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			To Claude Lelouch

For my brother Yannick

To those absent, Jérôme Chaussin and Jean-Paul Didierlaurent
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			2010. Samuel Paty, Simone Veil, Milos Forman, and Elizabeth II were still alive. Barack Obama was president of the United States, and Vladimir Putin was behind the murder of Anna Politkovskaya four years earlier. That particular year was declared France-Russia Year. I don’t know what that signifies.

			The Taliban hadn’t regained power in Afghanistan.

			Kathryn Bigelow became the first woman to win the Oscar for Best Director, for The Hurt Locker.

			It’s also the year in which Meryl Streep was nominated for the sixteenth time in the best actress category. The tallest skyscraper was inaugurated in Dubai, global production of CO2 rose by 6%, and it was the hottest year ever recorded. Since then, that last record has been beaten.

			In France, Nicolas Sarkozy was president.

			TikTok didn’t exist. Adele wasn’t yet singing “Someone Like You,” or Clara Luciani “La grenade.”

			2010, it was the year of Damien Saez’s song “J’accuse.”

			2010, it was the year my aunt died for the second time.
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			October 21, 2010

			 

			Hello?”	
“Good morning, ma’am.”	
“Good morning.”

			“Are you the niece of Colette Septembre?”

			“Yes.”

			“It’s the gendarmerie here. The gendarmerie of Gueugnon. I’m Captain Cyril Rampin. I’m calling to give you some bad news.”

			“ . . . ”

			“Your aunt has died.”

			“My aunt?”

			“Colette Septembre. I’m with the first responders. Her body has just been discovered at 19, Rue des Fredins. It would seem that she died in her sleep. Her body is being taken to the mortuary for forensic confirmation.”

			“My Aunt Colette has been buried at the Gueugnon cemetery for three years. She lived on Rue Pasteur.”

			“I have some ID right here; it’s Colette Septembre, born in Curdin on February 7, 1946. She’s younger in the photo, but it does look like her.”

			“It must be a mistake. Probably just the same name.”

			“In her wallet, there’s a note saying, ‘In case of emergency, contact my niece Agnès at 01 42 21 77 47.’”

			“ . . . ”

			“It also says that she wants to be cremated. And laid to rest with Jean Septembre.”

			“Jean?”

			“Yes. Do you know him?”

			“He was my father.”

			“Your aunt’s brother?”

			“Yes. But my Aunt Colette died three years ago, I tell you.”

			“Where do you live?”

			“Paris.”

			“Does your aunt have any other close relatives?”

			“I’m . . . the last one. I’m the only . . . and then my daughter . . . But—”

			“My condolences. When are you thinking of coming to identify the body?”
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			In 2000, my aunt disappeared for a week after the match between FC Gueugnon and Paris Saint-Germain. It was the first time a second-­division team reached a League Cup final. A team known as “les Forgerons”—the Foundrymen—that she’d worshipped all her life.

			Match score: 2-0. A fixture that seemed to be a mere formality. The small fry against the big fish. The match took place at the Stade de France and was broadcast on Channel 3. Richard Trivino, goalkeeper. Amara Traoré, captain. Alex Dupont, coach.

			My aunt had hung a portrait of Alex Dupont in her home, and one of Émile Daniel, too. She owned all the team photos and would circle some faces with a red felt-­tip pen, like men wanted by the Mafia.

			At the sixty-­fifth minute, a first goal was scored by Trapasso. In extra time, a second by Flauto. Never had Paris Saint-Germain lost in a final. The cheering went on for ages; many tears were shed. The victory was toasted from plastic cup to plastic cup. Dozens of coaches had been required to ferry the supporters to Paris. My aunt had sat up front, alone, to see the road. On the stands, thousands of splashes of color—yellow for the players’ shirts and blue for their shorts—were chanting: “Et un et deux!” 

			When it was time to go home, the driver of Colette’s bus, a certain Éric, looked everywhere for her. She was missing. They waited. They called her. She never showed up. They phoned my mother, Colette’s only family by marriage: “Your sister-­in-­law has gone AWOL.” And Mom told them not to worry.

			Colette only reappeared three days later, back in her shoe-­repair shop, bent over a pair of size-42 loafers belonging to Christian Duclos, the right heel of which was particularly worn due to its owner’s slight limp, the legacy of falling off a bike.

			No one ever knew where she’d been. No one asked her the question. No one ever asked her questions.

			On the day of the victory, I learned for the first time, from my mother, that Colette did sometimes disappear, but always returned. My mother said it as if talking about a mutt that runs away but finally comes home when hungry. 
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			October 21, 2010

			 

			I feel like phoning him. I need to phone him. I imagine what I’d say to him. I imagine how he’d reply. His hello.		
“Pierre?”

			“Yes.”

			“Is that you, Pierre?”

			“Yes. It’s me.”

			His voice, the tone of his voice, annoyed, hurried. He always answered the phone like a guy who’s just leaving. Who already has his coat on. Who dashes back to the phone to answer it. Answering it to get rid of it.

			“It’s Agnès.”

			How would he react? I wouldn’t give him time to say “Agnès?” or “Agnès.” Or “Why are you calling me? Has something happened?”

			“Believe it or not, the police have just phoned me. The Gueugnon police. Colette is dead.”

			No, I wouldn’t say “believe it or not.” I’d say: 

			“The police in Gueugnon just phoned me. They’ve found the body of a woman and claim adamantly that it’s Colette.”

			No. Not adamantly. I never say “adamantly.” He would reply:

			“She’s already dead . . . Have you been drinking? Are you drunk or something?”

			And I would hit straight back:

			“That would suit you just fine, wouldn’t it? Like that, you and your slut could have sole custody of Ana.”

			And I’d hang up.

			I’ve never used the word “slut.” When I’m angry, I shout “bitch” or “stupid cow.” Which of us would hang up first? At what stage would the conversation turn nasty?

			 

			Three years without hearing the sound of his voice on the phone, but that’s ancient history now. Colette has redied. There’s no such word. Redying, no such thing.

			

			At the beginning, the beginning of my end, it was Cornélia, the nanny, who would take our child to his place, well, their place. And it was Cornélia who would bring our child back to mine. The child is now fifteen. She travels by metro, or taxi if it’s late.

			 

			My last movie wasn’t my biggest hit at the box office. And yet it did receive the most enthusiastic reviews. And it is the most widely distributed, globally.

			Why am I thinking about that? I was peacefully dead. I was doing nothing anymore. I was making do with my dividends, under the duvet one week in two, and now I’m being forced to come back to life and buy a train ticket and book a room in a town at the back of beyond, in Burgundy. To go identify a dead old lady I don’t know.

			 

			The last movie I directed was a love story. I was so very inspired.
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			Single and childless, Colette is the sister of my father, Jean. Since the day her brother died, she’d been in mourning. It took up all the space. All her shrunken space. Her thin, small body, her big dark eyes that dominated her face, her shoe-­repair shop, her bed, the air she breathed. She never accepted his death, “because there’s nothing to accept,” she would say, sweeping the air with the back of her hand.

			Until I was seventeen, my aunt remained pretty silent with me. She would occasionally exchange a few words with the neighbors, storekeepers, customers, and footballers, who revered her the way an Italian reveres the Blessed Virgin. But not with me. With me, it was a monastic silence.

			As a child, I’d have had to hide behind the doors of her shop to hear her saying words other than: “Did you sleep well? Are you hungry? Are you thirsty? Aren’t you finishing that? Are you hot? Good night . . . ” Words cast in my direction, always at the same times of the day.

			But I never did so. She didn’t interest me. I thought she had nothing to say, nothing for me. I hated my vacations, her house, the smell of her house. The flooring, the furniture, the narrow windows, the room that was allocated to me and smelled of mothballs.

			At ten years old, I would cut photos out of magazines and stick them in exercise books with grid paper, photos of young girls who made me dream of having the same haircut, same mouth, same blue mohair sweater. How could I possibly be interested in a woman who’d never worn makeup, or cared a fig about her appearance? She was the type of woman who made people think: if she fixed herself up a bit, she’d be pretty. Her clothes were far too big for her. It was like she bought the wrong size on purpose, made the mistake so as to disappear a little.

			To keep the shopkeepers of Gueugnon busy, she would give me three blank checks before I went back to school. One to buy something to wear at Shopping, a second for something else at Causard, and the third to pick a fine pair of shoes at Madame Bresciani’s. For my aunt, a fine pair meant top quality. And you had to pay the price for that. The kind of leather shoes that cut into my feet.

			

			 

			I was entitled to this sentence at the end of August, always the same one, with no particular sign of affection: “Here, go fit yourself out for the new term.”
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			Three years ago, I was still living in Los Angeles when Colette died in her sleep. She’s died twice in her sleep now. I didn’t go to her funeral. A fifteen-­hour flight. “It’s not worth it,” Louis Berthéol whispered to me. Formerly a baker in Gueugnon, he was a close friend of my aunt. 

			Louis took care of everything. I wrote a check for the burial costs. Like when my aunt would “fit me out” for the new term. I didn’t even have any forms to fill in. He organized her funeral for August 13, 2007.

			When I did return, he gave me a box containing family photos, football-­club pennants, and a few scarves. He’d donated the clothes to the Secours populaire charity.

			I went to the cemetery on foot. It was early January. The air was freezing cold. I looked for her grave, found it on Avenue 7. No flowers, no wreaths, no plaque, as she’d apparently instructed Louis. Only a pair of shoes had been placed on the gray marble. Kickers style, in dark blue leather. Out of curiosity, I checked the size: 37. My aunt’s size was 36. I asked Louis who had left the shoes there, he couldn’t tell me.

			In 2007, I’d been living in the US for four years. Throughout that time, I’d phoned Colette every Tuesday. Why Tuesday? I don’t know. With some habits, one can’t remember how they started. We would talk about the same things, almost word for word, the weather, health, the worsening quality of shoes, mass-­produced by miserable workers, with stitching unworthy of the term. And my aunt would tell me the ranking of her football team, which I didn’t give a hoot about. The transfers of such and such players, those who were promising, those who partied too much, the triers, the duds. The death of a former player, the birth of the son of a supporter. And she’d always wrap the conversation up with the same words, her voice uncertain: “And your work, going well? Are you working on a movie? And Ana? And Pierre? Are they well? It isn’t too big over there?” And I’d say: “All’s well.” At the end of our exchange, there was no “lots of love” or “big kiss.” I don’t think she’d ever uttered those words. She’d whisper, “Bye for now.” And I’d say, “Until next Tuesday.” I think, as time went on, I must have added a “look after yourself” or “take care of yourself.” That kind of thing.
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			October 22, 2010

			 

			Hôtel Monge. Room 3. A bag, hastily packed after Captain Rampin’s phone call, thrown on the bed. Formerly the Hôtel du Centre, the Monge has just been entirely refurbished. I’ve been going to this establishment’s restaurant since I was little. For every Christmas Eve dinner, with my parents and Colette. And I sometimes had lunch there with some football officials, but I don’t know which ones. They would come and fetch my aunt at the shoe-­repair shop, all smelling of fine cologne, and say: “Madame Septembre, we’re lunching at Georges’s, be our guest.” It was Georges’s after Georges Vezant, the former owner and chef. The food was seriously good. The thought still makes my mouth water.

			When they would invite her, she would abandon the shoe in her hands. Quickly come and pick me up, wherever I was, often roller-­skating on Place de l’Église, sweaty and with grazed knees. I’d wash my hands, brush my hair, and off we’d go for lunch. For me, it was literally a feast day. Lovely white tablecloths, crystal glasses, escalope à la crème, sautéed potatoes, fried fish, cured ham, Burgundy-­style snails. And my aunt would tuck into her mashed potatoes with a special sauce prepared by Georges, bowed over her plate, intimidated and silent. Proud, too, that those men should invite her, consider her an important part of the club.

			The hotel and restaurant have now been taken over by Leslie, a small, bubbly brunette who talks to angels and heals ailments. She’s not here today. Shame. I would have asked her to communicate with my aunt who died three years ago, so she could tell us about the woman on Rue des Fredins. The one in possession of Colette’s ID, her final wishes, and my Paris phone number. A number that was assigned to me after Colette’s death.

			 

			Since yesterday, I’ve been trying to get in touch with Louis Berthéol, but he’s not answering. Upon arriving in Gueugnon, I asked my taxi driver to go past his house. All the shutters were closed.

			

			I have an appointment at 2 P.M. to identify the body. Rampin’s coming to fetch me at the Monge hotel. I have two free hours ahead of me. So I walk over to the house the body was found in. I make a detour to go past the shoe-­repair shop on Rue Pasteur. When my aunt died, the shop was taken over by a couple.

			Colette owned neither her shop, nor the house beside it. She paid a token rent to Louis. “A pittance,” she would sometimes say, when talking to the shoes and handbags she was mending. She used to put her money into a metal cashbox. I remember the banknotes she would smooth down with the palm of her hand. One day, one of the neighbors had whispered to me that the rumor around Gueugnon was that my aunt had a “woolen stocking” stuffed with money. I’d replied, “Yes, probably,” pretending I understood. When I got back to the shoe-­repair shop, I looked at her legs, and she was wearing pantyhose. After she died, Louis told me that nothing had been found of her imaginary hoard. There was something like two hundred euros in her bank account. I asked him to keep that money for all the services he’d rendered. He replied: “Being your aunt’s friend isn’t a service, it’s a blessing.”—“Fine, but keep the money.”

			 

			The shopfront hasn’t changed. But gone is the sign saying: “Closed due to football.” She would hang it on her door every other Saturday, if the match wasn’t scheduled for the evening.

			The new owners have had a more modern shop-­sign installed. They’ve removed the stone planters Colette grew geraniums in, to keep the flies away and look pretty. Still the same gravel in the courtyard. The adjoining accommodation, and the stairs going up to the entrance. The elementary school a hundred meters away. I hear the cries of the children in the playground. How many times had I gone over there to imagine what the place would be like with pupils in it? I’d always known it deserted. Off-­season.

			It’s midday. The siren blares across the town. For a century, it has heralded the exodus of workers from l’usine des Forges—the ironworks. Two simultaneous outflows, as the barriers lifted, one on the bridge side and one on the Place des Forges. Fascinated, I used to watch, from the bottom of the bridge, the herd escaping from work on bikes and mopeds, or on foot to reach the cars parked along the Arroux, the river that runs through Gueugnon. Workmen, managers, technicians, foremen, office staff, inspectors. The siren sounded for a long quarter of an hour on May 8, 1945, the day Germany surrendered.

			I find myself in front of 19, Rue des Fredins in a matter of minutes. On the way, I was sad to notice that the handsome old storefronts in the town center have turned into banks, insurance brokers, opticians, or medical labs. Only a few store owners are holding out.

			Impossible to access the courtyard; a high, double-­locked wooden door stands in the way and tall privets surround the garden, some three-­hundred square meters in size. I push hard, turn the handle back and forth. Impenetrable. As I step back, I catch a glimpse of some cement roof tiles. No mailbox. That’s the most I’ll know. I shiver, as if seized by a sudden fever.
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			October 22, 2010

			 

			Today’s my birthday. Today, I was supposed to celebrate my thirty-­eight summers with my daughter, Ana, at a restaurant in Paris, but fate has decided otherwise.

			The gendarmerie captain, Cyril Rampin, is driving an unmarked police car. Tall, young, light-­brown hair, close-­shaven. He seems to take his work seriously and says very little. So much the better. After greeting me, he told me that he’d been transferred here two years ago and was originally from the Somme. And then he went quiet. I don’t know the Somme; I’ve only seen it through the battlefields in movies about the Great War. The captain looks me straight in the eye when addressing me and has a firm handshake. Polite and respectful toward others, he’s likeable and inspires confidence.

			It’s 2:30 P.M. when we enter the hospital’s morgue. And everything unfolds just like in the movies, including one of mine called Les Silences de Dieu—The Silences of God. We have to show some ID and then walk up and down basement corridors. Dead people are never seen in rooms bathed in natural light. As if death has to be hidden in the bowels of buildings.

			“Have you had lunch?” Rampin asks me.

			“A snack on the train.”

			He must fear that I’m going to faint.

			A body, covered in a sheet the same color as the walls, lies on a table under a halo of cold light, between gray and blue. A forensic pathologist greets me and lifts up the sheet. I’m incapable of uttering a word. Her face, her neck, her shoulders. She’s lost a little weight. She’s aged. She’s dead. She’s cold. Her eyes are closed. Her lovely complexion is now but a waxen mask. It’s her, without being her. But it is her. I identify her. The captain asks me if I’m sure. I say yes.

			All I can think of is that pair of blue shoes. Are they still there, on the grave of the unknown woman in the Gueugnon cemetery?

			The last time I saw a dead person, it was a dead woman, and it was Mom.

			

			The day before yesterday, my aunt, Colette, was alive, and I didn’t know it.

			“Do you recall any distinguishing feature?” the pathologist asks me.

			I shake my head.

			She had so many, but none that could be seen on her poor emaciated body. She walked fast, she had style, she was clever, she never married, I never knew her to have a lover, she never had children, she was secretive as a tomb, so secretive that I don’t know who’s been lying in her tomb for the past three years, she had pretty hands, she was good with her hands, she was a fan of the Football Club of Gueugnon, the novels of Agatha Christie and Pierre Bellemare, and of Inspector Maigret. And that’s when I realize that I’m a total idiot. I turn toward Rampin and mutter to him:

			“I’m a total idiot.”
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			I think I’ve always written stories because I spent all my school vacations at my aunt’s. When normal life started up again, I was elsewhere, far away, in another town, another place, with other friends. Throughout my childhood, I was always the absent one. From the first day of the holidays, the children at my school stopped seeing me, and the children in Gueugnon saw me once again, as soon as the bell announced the start of their freedom.

			She’s arriving tomorrow.

			The adults called me “the vacation girl” or “Colette Septembre’s niece.” The kids my age called me by my name.

			People would set off for Fréjus, Quiberon, or Spain. For the sea, for the mountains. And me, for Gueugnon. My parents rarely departed from the rule. Even after the death of my father. Until I came of age, I got landed with the shoe-­repair shop, the Rue Jean-Jaurès, the Rue de la Liberté, the Place de l’Église, the footbridge, the municipal swimming pool, the matches at the Jean-Laville stadium.

			“Where are you going?”

			“To Gueugnon. Saône-­et-Loire.”

			“Is that far?”

			“Not very.”

			I was never very far from Colette. My friends in Gueugnon could be counted on the fingers of one hand. Hervé, Adèle, and Ilyas. The children of storekeepers, who’d meet up during the day while their parents were hard at work. The hours had to be filled. We’d split up for lunch. Half an hour, and we were done. At the end of the day, we had to be home at around six. Have a wash, maybe lay the table while awaiting parents. At Colette’s, I only had to jump into her hip bath. Then, I’d dive into her collection of Tintin books, which I adored. She’d order them for me from the tabac. I was forever rereading The Castafiore Emerald, because it’s the only one that’s set entirely in Marlinspike Hall. I found that reassuring, somehow. I don’t know why. And when I needed to travel, when boredom and missing my parents became too oppressive, it was Tintin in Tibet, The Blue Lotus, or Prisoners of the Sun.

			

			On summer evenings, Ilyas, Adèle, Hervé, and I would go back outdoors until nine. And on really hot days, we were allowed an extra hour. We’d hang out on the banks of the Arroux, near the footbridge. We’d skip stones. We’d listen to the radio or to music from my cassette recorder. We’d imagine our futures. Me, I wanted to be a reporter. Ilyas, a professional footballer and to play for France. Adèle, a Médecin du Monde, a doctor of the world. Hervé, an explorer.

			“What d’you want to explore, Hervé?”

			“Don’t know yet.”

			“Why a doctor of the world, Adèle? Why not just a doctor?”

			Sometimes, Mom and Dad would come and fetch me in the middle of the vacation, like picking at a plate of food, to take me somewhere for two or three days at short notice. Otherwise, Ilyas and I would spend the month of August together. His father didn’t close his grocery store, and my aunt didn’t think it possible to leave Gueugnon, except when the team played away.

			Hervé and Adèle would be off to spend three weeks by the sea with their parents, who would pull down the shutters and hang up the “Annual vacation” sign. Not the same sea. The Mediterranean for Hervé, the Atlantic for Adèle.

			“You could never bump into each other swimming,” Ilyas would say.

			In August, Gueugnon was empty. A dead, hot, deserted town, like in the Westerns, when the hero or villain rides into town and everyone’s hiding.

			 

			They’re there. All three of them. Sitting in the entrance hall of the Monge hotel. Lightly dressed because it’s still warm for October. Adèle, Ilyas, Hervé. We’d lost touch. A word on Facebook every now and then, a “like” or a heart emoji on a comment about some photo that touches us.

			Apart from Hervé, who has broadened out, whose features have thickened with age, they haven’t changed. Adèle still has a youthful figure, and Ilyas a childlike beauty.

			It’s Adèle who speaks first. The opposite of when we were young. She was the one who said nothing. “We heard you were here. News travels fast in this place.” She stands up and hugs me. She smells of honeysuckle. Like before. I’m in a complete daze. Instead of saying hello or good evening, nice of you to come, how are you, I blurt, right out of the blue:

			“My aunt who’s buried, it isn’t my aunt. Mine died two days ago.”

			The two boys look questioningly at me as they stand up. They hug me in turn, silently. Ilyas has a whiff of ambergris about him, Hervé of vetiver cologne.

			“I should have realized when I collected her belongings back then, there was almost nothing to do with her football team, the FCG. And mainly, not a trace of her collection, which included dozens of scrapbooks. She’d cut out all the articles in the newspaper. Had done so for decades. Do you think that’s normal? What a total idiot I am . . . Can you believe that you went to my aunt’s funeral three years ago, and it wasn’t her?”

			“Impossible,” they all reply, in unison.

			“I’ve just seen her at the morgue!”

			“You’re sure?”

			“Sure. I spent enough years with her to recognize her . . . Even dead.”

			They remain silent. Lost in thought.

			“But then, who is it? In the cemetery?” Hervé asks.

			“It’s a mystery.”

			“D’you think the coffin’s empty?”

			“No idea. The captain from the gendarmerie told me they’re going to compare Colette’s DNA with mine, and they’ll be exhuming ‘the person.’”

			“It’s not right to disturb the dead,” Adèle whispers.

			“But we need to know the truth.”

			Adèle shrugs.

			“For all that the truth can tell us.”

			“What are you doing this evening?” Hervé asks.

			“It’s your birthday,” Ilyas chips in.

			“We must do something, we’re not leaving you all on your own.”

			“I’m not in the mood for celebrating.”

			“All the more reason,” Hervé says, smiling.

			“I have an appointment tomorrow morning on the Rue des Fredins. At the house Colette apparently lived in for the past few years . . . ”

			“Rue des Fredins? Whereabouts?”

			

			“At No. 19 . . . ”

			“This is completely insane.”

			“You lot, did none of you ever come across her? See her again?”

			“Never,” Adèle replies.

			“Maybe we don’t see the dead. I mean, when we think someone’s dead, even if we come across them somewhere, we can’t see them. Our brain isn’t ready.”

			“Shall we go have a drink? We don’t need to stick around here.”

			“Should we book a table here for later?” Adèle asks.

			“No need to book, not a soul around.”

			 

			*

			 

			My first crush was called Jacques Daubel. It was summer 1985. Jacques was Hervé’s cousin. His father was Vietnamese, his mother French. Perfect profile, straight nose, fine features, nice mouth, and dark almond-­shaped eyes. On vacation, like me. We’d swim in the municipal pool and ride our bikes. He’d go to the football matches, like everyone did. It was an outing for the locals. Sometimes, there’d be TV coverage from the press stand, Canal+, Thierry Roland commentating. Which made it even more of an event.

			Sandwiches, cola, merguez sausages we’d wolf down at the stall run by supporters. In-­shell peanuts that Monsieur Dollet would sell out of a basket, from stand to stand, at half-­time.

			When the Gueugnon team scored, we’d scream. From a distance, I’d see my aunt standing up. She’d suddenly seem taller to me. Unlike the rest, she never shouted. An inscrutable smile would play on her lips and her big eyes would light up. And then she’d sit back down, hands gripped together. Sometimes she’d mouth words, her eyes fixed on the players as if praying. When the opposing team scored, she froze and turned pale, as if all life had left her, right there, on her cement stand.

			I saw tears in her eyes when Gueugnon suffered a defeat. Tears that didn’t fall, that stayed put, at the corner of the eye, so as not to disturb or draw any attention.

			 

			*

			 

			

			We’re all at the age of having teenagers. That is, at the age of having some time to oneself in the evening, even when it’s not really late. No more bathtime, supper to prepare, homework to supervise. Our offspring know how to warm something up and shut themselves in their rooms to pretend they’re studying.

			“And with mobile phones, it’s handy, we can reach them everywhere,” Adèle murmurs. “We can even track them.”

			Adèle has seventeen-­year-­old twins, away in Dijon for their studies.

			Instead of becoming a doctor of the world, she’s a visiting nurse. “Which comes to the same thing,” she quips. She set up her own practice. Divorced when her girls were ten years old, has a boyfriend, but doesn’t live with him every day.

			“Each to their own evening,” she says with a smile.

			“Nice expression, each to their own evening.”

			“Will you put it in a movie?” she asks me.

			“What I’d never have dared put in a movie is what—”

			My voice cracks.

			“Why my aunt let people believe she was dead. Why was she hiding? There are, what, eight thousand people in this town? Don’t tell me that no one knew! And then, on Rue des Fredins, nearly all the houses are occupied. She didn’t live as a recluse, for goodness’ sake.”

			“Old Berthéol!” Hervé cries out. “He’s bound to know something. He and your aunt were as thick as thieves.”

			“He’s not at home. Doesn’t answer the phone. I went to his place again this evening, on my way back from the morgue, no one there. Everything’s so weird. I feel like I’m dreaming.”

			“As for me,” Ilyas says, “I attended your aunt’s funeral. There was a good crowd. Smaller than normal because it was summer. Lots of football people, some players, and some store owners. I saw the coffin going down into the hole. Saw it with my own eyes.”

			“What a crazy story. It’s like my love life, one lost, one found, and then lost, and then another one found!”

			Smiles all around.

			Hervé is an insurance broker. He’s had three children with three different women. The youngest is seven, but he and her mother have just separated; “It’s the pits,” he groans. But he can’t help it, he just has to date, to love, to cheat. Only Ilyas hasn’t had children. “Not to my knowledge, anyhow,” he says with a smile, pouring himself another glass of soda. He gave up on his sporting career and went to the factory’s training center to qualify as a process operator.

			“The little one,” Hervé continues, “I see every other weekend. My eldest daughter lives in Lyon, like you when you were a kid, Agnès. She has a boyfriend. And my son lives with his mother, not far from here. He’s sixteen. We go eat at McDo’s, do stuff like that. He’s still keen on cars and football . . . Fuck, all this makes me want to go up to the cemetery and find out who’s buried under there.”

			“The dead mustn’t be disturbed,” Adèle says, again.

			“Oh, quit going on about that, when you’re dead, you’re dead. No one’s disturbing anyone.”

			“I’m impatient for tomorrow, to get inside the house on Rue des Fredins.”

			“Want us to come with you?”

			“I don’t think that’s allowed,” Ilyas cuts in. “Are you going there with the gendarme?”

			“Yes.”

			“How long are you staying in Gueugnon?”

			“I’ve no idea. It’ll depend on all that stuff. It was so un . . . unforeseen. I think that’s the word.”

			“Have you seen the journalist?”

			“What journalist?”

			“Nathalie Grandjean.”

			“Really? She’s a journalist?”

			“Yes, and you’ll be granted the full attention of the press. Even of the TV! A dead woman who isn’t dead, that’ll hardly go unnoticed! Especially the aunt of a local celebrity.”

			“Shall we share a cheese board?”

			“Forget the cheese board, Adèle! It’s the birthday of a great lady, we’re going to stuff ourselves!”

			“And otherwise, Agnès, how are you? Living the good life?”
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			October 23, 2010

			 

			Flanked by two gendarmes, Cyril Rampin opens the high wooden door that conceals the property from the street. I discover a small, 1950s-­era house, single-­story, surrounded by a more-­or-­less maintained garden. The privets haven’t been trimmed for ages, wild grasses are invading the flagstones of a one-­time terrace. And yet, some gravel paths have been raked. As if care had only been taken of those close to the residence. How to imagine that we’re entering the home of a dead woman? Boots wait patiently beside the door. I glance at the size: 36. My aunt’s size. The captain hands me some latex gloves. “It’s preferable.”

			A corridor with a whiff of ammonia, reminiscent of an elementary-­school classroom. Everything is clean. A peg, a gray raincoat. I can’t resist sniffing the collar to get her vanilla scent back. She’d buy it in little bottles, and the liquid was slightly oily. The fabric smells of roses.

			To the left, a kitchen, Formica table, two chairs, cooktop, small fridge. Some slippers neatly set aside, dishes done, a plate, cutlery, and a glass drying at the edge of the sink. Lemon-­scented dish soap, a carefully folded cloth. The furniture is clean. I open the fridge: butter, three plain yogurts, three eggs, a jar of jam, carrots in the vegetable drawer, leftover soup in a saucepan, covered with a plastic lid. Curtains at the windows. A door on the left, allowing a glimpse of a sitting room with a TV in pride of place, a small two-­seater sofa, three cushions. I recognize nothing. Apart from the France Football 2000 magazine—“Gueugnon, victory for the Forgerons”—placed like a trophy on the coffee table. The shock knocks me for six. I shrink back.

			As we approach the third door, the one to the bedroom where Colette was discovered in her bed, I get the most awful shivers. The sheets are barely rumpled, as if even in death she didn’t want to disturb, make any wild gestures. My aunt never made any wild gestures, not to my knowledge, anyhow. At this moment, I realize that I don’t know her. Or rather, not anymore. Her trust in me must have been seriously lacking for her to let me believe she was dead. I don’t enter the room.

			

			At the end of the corridor, a final room, in which some plastic boxes are stored. I recognize the old ottoman from the shoe-­repair shop. Beside it, a table and an iron, a modern sewing machine, and also a cupboard. What throws me is a telephone and an old directory in one corner. I pick up the receiver. A ringtone. She had a phone. But who would phone her? Who knew? Whose name is the line under?

			“We have to start with that.”

			“Start with what?” Cyril Rampin asks.

			“With the phone records. So we know who she was calling, and who was contacting her. We’ll know who knew.”

			“That’s considered to be the private domain. Unless the death seems suspicious, which doesn’t seem to be the case, I don’t think I’d be allowed to access that data.”

			I call my cellphone from the landline phone. A number appears, I save it.

			“The prosecutor called me. In the light of the circumstance surrounding this death, the pathologist has reported a forensic obstacle. An autopsy will be carried out on Madame Septembre. We’ll have to wait a few weeks before the body is returned. Then we’ll proceed with the exhumation of the body buried in the cemetery. It’s likely to be a lengthy inquest.”

			I’m not listening to Cyril Rampin anymore. Instinctively, I’ve just half-­opened the right-­hand door of the cupboard. Some piled-­up cardboard boxes. I grab hold of one: inside, some large books, lying one on top of the other. Covered in brown paper, with labels, like on school exercise books: 1982, 1983. I flick through the pages, knowing that I’ve just found her collection. She used to cut out any articles about matches, team formation, and substitutes. I recognize the journalists’ names at the end of the articles. Their faces come back to me. “The good one and the bad ones,” Colette would say. “The ignoramuses who are jealous of the players, and the guy who supports them and knows what he’s talking about: a former footballer.” On one shelf, the LPs of my parents’ performances. And finally, shoved down below, the funeral plaques and club pennants that she must have removed from “her” grave.

			“This is why, at the morgue, I realized that I’m a total idiot,” I say.

			“Sorry?”

			“When Louis Berthéol gave me her belongings three years ago, I didn’t twig, even though I know this collection and that she was far too attached to it to part with it. Ditto for my parents’ LPs.” 

			I find a box full of photos. Portraits of me at every age. From a baby to a twenty-­year-­old. I’m beyond moved. I ask the captain if I can keep them, and he replies:

			“Later. For now, we must leave everything as it is.”

			One last door. “And the tour is complete,” a real-­estate agent would trot out. A spartan bathroom, tiny bathtub and shower, sink, medicine cabinet, washing machine. The walls smell of fabric softener and savon de Marseille. Everything is clean. Everything shipshape. I feel as if someone’s going to appear and ask us: “What are you doing in my home?”

			A rose-­scented eau de toilette. Colette must have changed perfumes at the end of her life. Out with vanilla. A hairbrush. She had a mop of hair that would fall out in strands if you brushed too hard. My hair is still dark; hers had turned white. We had that in common, our manes of hair. A toothbrush and toothpaste. I open the medicine cabinet; on a box, someone has written “painful joints.” I recognize her handwriting.

			“Who does this house belong to?”

			Cyril Rampin consults a register he’s holding and replies:

			“The owner is called Louis Berthéol.”

			“Who informed you about Colette? You didn’t find her body by chance.”

			“An anonymous call from that phone.”

			“A man’s voice, or a woman’s?”

			“A man’s. We must go,” he adds.

			“I’d like to stay. Sort things. Gather things. Try to find a diary or some letters, or whatever. The contents of the boxes might end up revealing something, and . . . ”

			“Not just now,” the captain interrupts me. “You can come back here alone once the doctor certifies that your aunt died of natural causes.”

			“How long will that take?”

			“A few days.”

			In my hands, I have Colette’s ID. It was issued in 2000. I also have a handwritten note: “I wish to be cremated and for my ashes to be placed with my little brother Jean Septembre and my sister-­in-­law Hannah. I would also like a handful of me to be scattered at the Jean-Laville stadium. Please pass this note on to Agnès Septembre, my niece. Colette Septembre.”
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			I live in the house opposite.	
She arrived with the gendarmes. She hasn’t changed, her hairstyle maybe, shorter, although she still gathers it up into a weird kind of bun. And anyhow, I’d see her, from time to time, on TV when she was plugging one of her movies. I read in a magazine that she’d separated from the actor. Personally, I thought it a case of pearls before swine.

			When she turned up here, she was white as a sheet. Like when she was little and would arrive for the vacation. For the first few days, she’d be pale as anything, then would get better colors from running around with the other kids.

			The gendarmes will probably come knocking on my door. Neighborhood enquiries: “Who lived there? Who would visit there? You didn’t notice anything?” I will reply: “Nothing at all.” I don’t spend my days at the window, checking on the neighbors. I’ve got my housework, my shopping to do, my crosswords, and, crucially, my lessons to prepare. This morning was out of the ordinary. It’s not every day that three police cars park on my sidewalk. This morning, Gueugnon seems more like America, like we see it on the TV.

			Yesterday, when I saw the first responders and gendarmes bringing someone out on a stretcher, when I realized it was a lifeless body, I cried a lot.

			Sometimes, in the Journal de Saône-­et-Loire, one learns about terrible things, with headlines one has to read several times to understand them, well, not to understand them, rather to accept them. Like “Discovered in his apartment, he had been dead for several months.” And each time, I find it dreadful, really dreadful.

			If they come to question me, I’ll say I had no idea who lived behind that hedge of trees that was never trimmed. Who was lying on that stretcher. That I’ve only just learned that my neighbor across the street was a woman. A single woman, rumor has it. And again, according to the gossip, it was Colette Septembre.

			Colette has been resting in the cemetery for a few years now. Unless it’s what I’m thinking it is. What only I know. Unless it’s connected.

			Apparently, my neighbor passed away in her sleep and was still warm when they came to certify her death. I know perfectly well who called in the cavalry. Who found her lifeless.

			The people I saw going into the house opposite, I’ll never say who they were. If I’m asked, I’ll explain that that house is invisible from the street, that it was silent. No lawnmower, no cat, no dog, no music. No banging of shutters. That in the evening, I would glimpse a light through the tightly packed branches. So tightly packed, you’d think they’d been grafted to each other for a century. Unless it’s Agnès who’s asking me questions. In that case, I will answer.
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			1956

			 

			Jean! Jean! Hurry up, we’ll be in trouble.”	
He runs toward her, gurgling with laughter. A spray of stars up into the low, dark sky. Wrapped in a coat that was once Colette’s, he waddles up to her. A small green overcoat that still does the job, whether you’re a girl or a boy. Jean is also wearing a red balaclava that’s tight around his throat. “It’s scratchy,” he moans again to his sister, on the path leading to the farm. His small hand in hers, which isn’t much bigger. Colette’s hands with their black fingernails. The harder she scrubs them with brush and soap, the more the soil seems to sink in. At school, kids mutter “bumpkin” as she goes past. But not too loud, because Blaise de Sénéchal, the son of the marquess who owns the land farmed by Colette’s parents, is three heads taller than the others. Blaise is the guardian angel who’s often right behind her.

			Colette is ten, Jean six. She loves this child with the spring-­green eyes, fruit of the union of their parents, Robin and Georgette. A union she finds unlikely. Two ugly faces. Colette can’t understand by what miracle her little brother is so beautiful. An angel who’s landed in a family not his own.

			Colette has but one fear, that Georgette, their mother, might fall pregnant again. She keeps as close an eye on her belly as on milk on the stove. She already has to miss school often, told she must help on the farm; with a third kid, they’d end up removing her from school for good. A farm girl, a beast of burden, that’s all I am.

			Her source of joy is her brother. And hugging the lambs until they doze off in her arms. Secretly, because there’s always work to do. Always. Her hands, they’re extra help, free labor. Her hands are those of the elder sister.

			They never hit her. Neither the father nor the mother. But they never kiss her, either. Neither the father nor the mother. Apparently, her parents met at the July 14 dance in Gueugnon. Whenever Colette asks questions to understand—“But what was the music like? Did you dance together? How did Robin get to talk to you? What did he say?”—the mother shrugs her shoulders, blushing, and says: “Haven’t you got nothing better to do? It’s not with your questions that the critters and us lot’ll get fed.”

			Haymaking in summer, sacks of spuds to lug down to the cellar before winter, helping the father push the plow pulled by the horse, Bijou. Makes your back ache like hell. The beans to be bottled, the lettuces to water, hoe, plant, weed, toss, bringing the animals in and leading them out, fifty-­odd rams and ewes, helping with the milking. And all that before and after school. In the evening, as the mother’s tired, Colette must “put the littl’un to bed.” So it’s she who watches over Jean until he falls asleep.

			“Sleep, little brother, close your eyes.”

			“Will you tell me a story?”

			“I’ve just told you ‘Sleeping Beauty.’”

			“Another story!”

			Colette breathes in the smell of his neck. She senses him laughing.

			“Jean, please, sleep. I still have work to do.”

			“You have work, Coco?”

			“Yes. Coco has to help.”

			“A little story?”

			“One last one, and then you promise? You’ll close your eyes?”

			“I promise. The piano?”

			“Again?”

			“Yes.”

			Colette fetches her math exercise book from her satchel. On the last two pages, Blaise has written a story, in pencil, for Jean, a short one that he particularly likes:

			“There was once a tiny piano that lived in the pocket of a little boy called Jean. Every evening, the child would take the instrument out, hold it close to his ear, and listen to it improvising the most wonderful music. Jean would close his eyes and fall asleep. The music would accompany him in his dreams, and the piano would get bigger, taking up all the space as the night went on. Sumptuous sonatas lulled the nights of his childhood. But one morning, he couldn’t find his piano anymore. He searched in all his pockets, but he’d lost it. He opened the sitting room door and saw his instrument. It had gotten bigger, like in his dreams, and now had pride of place in the middle of the room, black and glossy like a thoroughbred. The piano was back. But unlike the other one, it didn’t play on its own. The music had to be found on the keyboard. Jean lifted the lid and began to play, randomly. It was hopeless; all he could get were sounds without harmony. His erratic fingering couldn’t guide it. The sonatas were dead. But because he kept searching, practicing, listening to what the piano had to say to him, he finally found the melodies again, his melodies. And Jean became a great pianist, even greater than his piano. The two were never apart and traveled together to all the countries of the world.”

			Colette kisses her little brother. He’s warm. Smells of milk and almonds. She leaves the room, goes to the shed. A ewe looks up at her, watching out for her lamb. The mothers know that, one day or another, human hands take their little ones from them. They are never at ease. It’s the hand that feeds and that takes away. Colette buries her fingers in Bijou’s mane and can feel him shiver; she kisses his shoulder.

			Colette walks across the kitchen. Robin is snoring, nose buried in his newspaper, while the mother is sleeping upstairs. All the better, she thinks, it’s the same every night . . . her up there, him down here. At this rate, no risk of him getting her pregnant. She pushes the lingering embers to the back of the hearth and does her homework at the table. She’d like to become a teacher. But to do that, she’d have to continue her studies after elementary school. Move on to secondary school with Blaise, keep going to the baccalauréat. And not follow the path already chosen for her, leading only to the post-­elementary school certificate. The path that means that, at fourteen, you start work in a factory or stay on the farm. But her own choice seems impossible. Her parents will never allow it. 

			 

			Blaise interrupts her thoughts by throwing little stones at the window. She silently joins him to wish him good night. He hands her Bel-Ami, the novel by Maupassant. He sneaks books out of his parents’ library. Colette doesn’t really have time to read, barely a few minutes before dropping off, but she likes to take the words with her into that deep sleep. She hides the novel under her sweater.

			“My father says that it’s just for grown-­ups.”

			Colette stifles a giggle with her hands.

			“Thanks.”

			“See you tomorrow. Good night, my Colette.”

			Colette often tells Blaise that, one day, he’ll be a great writer like Victor Hugo.
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			October 23, 2010

			 

			D’you want me to come?”	
“You’ve got school and piano, darling.”	
“But Mom, you can’t stay all alone in Gueugnon.”

			“I’m not alone, sweetheart. I met up with Adèle, Hervé, and Ilyas.”

			“The friends in that photo in your bedroom?”

			“Yes.”

			“They haven’t moved away?”

			“Not everyone leaves. Sometimes, people stay where they were born and grew up.”

			“What are they like now?”

			“The same. They’re exactly the same.”

			“And you still don’t know where Louis is?”

			“No.”

			“Mom, this whole story is freaky. Seriously, why did Coco do that? And why has Louis vanished? D’you think she was being pursued or threatened, like by the Mafia?”

			“Ana, my aunt was a shoe-­mender.”

			“That might have been a cover. Maybe she was a member of the secret service . . . Why didn’t she tell us anything, not even us?”

			“ . . . ”

			“It’s 2010 now, and I hadn’t seen her since Christmas 2006, d’you remember? We did the round trip with Dad to spend Christmas Eve with her . . . And eight months later, she was dead . . . ”

			The mention of Pierre chills my blood.

			Get a grip, Agnès, for god’s sake, get a grip.

			“Have you seen her?”

			I mishear and think she’s asking me about her father.

			“Coco. Have you seen her?”

			“Yes . . . yesterday, at the funeral parlor.”

			“How does she look?”

			“Like you remember her, she hasn’t changed. Maybe aged a bit, but I recognized her. There wasn’t a doubt in my mind.”

			 

			The first time I presented Ana to my aunt, I thought Colette was going to pass out. She was behind her key-­duplicating machine. It made a terrible racket. She looked up at us, switched off the machine. Ana was in my arms, asleep, Pierre was pushing the empty baby carriage just behind us. My aunt turned paler than when Gueugnon let in a goal. I saw her eyes changing, glazing over. She took a few timid steps toward us without saying a word. She looked down at the baby, who instantly awoke, as if her great-­aunt’s eyes had brushed against her. Colette wiped her hands on her apron and, clearly moved, said: “She looks like Jean.” It’s true. Ana resembles my father. They have the same distinctive green eyes. Fringed with eyelashes so long, you’d think they were blackened with mascara.

			“Would you like to hold her?” Pierre asked.

			“Yes,” she murmured.

			She sat down on the old ottoman. The one I recognized at the house on Rue des Fredins. I placed my daughter into my aunt’s arms. I’d never seen her with a baby. I remember that Pierre took a photo. I was surprised he had a camera on him; he took so few photos.

			Colette watched Ana for a long while in silence, her dark, inquiring eyes lost in those of my baby. Ana fell asleep, fists clenched. Colette sat stock still. A customer came into the shop. Colette barely looked up, whispering to her to come back later. She asked Pierre to lock the door and close up shop.

			When she found her voice again, it sounded younger. As if she’d drawn strength from discovering her great-­niece. Then the usual questions came, like a litany: “Are you sleeping at mine? Oh, right, yes, of course, the hotel is better, more comfortable. Are you staying long? Oh, just until tomorrow, really? Of course, work. Does she sleep through the night? Jean cried a lot at first. Are you working on a new movie? Writing one? That’s good, that is. Writing. Ana’s a lovely name, it’s your mom’s name, but not written the same way. It’s simple, it’s really lovely when it’s simple. Do you think she’ll come to mine for vacations? Will you start her on the piano?”
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			1957

			 

			Blaise plays an F sharp. Jean plays the same note with his eyes closed. Whatever the note, Jean replicates it instantly.

			It’s hot outside. All the shutters are closed. Summer is at its height. The marquess and marchioness have gone out. Colette is helping her parents and the laborers in the fields; it’s haymaking season. Since Jean is still too little for this hard work, Blaise, at Colette’s request, is watching over the Septembres’s youngest.

			Since last spring, with Colette’s help, Blaise has been sneaking Jean into the château. Apart from the servants and the Germans during the Occupation, no one gets past its walls. On hunting days, the men remain in the lodge. As for Robin and Georgette Septembre, who thoroughly disapprove of the friendship between Colette and Blaise, they would be beyond angry or ashamed if they learned that their son was playing the piano. God, how heavy human stupidity is to bear!

			Blaise is teaching Jean the sound of the piano. He has just played the Minuet in G major, then attributed to Bach, a simple piece aimed at beginners. Jean has memorized it with eyes closed. Now, he’s playing the piece flawlessly. 

			Blaise has never heard of absolute pitch. He read somewhere that, in 1770, the fourteen-­year-­old Mozart had heard Allegri’s Miserere at the Vatican and had apparently been able to reproduce the work from memory: a work for two choirs and nine individual voices. But that was Mozart, the greatest genius of all time. For someone with absolute pitch, music is like a second language, and already, Blaise thinks Jean grasps and can master that language. It’s like a kind of reincarnation. Maybe Jean was a musician in a former life? “Who on earth could believe such claptrap?” Blaise’s father would say.

			It had started with a radio that Blaise had given Jean and Colette for Christmas 1955. Jean had heard some musical pieces on it for the first time and hummed them back to Blaise. Intrigued, he sat Jean at the piano when his parents were away and realized that the little boy could reproduce, on the keyboard, the music he’d heard the previous day. Without ever having any lessons.

			What should be done with this innate talent? The question obsesses Blaise. Keep quiet about it, or reveal it? In whom can he confide, apart from his mother? But the marchioness is afraid of her husband. What will she say when she finds out that Jean plays on the château’s Steinway?
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			October 24, 2010

			 

			In just over two months, we’ll be celebrating eleven years since 2000. I barely noticed them passing,” I say, finishing a second glass of champagne.

			We’re alone, Ilyas and I. Alone at the Petit Bar, and, don’t ask me why, I’m sipping champagne. It just happened, when the owner asked:

			“Agnès, what can I get you?”

			At first, I didn’t dare ask for alcohol. Ilyas ordered:

			“Water with lemon, as usual.”

			“And a coffee for me.”

			Then, without thinking, I added:

			“With some champagne, please.”

			Vincent, the boss, went into the storeroom, saying that the last time he’d brought bubbles up from his cellar had been for a silver wedding anniversary. A group had booked the whole bar.

			“Got something to celebrate?” he asked me, smiling.

			“Not remotely. I just feel like being a bit tipsy.”

			“I couldn’t care less about time passing,” Ilyas declares. “For me, it stopped in the changing rooms of a stadium when I was seven.”

			“What d’you mean?”

			“Charpie, remember?”

			“No. What’s Charpie?”

			“A director. He had no business being in the changing rooms, but I can tell you, he spent a lot of time in the boys’ showers. He got an eyeful over three generations, frequently. Not to mention the inner thighs and balls he’d fiddle with on Wednesday afternoons.”

			“ . . . ”

			“He was brazen about it. A medical check-­up, so he said. And he’d leave with a kid. Alone with a kid.”

			“Shit, that’s horrendous. Was he arrested?”

			“Never. It was hushed up. Charpie was a bigwig, a director at the factory. An influential man. He was protected. And the children said nothing. Boys, what’s more, so you can imagine . . . He finally cleared off, from one day to the next, like a thief in the night, to settle in the South of France. Where, apparently, he started up all over again.”

			“Someone must report him.”

			“He’s dead. May God never rest his soul. You don’t report the dead. You bury them.”

			“The Nazis, even the dead ones, were reported, Ilyas. Even judged in court.”

			“What’s the point?”

			“Why did you say that time stopped when you were seven? What did he do to you?”

			“Can we move on? Like, hey, what did you do to bring in the year 2000?”

			“How on earth can we move on, Ilyas? It’s appalling, what you’re saying. Why did you never tell me before?”

			“Do you know many victims who actually speak out? And then, I was the handy Arab. Can you imagine if my parents and sisters had found out about it? They might have shipped me back to North Africa . . . But life goes on. Look, I’ve gone on. So have you. We’ve all gone on. Hey, I really loved your last movie!”

			“That was ages ago.”

			“Doesn’t matter, movies are the only things that never grow old. When a movie’s good, it stays good
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