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I have always imagined that Paradise
will be a kind of library

JORGE LUIS BORGES, ‘THE ALEPH’
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The man in the green hat always got on at Bercy, always via the doors at the front of the carriage, and then exited via the same doors at La Motte-Picquet-Grenelle, exactly seventeen minutes later. At least that was on days when the stops, warning signals and clanging were regular, the days that weren’t exceptionally overcrowded, when there weren’t any accidents, terror alerts or strikes, and no unscheduled stops to regulate the service. Ordinary days. The days when you feel as though you’re a cog in a well-oiled machine, a huge mechanical body in which each person has their place and their part to play, willingly or not.

On those days, Juliette would take refuge behind her butterfly-framed sunglasses and her chunky scarf knitted by Granny Adrienne in 1975 for her daughter. The two-and-a-half-metre scarf was a faded blue, the colour of distant peaks at seven o’clock on a summer’s eve, not just anywhere but in the Pyrenean town of Prades gazing towards Mount Canigou. And she would sit wondering whether her existence in this world was any more precious than that of the spider she’d drowned that morning in her shower.

She didn’t like doing it – aiming the jet at the small, black, hairy creature and watching out of the corner of her eye as the spindly legs flailed in panic and then abruptly folded in on the body. Then the spider would whirl around, as light and inconsequential as a wisp of wool plucked from her favourite sweater, until it was sucked down the plughole which she immediately stopped up, jamming in the plug.

Serial murder. Every day, the spiders crawled up, emerging from the pipes after a wobbly climb. Were they always the same ones that, after being flushed down into the murky depths – the bowels of the city like a vast reservoir of teeming, stinking life – unfolded themselves, came back to life and embarked on another ascent invariably destined to fail? It was hard to imagine. Juliette saw herself as a pitiless but negligent divinity, too busy most of the time to fulfil her role, intermittently guarding the gates of Hell. What were the spiders hoping for once their feet were on dry land, so to speak? What journey had they decided to undertake, and with what purpose?

The man in the green hat could perhaps have given her the answer if Juliette had dared ask him. Every morning, he would open his briefcase and take out a book covered in thin, almost transparent paper, also of a greenish hue. He’d unfold its corners with slow, deliberate movements, then slide a finger between two pages already separated by a strip of the same paper, and begin reading.

The title of the book was: A History of Insects Useful to Man, Animals and the Arts, with a Supplement on How to Destroy Pests.

He would caress the mottled leather cover, its spine decorated with thin gold lettering, the title standing out against a red background.

He’d open it, bring it closer to his face, and sniff it, his eyes half-closed.

And then he’d read two or three pages, no more, like a food-lover eating cream pastries with a tiny silver spoon. A happy, enigmatic smile appearing on his face – the kind that Juliette, fascinated, imagined as that of the Cheshire Cat in Alice in Wonderland.

That smile always faded at Cambronne, giving way to an expression of rueful disappointment; he would then re-fold the paper, put the book back in his briefcase and snap it shut. And stand up. Not once did he look at Juliette, who, sitting opposite him – or standing, huddled against the shiny pole polished each day by hundreds of gloved or ungloved palms – devoured him with her eyes. He would patter off, very upright in his overcoat buttoned up to the neck, with his hat cocked over his left eyebrow.

Without that hat, without that smile, without that briefcase in which he shut away his treasure, Juliette probably wouldn’t have recognized him. He was a man like any other, neither good-looking nor ugly, neither attractive nor repulsive. A little portly, of uncertain age, or rather, a certain age, to speak in clichés.

A man.

Or rather, a reader.

Bees, silkworms, mealybugs, crayfish, woodlice, blister beetles, leeches …

‘What are you on about?’

Juliette, who was humming, jumped.

‘Oh! Nothing. A sort of counting rhyme … I was trying to remember the names …’

‘I’ve received the Energy Performance Certificate for the Boulevard Voltaire apartment,’ said Chloe, ignoring Juliette’s words entirely. ‘Have you got the folder?’

Juliette nodded after a moment. She was still thinking about the man with the green book, about insects, about the spider she’d drowned that morning.

‘Give it to me. I’ll file it,’ she said.

She pivoted her chair, pulled a binder from the shelves that covered an entire wall of the office, and slipped the documents inside. The binder, she noted, was piss-yellow. How awful it looked. The whole bulging wall, bristling with labels coming unstuck at the corners, seemed as if it was about to collapse on top of her like a mudslide. Juliette closed her eyes, imagining the swashing sound, the gas bubbles popping on the surface – and the smell. She pinched her nose hard to quell her mounting nausea.

‘What’s up?’ asked Chloe.

Juliette shrugged.

‘You’re not pregnant, are you?’ her colleague pressed her.

‘Of course not. I was just wondering how you cope with working opposite that … The colour’s so disgusting.’

Chloe stared at her, wide-eyed.

‘Disgusting …’ she repeated slowly. ‘You’re bonkers. They’re just binders. They’re ugly, I agree, but … are you sure you’re OK?’

Juliette drummed her fingers on her desk in a jerky rhythm: Bees, silkworms, mealybugs, crayfish, woodlice, blister beetles, leeches …

‘I’m fine,’ she replied. ‘What do you read on the Métro?’


2

There was the old lady, the maths student, the amateur ornithologist, the gardener and the woman in love – at least Juliette assumed she was in love from her slight breathlessness and the tiny tears that formed on her eyelashes when she was three-quarters of the way through whichever romantic novel she was devouring that day. They were always fat books, dog-eared from being read over and over again. Sometimes on the cover there was an illustration of a couple locked in an embrace on a blood-red background, or lace suggestive of a bra. The torso of a naked man, the small of a back, a crumpled bedsheet or a pair of cufflinks, sober punctuation of the title underlined by a horizontal leather-sheathed riding crop … And then there were the tears that welled up in the young woman’s eyes, always around page 247 (Juliette had checked by glancing covertly at her neighbour), then would roll slowly down towards her jawline, while her eyelids closed, and an involuntary sigh made her plump breasts swell in their overly modest little top. Why page 247? wondered Juliette as she stared after an unfurled umbrella making its way down the platform at Dupleix, protecting from the downpour an entire family whose legs alone were visible – little legs in brown corduroy, long denim-clad legs, slim legs in striped tights. What was happening at that point, what sudden emotion was sparked, what heartbreak, what anguish, what shudder of pleasure or abandon?

Pensive, she drummed her fingers on the cover of her own book, which she no longer opened very often, so absorbed was she in watching other people. The coffee-stained paperback with a broken spine was transferred from bag to bag, from Tuesday’s big shoulder bag – the day when Juliette did her food shopping after work – to the little handbag she used on Fridays, when she went to the cinema. A postcard slipped between pages 32 and 33 hadn’t shifted for over a week. The landscape it depicted – a mountain village in the distance above a patchwork of fields in various hues of brown – she now associated with the old lady, the one who always flicked through the same collection of recipes and occasionally smiled as if the description of a dish reminded her of a moment of youthful madness, and who sometimes shut the book, placed her ringless hand on top of it, and stared out of the window at the barges on the Seine or the roofs glistening in the rain. The back-cover blurb was in Italian, centred above a photo of two plump bell peppers, a fat fennel bulb and a mozzarella ball in which a horn-handled knife had made a straight incision.

Bees, silkworms, mealybugs, crayfish, woodlice, blister beetles, leeches … Carciofi, arancie, pomodori, fagiolini, zucchini … Crostate, lombatine di cervo, gamberi al gratin … Butterfly words that fluttered around the packed compartment before settling on Juliette’s fingertips. She found the image cheesy, but it was the only one that came to mind. Why butterflies? Why not fireflies, winking for a few seconds before dying? But when had she seen fireflies? Never, as a matter of fact. There weren’t any fireflies left, she feared. Only memories of them. Including her memory of her grandmother, the one who’d knitted her scarf. And who looked a bit like the old lady with the recipe book – same pale, serene face, same strong-looking hands, with stubby fingers adorned with just one ring, the thick wedding band which over the years had dug into her flesh and made a permanent mark. Her wrinkled, blotchy skin covering the ring; her body swallowing up the symbol, becoming deformed by it.

‘Fireflies,’ she used to say, ‘fireflies are fallen stars. I remember when I was still so young that I wasn’t allowed to stay up, but the summer evenings were so long! For at least two hours after I went to bed the slits in the shutters let the light in. And it crept softly across the rug and climbed up the bars of my bed; and then, suddenly, the brass bed knob would begin to shine. I knew that I was missing the best bit, that moment when the sun sinks into the sea, when it becomes like wine, or like blood. So, I’d knot my nightdress around my waist, like this, nice and tight. And I’d climb down, holding onto the trellis. A right little monkey. And I’d run to the end of the field, to the spot from which you could see the sea. Then, when it was properly dark, I’d perch on the gate that was always left open, behind the silkworm farm … that’s where I saw them. They arrived out of nowhere. Or they came out of the ground. I never found out. Silent, suspended in mid-air, settling on blades of grass … I wouldn’t move a muscle. I didn’t even dare breathe. I was surrounded by stars.’

The Métro slowed down. Sèvres-Lecourbe. Three more stops, or four, depending on the day and on Juliette’s mood. Squeal of metal, signal. All of a sudden, without knowing quite what she was doing, Juliette leapt up and ran out of the carriage, just as the doors were about to close, her jacket getting caught as they slammed shut. She yanked it out and was left standing rooted to the platform, slightly breathless, as the train pulled away. In the morning greyness, a few shapes muffled in heavy coats were heading for the exit. On a cold February morning, thought Juliette, who walked simply for the pleasure of roaming the streets aimlessly, looking up, observing the shapes of the clouds, or out of sheer curiosity? No one. People went from the cosy warmth of their apartments to their overheated offices, drank a coffee, yawning as they commented on the day’s tasks, the gossip, the news – always depressing. There was only one street to cross between the station where Juliette usually alighted each day and the door of the estate agency where she worked. A flight of steps, a stretch of pavement then, on the left, the same old row of shops: a dry cleaner’s, a tobacconist’s and a kebab shop. In the tobacconist’s window, a plastic Christmas tree, still decked with tinsel and shiny paper chains, was beginning to gather dust.

Juliette wanted to see something different. She walked over to the map of the neighbourhood at the far end of the station: if she took the first street on her right, then turned right again at the second intersection, it wouldn’t take more than ten minutes to get to work. A little walk would warm her up. She wouldn’t be late – well, hardly. And in any case, Chloe would open up. That girl was obsessively punctual, and either way, Monsieur Bernard, the manager, never arrived before half past nine.

Juliette set off along the street at a rapid pace, then forced herself to slow down. She must get out of the habit of forging straight ahead, her eyes fixed on the goal. Nothing exciting awaited her there, nothing: documents to complete and file away, a long list of tedious formalities, a viewing or two perhaps. On good days. And to think she’d chosen this profession for the excitement!

As for dealing with people, the ad she’d replied to had promised that this meant building a relationship with them and reading their hopes and dreams in their eyes, then finding them a nest where those dreams could unfurl, where the fearful would regain their confidence, where the depressed would smile once more, where children would grow up sheltered from the strong winds that could batter and uproot them, where the elderly and the weary could peacefully wait for death.

She clearly remembered her first viewing, a thirty-something couple in a hurry. She’d suggested a coffee before they went into the apartment building. ‘I need to get to know you better, clarify your expectations,’ she’d stated with a confidence that she was a long way from feeling at that moment. Clarify your expectations, she thought that sounded good – she’d read it in the booklet given to each member of staff by the management – but the man had stared at her, one eyebrow raised, then tapped his watch meaningfully. The woman was checking her messages on her smartphone; she hadn’t looked up, not even as they went up the stairs, while Juliette, frozen, reeled off the features she had memorized the previous evening: ashlar and the charm of the Haussmann-style architecture, you’ll notice the floor tiles in the lobby, restored to match the original sections, total peace and quiet, you have the lift to the fourth floor, and look at the thickness of the stair carpeting. Her voice sounded as if it was coming from very far away, ridiculously high-pitched, the voice of a little girl playing at being a grown-up. She felt sorry for herself and had a sudden, absurd urge to burst into tears. The couple tore through the apartment – a two-bedroom overlooking an interior courtyard – while she tried to keep up with them. The words blew away, tumbled over each other: lovely high ceilings, elegant fireplace mouldings, lots of cupboard space, rare diamond design parquet floors, option of creating an additional bedroom or office by putting in a mezzanine … They weren’t listening, didn’t look at one another, didn’t ask anything. Valiantly, she’d tried to question them: do you play the piano, do you have any children or … ? Receiving no answers, she’d stumbled over a ray of light slanting across a parquet floor tile covered in a fine layer of dust, her voice further and further away, so weak that it was impossible for anyone to hear it: dual-aspect apartment, very light, the sun in the kitchen from nine o’clock in the morning … They had already left, so she ran after them. In the street she’d given her card to the man, who’d put it in his pocket without looking at it.

She already knew she would never see them again.

A seagull’s cry brought Juliette back down to earth. She stopped and looked up. Wings outstretched, the bird was circling above her head. A low cloud passed beneath it, and its beak and body disappeared; all that remained were the tips of its wings and its cry, which bounced off the high walls. A gust of wind whipped Juliette’s face, sending her reeling back. It had a sobering effect and she looked about her. The street was dismal, empty, lined with apartment buildings streaked with long trails of damp, the plaster flaking off. What the hell was she doing here? She shuddered, buried her face in her big scarf, and set off again.

‘Zaide!’

The voice seemed to be coming from very high up, but the little girl who was running towards her ignored it; agile and spirited, she ducked between Juliette’s legs and an overturned recycling bin spewing plastic waste, gathered her skinny limbs and started hopping about on the slippery pavement again. Juliette turned to watch her skip off, skirt swirling, little pea-green sweater, two dancing braids … and her gaze fell on a high rusted metal door, wedged open with a book … a book.

In tall blue letters, on an enamelled metal door plate straight out of a World War Two film, were the words: Books Unlimited.
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Juliette took three steps forward, reached out and gingerly touched the pages swollen from the damp. She ran her tongue over her upper lip. Seeing a book wedged between two metal doors hurt her almost more than drowning a spider. Gently, she leaned her shoulder against one of the double doors and heaved; the book slid a little further down. She caught it and, with her shoulder still to the door, raised the book to her face.

She had always loved the smell of books, especially when she bought them second-hand. New books had different smells too, depending on the paper and glue used, but they said nothing of the hands that had held them, the houses that had been their home; they had no story of their own yet, separate from the one they told – a parallel story, hazy, secret.

Some smelled musty, others exuded the clinging aroma of curry, tea or dried flowers; sometimes the pages had grease stains, or a long blade of grass that had served as a bookmark on a summer afternoon, turned to dust; phrases underlined or notes in the margin constituting a fragmented diary, a sketchy biography, sometimes bearing witness to indignation, or a separation.

This one was redolent of the street – a mixture of rust and smoke, of guano and burnt tyres. But also, surprisingly, of mint. Stalks fell out of the fold, dropped soundlessly to the ground, and the fragrance became even more intense.

‘Zaide!’

The voice shouted again, a galloping sound; Juliette felt a warm little body bang into her.

‘Excuse me.’

The voice – surprisingly deep for a child – sounded shocked. Juliette looked down and met a pair of brown eyes, so dark that the dilated pupils seemed to fill the iris.

‘This is my house,’ said the little girl.

‘May I come in?’ Juliette whispered.

‘Of course.’

Awkwardly, Juliette stepped sideways and the heavy door began to close. The little girl pushed it with both hands.

‘That’s why Papa always leaves a book there,’ she explained patiently. ‘The handle’s too stiff for me.’

‘But why a book?’

The question burst out like a criticism. Juliette felt herself blush, which hadn’t happened to her for a long time – especially not in front of a ten-year-old scrap of a girl.

Zaide (such a pretty name) shrugged.

‘Oh, them? He says they’re “cuckoos”. Funny, isn’t it? Like the birds. They’ve got the same pages repeated three or four times, they haven’t been made right, you see? You can’t read them. Well, not really. Show me that one.’

The girl leaned forward, closed her eyes and sniffed.

‘I tried to read it. It’s a stupid story, about a girl who meets a boy. She hates him and then she loves him, but then he hates her and … I was so bored that I put mint leaves in it so that at least it would smell nice.’

‘That’s a lovely idea,’ said Juliette softly.
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