away, just over the hedge in the neighboring garden. A few seconds later, she caught a glimpse of a vague movement beyond the foliage. Intrigued, she turned her head and, otherwise motionless, stared at the place that had just stirred. A moment later she spotted a small figure, then a face and eyes watching her in silence. Slowly, she straightened up and walked to the hedge, on the other side of which was a small boy of seven or eight. He stood stock-still, as if he was debating whether or not to run away.

“Who are you?” she asked.

“Maxime.”

The shock was instant. Agonizing. Brutal.

Tiphaine felt the ground give way. Her legs, suddenly deprived of all vital substance, felt like they were liquifying. In a fraction of a second her pulse went from a normal rhythm to an uninterrupted hammering, and everything around her began to spin. She reached out an arm to try to grab hold of something, but her hands closed around nothing. She felt herself falling backward and tried to regain her balance by tipping the weight of her body forward. Through her raging inner confusion, she saw the child’s curious stare, and then a woman’s voice slammed into the silence of her panic.

“Nassim?”

In the next-door garden she saw her new neighbor making her way from the deck toward the boy.

“Nassim, what are you doing?”

She caught sight of Tiphaine behind the hedge. “Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t see you there.”

“Hello,” Tiphaine managed to utter through ragged breaths.

The woman came closer, then stood on tiptoe, as if trying to get past the obstacle of the hedge that separated them.

“I’m Nora, your new neighbor. And this is Nassim, my son. Did you say hello to the lady, Nassim?”

“Hello.”

Tiphaine swallowed.

“Hello, Nassim,” she stammered, slowly regaining her composure.

There was a brief, polite silence, which Nora soon filled. “We just moved in today. I hope the movers didn’t disturb you too much.”

“Absolutely not,” Tiphaine assured her. Then she added, “My name’s Tiphaine.”

“I’m so pleased to meet you.”

There was another, longer silence, now filled with a palpable awkwardness.

“How old is your little boy?” Tiphaine asked in a tone of polite curiosity.

“He’s eight,” Nora answered with that peculiar parental smugness that suggests the age of their offspring is a source of particular pride. “Do you have children?”

Tiphaine nodded. “I have a fifteen-year-old son. Milo.”

“Oh!” exclaimed Nora. “My daughter’s thirteen.”

“What’s her name?” asked Tiphaine, thinking that the girl had looked older than that.

“Inès.”

“What a pretty name.”

“Thank you.”

Between polite compliments and neighborly courtesy, the two women rapidly exhausted all possible topics of conversation and, once more, silence fell between them.

“Well,” said Nora with a little sigh, “I’m so happy to meet you. I hope you have a lovely evening.”

“And you, too.”

Nora turned and went back into the house with her son. Tiphaine watched them walk away, her heart still thumping from the shock she’d felt when she thought she heard the child say his name was Maxime. Even if Nassim wasn’t the same age as Maxime had been when he died, his presence made her feel uneasy.

Just as Nora and Nassim reached the deck, Tiphaine called out, “Excuse me!”

Nora turned.

“Yes?”

“Which one is Nassim’s bedroom?”

“I’m sorry?”

Tiphaine bit her lip. It was a strange question and she immediately regretted asking.

“I’m sorry to ask but the thing is our houses are adjoining and as we share a wall—”

“Oh!” Nora nodded in the direction of the window directly above the deck.

“That one.”

Tiphaine shut her eyes. It was the thing she’d been dreading since the moment she’d discovered Nassim’s existence: he was moving into Maxime’s old bedroom. Another little boy was going to play, sleep, laugh, cry, live in that room.

An icy grip tightened inside her chest, and for a few seconds, she found it hard to breathe. When she opened her eyes again, Nora had retraced her steps to the hedge and was looking at her curiously. She’d obviously mistaken the significance of the question as referring to the shared wall that separated the two houses.

“Is there a problem with the soundproofing?” she asked, not trying to hide her discomfiture.

“No!” exclaimed Tiphaine, surprised by Nora’s interpretation. “That’s not what I meant at all.”

What an idiot! She hadn’t been able to stop herself from asking one too many questions. Now she was going to have to extricate herself somehow from this awkward situation. If she nodded along with Nora and agreed that she was already thinking ahead to her son potentially disturbing them with his noise, the question bordered on rudeness. On the other hand, she couldn’t see herself replying lightheartedly, “I just asked because eight years ago my husband and I were living in your house, and that room was our little boy’s. He died falling from that very window. That’s right, your son’s bedroom. Welcome to your new home!”

“Don’t worry,” Nora said. “Nassim is very well behaved, and I’ll make sure he doesn’t disturb you.”

“I’m so sorry, you misunderstood. I . . .”

“I” what? What reason could she possibly give for her question that wouldn’t be either rude or awkward? She fumbled for the right words, but after a few seconds she sighed as though she were throwing in the towel.

“I’m sorry. My question was silly and completely uncalled for. Forget I said anything,” she said, with her warmest smile.

“It’s fine, I absolutely understand your concern.”

“You don’t understand at all! I love children. It never even crossed my mind that Nassim might disturb us.”

“Don’t worry, I get it.”

“It’s my fault.”

“No, no, I understand completely.”

Simultaneously, the two women cut short their litany of excuses and understanding. They both burst out laughing, one warmly, the other dolefully.

That’s how Tiphaine and Nora first met, over a misunderstanding, on either side of a hedge.






Chapter 5

Back in her own house, Tiphaine rushed to the bathroom, a helpless hostage to waves of nausea. She stuck two fingers down her throat but couldn’t get rid of the feeling of disgust. She coughed and retched and expectorated, trying to vomit up her repulsion. It didn’t work. A little boy had moved in next door, into the house where Maxime had lived and died, trapped inside the walls of a life extinguished forever. This child, filled with life, had just annexed her son’s bedroom, his memory . . . his home.

“Tiphaine?”

Alerted by the sounds coming from the bathroom, Sylvain grew worried.

“Tiphaine! Are you okay?”

Instead of replying, Tiphaine came out, wiping her mouth with her sleeve. White as a sheet, she looked at Sylvain with an expression of sadness and despair.

“What the hell is going on?” he said in a voice filled with both concern and exasperation.

Tiphaine shook her head. “She has a son,” she moaned.

“What are you talking about?”

“The new neighbor . . . She has a little boy. He’s eight. He’s called Nassim, but at the beginning I thought—” She stopped, unable to articulate Maxime’s name.

She didn’t have to. Sylvain understood.

“Did you see him?”

Tiphaine nodded.

“Damn it, Tiphaine!” he began through clenched teeth. “You can’t let yourself get into a state like this . . . I—”

“He’s in his bedroom.” She cut him off, distraught.

“It is not his bedroom anymore!”

“It’ll always be his bedroom to me.”

“No! It hasn’t been his bedroom for eight years. Do you hear me?”

“Eight years!” repeated Tiphaine, as if she had only just become aware of the passage of time. Then she added in a broken voice, “This child was born the year ours died.”

Sylvain looked at her without a word, his heart shattered at the sight of his grief-stricken wife. Tiphaine was only a shadow of the woman he’d fallen so madly in love with seventeen years earlier: life, sorrow, the intolerable ordeal of having lost a child had slowly eaten away at her, gnawing at her soul, her heart, her mind. She wasn’t crazy, at least not in the conventional sense; but since Maxime’s death, she’d been living in a world without a bulwark to keep her from falling. And he, Sylvain, mired in his own suffering and grief, increasingly found himself losing his composure in the face of his wife’s distress. Riddled with guilt, he had been struggling with his own demons every day for eight long years, tormented by memories and recurring nightmares. The arrival of this little boy in the house next door, or at least the turmoil it triggered in Tiphaine’s mind, suddenly felt like the last straw, the hurdle that they would not be able to overcome.

“Tiphaine, I beg you . . .”

Instead of an answer, she hunched over and began heaving with sobs.

The appearance of a child in the house next door reopened wounds whose scars, despite all the years that had passed, still oozed with grief and pain. When they had taken Milo in after the “events,” she had been convinced she would drown her heartache in her love for him and the love that she was confident he would have for her. Nothing, however, had turned out as she’d hoped. Milo had gradually shut himself off, as if he wanted to remove himself from the world. He rejected their expressions of affection and turned his back on any attempt at a loving gesture. He displayed no more than a vague fondness for them, a cruel contrast to his former devotion.

Tiphaine and Sylvain had known Milo since he was born. They’d watched him growing up and blossoming alongside their own son; they’d babysat him, comforted him when he was sad, consoled and encouraged him when things didn’t go well, congratulated him on his achievements. They loved him almost as much as they loved Maxime, and he had always returned their love. But since the “events,” Milo’s attitude to them had gradually changed; he grew distant, almost distrustful. Whenever Tiphaine tried to give him a hug he would cringe from the embrace. When she was faster than he was and managed to draw him to her, he’d tense up, stiff as a board, and wait for it to be over.

“We have to give him time,” said Sylvain, when Tiphaine, in tears, told him
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