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11th November

Joe, Groix Island

It’s Mimi’s birthday today. Mimi runs the Ocean Boutique together with her husband, Pat. The table is set in front of the fireplace and it almost kills me to see that no place has been laid for you.

“You had a lucky escape from my wife’s cake tonight,” I say, trying to use humour to stop myself from going to pieces.

People who knew you politely refused your cake, but workmen or new friends would always accept eagerly. It was so hard and dry that even dunking it in coffee didn’t help. Even the gardener’s dog wouldn’t touch it!

We reminisce about the great times we had with you, over our chicken in Coca-Cola sauce; we’re guinea pigs in preparation for New Year’s Eve. Every year, Pat and Mimi organize a fancy dress party. The walls of their living room are covered in photos of us dressed up. I catch sight of your blue eyes which pierce me to my soul. I quickly turn around. I remember that evening three years ago, when you were laughing your head off under your Stetson, with a Colt on your belt, standing next to Betty who was dressed as a saloon girl. Mimi’s birthday falls on Armistice Day and also on the day that Alain Beudeff passed away. Alain owned the famous Ty Beudeff, a cult bistro frequented by mariners from all over the world; it’s the most famous pub between the Scilly Isles and the Azores. The beer and rum were always flowing, full of friendship and adventure, and as a consequence many a sea shanty also flowed, while customers made merry and carved their names into the wood. Generations of drinkers have sat and debated and set the world to rights there. We had some unforgettable and fantastically boozy evenings at the bistro, just a few metres from the port going uphill. Captain Alain and Joe, his second in command, were life’s flying buttresses, the life and soul of the party, the antithesis of death, one might say. After Alain passed, his daughter Morgan took over. I sometimes wonder why it is only our children who won’t come back to Groix? What did I do wrong?

“I have to go now. Thank you for everything,” I announce, as I get up.

“Black dog?” asks Pat.

That’s what Churchill used to call it when he was down in the dumps. Pat knows me well enough to sense when the black dog is eating away at me.

“A quick train ride before you leave, old chap?” he asks.

We leave the others by the fire and I follow him into the room where he keeps his electric train set. We stoop to pass under the rails and position ourselves in the middle of the circuit. He switches the system on, and the locomotives light up and start. I marvel at the sight, filled with wonder like a child. For a moment, I forget you, Lou. Pat’s locomotives help take the edge off my pain. I watch them chug by, listening to “Go West”. I got on a moving train when I got with you and I didn’t know where it would take us. I was onboard, Lou, and what an adventure it turned out to be.

I make my way home alone, smiling to myself as I pass the fishmonger’s. I think back to the time when Albane used to come here, and I remember you telling me how you were stood in line with her once, behind some locals who were gossiping about various happenings on the island, births, deaths, accidents, work, boat schedules, neighbourhood quarrels and so on. Albane, behaving as if she was still in Paris, interrupted the fishmonger in her high-pitched voice to ask if he had any sea bass, saying that she wasn’t queue jumping, but just wanted to know whether it was worth waiting or not, as she was in a hurry.

One of the local women looked at her in amazement. “Are you not on holiday here?” she asked.

Albane admitted she was but didn’t want to waste any time.

“She means she doesn’t want to waste any time talking to us lot,” said another.

Albane then turned to Lou. “We’re in a hurry because we have to get to the beach before the tide goes out, don’t we Lou?”

Then in front of the islanders, who were by now in fits of laughter, you turned to your daughter-in-law and replied, “I don’t know you madam; you must have mistaken me for someone else.”





10th December

Danny, Paris, rue Monge

As manager of this hotel, I don’t count my hours. It’s been well worth it though, as our revenue has continued to increase despite the recession. I’m on social media, I organise themed evenings, I pamper and fuss over the clubs and charities that hold their meetings here. I work around the clock and I hardly ever take time off, but tonight is different; I’m meeting my lover in a sophisticated restaurant called the Molitor, which used to be an ice rink.

As I open the door out onto the street, I bump headfirst into a man standing there. I just about keep my balance, which isn’t easy when you’re wearing six-inch heels, but he falls over. I apologize and say I didn’t see him. I hope that he’s not a client who’s going to sue me for damages. The guy is tall and skinny, with a beard; it’s impossible to guess his age. His wet clothes stink. Oh, he’s not a client, he’s homeless. Phew! He lies listless on the wet pavement.

“Are you okay, sir? Can you get up please, you’re blocking the entrance,” I say firmly. I don’t think he’s had a bath for years.

“My leg hurts,” he whimpers.

He stinks of alcohol. I tell him to try and get up. I step back so that my coat doesn’t skim his smelly, shabby old raincoat.

“I can’t put my foot down,” he says.

I tell him in no uncertain terms that he can’t stay there. My receptionist is busy. The hotel lobby is empty. Luckily the street is deserted in the heavy rain. Nobody saw us crash into each other.

Wincing in pain, he says he thinks his leg is broken. I tell him that he has merely sprained it and that there is a hospital right nearby. He says he can’t walk, so what is he meant to do, fly there? I start to lose my temper; Cyrian hates it when I’m late. I tell him I’ll call an ambulance to get him to hospital. But he wants to wait for it in the hotel out of the rain. I shake my head. His filth is nauseating.

“That’s impossible, sir, this hotel is not a public space,” I say.

I point out a restaurant a few doors down that is closed today and tell him to take shelter under its awning. He insists he wants to go inside the hotel and shelter there till the ambulance arrives. I tell him they’ll say no and ask him to get up.

He gets back on his feet and stands in front of the door on one leg like a big, wounded heron. His piercing blue eyes unsettle me. I can’t make out his features under that bird’s nest of a beard, but he must have been quite an attractive man before he sank so low. He hobbles agonizingly slowly to the restaurant. I open my bag and take out a ten- and a five-euro note.

“Here, take this.”

“I didn’t ask you for money,” he says, snatching it.

“It’s for a taxi so you can get to A & E,” I reply.

“They won’t take me, it’s too near,” he mumbles.

They won’t take him because he stinks and he’s filthy. My little red Fiat 500 convertible is parked just across the street, but there’s no way I’m going to let him dirty my seats.

“I’m lonely,” he sighs. “I used to have a dog. But since I went into hospital, I don’t know what’s become of him. He’s either been run over, or a lab has stolen him for some of those sick experiments they do.”

Personally, I can’t stand dogs, and it gets my back up when clients walk in dog excrement and then trample it through my lobby.

I tell him that dogs just dirty the streets and are full of fleas. “If you’ve just got out of hospital, then your leg isn’t hurting because you fell. Are you taking the piss?”

“No, I was on the cardio ward, my heart is all over the place. They wanted to open up my chest and fumble around, so I told them to keep their hands off me. But I’m starting to have more and more episodes. Here, for example, I can feel it tightening . . .”

His face tenses up, as he grips the left side of his torso with his right hand.

“I can’t breathe, I swear to you!”

He leans on the wall, sliding onto the ground. I step aside, rummaging through my bag.

“I don’t believe you anymore. I have an important appointment. Look, here’s another ten euros, I’m off now. Okay?” I say.

“My heart’s racing, I’m scared, don’t leave me on my own!” he pleads.

That game won’t work on me. I put the money in his hand and tell him I’m not a doctor but I’ll call the emergency services who’ll be here very soon.

I turn around and cross the street, making sure he’s not following me. I get into my car, lock the doors, drive off and take the first street on the right. I pull up in front of the double doors of a residential building, disinfect my hands with a wipe and call the emergency services.

“You have called the police, please hold.”

“Good evening, a man has just collapsed on rue Monge. I’m in the bus, I think he needs the paramedics.”

I give the location of the restaurant and then hang up. I’m on the bus—no one can sue me for failing to assist a person in danger.

I make my way to the Molitor, my conscience clear. I didn’t just leave him, I called for help. Besides, the man isn’t staying at my hotel, he was probably drunk and reeling with vermin. I’m not a charity and think I was extremely generous to give him twenty-five euros. I decide not to tell Cyrian about it. We’re going to spend a lovely romantic evening together, respecting the rules we established two years ago when we started dating. I don’t talk about my hotel, and he doesn’t talk about his wife, daughters or parents. We’re only interested in each other, in our own little bubble, oblivious to the rest of the world.

Thierry, Paris, rue Monge

The red Fiat 500 convertible has turned the corner. I wait another five minutes before getting up. I catch my reflection in the mirror of a shop window, I barely recognize myself with this lumberjack’s beard. I walk away briskly, taking a yellow medical refuse bag out of my pocket and I remove my filthy shabby overcoat, that stinks of booze, and stuff it inside. I disinfect my hands with antiseptic gel. I bought this coat from a homeless man who was admitted for an epidural hematoma in the neurology department I head. He arrived in a comatose state, about to die, and left on his own two feet with the great big warm coat that I’d bought him. The head nurse thought I was crazy when she heard about it.

I step into a café a little further down the street. From the café window, I can see an emergency vehicle, with rotating flashing lights and siren on. I smile at the regulars leaning against the counter and hand the twenty-five euros to the barman.

“Get the gentlemen a drink on me!” I say, smiling to myself.





11th December

Albane, Le Vésinet

“Oskar, walkies time, come along!”

The young dog fetches his leash and brings it to me grinning. Charlotte is in bed. I’m hungry, but I’m fed up with eating alone every evening in front of the TV. It’s not Cyrian’s fault he has to work so hard. There’s a recession on, and we all have to pull together and go that extra mile. But we are seeing each other less and less, just crossing like ships in the night. Last night, I was fast asleep when he came back from his meeting with the trade union representatives. He doesn’t make love to me anymore either. I bought some expensive new underwear, and he didn’t even notice. We’ll just walk to the end of the street and back. Oskar is so well trained that I could order him to wee in the gutter in front of the house and come straight back and he would. Oskar, number two! But he needs some exercise. Cyrian should be back soon. I’ve put some retsina wine in the fridge to chill, like I used to. They were happy times; I hope it’ll perk him up a bit. He’s been totally lost since his mother died. A shadow of his former self. Something frightens me and I jump.

“Don’t be afraid, little lady!”

“Oh, you startled me,” I exclaim, turning around.

The man is tall and slim with round blue eyes like Smarties and a thick, dirty goatee beard. He obviously hasn’t washed since God knows when. I volunteer at the local homeless charity, but I’ve never seen him before.

He tells me it’s not safe, walking alone at night. His tone is not threatening, yet he makes me uncomfortable.

“Don’t go near my dog,” I say, “he bites!”

In reality, Oskar wouldn’t hurt a fly.

He is leaning against the wall. He says he’s hungry, to which I reply that I haven’t got my purse with me. He tells me he’s not asking for money but is hungry and lonely. Apparently, he used to have a dog, but then he had a heart attack and was hospitalized, and he hasn’t seen his dog since. He thinks it was either run over or snatched by a lab for one of those disgusting experiments they do on animals.

The idea makes me shiver. “Doesn’t he have a name disc, or a chip, or tattoo? Have you informed the animal rescue?” I ask.

He replies that his dog has lots of fleas, then asks me if I have any scraps of food for him. He pulls a face, wincing, as if in pain and puts his right hand on his heart.

“It hurts. I can’t breathe, it’s really tight!” he stutters.

He staggers, then slides down the wall into a sitting position.

“Are you alright, sir?” I enquire.

“My heart is really throbbing,” he replies. “At the hospital they wanted to open my chest and fumble around inside me, so I told them to keep their hands off me.”

His face takes on a look of sheer panic. His blue Smartie-like round eyes start to roll. I kneel down beside him, careful not to touch him, as he is rather repulsive. I don’t have my mobile phone with me. I tell him that I watch the medical shows on TV till my husband gets home and know a bit about the subject.

“Did they not prescribe you any Trinitrine?” I ask.

“How would I have paid for it?” he mumbles.

I tell him I live nearby and am going to call the emergency services. He resembles a frightened little boy.

“Please don’t leave me! I don’t want to die, I’m scared,” he pleads.

I tell him I’ll only be a second and promise I’ll be right back.

I hurry in the dark. I’ll call the emergency services and they’ll send the paramedics, then I’ll go back and wait with him.

Thierry, Le Vésinet

As soon as she leaves, I grab the dog by the collar to prevent him from following her. I give him a snack from my pocket. The labrador sits on his hindquarters expecting more treats. I whisper to him persuasively, “Number one, Oskar! Number one, Oskar, good boy!”

He doesn’t move. His mistress notices that he isn’t following her. She calls him but she can’t see I’m restraining him.

I try again, “Number one, Oskar! Are you deaf?”

“Oskar, come home at once!” orders his mistress.

Suddenly it comes to me. I put the words in the wrong order. “Oskar, number one! Now! Oskar, number one!” I order. The well trained dog obeys. I move closer to sit in the puddle of urine, swearing under my breath at Joe.

“Oh no, lady! Your mutt just pissed on me!” I shout.

“What?” she says, in horror.

She retraces her steps and sees the puddle. Oskar gets a good telling off.

I get up with difficulty. My coat is dripping with urine. Oskar wags his tail, staring at my pocket which smells of biscuit to him.

“My heartbeat has slowed down; panic over. I need to get out of here. Your dog clearly doesn’t like tramps.”

“I’m sorry, really, I’m going to make him apologize!”

Albane, Le Vésinet

This man is ill. He’s all alone, and as lonely as me since my husband started neglecting me. I can’t bring him into our house while Charlotte is sleeping but I can’t leave him on the street either. I have no choice but to let him come and use our summerhouse.

“I live right next door, sir. Please come with me.”

His disgusting coat stinks and is dripping in urine. I ask him if he feels any better. He says he thinks his angina pectoris is stable. I don’t understand but apparently that’s what they called it at the hospital. We walk slowly and painfully up to our garden fence. I open the gate; we bypass the house and I guide him to the little cabin.

 

I have trouble swallowing as I scan the room and see the old, broken armchair, the table, the sink in the corner, and Cyrian’s hideous exercise bike in front of the window. I turn on the electric radiator. He collapses into the armchair.

“My head is spinning. I haven’t eaten anything since yesterday,” he says.

“I’m going to get you some food and a change of clothes.”

I take Oskar in the house, and lock the door behind me. Cyrian’s keys are not hanging up, so he’s not home yet. I get his voicemail when I try and call him. I open the door to Charlotte’s room, she’s fast asleep. I open the wardrobe and grab a pair of sailing trousers I bought on Groix. I add a Barbour jacket that Cyrian no longer wears. I take a towel from the bathroom cupboard. I go into the kitchen and stuff a baguette, some butter, a chocolate bar, a banana and Cyrian’s special Spanish ham into a bag. That’ll teach him for not being here. I mustn’t give the man any alcohol though, not in his condition. I open the cutlery drawer and hesitate whether to give him a knife in case he attacks me with it. I remove the butter from the bag, now he won’t need a knife. I slip forty euros into an envelope and write an address on it.

“Oskar, come on, we’re going back out!”

The dog follows me, intrigued by the contents of the bag. I cross the garden and knock on the cabin door.

“Hello?”

The man is still sat in the same position. He is trying to keep warm. I put the groceries, the clothes and the towel on the table and avoid looking at the bike.

“I apologize again for my dog’s unacceptable behaviour. Here, you can change your clothes now and eat. I’ll be right back. How is your heart?”

He says it’s still ticking for now but won’t hold out forever. I sit down in the garden on a teak armchair that cost a small fortune. In the early days, Cyrian and I used to take care of the garden furniture together, coating it with a special oil, and taking a break to kiss each other every few minutes. Then I took over the job, using a spray, before giving up on it altogether, a bit like our relationship. The garden chairs have been neglected and nobody bothers with them anymore. Just like our marriage.

I was stupid to let a stranger into our home, especially at night. Imagine the headlines: Housewife and mother murdered at her home in Le Vésinet. No sign of forced entry. That’s me, a Le Vésinet housewife and mother who doesn’t go out to work, preferring to take care of her daughter instead. Apple is also part of our family of course. I knew of her existence right from the start of our relationship. I found it touching that Cyrian was a young father. When I told Cyrian I was pregnant, he said, “Oh no, not again!” I went icy cold. My husband and Maëlle hate each other with the same passion as when they loved each other. I know he’ll never love me as much as he loved her. We won’t be going to Groix anymore which I’m glad about. Next summer, we’ll take Apple to the South of France with us. I could have strangled her when I discovered that she had taken Charlotte out on the luggage rack of her bike! She didn’t know why I reacted like that of course, and just thought I was crazy, which isn’t so far from the truth.

I return to the summerhouse. The man has started eating the baguette and the bar of chocolate. My husband’s clothes fit him perfectly. If he shaved his beard, he would look like one of those contestants in a makeover show.

I apologize again, and tell him my dog made a mistake. Then it comes to me: the man’s stench must have disorientated Oskar, and made him lose his bearings.

“Did he mistake me for a lamp post?” he asks.

“No, no,” I reply. “Eat up.”

Helping out at the local charity for the homeless, I have come across people from all walks of life, even former teachers who have lost everything. Tramps used to be marginalized for choosing to live outside of society, but nowadays it can happen to anyone.

“How’s your heart?” I ask.

“Still alive so far.”

He points to the exercise bike and says that it’s an excellent workout for the heart.

“Is it yours?”

“I loathe bicycles of any shape or size.”

“Did you fall off when you were small?”

I reply that the bike is my husband’s, like the ham, which is a special one.

He tells me he eats kosher.

“I apologize!”

“You couldn’t have known.”

“Your dog has probably been taken in by someone who loves and cares for him,” I say, trying to sound reassuring.

“You’re a good woman,” he replies. “Your husband is a lucky man.”

I reply that he’ll be home soon; I say the same thing to all electricians, workmen, postmen, or delivery men who come to the house, so they are aware there is a male presence here.

“Will he think I’m trying to seduce you?” he asks.

I shake my head. He obviously hasn’t looked at himself in the mirror recently! In any case, Cyrian doesn’t care enough about me anymore to be jealous.

“My father-in-law was in charge of a large cardiology department. You should get yourself checked out there. Here, I’ve noted down the address for you,” I say.

I give him an envelope containing the money for the consultation.

“Is he a nice guy, your father-in-law?” he asks.

“He’s a bit strange, but he loves my daughter, which is all that counts. He’s a bit annoying, but a good man.”

My eyes catch sight of that damn bike again and I shudder as I turn my head away.

“What happened to make you hate bicycles so much?”

I get a lump in my throat. “My little brother . . . he had a moped accident. He got hit by a lorry and was killed instantly. It was all my fault. Cyrian knows but not Charlotte and my parents refuse to mention Tanguy’s name, as if he had never existed. There was a family gathering for my mother’s birthday. Tanguy was just ten years old and I was fifteen. I had just bought a moped with the money I had saved up from babysitting. I was showing off and bragging about it to my elder cousins, who all had a go on it. I wouldn’t let Tanguy go on it though as I was afraid he might damage it. He watched as I pulled the throttle to accelerate. I didn’t realize it at the time, but I had left the key in the ignition and forgotten to put the steering lock on when we sat down to eat . . .

I close my eyes in horror, as I relive the scene. My voice trembles, my eyes fill with tears, and I choke on my words.

“After the meal, the smaller children got up from the table to go and play. Cheese and wine were served, followed by birthday cake with candles. We called the children back in, but Tanguy was nowhere to be found. We looked everywhere for him. Then we heard sirens down the street. To this day, my mother has never forgiven me for killing my brother.”

“But it wasn’t your fault,” he says.

“I should have removed the ignition key and put the lock on,” I reply sadly.

“But it was an accident!”

“My mother needed someone to blame. I should have let Tanguy try it out like my cousins. I would have shown him how to brake. The lorry driver saw him accelerate and drive straight into him.”

Describing this scene devastates me just as violently as it did then.

“I will never let my daughter ride a bike or a moped. My husband had a motorcycle when I met him, but he’s sold it since. He works out here on this exercise bike. I refuse to let him bring the thing in the house.”

Tanguy was my mother’s favourite. We were close. On the evening of his funeral, my mother went outside with me in the garden and, with sheer hatred in her voice, she screamed at me, “I hope one day you will feel the same pain that you’ve caused me. I hope you will have a child and lose it”.

I didn’t tell my father; he wouldn’t have believed me anyway. I see my parents as little as possible and I never let Charlotte stay with them. My mother lost a child, so I can understand how grief stricken she is, but at the same time I hate her. Charlotte thinks I’m an only child. I am overprotective of her, but the thought that something terrible could happen to her scares me so much. I could have murdered Apple when I heard they had been out on a bike together. The next night, at the Marine Hotel, I had a horrible nightmare. I was at the wheel of a lorry and saw Tanguy rushing towards me on a bright red bike, I wasn’t even trying to avoid him. He was laughing his head off before he fell to the ground next to the red bicycle. My mother and Charlotte came running out of the garden. Charlotte ran towards my little brother’s crushed body. My mother was screaming at her, “You killed my son, I told you not to lend him your bike, you deserve to die,” and she strangled my daughter in revenge. I watched the scene from my lorry, petrified, my stiff hands clasping the steering wheel. This dream haunted me until we boarded the boat. I couldn’t have stayed on that island a minute longer.

“Are you okay? You’ve gone awfully pale,” says the man, offering me some chocolate from the bar I’d given him. “Eat a square of this, it’ll do you good.”

I break off four squares and munch them, and start to feel in better spirits. The man gets up; he seems to be feeling better too and is no longer staggering along.

“I’ll be off now. Thank you.”

I should be thanking him. He kept me company and I was able to confide in him knowing I would never see him again. For a while I was able to switch off my fear that Charlotte won’t make it beyond ten years old, the age Tanguy was when he died. When I met Cyrian, I told him that my mother had put a curse on any children I may have. He just laughed saying what rubbish, he doesn’t believe in that superstitious nonsense.

“Bye, Oskar,” says the tramp and strokes him. No hard feelings there. I need to contact the dog therapist.

“My name’s Albane,” I call out, just before he closes the gate after him.

“David Anderson,” he says, before wandering off into the night.





12th December

Joe, Paris

My best mate never fails to amaze me.

“David Anderson? Where on earth did you get that from?”

“If I had had a son, I would have called him David,” he replies. “I love Hans Christian Andersen’s The Little Mermaid. I panicked when your daughter-in-law asked my name. I almost dropped myself in it by using the term ‘angina pectoris’ though. I’d make a terrible spy.”

“But a brilliant actor.”

“I prefer neurology,” says the eminent professor Thierry Serfaty, devouring the appetizer served to us at the Mini Palais. He points at my plate. “You don’t want yours then?”

I let him have it. Life is unfair. He is stick thin, whereas I’ve spent most of my life depriving myself to avoid turning into a fat potbellied husband.

“She thinks you’re ‘a bit annoying, but a good man’,” adds my friend, as he studies the menu. “Did you know about her little brother?”

I choose the creamy pumpkin soup with hazelnuts and porcini mushrooms. “No, it’s the first time I’ve heard about this.”

I order the egg purée with sea urchin mousse. Out of habit, I still scan the menu wondering what you would have chosen. A scallop carpaccio with oysters maybe? I still sleep on my side of the bed and I still leave the toothpaste cap off for you. Old habits die hard.

“Well, I got a Barbour jacket and some sailing trousers out of it but I definitely wasn’t expecting the Spanish ham . . .” he says.

“I would have bet my retirement savings that Danny would prove to be the more compassionate of the two and Albane the more insensitive, but I was wrong. As for the ham, that’s pata negra I’ll have you know, the finest in the world.”

Thierry and I met in Paris in the first year of our respective internships. I was from Rennes, and he was from Strasbourg. We discovered the French capital together. His round bright blue eyes drove the girls crazy, none of them could resist. We worked in the same department. Thierry ate kosher and observed the Sabbath, while I only had one thing in mind: saving all my time off to return to Groix. We covered for each other and helped each other out. We cheered each other up when we lost a patient and rejoiced when we saved one.

I bet you knew about Albane’s brother, didn’t you, Lou? And that Albane was a nicer person than Danny. So what do I do now?

“Forget about your family and enjoy the meal,” says my friend.

So we drink, we eat, we talk about colleagues. One has just given everything up to go and live in an ashram in India. Another died while he was examining a patient. The ugliest guy in the class now has eight kids. The hottest girl in the class became a sex therapist. I order a pineapple mousse and Thierry chooses a rum baba.

“I’m seeing Albane in a whole new light since you told me about her brother,” I say.

“It’ll bring you closer to her and help you keep Sarah’s illness in perspective. I can give you the name of a good osteopath if you like, you look like you’re carrying the world’s problems on your shoulders.”

“I’m a doctor, having a sick daughter is like having a wound that won’t heal. Not being able to cure her makes me want to scream with frustration!”

Do you remember, Lou, twenty years ago we went to see the film Mr Holland’s Opus where Richard Dreyfuss plays a music composer whose only son is deaf? At the time, Sarah was bouncing around and full of beans. When we left the cinema, we thanked the heavens for giving us such perfect children. We obviously didn’t thank them hard enough.

“What am I supposed to say to her when she’s frustrated and resentful that her wobbly legs can hardly hold her up?” I ask.

“Tell her you love her.”

“I’m not so sure she knows what love means after the way that bastard, Patrice, dumped her. I would love to rearrange that spineless moron’s mug.”

I now know where I stand concerning Danny and Albane. Who knows, maybe Cyrian is happier with someone selfish like Danny than with someone sweet and accommodating like Albane? You asked me to make them happy, not to change their lives. As a doctor I have to make choices such as prescribing antibiotics for a bacterial infection but not if it’s viral. But right now, I must admit I’m at a loss. Cyrian and I grew apart when he hit adolescence. I get up.

“Number one or number two?” jokes Thierry.

I laugh with him, Lou. Yes, sometimes I laugh without you, but it doesn’t compare with what we had.

 

Thierry returns to his neurology practice. I phone JP in Groix. He has just returned from karate. I ask him to set up a Google Alert for Patrice. I spell out his surname which was supposed to have been our daughter’s new name. I walk past the Grand Palais where I reluctantly dragged you many a time. You only came along to please me. You loved people and stories, not exhibitions. I blame you for all the exhibitions you made me miss, and for your false accusations, not to mention this ridiculous mission you’ve forced on me. I’m really mad at you.

I have a white “Joseph” on my shoulders. When we met at that wedding, I was wearing a sailor sweater over my jacket. You gave me the phone number of your father’s castle. In those days, mobile phones didn’t exist. I took you for a banana split at the famous Renault bar on the Champs-Élysées the following week. You looked at my stripey sweater and asked me if I always wore one, and whether it was a tradition on my island. I didn’t tell you that the evening my father’s boat came back without him, I put his huge sweater over my shoulders. It comforted me then and still does now. It became my trademark.

We left the Renault bar together. I had come on my moped. You drove an old Autobianchi that you shared with your sisters, but that night you pretended to be on foot to avoid embarrassing me. We strolled aimlessly in the night, chatting about our childhoods. You started shivering, so I took off my sweater to put over your shoulders. I should have felt naked without it but I wasn’t even cold; your gaze had thawed my heart.

Lou, on the other side

Nice work, boys. Hats off. What a class act! When you were interns, you ridiculed and played pranks on colleagues who you thought were cruel to patients. You poured laxative in their coffee, plastered up the wheels of a motorbike, slipped an ear you stole during dissection into a pocket. Thierry is a well-respected neurologist now, and a real gentleman. When you told him that we were moving to Groix, he was happy for us, like a true friend would be. Danny didn’t know him. Albane has only seen him twice, at his wedding and at my funeral. She wouldn’t have recognized him with that bushy beard and those rags. He went a bit over the top, but he got away with it. Cyrian had told me about Albane’s awful mother, but not about her little brother. We all have our secrets. Maybe I would have understood her better and liked her a little more had I known?

I haven’t forgotten the Renault bar, my piroche. You didn’t play on your father’s death to lure me into your arms. For years you hoped he would eventually turn up, wounded, suffering from amnesia. That sweater was your lifeline, your Superman costume, your Batmobile. You shared it with me and the patients you saved. You used it to protect our family.

Sometimes in life you choose not to take an umbrella when it rains; you don’t want its protection, you just want to get soaked. That’s how I felt when I moved into the nursing home. I took your sweater off my shoulders. I left you sheltering in its safety alone. I didn’t want to lead you, Apple and Maëlle out into the rain. Don’t be angry with me, my love.





14th December

Danny, Paris, rue Monge

Cyrian’s father pushes open the hotel door as I walk through the lobby.

“Oh what a nice surprise, Doctor!”

“I wouldn’t say that, I’ve got some bad news for you,” he says.

I take him straight into my office and ask him if it’s about Cyrian. He says that Cyrian is in great shape, unlike the heart patient he’s been treating for years: an old art collector who lives in a castle in Denmark. People think he lives rough, but he’s actually a wealthy arts benefactor.

“Do you want me to see if I’ve got room for him here? I’m flattered, but it’s not the Ritz,” I say.

He replies that I knocked the man over right here, in front of the door. I fiddle nervously with a paper clip.

“He wanted to take shelter in the hotel, but you wouldn’t let him. He had a heart attack, and the emergency services brought him to my former cardiology department. I went to visit him and he told me everything.”

“You didn’t give him my name, did you? He can’t prove it was me?” I ask, distraught.

He says my fingerprints are on the bank notes I gave him. This is just ridiculous! I’m not a doctor and it wasn’t up to me to treat him. Joseph then says that since the Second World War, French law characterizes such situations as “failure to assist a person in danger”, which technically makes me criminally liable.

I tell him I called the emergency services. He replies that I didn’t wait with the patient until they arrived and refused to let him shelter in the hotel lobby.

“He looked and smelled like a tramp!” I cry.

“Why don’t we just get rid of all the down and outs, and those who don’t use deodorant, you’re right, that’ll clean up the streets,” he retorts sarcastically.

“I was late for my dinner with Cyrian,” I mumble. “How is the gentleman now?”

“Well enough to be able to recount the incident in detail,” he says. “But the prognosis isn’t good.”

A crazy thought enters my head. If he doesn’t make it, then he won’t be able to testify against me.

“His children intend to bring charges. You’ll be hearing from his lawyers soon.”

“I thought he was a scammer, a fraud!” I yell.

“The fact that you didn’t help him when he was injured is one thing. But abandoning someone who is having a heart attack is pretty extreme!”

I ask him to give me an alibi, and say I was with him at the time.

“You want me to commit perjury, against my own patient?” he asks with astonishment.

So I suggest that Cyrian testify on my behalf. This enrages him further, saying that his son would then be charged with aiding and abetting.

I rub












10th January

Apple, Groix Island

I’m rehearsing a lot with the band and I’m getting more confident. It’s easy, because if I make a mistake no one can hear it, and I’ve even figured out how to catch up with the others. I’m doing well with the “Danny Boy” piece. When I play with Yves accompanying me on the piano, it feels like I’m surfing the waves. I love this melody, it just does something to me, a bit like when I eat cake baked by Martine. When I play it, my heart beats to the rhythm of the saxophone. It puts everything in the world to rights, as if nothing can ever go wrong again on Groix. As if Daddy lived with us and Lou wasn’t dead.

Federico stays a few more days. Aunt Sarah has been walking better since he got here. Charlotte and Albane are arriving tomorrow. Mummy will go back to Locmaria, but I’ll still see her every day. Daddy will come here on Friday night and sleep in his own room. Albane has moved into the blue room because Daddy snores and stops her sleeping. It’s like musical chairs in our house. I gave my room to Charlotte. Federico left the blue room to sleep with Aunt Sarah in the peach room. Joe is the only one who hasn’t changed rooms.





12th January

Charlotte, Groix Island

They brought me here in the Cayenne; I sat in the front in Mum’s usual seat. Dad said I should be as snug as a bug in a rug. I can’t imagine a bug being in a rug, it would just get crushed. Grampy doesn’t like Dad’s car usually, he calls it a tank. He didn’t say anything this time though. On the boat, I used the lift instead of the stairs, and I didn’t even go out on deck. Now I’m in Apple’s bedroom. There is a tiny picture of Dad on the bookshelf, which you can only see from the bed. I didn’t tell him though.

I was so excited about coming back here, but nothing is like I thought it would be. I feel so old, like thirty or something. I can’t run or walk around; I can’t even carry a plate. I have to have help with washing myself; I panic when Oskar comes near me wanting to play. I can hardly breathe, and when I cough it’s a nightmare. I was looking forward to seeing Apple again, but she must be fed up with me because I can’t do anything. I’m weaker than Grampy. He’s going to remove my outside stitches in two days’ time. The inside stitches will disappear by themselves. Grampy has a steady hand. I’ll still freak out, but I’ll be stoic. Apple taught me that word, “stoic”. I like it, it’s cool. I’m better off here with Apple than alone in Le Vésinet.

Grampy gave me some delicious Groix caramels coated with Peruvian chocolate and pistachios. He gives me pain killers too. The physiotherapist is nice, I am his youngest patient on the island. He teaches me how to spit to clear the mucus so I don’t get an infection. He says that I’ll be able to breathe normally within six weeks. I’ve been breathing since I was born without even noticing, now it’s an effort. I’m learning a lot of stuff from him, like the fact that not everyone breathes the same way, it depends how old they are. Babies breathe quicker than children who breathe quicker than adults. I won’t be going back to school for ages. I’m tired all the time. I’m so scared that I’ll never run, shout or dance again. I wonder if Aunt Sarah feels like this when she sees everyone else dashing around normally. If Granny was here, I would talk to her about it. She understood everything. I nearly joined her in heaven.

I help Apple revise her poetry for school: The grasshopper, so blithe and gay, Sang the summer time away. Pinched and poor the spendthrift grew, When the sour north-easter blew. I have a good memory; I learn it by heart and I can recite it all in one go. Apple moves her hands and arms around and mimes the story to an invisible audience. In her poem, everything is moving, the ant, the grasshopper, the sun, the wind. Not like me, stuck in this room like a butterfly pinned to a board.





11th August

I am writing to all three of you from my room in the nursing home. I know you won’t release me, Joe, even though you signed my agreement, promising you would. And I thought I’d been clever in marrying a doctor! Cyrian, Sarah, I played a bad trick on you, yes, sorry. I deliberately misled you into thinking that your father had cheated on me. He betrayed me, yes, but he didn’t cheat on me. He didn’t go with any other woman (as far as I know!), though it’s true that he did like ogling them. Ten years ago, on Les Grands Sables beach, I made him promise to help me if I ever had an incurable disease, was in intolerable pain or lost my mind. Men can’t resist tears so he promised, which reassured me. I knew he wouldn’t keep his word, but I still felt relieved in a funny way.

You were born into a privileged family. The flip side of the coin is that you didn’t get to see much of your father. You both have your own sorrows and hardships to deal with and you faced them with courage. The reason I lied was to force you all to confront each other, to make you discover who you really are. If it has brought you all together, then I have succeeded. Your father didn’t want me to move into the nursing home, I forced his hand, because I almost disfigured Apple when I knocked over the grek. I had a memory lapse and didn’t recognize her.

You made me so madly happy, all three of you. Joe taught me the incredible joys of life. I hope you both get to experience the same adventure. And please know that every disgusting meal I gave you was made with love.

I hope that Apple and Charlotte will grow up to be fulfilled and free women. It’s not children or grandchildren that make us happy, it’s the love they bring us, the love we give them, the love which envelopes us all.

We don’t know how we’ll die, but we can decide how we’ll live. Joe, I forced you to become better acquainted with our children and I stopped you throwing in the towel and going under. You stopped me from ending things that night, so I did the same for you. I got here before you, Joe, so I’m going to book us the best table in a five star restaurant in the sky. Loving you was intoxicating.

Thank you for Groix, really. I’ve got the best view from this piece of sky. I can see the waves caressing the jagged coastline, the earth and the rocks, the evergreen broom and the low walls, the tuna on the bell tower, the harbours, the creeks and the islanders; it’s at once simple and extraordinary, powerful and unique. Groix was the icing on the cake, not my burnt cakes or Martine’s magical culinary creations, but the icing on the tchumpôt.

I love you all,

Lou
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