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For Constance



Someone I Love(l



“What did you say?”

“I said I’'m going to take them. It will do them good to
get away for a while.”

“But when?” my mother-in-law asked.

“Now.”

“Now? You're not thinking . . ”

“Yes, I am.”

“What are you talking about? It’s nearly eleven! Pierre,
you—"

“Suzanne, I'm talking to Chloé. Chloé, listen to me.
I've got a notion to take you away from here. What do
you say?”

[ say nothing.

“Do you think it’s a bad idea?”

“I don’t know.”
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“Go get your things. We’ll leave when you get back.”

“I don’t want to go to my place.”

“Then don’t. We'll sort everything out when we get
there.”

“But you dont—"

“Chlo¢, Chloé, please. Trust me.”

My mother-in-law continued to protest:

“But—! You’re not really going to wake up the chil-
dren! The house isn’t even heated, and there’s nothing to
eat! Nothing for the girls! They—"

He stood up.

Marion is sleeping in her car seat, her thumb next to her
lips. Lucie is beside her, rolled in a ball.

I look at my father-in-law. He sits upright. His hands
grip the steering wheel. He hasn’t said a word since we
left. I see his profile when we enter the headlights of on-
coming cars. | think that he is as unhappy as I am. That
he’s tired. Disappointed.

He feels my gaze:
“Why don’t you get some sleep? You should get some
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rest, you know—Ilean your seat back and drift off. We’ve
got a long way to go . . ”

“I can’t,” T tell him. “I’'m watching over you.”

He smiles at me. It’s barely a smile.

“No .. .1it’s the other way around.”

We return to our private thoughts.
I cry behind my hands.



We’re parked at a service station. I take advantage of his
absence to check my cell phone.

No messages.

Of course.

What a fool I am.

What a fool . . .

I turn the radio on, then off.

He returns.

“Do you want to go in? Do you want something?”
I give in.

[ press the wrong button; my cup fills with a nauseating
liquid that I throw away at once.
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In the store, I buy a package of diapers for Lucie and a
toothbrush for myself.
He refuses to start the car until I have leaned my seat

back.

I opened my eyes as he was switching off the engine.
“Don’t move. Stay here with the girls while it’s still
warm. I'll go and turn on the radiators in your room.

Then I'll come and get you.”

I pleaded with my phone.
At four in the morning . . .

I’'m such a fool.



No way to fall back to sleep.

The three of us are lying in Adrien’s grandmother’s
bed, the one that creaks so horribly. It was our bed.

We would try to make love with as little movement as
possible.

The whole house would hear if you moved an arm or
aleg. I remember Christine’s insinuations when we came
down to breakfast the first morning. We blushed into our
coffee and held hands under the table.

We learned our lesson. After that, we made love as
quietly as could be.

I know that he will return to this bed with someone else,
and that with her, too, he will pick up this big mattress and
throw it on the floor when they can't stand it any longer.



[t’s Marion who wakes us up. She is running her doll on the
comforter, while telling a story about flying lollipops. Lu-
cie touches my eyelashes: “Your eyes are all stuck together.”
We dress under the covers, because the room is too
cold.
The creaking bed makes them laugh.

My father-in-law has lit a fire in the kitchen. I see him at
the end of the garden, looking for logs in the woodshed.

This is the first time I've been alone with him.

I’ve never felt comfortable in his presence. Too distant.
Too silent. And with everything Adrien told me about
how hard it was growing up beneath his gaze, his harsh-
ness, his rages, the ordeals around school.
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It was the same with Suzanne. I never saw them be af-
fectionate with each other. “Pierre is not very demon-
strative, but I know what he feels for me,” she told me
one day when we were talking about love while snapping
the ends oft green beans.

I nodded, but I didn’t understand. I didn’t understand
this man who minimized and controlled his passions. To
show nothing out of fear of appearing weak—I could
never understand that. In my house, touching and kissing

are like breathing.

I remember a stormy evening in this kitchen . .. Chris-
tine, my sister-in-law, was complaining about her children’s
teachers, calling them incompetent and small-minded.
From there, the conversation drifted into education in
general, then hers in particular. And then the winds
changed. Menacingly. The kitchen was transformed into a
courtroom, with Adrien and his sister as the prosecutors,
and in the dock—their father. It was horrible . . . If only
the lid had finally blown off, but no. All the bitterness was
pushed down again, and they avoided a big blowup by
making do with a few deadly jabs.

As usual.

‘What would have been possible, anyway? My father-
in-law refused to take the bait. He listened to his chil-

dren’s bitter words without a word of response. “Your
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criticisms roll off me like water oft a duck’s back,” he al-

ways said, smiling, before leaving the room.

This time, though, the discussion had been tougher.

I can still see his strained face, his hands gripping the
water pitcher as though he had wanted to smash it before
our eyes.

I imagined all those words that he would never say and
[ tried to understand. What came over him? What did he
think about when he was alone? And what was he like—
intimately?

In despair, Christine turned to me:

“And you, Chloé, what do you make of all this?”

[ was tired, [ wanted the evening to be over. I had had
it up to here with their family drama.

“Me?” I said thoughttully. “I think that Pierre doesn’t
live among us, I mean not really. He’s a kind of Martian
lost in the Dippel family . . ”

The others shrugged and turned away. But not him.

He loosened his grip on the pitcher. His face relaxed
and he smiled at me. It was the first time I had ever seen
him smile in that way. Maybe the last time, too. I think
we developed some sort of understanding that evening . . .
something subtle. I had tried to defend him as best I
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could, my odd, gray-haired Martian, who now was walk-
ing toward the kitchen door pushing a wheelbarrow full
of wood.

“Is everything all right? You're not cold?”

“Yes, yes, everything’s fine, thanks.”

“And the girls?”

“They’re watching cartoons.”

“There are cartoons on at this hour?”

“They’re on every morning during school vacation.”

“Oh . .. great. You found the coffee?”

“Yes, thanks.”

“And what about you, Chloé? Speaking of vacations,
shouldn’t you—"

“Call the office?”

“Well, I just thought—"

“Yes, yes, I'm going to do 1t, [ . . 7

[ started to cry again.

My father-in-law lowered his gaze. He took oft his
gloves.

“I’'m sorry, 'm interfering with something that’s none
of my business.”

“No, it’s not that. It’s just that . . . I feel lost. 'm com-
pletely lost . . . I ... you're right, I'll call my boss.”

“Who is your boss?”
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“A friend. At least, I think she’s a friend. We’ll see . . ”

I pulled my hair back with an old hairband of Lucie’s
that was in my pocket.

“Just tell her you're taking a few days off to take care
of your old moth-eaten father-in-law;” he suggested.

“All right . . . I'll say moth-eaten and impotent. That
makes it sound more serious.”

He smiled as he blew on his coffee cup.

Laure wasn’t in. I mumbled a few words to her assistant,
who had a call on another line.

I also called home. Punched in the answering machine
code. Nothing important.

What did I expect?

And once again, the tears came. My father-in-law en-

tered and quickly left.

Go on, I told myself, you need to have a good healthy
cry. Dry your tears, squeeze out the sponge, wring out
your big, sad body and turn the page. Think about some-
thing else. One foot in front of the other and start over
again.

That’s what everyone keeps saying. Just think about
something else. Life goes on. Think of your daughters.
You can’t just let yourself go. Get a grip on yourself.

Yes, I know, I know, but: I can’t.
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What does “to live” mean, anyway? What does it
really mean?

My children, what do I have to offer them? A messed-
up mother? An upside-down world?

I really do want to get up in the morning, get dressed,
feed myself, dress them, feed them, hang on until evening
and then put them to bed and kiss them good night. I've
done that, anybody can. But not anymore.

For God’s sake.

Not anymore.

“Mamal!”

“Yes?” I answered, wiping my nose on my sleeve.

“Mamal”

“I’'m here, I'm here ..

Lucie stood in front of me, wearing her coat over her
nightgown. She was swinging her Barbie doll around by
the hair.

“You know what Grandpa said?”

“No.”

“He said we're going to go eat at McDonald’s.”

“I don’t believe you,” I answered.

“But it’s true! He told us himself.”

“When?”

“A little while ago.”

“I thought he hated McDonald’s . . ”

“Nope, he doesn’t hate it. He said were going shop-
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ping, and afterward we’re going to McDonald’s—even

you, even Marion, even me, and even him!”

She took my hand as we climbed the stairs.

“I don’t have many clothes here, you know. We forgot
them all in Paris.”

“That’s true,” I said. “We forgot everything.”

“And you know what Grandpa said?”

“No.”

“He told me and Marion that he’s going to buy us
clothes when we go shopping. And we can pick them
ourselves.”

“Oh, really?”

I changed Marion’s diaper while tickling her tummy.

All the while, Lucie sat on the edge of the bed and
kept on talking.

“And then he said okay .. .”

“Okay to what?”

“To everything I asked for . ..

Ohno...

“What did you ask for?”

“Barbie clothes.”

“For your Barbie?”

“For my Barbie and for me. The same for both!”

“Not those horrible sparkly T-shirts?”

“Yes, and everything that goes with them: pink jeans,
pink sneakers with Barbie on them, and socks with the
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little bow . . . You know . . . right there . . . the little bow
in the back .. .”

She pointed to her ankle.

I laid Marion down.

“Beeeeooootiful,” I told her, “you’re going to look
just beecooooootiful!”

Her mouth twisted.
“Anyway, you think everything that’s nice is ugly.”
I laughed; I kissed her adorable little frown.

She put on her dress, dreaming all the while.

“I'm going to look beautiful, huh?”

“Youre already beautiful, my sweet. You're already
very, very beautiful.”

“Yes, but even more . . .”

“You think that’s possible?”

She thought for a second.

“Yes, I think so.”

“Come on, turn around.”

What a wonderful invention little girls are, 1 thought as I
combed her hair. What a wonderful invention.



While we were standing in line, my father-in-law admit-
ted he hadn’t set foot in a supermarket in more than ten
years.

I thought about Suzanne.

Always alone, behind her shopping cart.

Always alone everywhere.

After their chicken nuggets, the girls played in a sort of
cage filled with colored balls. A young man told them to
take off their shoes, and I kept Lucie’s awful “You're a
Barbie girl!” sneakers on my lap.

Worst of all, they had a sort of transparent wedge
heel. . ..

“How could you have bought such awful things?”

“It made her so happy . .. I'm trying not to make the



16 Anna Gavalda

same mistakes with the next generation. You see, it’s like
this place . . . Even if it had been possible, I would never
have brought Christine and Adrien here thirty years ago.
Never! And why, I ask myself now—why would I have
deprived them of this type of pleasure? In the end, what
would it have cost me? A miserable fifteen minutes?
What’s a miserable fifteen minutes compared with the
shining faces of your kids?”

“I've done everything wrong,” he said, shaking his head.
“Even this damn sandwich, I'm holding it wrong, right?”

His pants were covered with mayonnaise.

“Chloé?”

“Yes.”

“I want you to eat. Forgive me for talking to you like
Suzanne, but you haven’t eaten anything since yesterday.”

“I can’t seem to do it.”

He backed oft.

“You're right—how could you eat something like this,
anyway? Who could? Nobody!”

[ tried to smile.

“All right, you can keep dieting for now, but tonight,
it’s over! Tonight I'm making dinner, and you’re going to
have to make an effort, all right?”

“All right.”

“And this? How do you eat this astronaut thing,
anyway?”
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He held up an improbable salad sealed in a plastic
shaker.

We spent the rest of the afternoon in the garden. The girls
fluttered around their grandfather, who had gotten it into
his head to fix up the old swing. I watched them from a
distance, sitting on the steps. It was cold but clear. The sun
shone in their hair, and I thought they were beautiful.

I thought about Adrien. What was he doing?

Where was he at this exact moment?

And with whom?

And our life, what was it going to look like?

Every thought drew me closer to the bottom. I was so tired.
I shut my eyes. I dreamed that he had arrived. There was the
sound of an engine in the courtyard, he sat down next to
me, he kissed me and put his finger on my lips in order to
surprise the girls. I can still feel his tenderness on my neck,
his voice, his warmth, the smell of his skin, it’s all there.

It’s all there . . .

All T have to do is think about it.

How long does it take to forget the odor of someone
who loved you? How long until you stop loving?
If only someone would give me an hourglass.



18 Anna Gavalda

The last time we were in each other’s arms, I was the one
who kissed him. It was in the elevator in the Rue de
Flandre.

He didn’t resist.

Why? Why did he let himself be kissed by a woman he
no longer loved? Why did he give me his lips? His arms?

It doesn’t make any sense.

The swing is fixed. Pierre shoots me a glance. I turn my
head. I don’t want to meet his gaze. I'm cold, my nose is
running, and [ have to go warm up the bathroom.



“What can I do to help?”

He had tied a dish towel around his waist.

“Lucie and Marion are in bed?”

“Yes.”

“They won’t be cold?”

“No, no, they’re fine. Tell me what I can do.”

“You can cry without embarrassing me for once . . . It
would do me good to see you cry for no reason. Here,
cut these up,” he added, handing me three onions.

“You think I cry too much?”

“Yes.”

Silence.

[ picked up the wooden cutting board near the sink
and sat down across from him. His face was tight once

again. The only sounds came from the fireplace.
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“That’s not what I meant to say . . .

“I'm sorry?”

“I didn’t mean to say that. I don’t think you cry too
much, I'm just overwhelmed. You're so pretty when you
smile . . .7

“Would you care for a drink?”
I nodded.

“Let’s let it warm up a bit, it would be a shame other-
wise . . . Do you want a Bushmills while we’re waiting?”

“No, thanks.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t like whiskey.”

“What a shame! This is not just whiskey. Here, taste
this.”

I put the glass to my lips; it tasted like lighter fluid. I
hadn’t eaten for days, and suddenly I was drunk. My knife
slipped on the onion skins, and my head rolled on my neck.
I thought I was going to chop oft a finger. I felt just fine.

“It’s good, isn’t it? Patrick Frendall gave it to me for my
sixtieth birthday. Do you remember Patrick Frendall?”
“Uh...no”
“Yes, you do. You met him here, don’t you remember?

A big fellow with huge arms.”
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“The one who tossed Lucie in the air until she was
about to throw up?”

“That’s the one,” Pierre said, pouring me another
drink.

“Yes, I remember.”

“I really like him; I think about him a lot. It’s odd, I
consider him to be one of my best friends and I hardly
know him.”

“Do you have best friends?”

“Why do you ask such a thing?”

“Just to ask, I...I don’t know. I've never heard you
talk about them.”

My father-in-law threw himself into cutting carrot
rounds. It’s always amusing to watch a man cook for the
first time in his life. That way of following a recipe to the
letter, as if Julia Child were looking over his shoulder.

“It says ‘cut the carrots in medium-sized rounds.” Do
you think it’s good like that?”

“Pertect!”

I laughed. With a rubber neck, my head lolled on my
shoulders.

“Thanks. So, where was I? Oh yes, my friends . . . I've
had three in my life. I met Patrick on a trip to Rome,
some sort of pious nonsense organized by my parish. My
first trip without my parents . . . [ was fifteen. I didn’t un-

derstand a word this Irishman, twice my size, was saying
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to me, but we got along immediately. He had been raised
in the most Catholic family in the world, and I was just
getting out from under my suffocating family . .. Two
young hounds unleashed in the Eternal City . .. What a
pilgrimage that was!”

It still gave him a thrill.

He heated the onions and carrots in a casserole with
bits of smoked ham. It smelled wonderful.

“And then there’s Jean Théron, whom you know, and
my brother, Paul, who you never met because he died
in ’56.”

“You considered your brother to be your best friend?”

“He was even more than that. Chloé, from what I
know of you, you would have adored him. He was re-
fined, funny, attentive to everyone, always in a good
mood. He painted . . . I'll show you his watercolors to-
morrow, theyre in my study. He knew all the bird calls.
He liked to tease people, but never harmed a soul. He
was charming, really charming. Everyone loved him . . .”

“What did he die of?”

My father-in-law turned away.

“He went to Indochina. He came back sick and half-
mad. He died of tuberculosis on Bastille Day, 1956.”

[ said nothing.

“I don’t need to tell you that after that, my parents
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never watched a single parade again for the rest of their
lives. Celebrations, fireworks, that was the end of that.”

He added pieces of meat and turned them over, brown-
ing them on all sides.

“You see, the worst part was that he had volunteered.
He was in school at the time. He was brilliant. He wanted
to work at the National Forestry Office. He loved trees
and birds. He should never have gone over there. He had
no reason to go. None. He was gentle, a pacifist. He
quoted Giono, and he—"

“So why did he go?”

“Because of a girl. Your typical unhappy love aftair. It
was ridiculous; she wasn’t even a woman, just a young
girl. It was absurd. Even as I'm telling you this—and every
time I think about it—I'm just floored by the inanity of
our lives. A good boy goes oft to war because of a sulky
young lady . . . it’s grotesque. It’s something you read in
bad novels. It’s like a soap opera, a story like that.”

“She didn’t love him?”

“No. But Paul was crazy about her. He adored her. He
had known her since she was twelve; he wrote her letters
she probably didn’t even understand. He went swagger-
ing off to war. So she could see what a man he was! And
the night before he left, the ass, he bragged: “When she
asks you, don’t give her my address right away. I want to
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be the first to write. Three months later, she got engaged
to the son of the butcher on the Rue de Passy”

He shook a dozen difterent spices into the pot, whatever
he could find in the cupboards.
I shuddered to think what Julia Child would have said.

“A big pale boy who spent his days boning cuts of meat
in the back of his father’s shop. You can imagine what a
shock it was for us. She ditched our Paul for this big
lump. He was over there, halfway around the world, he
was probably thinking about her, writing poetry for her,
the fool, and she, all she could think about was going out
with an oaf who was allowed to borrow his father’s car on
Saturday night. A sky-blue Frégate, as I recall...Of
course, she was free not to love him, but Paul was too
impetuous, he never could do anything without bravura,
without . . . without flair. What a waste . . ”

“And then?”

“And then nothing. Paul came home and my mother
switched butchers. He spent a lot of time in this house,
which he hardly ever left. He drew, read, complained that
he couldn’t sleep. He suffered a great deal, coughed con-
stantly, and then he died. At twenty-one.”

“You've never spoken of him.”

“No.”

“Why?”
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“I always liked talking about him with people who had
known him; it was easier . . .”

I pushed my chair back from the table.

“I’ll set the table. Where do you want to eat?”
“Here in the kitchen is fine.”

He switched off the overhead light, and we sat down,
facing each other.

“It’s delicious.”

“Do you really think so? It seems a bit overcooked,
don’t you think?”

“No, no, really, it’s perfect.”

“You’re too good.”

“It’s your wine that’s good. Tell me about Rome.”

“About the city?”

“No, about this pilgrimage . .. What were you like
when you were fifteen?”

“Oh. .. what was I like? I was the stupidest boy in the
world. T tried to keep up with Frendall’s big strides. I
talked incessantly, told him about Paris, the Moulin
Rouge, said anything that came into my head, and lied
shamelessly. He laughed and said things that I didn’t un-
derstand either, which made me laugh in turn. We spent
our time stealing coins from the fountains and smirked

every time we met someone of the opposite sex. We
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were completely pathetic, when I think of it now. I don’t
remember the goal of the pilgrimage anymore. There
was no doubt a good cause, an occasion for prayer, as they
say. I don’t remember anymore. For me, it was a huge
breath of fresh air. Those few days changed my life. I dis-
covered the taste of freedom. It was like . . . would you
like some more?”

“Yes, please.”

“You have to understand the context. We were all pre-
tending to win a war. There was so much ill-will in the
air. We couldn’t mention anyone’s name, a neighbor, a
shopkeeper, a friend’s parents, without my father imme-
diately pigeonholing them—this one’s an informer, that
one was denounced, a coward, a good-for-nothing. It
was horrible. It’s perhaps hard to imagine it now, but be-
lieve me, it was horrible for us children. We hardly spoke
to him, or very little. Probably just the strict minimum.
But one day, I asked him, ‘If you think humanity is so
awtful, then why did you go and fight for it?’”

“What did he answer?”

“Nothing . . . just disdain.”

“Stop, stop, that’s plenty!”

“I was living on the second floor of a building that was
completely gray, buried in the sixteenth arrondissement.
[t was such a sad . . . My parents didn’t have the means to
live there, but the address was prestigious, you see. The

sixteenth! We were squeezed into a grim apartment that
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never got any sun, and where my mother forbid us to
open the windows because there was a bus depot just un-
derneath. She was afraid that the curtains would . ..
would get soiled . . . oh, that gentle woman from Bor-
deaux, who made me conjugate my verbs from the im-
perfect to the subjunctive, it was just unbelievable! I was
terribly bored. I was too young to interest my father and
my mother just fluttered around.

“She went out a lot. “Time spent at the parish, she
would say, rolling her eyes. She overdid it, acted shocked
at the behavior of certain church ladies whom she had
made up out of thin air. She would take oft her gloves
and toss them on the hall table as we would finally return
her apron, sighing, prancing about, chattering, lying,
sometimes tripping herself up. We just let her talk. Paul
called her Sarah Bernhardt, and after she left the room
my father would resume reading Le Figaro without a
word . . . Some potatoes?”

“No, thanks.”

“I was a student on half-board at the Lycée Janson-de-
Sailly. I was as gray as my building. I read Coeurs Vaillants
and the adventures of Flash Gordon. I played tennis with
the Mortellier boys every Thursday. I...1 was a very
good, very dull boy. I dreamed of taking the elevator to
the sixth floor just to take a look . .. Talk about an ad-
venture! Going up to the sixth floor! What a simpleton I

was, | swear.
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“I was waiting for Patrick Frendall.
“I was waiting for the Pope!”

He got up to stoke the fire.

“Anyway, the trip wasn’t a revolution...a lark at
most. I always thought I would ... how shall I say. ..
throw off the yoke one day. But no. Never. I kept on be-
ing that very good, very dull boy. But why am I telling
you all this? Why am I so talkative all of a sudden?”

“It was me that asked the question.”

“Well, that’s still no reason! I'm not boring you to
death with my trip down memory lane?”

“No, no, on the contrary. I like it just fine.”

The tfollowing morning, I found a note on the kitchen
table: Gone to office. Back later.
There was hot coffee and an enormous log on the fire.

Why didn’t he tell me he was going?
What a strange man . .. Like a fish, always twisting

away from you, slipping out of your hands.

[ poured myself a large cup of coffee and drank it stand-
ing up, leaning against the kitchen window. I looked at
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the robins swarming around the piece of suet that the
girls had laid on the bench the previous day.

The sun had almost risen above the hedge.

[ was waiting for them to wake up. The house was too
quiet.

I wanted a cigarette. It was stupid, I hadn’t smoked in
years. But that’s what life is like . . . You show what in-
credible willpower you have, and then one winter morn-
ing you decide to walk four kilometers in the cold to buy
a pack of cigarettes. You love a man, you have two chil-
dren with him, and one winter morning, you learn that
he has left because he loves someone else. Saying he is
sorry, that he made a mistake.

Like calling a wrong number: “Excuse me, I've made a
mistake.”
Why, think nothing of it . . .

Like a soap bubble.

It’s windy. I go out to hide the suet.

[ watch television with the girls. I'm horrified: the char-
acters in the cartoons seem so stupid and spoiled. Lucie

becomes annoyed, shakes her head, begs me to be quiet.
I want to tell her about Candy.
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When I was little, [ was hooked on Candy.

Candy never talked about money, only about love.
And then I stop talking. That will teach me to act like lit-
tle miss Candy . . .

The wind blows harder and harder. I give up the idea of
walking to the village.

We spend the afternoon in the attic. The girls play dress-
up. Lucie waves a fan in her sister’s face:
“Are you too hot, Countess?”

The Countess can’t move. She has too many hats on

her head.

We bring down an old cradle. Lucie says that it needs a
new coat of paint.

“Pink?” I ask her.

“How did you guess?”

13 &d 2
I'm very clever.

The telephone rings. Lucie answers.
At the end, I hear her ask:

“Do you want to talk to Mama now?”

She hangs up shortly after. Doesn’t come back and join us.
I continue to strip the cradle with Marion.
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[ find her when I go down to the kitchen, her chin on
the table. I sit down next to her.
We look at each other.

“One day, will you and Papa be in love again?”
“No.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yes.”

“I already knew it, anyway . . .

She got up and added:
“You know what else?”
“No, what?”
“The birds have already eaten everything . . ”
“Really? Are you sure?”
“Yes, come see.”’

She came around the table and took my hand.

We were in front of the window. There was my little
blond girl next to me. She was wearing an old tuxedo
shirtfront and a moth-eaten skirt. Her “Youre a Barbie
girl!” sneakers fit into her great-grandmother’s button-up
shoes. My large hand fit completely around hers. We
watched the trees in the garden bending in the wind, and
probably thought the same thing . . .



The bathroom was so cold that I couldn’t lift my shoul-
ders out of the water. Lucie shampooed our hair and gave
us all sorts of wild hairdos. “Look, Mama! You have horns
on your head!”

I knew it already.

It wasn’t very funny, but it made me laugh.

“Why are you laughing?”

“Because I'm stupid.”

“Why are you stupid?”

We dried ourselves off while dancing.
Nightgowns, socks, shoes, sweaters, robes, and more
sweaters.

My two roly-polies went down to have their soup.
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The power went out just as Babar was playing with the
elevator in a big department store, under the angry gaze
of the operator. Marion started to cry.

“Wait here, I'll go turn the lights back on.”

“Waah! Waaaaahhhh!”

“Stop that, Barbie Girl, you’ve made your sister cry.”

“Don’t call me Barbie Girl!”

“So stop.”

It wasn’t the circuit breaker or the fuse. The shutters
banged, the doors creaked, and the whole house was
plunged into darkness.

Bronté sisters, pray for us.

[ wondered when Pierre was going to return.

I brought the girls’ mattress down into the kitchen.
Without an electric radiator, it was impossible to let them
sleep up there. They were as excited as could be. We
pushed back the table and laid their makeshift bed next to
the fireplace.

I lay down between them.
“And Babar? You didn’t finish . .
“Hush, Marion, hush. Look right in front of you.
Look at the fire. That’s what will tell you stories . . .
“Yes, but ...
“Shhhh.”

They fell asleep immediately.



34 Anna Gavalda

[ listened to the sounds of the house. My nose itched, and
[ rubbed my eyes to keep from crying.

My life is like this bed, I kept thinking. Fragile. Un-
certain. Suspended.

[ lay there waiting for the house to blow away.

I was thinking that I had been cast off.

It’s funny how expressions are not just expressions. You
have to have experienced real fear to understand the
meaning of “cold sweat,” or very anxious to know ex-
actly what “my stomach was in knots” means, right?

It’s the same with “cast oft.” What a marvelous expres-
sion. I wonder who thought it up.

Cast off the mooring lines.

Untie the wife.

Take to the sea, spread your albatross wings, and go
fuck on some other horizon.

No, really, what better way to put it?

I’'m starting to sound bitter; that’s a good sign. Another
few weeks and I'll be really nasty.

The trap really lies in thinking that you are moored. You
make decisions, take out loans, sign agreements, and even
take a few risks. You buy houses, put the children in
rooms all painted pink, and sleep entwined every night.
You marvel at this. .. What is it called? This intimacy.
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Yes, that’s what it was called, when one was happy. And
even when one was less happy . . .

The trap lies in thinking that one has the right to be
happy.

How ridiculous we are. Naive enough to think that for
even a second we have control over our lives.

Our lives slip through our fingers, but it’s not serious.
It’s not that important . . .

The best thing would be to know it earlier.

When exactly “earlier”?

Earlier.

Before repainting the bedrooms in pink, for example . . .

Pierre is right, why show your weakness?

Just to be hurt?

My grandmother often said that good home cooking was
the best way to keep a man. I'm certainly far from that,
Grandma, far from that. First, I don’t know how to cook,
and then, I never wanted to keep anyone.

Well, then, you've succeeded, Granddaughter!

I pour myself a little cognac to celebrate.

One little tear and then bedtime.



The following day seemed very long.

We went for a walk. We gave bread to the horses at the
riding school and spent a lot of time with them. Marion
sat on the back of a pony. Lucie didn’t want to.

[ felt as it [ were carrying a very heavy backpack.

In the evening it was showtime. Lucky me—every night
there’s a show at my house. On this evening’s program:
“The Little Gurl Who Dident Wanna Leev.” They took
great pains to distract me.

[ didn’t sleep well.

The next morning, my heart wasn’t in it. It was too cold.
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The girls whined endlessly.

I tried to amuse them by pretending to be a prehistoric
cavewoman.

“Now look, this is how the cavemen used to make
their Nesquik . . . They put a pan of milk on the fire, yes,
just like that . . . and to make toast? Simple as can be, they
put a piece of bread on a grill and voila, they held it over
the flames . . . Careful! Not too long, or it will burn to a

crisp. Okay, who wants to play cavewoman with me?”

They didn’t care, they weren’t hungry. All they cared
about was their stupid television shows.

I burned myself. Marion started to cry when she heard
me yell, and Lucie spilled her cocoa on the couch.

I sat down and put my head in my hands.

I dreamed of being able to unscrew my head, put it on
the ground in front of me, and kick it hard enough to
send it flying as far as possible.

So far that no one would ever find it again.

But I don’t even know how to kick.

[ wouldn’t shoot straight, that’s for sure.

At that moment, Pierre arrived.
He was sorry, explained that he couldn’t get in touch
earlier because the line was down, and shook a bag of

warm croissants under the girls’ noses.
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They laughed. Marion took his hand and Lucie of-
tered him a prehistoric coftee.

“A prehistoric coffee? With pleasure, my little Cro-
Magnon beauty!”

I had tears in my eyes.

He placed a hand on my knee.

“Chloé . . . Are you all right?”

I wanted to tell him no, that I was not in the least bit
all right, but I was so happy to see him that I answered the
opposite.

“The bakery has lights, so it’s not a local power outage.
I'll go and find out what’s happened . . . Girls, look out-
side, the weather is beautiful! Go get dressed—we’re go-
ing mushroom hunting. With all the rain last night, we’re
going to find plenty!”

The “girls” included me ... We climbed the stairs gig-

gling.
How nice to be eight years old.

We walked all the way to the Devil’s Mill, a sinister old
building that has delighted several generations of small
children.
Pierre told the girls stories about the holes in the walls:
“Here’s where his horn struck . . . and there, those are

the marks of his hooves . . ”
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“Why did he kick the wall with his hooves?”

“Oh, that’s a long story . . . It was because he was very
cross that day.”

“Why was he very cross that day?”

“Because his prisoner had escaped.”

“Who was his prisoner?”

“The girl at the bakery.”

“Madame Pécaut’s daughter?”

“No, no, not her daughter! Her great-great-
grandmother!”

“Really?”

[ showed the girls how to have a miniature tea party with
acorn caps. We found an empty bird’s nest, pebbles, and
pinecones. We picked cowslips and broke hazelnut
branches. Lucie brought back moss for her dolls and Mar-
ion stayed on her grandfather’s shoulders the whole time.

We brought back two mushrooms, both of them
suspicious-looking!

On the way back, we heard a blackbird singing, and a lit-
tle girl in a curious voice asked:

“But why did the devil capture the grandmother of
Madame Pécaut?”

“Can’t you guess?”

“No.”

“Because he was very greedy, that’s why!”
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She thrashed at the underbrush with a stick to chase
away the devil.

And what about me? 1 thought. What can I chase away
with a stick?

“Chloé?”

“Yes.”

“I want to tell you...I hope...Or rather, I'd
like . . . Yes, that’s it, I'd like . . . I'd like you to feel you're
still welcome at the house because . . . I know how much
you love it. You've done so many things here. In the bed-
rooms, the garden . . . Until you came, there was no gar-
den, did you know that? Promise me that you’ll come
back. With or without the girls . . .”

I turned toward him.

“No, Pierre. You know very well that I can’t”

“What about your rosebush? What is it called, any-
way? That rosebush you planted last year?”

“Maiden’s Blush.”

“Yes, that’s it. You loved it so .. .”

“No, it’s the name I loved. Listen, this is hard enough
asitis.. .

“I'm sorry, I'm sorry””

“What about you? Can’t you look after it?”
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“Of course! Maiden’s Blush, you say . .. How could
[ not?”

He was overdoing it a little.

On the way back, we ran into old Marcel, who was re-
turning from the village. His bicycle was weaving dan-
gerously across the road. How he managed to stop in
front of us without falling oft, I'll never know. He put

Lucie on the seat and invited us for a quick drink.

Madame Marcel smothered the girls with kisses and
planted them in front of the television with a bag of can-
dies on their knees. “Mama, she has a satellite dish! Guess
what! A channel with nothing but cartoons!”

Thank God.

Go to the ends of the earth, clamber over thickets,
hedges, ditches, get a stufty nose, cross old Marcel’s court-
yard, and watch Teletoons while eating strawberry-flavored
marshmallows.

Sometimes, life is wonderful . . .

The storm, mad cow disease, Europe, hunting, the
dead and the dying ... At one point in the discussion,
Pierre asked:

“Marcel, tell me, do you remember my brother?”

“Who, Paul? I should say I do, that little monkey . . .
He drove me crazy with that little whistle of his. Made
me believe there were all kinds of things to hunt! Made
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me think that there were birds we don’t have in these
parts! That little rascal! And the dogs went crazy! Oh, I
remember him all right! Such a great kid . . . He often
headed oft into the forest with the priest. He wanted to
see and know about everything . . . Ohlala. .. The ques-
tions that boy would ask! He always said he wanted to
study so he could work in the forest. I remember how the
father would answer, ‘But my boy, you don’t need to go
to schooll What could you learn that I couldn’t teach
you?’” Paul didn’t answer, he said he wanted to visit all the
forests in the world, to see other countries, travel through
Africa and Russia, and then come back here and tell us all
about it.”

Pierre listened to him, gently nodding his head to en-
courage the old man to keep talking.

Madame Marcel stood up. She returned and held out a
sketchbook to us.

“Here’s what little Paul—well, I call him little Paul,
but he wasn’t so little at the time—gave me one day to

thank me for my acacia fritters. Look, that was my dog.”

As she turned the pages, you could see the tricks of a lit-
tle fox terrier who was no doubt spoiled to death and a
real prankster.

“What was his name?” I asked.

“He didn’t have a name, but we always called him
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Where'd-He-Go, because he was always running off.
That’s how he died, actually...Oh... We just loved
that dog . . . We just loved him . . . Too much, too much.
This is the first time I've looked at these drawings in a
long time. Normally, I try not to poke around in here, it’s
too many deaths at once . .

The drawings were marvelous. Where’d-He-Go was a
brown fox terrier with long black whiskers and bushy

eyebrows.

“He was shot . .. He was poaching from poachers, the
little imbecile . .

I got up. We had to leave before it got completely dark.

“My brother died because of the rain. Because he was
stationed out in the rain too long, can you imagine?”

[ didn’t answer; I was too busy watching my step, trying
to avoid the puddles.



The girls went to bed without supper. Too much candy.
Babar left the Old Lady. She was alone. She cried. She
asked herself, “When will I see my little Babar again?”

Pierre was also unhappy. He stayed in his study a long
time, supposedly looking for his brother’s drawings. |
made dinner. Spaghetti with bits of Suzanne’s homemade
gésiers confits.

We had decided to leave the next day before noon. This
was going to be the last time I would cook in this kitchen.

I really loved this kitchen. I tossed the pasta into boil-
ing water, cursing myself for being so sentimental. I really
loved this kitchen . . . Hey, get a hold of yourself, honey,
you’ll find other kitchens . . .
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[ bullied myself, even though my eyes were filled with

tears. It was stupid.

He put a small watercolor on the table. A woman, read-
ing, seen from behind.

She was sitting on a garden bench. Her head was
slightly tilted. Perhaps she wasn’t reading. Perhaps she was
sleeping or daydreaming.

I recognized the house. The front steps, the rounded
shutters, and the white wisteria.

“It’s my mother.”

“What was her name?”

“Alice.”

I said nothing.

“It’s for you.”

[ started to protest, but he made an angry face and put a
finger to his lips. Pierre Dippel was someone who didn’t
like to be contradicted.

“You always have to be obeyed, don’t you?”

He wasn’t listening to me.

“Didn’t anyone ever dare to contradict you?” I added,
placing Paul’s drawing on the mantelpiece.

“Not one person. My entire life.”

[ burned my tongue.
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He pushed himself up from the table.
“Bah. What would you like to drink, Chloé?”
“Something that cheers you up.”

He came back up from the cellar, cradling two bottles as
if they were newborn babies.

“Chateau Chasse-Spleen . . . appropriately enough. Just
exactly what we need. I took two, one for you and one
for me.”

“But you're crazy! You should wait for a better oc-
casion . ..”

“A better occasion than what?”

He pulled his chair closer to the fire.

“Than...I don’t know . ..than me...than us...
than tonight.”

He had his arms wrapped around himself to keep his
spirits up.

“But Chloé, we're a great occasion. We’re the best oc-
casion in the world. I've been coming to this house since
[ was a boy, I've eaten thousands of meals in this kitchen,

1>

and believe me, I know a great occasion when I see one

There was a little self-important tone in his voice. What

a shame.
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He turned his back and stared at the fire, motionless.
“Chloé, I don’t want you to go .. .”

I poured the noodles into the strainer and threw the
towel in after them.

“Look, I'm sorry, but this is too much. You're talking
nonsense. Youre only thinking about yourself, and it’s a
bit tiresome. ‘I don’t want you to go! How can you say
something so stupid? It wasn’t me who left, okay? You
have a son, remember him? Well, he was the one who left.
It was him, didn’t you know? It’s a good story. It goes like
this—its a killer. So, it was... When was it, anyway?
Doesn’t matter. The other day, Adrien, the wonderful
Adrien, packed his bags. Try and put yourself in my
place—I was shocked. Oh right, I forgot to mention, it
turns out I'm this boy’s wife. You know, a wife, that prac-
tical thing you drag around everywhere, and that smiles
when you kiss it. So, I was a bit surprised, as you can imag-
ine . . . there he was with our suitcases standing in front of
the elevator, already groaning, looking at his watch. He
was complaining because he was stressed out, the poor
dear! The elevator, the suitcases, the missus, and the plane,
what a dilemma! Oh, yes! It seems he couldn’t miss his
plane because his mistress was on board! You know, a
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mistress, that young impatient thing that gets on your
nerves a little. No time for a scene, youre thinking . . .
And then, domestic quarrels are so tiresome . . . You never
learn that at the Dippels’, do you? Yelling, making scenes,
moodiness, all so vulgar, don’t you think? That’s it, vulgar.
With the Dippels, it’s ‘never complain, never explain, and
then on to the next thing. Now that’s class.”

“Chloé, stop that at once!”

I was crying.

“Don’t you hear yourself? Do you hear the way you
talk to me? I'm not a dog, Pierre. I'm not your god-
damned dog! I let him leave without ripping his eyes out,
[ quietly shut the door, and now I'm here, in front of
you, in front of my children. I'm holding on. I'm just
about holding on, do you understand? Do you under-
stand what that means? Who heard me howl in despair?
Who? So don’t try to make me feel sorry for you now
with your little problems. You don’t want me to go . ..
Oh, Pierre ... I am unfortunately obliged to disobey
you . .. It’s with great regret. .. Its ...

He had grabbed hold of my wrists and was squeezing
them as hard as he could. He held my arms immobile.

“Let me go! Youre hurting me! This entire family is
hurting me! Pierre, let me go.”

He barely had time to loosen his grip before my head
fell on his shoulder.

“You're all hurting me .. .”
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I cried into his neck, forgetting how uncomfortable it
must have made him. Pierre, who never touched anyone.
I cried, thinking occasionally about how the spaghetti
was going to be inedible if I didn’t add some oil. He said,
“Now, now ...” He said, “Please forgive me.”” And he
said, “I’'m just as sad as you . . .” He didn’t know what to
do with his hands anymore.

Finally, he moved aside to lay the tablecloth.



“To you, Chloé.”

I clinked my glass against his.

“Yes, to me,” I repeated with a crooked smile.

“You're a wonderful girl”

“Yes, wonderful. And then there’s dependable, coura-
geous . . . What did I leave out?”

“Funny”

“Oh, right, I was forgetting. Funny.”

“But unfair.”

[ said nothing.

“You are being a bit unfair, don’t you think?”

Silence.

“You think that I only love myself?”

“Yes.”

“Well, then, you're not only unfair, you’re being stupid.”
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[ held out my glass.
“Oh, that, I knew that already ... Pour me some
more of that marvelous nectar.”

“You think that I'm an old bastard, don’t you?”
“Yes.”
I nodded my head. I wasn’t being mean, I was unhappy.
He sighed.

“Why am I an old bastard?”

“Because you don’t love anyone. You never let yourself
go. You're never there, never really with us. Never join-
ing in our conversations and foolishness, never participat-
ing in dull dinner-table talk. Because you’re never tender,
because you never talk, and because your silence looks
like disdain. Because—"

“Stop, stop. That will do, thanks.”

“Excuse me, | was answering your question. You ask
me why you're an old bastard, and I'm telling you. That
being said, you’re not as old as all that . ..”

“You're too kind.”

“Don’t mention it.”

[ grinned tenderly at him, baring my teeth.

“But if 'm the way you describe, why would I bring you
here? Why would I spend so much time with you, and—"
“You know very well why”
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“Why?”

“Because of your sense of honor. This high-mindedness
of good families. For seven years 've tagged along after
you, and this is the first time you’ve taken any notice of me.
I'll tell you what I think. I don’t find you either benevo-
lent or charitable. I can see exactly what’s going on. Your
son has done something stupid and you—you come along
behind, you clean up and repair the damage. You're go-
ing to plaster over the cracks as best you can. Because you
don’t like cracks, do you, Pierre? Oh, no! You don't like
them one bit . . .

“Let me tell you something. I think you brought me
here for the sake of appearances. The boy has messed up,
well, let’s grit our teeth and sort things out without mak-
ing a fuss. In the past, you’d buy oft the locals when the
little shit’s sports car made a mess of their beet fields, and
today youre taking out the daughter-in-law. I'm just
waiting for the moment when you put on your sorrow-
tul act to tell me that I can count on you. Financially, I
mean. You're in a bit of a difficult spot, aren’t you? But a big
girl like me is harder to buy oft than a field of beets . ..”

He got up. “So yes . . . It’s true. You are stupid. What a

terrible thing to discover . . . Here, give me your plate.”

He was behind my back.
“You can’t imagine how much that hurts. More than
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that, you've wounded me deeply. But I don’t hold it
against you—I blame it on the pain you are feeling . . .”

He set a steaming plate in front of me.

“But there is one thing you can’t get away with saying,
just one thing . ..

“What's that?” I asked, lifting my gaze.

“Whatever you do, don’t drag beets into this. You'd be
hard-pressed to find a single beet field for miles around . . .”

He was smugly satisfied with himself.

“Mmum, this is good . . . You're going to miss my cook-
ing, aren’t you?”

“Your cooking, yes. As for the rest, thanks but no
thanks . . . You've taken away my appetite . . .”

“Really?”

“No.”

“You had me worried there!”

“It would take more than that to keep me away from
this marvelous pasta . . .

He dug into his plate and lifted up a forkful of sticky
spaghetti.

“Mmm, how do they call this? Al dente . . .”

I laughed.

“I love it when you laugh.”

e o o
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For a long moment we didn’t speak.

“Are you angry?”

“No, not angry. Confused, really . . .”

“I'm sorry.”

“You see, I feel as if I'm facing something impenetra-
ble. A sort of enormous knot . .

“I'd like—"

“Hold on, hold on. Let me speak. I have to sort it out
now, it’s very important. I don’t know if you’ll under-
stand, but you must listen to me. [ need to follow a
thread, but which one? I don’t know, I don’t know how
or where to begin. Oh God, it’s so complicated . . . If I
choose the wrong thread or pull too hard, it might
tighten the knot even more. It might become so badly
knotted that nothing could be done, and I'll leave you
overwhelmed. You see, Chloé, my life, my whole life is
like this closed fist. Here I am before you in this kitchen.
I’'m sixty-five years old. I'm not much to look at. I'm just
an old bastard you were shaking a while ago. I have un-
derstood nothing, and I never went up to the sixth floor.
[ was afraid of my own shadow, and here I am, facing the
idea of my own death and . . . No, please, don’t interrupt
me . . . Not now. Let me open this fist. Just a little bit.”

[ refilled our glasses.

“T’ll start with what’s most unfair, most cruel . . . That
is, with you . . ”

He let himself fall back against the back of his chair.
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“The first time I saw you, you were completely blue. I re-
member how impressed I was. I can still see you standing in
that doorway . . . Adrien was holding you up, and you held
out a hand that was completely stiff with cold. You couldn’t
greet me, you couldn’t speak, so I squeezed your arm in a
sign of welcome, and I can still see the white marks that my
fingers left on your wrist. Suzanne was panicking, but
Adrien told her, laughing, ‘I've brought you a Smurfette!’
Then he took you upstairs and plunged you into a scalding-
hot bath. How long did you stay there? I don’t remember;
I just remember Adrien repeating to his mother, ‘Take it
easy, Mama, take it easy! As soon as she’s cooked, we can
eat. It’s true, we were hungry. I was hungry, anyway. And
you know me, you know how old bastards are when they
get hungry . . . I was just about to say that we should start
eating without you, when you came in, with wet hair and
a shy smile, wearing one of Suzanne’s old nightgowns.
“This time, your cheeks were red, red, red . . .
“During dinner, you told us that you had met in line
at the cinema, which was showing Sunday in the Country,
and that there were no more seats and that Adrien, the
show-oft—it runs in the family—oftered you a real Sun-
day in the country, standing in front of his motorcycle. It
was a take-it-or-leave-it offer, and you took it, which ex-
plained your advanced state of frostbite because you had
left Paris wearing only a T-shirt under your raincoat.
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Adrien was eating you up with his eyes, which was diffi-
cult for him since you kept looking down at the table. I
could see a dimple when he spoke about you, and we
imagined that you would smile at us . . . I also remember
those incredible sneakers you wore . . .”

“Yellow Converses, oh God!”

“Right. That’s why you have no right to criticize the
ones I bought for Lucie the other day . .. That reminds
me, I have to tell her... ‘Don’t listen to her, sweetie;
when I met your mother, she was wearing yellow sneak-
ers with red laces . . )”

“You even remember the laces?”

“I remember everything, Chloé, everything. The red
laces, the book you read underneath the cherry tree
while Adrien fixed his engine . . ”

“Which was what?”

“The World According to Garp, right?”

“Exactly right.”

“I also remember how you volunteered to Suzanne to
clear away the brush from the little stairway that led down
to the old cellar. I remember the loving glances she threw
you as she watched you wear yourself out over the
thorns. You could read ‘Daughter-in-law? Daughter-in-
law?’ in big, flashing neon lights in front of her eyes. I
drove you to the Saint-Amand market, you bought goat’s

milk cheeses, and then we drank martinis in a café on the



Someone I Loved 57

square. You read an article, about Andy Warhol I think,
while Adrien and I played table soccer . . ”

“It’s unbelievable, how is it possible that you can re-
member all that?”

“Uhh ... I don’t deserve much credit. .. Its one of
the few things that we share . . ”

“You mean with Adrien?”

“Yes ..

“Yes.”

I got up to get the cheese.

“No, no, don’t change the plates, it’s not worth it.”

“Of course it is! I know how you hate to eat your
cheese from the same plate.”

“I hate that? Oh...Its true... Another thing old
bastards do, right?”

“Ummm . . . Yes, that’s right.”

He grimaced as he held out his plate.

“The hell with you.”

A dimple showed.

“Of course, I also remember your wedding day . . . You
took my arm and you were so beautiful. You played with
your hair. We were crossing that same square at Saint-
Amand when you whispered in my ear: “You should kid-

nap me; I'd throw these horrible shoes out the window of



58 Anna Gavalda

your car and we’d go to Chez Yvette and eat seafood . .’
Your little joke made my head spin. I tightened my
gloves. Here, serve yourself first . . .

“No, no, you first.”

“What else can I tell you? I remember one day, we had
arranged to meet in the café downstairs from my oftice so
I could take back a ladle or some other such thing that
Suzanne had loaned you. I must have seemed disagreeable
to you that day, I was in a hurry, preoccupied . .. I left
before you had finished your tea. I asked you questions
about your job and probably didn’t pay attention to the
answers. That night at dinner, when Suzanne asked me,
‘“What’s new?” without really believing it, I answered,
‘Chloé is pregnant.” ‘She told you?’ ‘No, and I'm not sure
that she knows it herself! Suzanne shrugged her shoul-
ders and rolled her eyes, but I was right. A few weeks
later, you told us the good news .. .”

“How did you guess?”

“I don’t know . .. It seemed to me that your com-
plexion had changed, that your fatigue was caused by
something else . .

[ said nothing.

“I could go on and on like this. You see, you’re not be-
ing fair—what were you just saying? That all this time, all
these years, I never took an interest in you. Oh, Chloé, I
hope you feel ashamed of yourself”

Jokingly, he gave me a stern look.
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“On the other hand, I am egotistical, youre right
there. I told you I don’t want you to go because I don’t
want you to go. I'm thinking of myself. You are closer to
me than my own daughter. My daughter would never tell
me that 'm an old bastard, she would just think to her-
self’ that I’'m an idiot, period!”

He got up to get the salt.

“Hey now . . . what’s the matter?”

“Nothing. It’s nothing.”

“Yes, it 1s. You're crying.”

“No, I'm not crying. Look, I'm not crying.”

“Yes, you are. Youre crying! Do you want a glass of
water?”

“Yes.”

“Oh, Chloé. .. I don’t want you to cry. It makes me
unhappy.”’

“There, you see! It’s about you! Youre just impos-
sible . . 7

I tried for a playful tone, but bubbles of mucus came
out of my nose. It was pitiful.

I laughed. I cried. This wine wasn’t cheering me up
at all.

“I should never have talked to you about all that . . .”
“No, it’s okay. Theyre my memories, too ...I just

have to get used to all this. It might be hard for you to

understand, but this is totally new for me. Two weeks
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ago, | was still your garden-variety wife and mother. I
flipped through my organizer on the Métro, planning
dinner parties, and [ filed my nails while thinking about
vacation. I asked myself, ‘Should we take the girls, or go
away just the two of us?” That kind of thing . . .

“I also said to myself, “We should find another apart-
ment; this one is nice, but it’s too dark . . T was waiting
for Adrien to feel better, because I could see that he
hadn’t been himself recently . . . Irritable, touchy, tired . . .
I was worried about him; I thought, ‘They’re killing him
at work, what’s with the impossible hours?””

He turned to face the fire.

“Garden variety, but not very sharp, right? I waited to
have dinner with him. I waited for hours. Sometimes I
even fell asleep waiting for him ... He would finally
come home, wearing a long face, with his tail between
his legs. I would yawn and stretch and guide him to the
kitchen, bustling about. He wasn’t hungry, of course, he
had the decency to not have any appetite. Or maybe they
had already eaten? Most likely . . .

“It must have been hell for him to sit across from me!
What a trial I must have been with my cheerful nature
and my serialized novels about the goings-on of Firmin-
Gédon Square. How terrible, when I think of it ... Lu-
cie lost a tooth, my mother’s not doing well, the Polish au
pair girl who looks after little Arthur is going out with
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the neighbor’s son, I finished my sculpture this morning,
Marion cut her hair and it looks terrible, the teacher
needs boxes of eggs, you look tired, take a day oft, give
me your hand, do you want some more spinach? Terri-
ble, really...a form of torture for an unfaithful but
scrupulous husband. What torture . . . But I didn’t sus-
pect a thing. I didn’t see it coming, do you understand?
How could I have been so blind? How? Either I was
completely stupid or completely trusting. It amounts to
the same thing, really . . ”

I leaned my chair back.

“Oh, Pierre . .. What a bad joke this life is . . 7

“It’s good, 1sn’t it?”

“Very. Too bad it doesn’t keep any of its promises . . .”

“It’s the first time I've drunk it.”

“Me too.”

“It’s like your rosebush; I bought it for the label . . ”

“Mm. What a joke . . . What stupidity.”

“But you're still young . ..”

“No, 'm old, I feel old. I'm all used up. I feel like 'm
going to become wary. I'll watch my life through a peep-
hole. I won’t open the door. ‘Step back. Let me see your
hands. That’s good, now the other. Don’t scuft the par-
quet. Stay in the hallway. Don’t move.”

“No, you’ll never become that kind of woman. As

much as you might want to, you can’t. People will keep
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walking into your life, you will continue to suffer and it’s
better that way. ’'m not worried about you.”

“No, of course not.”

“What do you mean?”

“Of course youre not worried about me. You don’t
worry about people, ever . ..

“That’s true, you're right. It’s hard for me to care.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know. Because other people don’t interest me,

[ suppose .. .”

“. .. except Adrien.”
“What do you mean, Adrien?”
“I think about him.”
“You worry about Adrien?”
“Yes, I think so . . . Yes.
“At any rate, he’s the one I worry about the most.”
“Why?”
“Because he’s unhappy”’

I was completely taken aback.

“Well, now I've heard everything! He’s not unhappy at
all ... On the contrary, he’s very happy! He’s traded in
his boring, used wife for a brand-new, amusing model.
His life is a lot more fun today, you know.”

I looked at my wrist.

“Let’s see, what time is it? A quarter to ten. Where is
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our martyr now? Where could he be? At the movies, or
the theater perhaps? Or maybe theyre having dinner
somewhere. They must have finished their appetizers by
now . .. He caresses her palm while dreaming about
later. Careful, here comes the main course, she pulls her
hand back and gives him a smile. Or perhaps theyre in
bed ... That’s most likely, isn’t it? In the beginning one
makes love a lot, if [ remember correctly . .

“You're being cynical.”

“I'm protecting myself.”

“Whatever he’s doing, he’s unhappy”’

“Because of me, you mean? I’'m spoiling his fun? Oh,
that ungrateful woman .. .”

“No. Not because of you, because of him. Because of
this life, which never does what you want it to. Our ef-
forts are so laughable . . ”

“You're right, the poor thing .. .”

“You're not listening to me.”

“No.”

“Why aren’t you listening to me?”

I bit into a piece of bread.

“Because you're a bulldozer, you flatten everything in
your path . . . For you, my sorrow is . . . what? . . . a bur-
den, and soon it will start to get on your nerves. And then
this thing about blood ties. .. This stupid notion ...
You didn’t give a damn about taking your children in
your arms, about telling them that you loved them even
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once, but despite this, I know that you’ll always leap to
their defense. No matter what they say or do, they will al-
ways be right in contrast to the barbarians that we are—
the ones who don’t have the same name as you.

“Your children haven’t given you a whole lot of rea-
sons to be happy, but you're the only one who can criti-
cize them. The only one! Adrien takes off and leaves me
here with the girls. All right, that bothers you, but I've
given up hope of hearing you speak a few harsh words
against him. A few harsh words . . . it wouldn’t change
anything, but it would give me a bit of pleasure. So much
pleasure, if you only knew ... Yes, it’s hopeless. I'm
hopeless. But just a couple of heartfelt words, really bit-
ter words, the ones you know so well how to say. ..
Why not for him? I deserve that, after all. I'm waiting for
the condemnation of the patriarch seated at the head of
the table. All these years I've listened to you divide up the
world. The good and the bad, those who have earned
your respect and those who haven’t. All these years I've
run up against your speeches, your authority, your
commander-in-chief expressions, your silences . .. So
much arrogance. So much arrogance . . . While all along
being a pain in the ass, Pierre . . .

“You see, 'm not that complicated a person and I
need to hear you say, ‘My son is a bastard, and I ask for
your forgiveness. I need that, you understand?”

“Don’t count on it.”
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[ cleared the plates.

“I wouldn’t count on it.”

“Would you like dessert?”

“No.”

“You don’t want anything?”

“So it’s ruined . .. I must have pulled on the wrong
thread . . ”

[ wasn’t listening anymore.

“The knot is tightened, and here we are, further apart
than ever. So 'm an old bastard . . . A monster . . . And
what else?”

[ was looking for the sponge.

“And what else?”

[ looked him right in the eyes.

“Listen to me, Pierre; for years I lived with a man who
couldn’t stand up straight because his father hadn’t sup-
ported him correctly. When I met Adrien, he didn’t dare
do anything for fear of disappointing you. And every-
thing he did disappointed me because he never did it for
himself, he did it for you. To amaze you or to irritate you.
To provoke you or to please you. It was pathetic. I was
barely twenty years old and I gave up my life for him. To
listen to him and stroke his neck when he finally opened
up. [ don’t regret it, I couldn’t do anything else, anyway.
It made me sick to see someone abase himself like that.

We spent whole nights unraveling things and putting
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them in perspective. I gave him a shaking-up. I told him
a thousand times that he was taking the easy way out. The
easy way out! We made resolutions and then we broke
them, we made others, and then finally I quit my studies
so that he could pick his up again. I rolled up my sleeves
and for three years I dropped him off at the university
before going off to waste time in the basement of the
Louvre. It was our deal: I wouldn’t complain as long as he
didn’t talk about you. I'm not special. I never said he was
the best. I just loved him. Loved. Him. Do you know
what I'm talking about?”

He said nothing.

“So, you can see why I'm a little unhappy today . . .”

I wiped the sponge around his hands that were placed
on the table.

“He got his confidence back; the prodigal son is a new
man. He can sail his boat like a big boy, and here he is,
discarding his old self, right under the nose of his big, bad
father. You have to admit, it’s a little rough, no?”

Silence.

“You have nothing to say?”

“No. 'm going to bed.”

[ set the machine going.

“That’s it, good night.”
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[ bit my cheeks.

I kept some dreadful things to myself.

I took my glass and went to sit on the couch. I took oft
my shoes and sank into the cushions. I got up to get the
bottle from the table. I poked the fire, turned out the
light, and buried myself there.

[ regretted not being drunk yet.
I regretted being there.
[ regretted . . . I regretted so many things.
So many things . . .

[ laid my head on the armrest and closed my eyes.



“Are you asleep?”
“NO.,’

He went to pour himself a glass of wine and sat down in

an armchair next to the sofa.

The wind continued to blow. We sat in the dark. We
watched the fire.

From time to time, one of us took a drink and then
the other followed suit.

We were neither happy nor sad. We were tired.

After a very long moment he said:
“You know, I wouldn't be the person you said [ was if
I had had more courage . . ”

“I'm sorry?”
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[ already regretted having answered him. I didn’t want
to talk about this shit anymore. I just wanted to be left in
peace.

“Everyone always talks about the sorrow of those left
behind, but did you ever consider the sorrow of the ones
who leave?”

Here we go again, 1 thought to myself, what kind of
crazy idea is he going to try and put over on me now, the
old fool?

I looked around for my shoes.

“We’ll talk about it tomorrow, Pierre, I'm going . . .
I'm fed up.”

“The sorrow of those who cause unhappiness ... We
pity the ones who stay, we comfort them, but what about
those who leave?”

“What else do they want?” I exploded. “A medal?
Words of encouragement?”

He wasn’t listening to me.

“The courage of those who look in the mirror one
morning and say to themselves: ‘Do I have the right to
make a mistake?’ Just those few words . . . The courage to
look their lives in the face and see nothing settled or har-
monious there. The courage to destroy everything, to
smash it out of . . . out of selfishness? Out of pure selfish-
ness? No, not that . . . So what is it? Survival instinct? Lu-
cidity? Fear of death?
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“The courage to confront yourself just once in your
life. Confront yourself. By yourself. Finally.

““The right to make a mistake, it’s just a little sen-
tence, one tiny little phrase, but who gives you that right?

“Who, if not yourself?”

His hands were trembling.

“I never gave it to myself. .. I never gave myself any
right. Only duty. And look what I've become: an old bas-
tard. An old bastard in the eyes of one of the precious
few people for whom I have a bit of respect. What a
fiasco . . .

“I’ve made lots of enemies. I’'m not bragging, and I'm
not complaining either. I just don’t give a damn. But
friends, those I wanted to please? There are so few, so
few . ..and youre one of them. You, Chloé, because
you have such a gift for life. You grab hold of it with both
hands. You move, you dance, you know how to make the
rain and the sunshine in a home. You have this incredible
gift for making the people around you happy. You're so at
ease, so at ease on this little planet . . .”

“I have the feeling we’re not talking about the same

person . ..”

He hadn’t heard me.
He sat straight in his chair. He had stopped speaking.
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He hadn’t crossed his legs, and his glass rested between his
thighs.
[ couldn’t see his face.

His face was in the shadow of the armchair.

“Iloved a woman . . . I'm not talking about Suzanne, I'm
talking about another woman.”

I opened my eyes.

“I loved her more than anything. More than anything . . .
I didn’t know that someone could love that much. Or
me, at any rate, [ thought that [ wasn't . . . programmed to
love like that . .. Declarations, insomnia, the ravages of
passion, all that was for other people. Besides, just the
word ‘passion’ made me snicker. Passion, passion! I filed
that somewhere between ‘hypnosis” and ‘superstition’ . . .
The way I said it, it was practically a four-letter word.
And then, it hit me at the moment when I least expected
it. I...Iloved a woman.

“I fell in love like you catch a cold. Without wanting
to, without believing in it, against my will and with no
way to defend myself, and then .. .”

He cleared his throat.

“And then I lost her. In the same way.”
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I couldn’t move. An anvil had just fallen on my head.

“Her name was Mathilde. Her name is still Mathilde, by
the way. Mathilde Courbet. Like the painter . . .

“I was forty-two years old and I thought I was already
old. I've always thought I was old. It’s Paul who was
young. Paul will always be young and handsome.

“I’'m Pierre. Pierre the plodder, Pierre the hard worker.

“When I was ten years old, I already had the face I
have today. The same haircut, the same glasses, the same
gestures, the same little tics. At ten, I probably already
changed my plate for the cheese course . . ”

In the dark, I smiled at him.

“Forty-two years old . . . What can you expect from life
at forty-two?

“Me, nothing. I expected nothing. I worked. More and
more and always more. It was like camouflage for me, my
armor and my alibi. My alibi for not living. Because I didn’t
like living all that much. I thought I didn’t have a gift for it.

“I invented hardships for myself, mountains to climb.
Very high ones, very steep. Then I rolled up my sleeves,
climbed them, and then invented others. And yet, I
wasn’t ambitious, I just had no imagination.”

He took a sip of wine.
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“I...Ididn’t know anything about this, you know . . . It
was Mathilde who taught me. Oh, Chloé...How I
loved her . . . How I'loved her . . . Are you still there?”

“Yes.”

“Are you listening to me?”

“Yes.”

“Am I boring you?”

“No.”

“Are you going to fall asleep?”

“No.”

He got up and put another log on the fire. He stayed
crouched in front of the fireplace.

“You know what she complained about? That I was too
talkative. Can you believe that? Me . . . too talkative! In-
credible, isn’t it? But it was true . . . I put my head on her
stomach and I talked. I talked for hours, for whole days,
even. | heard the sound of my voice grow deep beneath
her skin and I loved it. I was a word machine . . . [ made
her head spin. I inundated her with words. She laughed.
She told me, ‘Shhh, don’t talk so much, I can’t listen to you
anymore. Why do you go on like that?’

“I had forty-two years of silence to catch up on. Forty-
two years of not speaking, of keeping everything to my-
self. What did you say a while ago? That my silence looks
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like disdain, wasn’t that it? That hurt, but I can understand,
I understand why people criticize me. I understand, but I
have no interest in defending myself. That’s the problem,
really . . . But disdain, I don’t think so. As strange as it may
seem, my silence 1s more like shyness. I don’t like myself
enough to attach the least importance to what I say. Think
twice, speak once, as the old saying goes. I always think
one too many times. People find me pretty discourag-
ing . . . I didn’t like myself before Mathilde and I like my-
self” even less since. I suppose I’'m hard because of that...”

He sat back down.

“I’'m tough at work, but that’s just because I'm playing a
role, you see? I have to be tough, I have to make them
think I'm a tyrant. Can you imagine if they discovered
my secret? If they figured out that I'm shy? That I have to
work three times harder than the others for the same re-
sult? That I have a bad memory? That I'm slow to un-
derstand? If they knew that, they'd eat me alive!

“Plus, I don’t know how to make myself liked . . . T have
no charisma, as they say. If I give someone a raise, I do it in
a curt voice; when someone thanks me, I don’t answer.
When I want to do something nice for someone, I stop my-
self, and if I have good news to announce, I let my secretary
Francoise do it. When it comes to management, or human

resources as they say, I'm a disaster, a complete disaster.
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“It was Francoise who signed me up against my will
for a sort of training course for lousy bosses. What a lot
of nonsense . . . Shut up for two days at the Concorde
Lafayette Hotel at Porte Maillot, being force-fed popular
drivel by a shrink and an overexcited American. He sold
his book at the end. Work, Love, and Be the Best was the ti-
tle. My God, what a joke, now that I look back onit. . .

“At the end of the course, as I recall, they handed out
diplomas for kind, understanding bosses. I gave it to
Francoise, who pinned it up in the closet where we keep
the cleaning products and toilet paper.

“‘How was it?” she asked me.

1133

It was distressing.

“She smiled.

“‘Listen, Francoise; 1 told her, ‘youre like the
Almighty around here. Tell anyone who’s interested that
I’m not nice, but that they’ll never lose their job because
I’'m very good at making the numbers work’

“‘Amen, she murmured, bowing her head.

“And it was true. In twenty-five years of being a
tyrant, I never had a strike and I never laid anyone off.
Even when things were so bad in the early 90s, I never
laid off a soul. Not one, do you understand?”

“And Suzanne?”

He was silent.

“Why are you so hard with her?”

“You think I’'m hard?”
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“Yes.7’
“Hard in what way?”
“Hard.”

He rested his head on the armchair again.

“When Suzanne figured out that I had been unfaithful to
her, it had already been over for a long time. I had . . . I'll
tell you that later . . . In those years, we lived on Rue de la
Convention. I didn't like the apartment. I didn’t like the
way she had decorated it. It was suffocating: too much
furniture, too many knickknacks, too many photos of us,
too much of everything. I'm telling you this, but it’s not
important. I went back to that apartment to sleep and be-
cause my family lived there, period. One evening, she
asked me to take her out to dinner. We went to a place just
down the street, a horrible pizzeria. The neon lights made
her look awtful, and since she was already wearing the face
of an outraged wife, they didn’t help any. It was cruel, but
I hadn’t done it on purpose, you see. I opened the door of
the first cheap place I saw . .. I knew what was coming,
and I had no desire to be far from my bed. And, as it turns
out, it didn’t take her long to get started. She had barely
laid down the menu when she broke down sobbing.
“She knew everything. That it was a younger woman.
She knew how long it had lasted and understood why
I was always away from home now. She couldn’t take it

any longer. I was a monster. Did she deserve this much
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contempt? Did she deserve to be treated this way? Like a
scullery maid? At first, she had looked the other way. She
suspected something, but she trusted me. She thought it
was just one of those things, a thrill, the need to seduce.
Something to bolster my virility. And then there was my
job. My work, so exhausting, so hard. And she—she had
been occupied with setting up the new house. She
couldn’t manage everything at once. She couldn’t fight
every fire! She had trusted me! And then I had fallen ill
and she had looked the other way. But now, now she
couldn’t take it anymore. No, she couldn’t take me any-
more. My egotism, my contempt, the way in which—At
that exact moment, the waiter interrupted her and, within
a split second, she had switched masks. With a smile, she
asked him a question about the tortellini something-or-
other. I was fascinated. When he turned to me, I managed
to stammer out, ‘The ... the same as Madame. I hadn’t
given the damn menu a single thought, you see. Not for
asecond ..

“That was when I took the full measure of Suzanne’s
strength. Her immense strength. She’s like a steamroller.
That was when I knew that she was by far the sturdier of
the two of us, and that nothing could really touch her. In
fact, all of this was about her personal timetable. She was
taking me to task because her beach house was finally fin-
ished. The last picture had been hung, the last curtain rod
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put up, and she finally turned in my direction and had
been horrified by what she had discovered.

“I barely said a word, I defended myself halt-heartedly.
As I told you, I had already lost Mathilde by that point . . ”

“I looked across the table at my wife getting upset in a mis-
erable pizzeria in the fifteenth arrondissement in Paris,
and I turned off the sound.”

“She gesticulated, let big tears roll down her cheeks, blew
her nose, and wiped her plate with a piece of bread. All the
while, I twirled two or three strands of spaghetti around my
fork without ever managing to raise them to my mouth. I
also wanted very much to cry, but I stopped myself'. . ”

“Why did you stop yourself?”

“A question of education, I suppose . . . And I still felt
so fragile . . . I couldn’t take the risk of letting myself go.
Not there. Not then. Not with her. Not in that awful
place. I was . .. How shall I say . . . barely in one piece.

“Then she told me that she had gone to see a lawyer to
start divorce proceedings. Suddenly I started paying atten-
tion. A lawyer? Suzanne was asking for a divorce? I never
imagined that things had gone that far, that she had been
hurt that much . . . She went to see a woman, the sister-
in-law of one of her friends. She had hesitated but on the
way back from a weekend here, she had made up her
mind. She had decided in the car, when I hadn’t spoken to
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her once except to ask if she had change for the tollbooth.
She had invented a sort of conjugal Russian roulette: if
Pierre speaks to me, I'll stay; if he doesn’t, I'll divorce him.

“I was disconcerted. I never thought she was the gam-
bling type.

“She pulled herself together and looked at me more
self~confidently. Of course, she wanted to lay it all out. My
trips, ever longer and more frequent, my lack of interest in
family life, my neglected children, the report cards I never
signed. All the lost years she had spent organizing every-
thing around me. For my well-being, for the company.
The company that belonged to her family, to her, inciden-
tally, the sacrifices she had made. How she had cared for
my poor mother right up until the end. Everything really,
everything she needed to say, plus everything that lawyers
like to hear in order to put a price tag on the whole mess.

“But with that, I felt back to my old self. We were now
on familiar territory. What did she want? Money? How
much? If she had given me a figure, I would have had my
checkbook on the table.

“But no, she had my number, did I think I could get
out of it that easily? I was so pathetic . . . She started to
cry again between bites of tiramisu. Why couldn’t I un-
derstand anything? Life wasn’t just about power struggles.
Money couldn’t buy everything. Or buy everything back.
Was I going to pretend that I didn’t understand anything?
Didn’t I have a heart? [ was really pathetic. Pathetic . . .



80  Anna Gavalda
“‘But why don’t you ask for a divorce?” I finally
blurted out, exasperated, ‘T’ll take all the blame. All of it,
you hear? Even how awful my mother was, I'll be glad to
sign something and acknowledge it if that would make
you happy, but please don’t drag the lawyers into it, I beg
you. Tell me how much you want instead’

“I had cut her to the quick.

“She lifted her head and looked me in the eye. It was
the first time in years that we had looked at each other
that long. I searched for something else in her face. Our
youth, perhaps ... A time when I didn’t make her cry.
When I didn’t make any woman cry, and when the very
idea of sitting at a table and hashing out one’s love life
seemed inconceivable.

“But there was nothing there, only the slightly sad ex-
pression of a defeated spouse who was about to make a
confession. She hadn’t gone back to see the lawyer be-
cause she didn’t have the heart. She loved her life, her
house, her children, her neighborhood shops . . . She was
ashamed to admit it, and yet it was true: she didn’t have
the courage to leave me.

“The courage.

“I could run after women if that pleased me, I could
have affairs if that was reassuring, but she—she wasn’t leav-
ing. She didn’t want to lose what she had. Her social stand-
ing. Our friends, our relations, our children’s friends. And

then there was her brand-new house, where we hadn’t even
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spent one night . . . [t was a risk she didn’t want to take. Af-
ter all, what good would it do? There were men who had
cheated on their wives . . . Lots of them, even . .. She had
finally told her story and had been disappointed by how ba-
nal it was. That’s just how things were. The fault lay in what
hangs between our legs. She just had to grin and bear it, let
the storm pass. She had taken the first step, but the idea of
no longer being Mrs. Pierre Dippel had drained her of her
courage. That was how it was, and too bad for her. With-
out the children, without me, she wasn’t worth much.

“I offered her my handkerchief. ‘It all right, she
added, forcing herself to smile. ‘It’s all right . . . I'm stay-
ing with you because I couldn’t think of a better idea. For
once, I was badly organized. Me, the one who always an-
ticipates everything. I...It was too much for me, I
guess” She smiled through her tears.

“I patted her hand. It was finished. I was here. I wasn’t
with anyone else. No one. It was over. It was over . . .

“Opver coffee we chatted about the owner’s mustache and
how awful the décor was.

“Two old friends covered with scars.

“We had lifted up a huge rock and had let it fall back
immediately.

“It was too awful to look at what was crawling under-

neath”
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“That night, in the darkness, I took Suzanne chastely in
my arms. I couldn’t do any more than that.

“For me, it was another sleepless night. Her confes-
sion, instead of reassuring me, had left me completely
shaken. I should mention that I felt terrible at the time.
Terrible, really terrible. Everything rubbed me the wrong
way. I found myself in a completely depressing situation:
[ had lost the woman I loved and had just learned that I
had hurt the other one. What a scene . . . I had lost the
love of my life to stay with a woman who would never
leave me because of her cheese shop and her butcher. It
was impossible, everything was destroyed. Neither Mathilde
nor Suzanne had deserved that. I had ruined everything.
I had never felt so miserable in all my life . . .

“The medications [ was taking didn’t make things any
easier, that’s for certain, but if I had had more courage, I
would have hung myself that night.”

He tipped his head back to drain his glass.

“And Suzanne? She’s not unhappy with you .. .”

“Oh, you think so? How can you say something like
that? Did she say that she was happy?”

“No. Not like that. She didn’t say it, but she gave me
to understand . . . Anyway, she’s not the type of woman
to stop for a moment to ask if she is happy . . .”

“You're right, she isn’t the type ... That’s where her
strength lies, by the way. You know, if I was so miserable
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that night, it was really on account of her. When I see
what she has turned into . .. So bourgeois, so conven-
tional . . . If you could have seen what a little number she
was when I met her . .. 'm not happy with what I did,
really, it’s nothing to be proud of. I suffocated her. I
wilted her. For me, she was always the one who was
there. Within reach. Close to hand. On the end of the
phone. With the children. In the kitchen. A sort of vestal
who spent the money that I earned and made our little
world go around comfortably and without complaining.
I never looked any further than the end of my nose.

“Which of her secrets had I found out? None. Did I
ask her about herself, about her childhood, her memo-
ries, her regrets, her weariness, our physical relations, her
faded hopes, her dreams? No. Never. Nothing. I wasn’t
interested.”

“Don’t take it too much to heart, Pierre. You can’t
carry all the blame. Self-flagellation has its charms, but
still . . . You don’t make a very convincing Saint Sebas-

>

tian, you know . .’

“I like that, you don’t let me get away with anything.
You’re the one who keeps me straight . . . That’s why I
hate to lose you. Who’s going to take a shot at me when
you’re no longer here?”

“We’ll have lunch together every once in a while . . .”

“Promise?”
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“Yes.”

“You say that but you’ll never do it, I know .. ”

“We’ll make a ritual out of it, the first Friday of the
month, for example . . ”

“Why Friday?”

“Because I love a good fish dish! You'll take me to
good restaurants, right?”

“The best!”

“All right, now I'm reassured . . . But it won’t be for a
long time . . ”

“A long time?”

“Yes.”

“How long?”

I said nothing.

“Fine. I can wait.”
I poked at a log.

“To come back to Suzanne . . . Her bourgeois side, as you
say. You had nothing to do with it, and it’s a good thing.
There are some things that are all hers without any of your
help. It’s like those English products that proclaim ‘By ap-
pointment to Her Majesty the Queen.” Suzanne became
who she is without any need for your ‘appointment. You
can be annoying, but youre not all-powerful! That Lady
Bountiful routine of hers, chasing after sales and recipes,

she didn’t need you to create that whole show for her. It
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comes naturally, as they say. It’s in her blood, that I dust, I
remark, I judge, and I forgive side of her. It’s exhausting; it ex-
hausts me, anyway—the parceling out of her good deeds,
and God knows she has plenty of good deeds, right?”

“Yes. God knows . .. Would you like something to
drink?”

“No, thanks.”

“Some herbal tea, perhaps?”

“No, no. I'm fine getting slowly drunk . . ”

“All right then, I'll leave you in peace.”

“Pierre?”
“Yes?”
“I can’t get over it.”
“Over what?”
“What you’ve just told me . . ”
“I can’t either.”

“And Adrien?”

“What about him?”

“Will you tell him?”

“What would I tell him?”

“Well . . . all of that...”

“Adrien came to see me, believe it or not.”

“When?”

“Last week, and . . . I didn’t tell him about it. I mean,
[ didn’t talk about myself, but I listened . . .”
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“What did he tell you?”

“What I told you, what I already knew . .. That he
was unhappy, that he didn’t know where he was going
anymore . . .”

“He came to confide in you?!”

“Yes.”

I began to cry again.

“Does that surprise you?”

I shook my head.

“I feel betrayed. Even you ... You...I hate that. |
would never do that to someone, [—"

“Calm down. You’re mixing everything up. Who said
anything about betrayal? Where is the treason? He
showed up without warning, and as soon as I saw him I
suggested that we go out. [ switched oft my cell phone
and we went down to the parking garage. As soon as I
started up the car, he said to me, ‘I'm going to leave
Chloé’ I remained calm. We drove up into the open air.
I didn’t want to ask questions, I waited for him to speak . . .
Always this problem of which thread to pull . . .1 didn’t
want to rush things. I didn’t know what to do. I was a bit
shaken up, to tell you the truth. I turned on to the Paris
ring road and opened the ashtray.”

“And then?” I added.

“And then nothing. He’s married, he has two children.
He had thought it over. He thought that it was worth—"

“Shut up, please shut up . . . I know the rest.”
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[ got up to get the roll of paper towels.

“You must be proud of him, eh? It’s great what he did,
right? There’s a man for you! What courage. What sweet
revenge—he really got you there! What sweet revenge . .

“Don’t use that tone of voice.”

“I'll use any tone I want, and I'm going to tell you
what I think . . . You’re even worse than he is. You, you
ruined everything. Oh yes, beneath your high-minded
attitude, you’ve ruined everything and you’re using him,
using his sleeping around to comfort yourself. I think
that’s pathetic. You make me sick, both of you.”

“You're talking nonsense. You know that, don’t you? You
know that you're talking nonsense?”

He spoke to me very gently.

“If it was just a question of sleeping around, like you say,
we wouldn’t be here, and you know it . . .

“Chloé, talk to me.”

“I'm a royal bitch...No, don’t contradict me for
once. It would make me very happy for you to not con-
tradict me.”

“Can I make a confession? A very difficult confession?”

“Go ahead, given the state 'min ...

“I think that it’s a good thing.”

“That what’s a good thing?”

“What’s happened to you . . .”
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“Becoming a royal bitch?”

“No, that Adrien left. I think that you deserve bet-
ter . . . Better than this forced happiness . . . Better than
filing your nails in the Métro while flipping through your
organizer, better than Firmin-Gédon Square, better than
what the two of you had become. It’s shocking that I'm
telling you this, isn’t it? And what business is it of mine,
anyway? It’s shocking, but too bad. 'm not going to pre-
tend, I care about you too much. I don’t think that
Adrien was up to your level. He was a little out of his
league with you. That’s what I think . . .

“I know, it’s shocking because hes my son and I
shouldn’t talk about him that way. But there you are, I'm
an old bastard and I don’t give a damn about appearances.
I’'m telling you this because I believe in you. You . . . You
weren’t really properly loved. And if you could be as
honest as I am right this minute, you'd act oftended, but
you'd think exactly the same thing.”

“You're talking nonsense.”

“And there you are. That little offended air of yours . .

“So now you're a psychoanalyst?”

“Haven’t you ever heard that little voice inside that
pokes you from time to time, to remind you that you
weren't really properly loved?”

“No.”

“No?”

“No.”
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“All right. I guess I'm wrong . . .”

He leaned forward, pressing on his knees.

“I think that someday you should get out of there.”

“Out of where?”

“The basement.”

“You've really got an opinion about everything, don’t
you?”

“No. Not about everything. Why are you slaving away
in the basement of a museum when you know what you’re
capable of ? It’s a waste of time. What is it you do? Copies?
Plaster casts? You're tinkering. Who cares? And how long
are you going to do it? Until you retire? Don’t tell me
you’re happy in that hellhole stuffed with civil servants . .

“No, no,” I said ironically, “I would never say that, rest
assured.”

“If T was your lover, I would grab you by the nape of
your neck and drag you back up into the light. You're
really talented with your hands and you know it. Accept
it. Accept your gifts. Take responsibility. I would sit you
down somewhere and tell you, ‘It’s up to you now. It’s
your move, Chloé. Show us what you’re made of.’”

“And what if I don’t have anything?”

“Well, it would be the moment to find out. And stop
biting your lip, it’s not becoming.”

“Why is it you have so many good ideas for other
people and so few for yourself?”



90  Anna Gavalda
“I've already answered that question.”
“What is 1t?”
“I thought I heard Marion crying.”
“I didn’t h—"
“Shhh.”

“It’s okay, she went back to sleep.”
[ sat back down and pulled the blanket over me.
“Shall I go see?”
“No, no. Let’s wait a little.”

“And what do you think I deserve, Mr. Know-It-All?”
“You deserve to be treated like what you are.”
“Which is...?”

“Like a princess. A modern princess.”

“Pftt . . . That’s ridiculous.”

“Yes, I'm prepared to say anything. Anything if that
makes you smile . . . Smile for me, Chloé.”

“You’re crazy”

He got up.

“Ah . .. that’s perfect! I like that better. You starting to
say fewer stupid things . . . Yes, [ am crazy, and you know
what I say? I'm crazy and I'm hungry. What could I eat
tor dessert?”

“Look in the fridge. You’ll have to finish the girls’ yo-
gurts . ..

“Where are they?”
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“Down on the bottom.”
“Those little pink things?”
(‘Yes'7’

“It’s not so bad . .
He licked his spoon.
“Do you see what they’re called?”
“No.”
“Look, it fits you perfectly.”
“Little Rascals . . . That’s clever”

“We should probably get to bed, don’t you think?”

“Yes.”

“Are you sleepy?”

I was upset.

“How can you expect me to sleep with everything
that’s been churned up? I feel like I'm stirring a huge
cauldron . ..”

“I untie knots while you stir your cauldron. It’s funny,
the images we use . . .”

“You the mathematician and me the grandma.”

“The grandma? Rubbish. My princess a grandma . . .
The number of ridiculous things you’ve said tonight.”

“You're a pain in the neck, aren’t you?”

“Very much so.”
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“Why?”

“I don’t know. Perhaps because I say what I think. It’s
not all that common . . . I'm no longer afraid of not be-
ing liked.”

“What about by me?”

“Oh, you; you like me, I'm not worried about that!”

“Pierre?”

“Yes?”

“What happened with Mathilde?”

He looked at me. He opened his mouth and closed it
again. He crossed and uncrossed his legs. He got up. He
poked the fire and stirred the embers. He lowered his
head and murmured:

“Nothing. Nothing happened. Or very little. So few
days, so few hours . . . Almost nothing, really.”

“You don’t want to talk about it?”

“I don’t know.”

“You never saw her again?”

“Yes, once. A few years ago. In the gardens of the
Palais-Royal . . ”

“And then?”

“And then nothing.”

“How did you meet her?”

“You know . . . if I start, I don’t know when I'll stop.”

“I told you I wasn't sleepy.”

He began to examine Paul’s drawing. The words didn’t
come easily.
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“When was it?”

“It was . . . I saw her for the first time on June 8, 1978,
in Hong Kong at about eleven o’clock, local time. We
met on the nineteenth floor of the Hyatt Tower in the
office of a Mr. Singh, who needed me to drill some-
where in Taiwan. You find this funny?”

“Yes, because it’s so precise. She worked with you?”

“She was my translator.”

“From Chinese?”

“No, from English.”

“But you speak English, don’t you?”

“Not well. Not well enough to handle this type of
thing; it was too subtle. When you get to that level, it’s no
longer language, it’s like magic tricks. You miss one innu-
endo and you’re out of your depth. What’s more, I didn’t
know the exact terms to translate the technical jargon we
were using that day, and to top it oft, I could never get
used to the Chinese accent. I feel like I hear ‘ting ting’ at
the end of every word. Not to mention the words that I
don’t even understand.”

“And so0?”

“And so I was confused. I had expected to be working
with an old Englishman, a local translator with whom
Francoise had flirted on the phone, “You’ll see, he’s a real
gentleman . . ]

“My foot! There I was, under pressure, jet-lagged,
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anxious, tied up in knots, shaking like a leaf, and not an
Englishman in sight. It was a huge deal, enough to keep
the business going for two years. I don’t know if you can
understand . . 7

“What were you selling, exactly?”

“Storage tanks.”

“Storage tanks?”

“Yes, but wait. These weren’t just ordinary storage
tanks, they were—"

“No, no, I don't care! Keep going!”

“So, as I said, I was at the end of my rope. I had worked
on this project for months, and I had a huge amount of
money tied up in it. I had put the company in debt, and I
had even invested my personal savings. With this deal, I
could slow the closing of a factory near Nancy. Eighteen
employees. I had Suzanne’s brothers on my back; I knew
they wanted to get even, and they were not going to be
nice about it, those worthless— What’s more, I had a fe-
rocious case of diarrhea. 'm sorry to be so prosaic, but . . .
Anyway, | walked into that office as if I were going into
battle, and when I learned that I was putting my life in the
hands of . . . of . . . this creature, I nearly fainted.”

“But why?”

“The oil business 1s a very macho world, you see. It has
changed somewhat now, but at the time, you didn’t see
many women.”

“And you too . .
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“What about me?”
“You're a little macho yourself.”
He didn’t say no.

“Hold on—Put yourself in my place for a moment. I was
expecting to be greeted by an old phlegmatic Englishman,
someone with a mustache and a rumpled suit who was well
versed in the colonial ways of doing things, and there I was
shaking the hand of a young woman and casting sidelong
glances at her décolleté . .. No, believe me, it was too
much. [ didn’t need that . . . I felt the ground give way un-
der my feet. She explained that Mr. Magoo was ill, that
they had sent for her yesterday evening, and then she shook
my hand very hard to give me strength. Anyway, that’s
what she told me afterward: that she had shaken me until
my teeth rattled because she thought I looked rather pale.”

“His name was really Mr. Magoo?”

“No. I'm just making that up.”

“What happened next?”

“I whispered in her ear: ‘But I hope you’re aware . . . |
mean, of the technical data...It’s pretty specific...I
don’t know if they alerted you . . ” And then she gave me
this marvelous smile. The type of smile that more or less
says, ‘Shhh . .. Don’t try to confuse me, little man’

“I was devastated.

“I leaned into her lovely little neck. She smelled good.
She smelled wonderfully good . . . Everything was mixed
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up in my head. It was a catastrophe. She sat across from
me, just to the right of a vigorous Chinese man who had
me by the balls, pardon the expression. She rested her
chin on her crossed fingers and threw me confident
glances to give me strength. There was something cruel
in those little half-smiles; I was completely in a daze and
I was aware of it. I stopped breathing. I crossed my arms
over my stomach to cover my paunch and prayed to
heaven. I was at her mercy, and I was about to live the
most wonderful hours of my life.”

“You tell a good story . . "

“You're making fun of me.”

“No, no! Not at all!”’

“Yes, you are. You’re making fun of me. I'll stop.”

“No, please! Absolutely not. And then what hap-
pened?”

“You broke my momentum.”

“I won'’t say anything more.”

He was silent.

“And then?”

“And then what?”

“And then how did it go with Mr. Singh?”

“You're smiling. Why are you smiling? Tell me!”

“I'm smiling because it was incredible . . . Because she
was incredible . . . Because the whole situation was com-
pletely incredible . .
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“Stop smiling to yourself! Tell me, Pierre! Tell me!”

“Well . . . First she pulled a case from her bag, a small,
plastic, imitation crocodile eyeglass case. She did it very
selt-importantly. Then she balanced a horrible pair of
spectacles on her nose. You know, those severe little
glasses with white metal frames. The kind that retired
schoolteachers wear. And from that moment on, her face
closed up. She ceased to look at me in the same way. She
held my gaze and waited for me to recite my lesson.

“I talked, she translated. I was fascinated because she
started her sentences before I finished mine. I don’t know
how she pulled it off; it was a tour de force. She listened
and spoke nearly at the same time. It was simultaneous
translation. It was fascinating . .. Really ... At first, I
spoke slowly, and then more and more quickly. I think
that I was trying to rattle her a bit. She didn’t bat an eye.
On the contrary, she got a kick out of finishing my sen-
tences before I did. She was already making me feel just
how predictable I was . . .

“And then she got up to translate some charts on a
board. I took advantage of the situation to look at her
legs. She had a little old-world side to her, outmoded,
completely anachronistic. She was wearing a plaid knee-
length skirt, a dark green twinset, and—Now why are
you laughing?”

“Because you used the word ‘twinset” It makes me

laugh.”
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“Really, I don’t see what’s so funny! What else am |
supposed to say?”

“Nothing, nothing . . .”

“You're such a pain . .

“I'll be quiet, I'll be quiet.”

“Even her brassiere was old-fashioned. She had pushed-
up breasts like the girls in my youth. They were nice, not
too large, slightly spread, pointed . .. Pushed up. And I
was fascinated by her stomach. A round little stomach,
round like a bird’s belly. An adorable little stomach that
stretched the pattern on her skirt and that I found . .. I
could already feel it beneath my hands . . . I was trying to
get a glimpse of her feet when [ saw she was upset. She
had stopped speaking. She was completely pink. Her
forehead, her cheeks, her neck were pink. Pink as a little
shrimp. She looked at me, alarmed.

“What’s happening?’ I asked her.

“You . .. Didn’t you understand what he said?’

‘Um . . . no. What did he say?’

“You didn’t understand or you didn’t hear?’

‘T...Idon’t know...Ididn’t hear, I think ..’

She stared at the ground. She was overcome. I imagined
the worst, a disaster, a mistake, a huge blunder . . . while
she straightened her hair, in my mind I was already clos-
ing down the business.

“What’s happened? Is there a problem?’
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Mr. Singh laughed, said something to her that I still
couldn’t understand. I was completely lost. I didn’t un-
derstand a thing. I looked like a complete idiot!

‘But what did he say? Tell me what he said!’

She stammered.

‘It’s hopeless, is that it?’

‘No, no, I don’t think so . .’

‘Then what is it?’

‘Mr. Singh is wondering if it is a good idea to discuss
such an important deal with you today . . .

‘But why? What is not going right?’

I turned to him to reassure him. I nodded idiotically,
and tried the winning smile of a confident French busi-
nessman. [ must have seemed ridiculous . . . And the big
boss just kept on laughing ... He was so pleased with
himself that you couldn’t see his eyes.

‘Did I say something wrong?’

‘No?

‘Did you say something wrong?’

‘Me? Of course not! All I'm doing is repeating your
gobbledygook.

‘Then what is it?’

I could feel sweat running down my sides.

She laughed and fanned herself. She seemed a bit
nervous.

‘Mr. Singh says that you are not concentrating.’
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‘But I am, I am concentrating! I am concentrating very
hard! Je suis trés concentré!”

‘No, no, he answered, shaking his head.

‘Mr. Singh says that you are not concentrating because
you are falling in love, and Mr. Singh does not want to do
business with a Frenchman who is falling in love. He says
that it is too dangerous.

It was my turn to go crimson.

‘No, no ... Non, non! Ca va. I'm fine, I mean, I am
calm...I...1..’

And to her I said:

‘Tell him that it is not true. That it’s fine. That every-
thing is fine. Tell him that . . . [ am okay. Yes, yes, I'm okay.’

I fidgeted.

She smiled one of those little smiles from earlier.

‘That it’s not true?’

What kind of shit had I gotten myself into?

‘No, I mean, yes, uh...no, I mean thats not the
problem . . . I mean, that’s not a problem . ..I... There
IS no problem, I am fine!l’

“I think they were all making fun of me. The big boss,
his associates, and this young lady.

“She didn’t try to make it easy on me:

‘Is it true or not true?’

What nerve! Was this really the moment?

‘It’s not true, I lied.

‘Oh, all right then! You had me worried . ..
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What a ball-buster, 1 thought again to myself.
“She had completely wiped me out.”

“And then?”

“And then we got back to work. Very professionally.
Like nothing had happened. I was drenched with sweat. I
felt like someone had electrocuted me and I had definitely
lost my edge ... I didn’t look at her anymore. I didn’t
want to. I wished that she didn’t exist. I couldn’t turn in
her direction. I wanted her to disappear down a hole and
to disappear with her. And the more I ignored her, the
more I fell in love with her. It was exactly like I told you
a while ago, it was like a sickness. You know how it goes:
you sneeze once, twice. You shiver, and boom. It’s too
late. What’s done is done. It was the same thing: 1 was
caught, I was done for. It was hopeless and when she re-
peated the words of old Mr. Singh, I plunged into my files
headfirst. She must have had fun. This ordeal lasted nearly
three hours . . . What is it? Are you cold?”

“A little, but I'm fine, 'm okay . . . Go on. What hap-
pened then?”

He leaned over to help me pull up the coverlet.

“After that, nothing. Afterward ... I told you, I had
already experienced the best part. .. Afterward ... It
was . . . Afterward it got sadder.”

“But not right away?”

“No, not right away. There were still some good
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times . . . But all the moments we shared after that meet-
ing, it was as if I had stolen them .. .”

“Stolen them from whom?”

“From whom? From what? If only I knew . . .

“Afterward, I gathered up my papers and put the cap
back on my pen. I got up, I shook the hands of my tor-
mentors and left the room. And in the elevator, when the
doors closed, I really felt like I had fallen in a hole. I was
exhausted, empty, totally wrung out and on the verge of
tears. Nerves, [ suppose . . . I felt so miserable, so alone . . .
Alone, above all. I went back to my hotel room, ordered
a whiskey and ran a bath. I didn’t even know her name. |
knew nothing about her. I made a list of what I did
know: she spoke remarkably good English. She was intel-
ligent . . . Very intelligent . . . Perhaps too intelligent? I
was flabbergasted by her technical, scientific, and steel-
making knowledge. She was a brunette. She was very
pretty. She was . . . let’s see . . . about five foot four. She
made fun of me. She wasn’t wearing a wedding ring and
she gave the impression of having the cutest little stom-
ach. She . . . what else? I began to lose hope as my bath
cooled.

“That evening, I went to dinner with some of the
men from Comex. I ate nothing. I agreed with every-
thing, and answered yes or no without knowing what I
was saying. She haunted me.

“She haunted me, do you understand?”
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He knelt in front of the fire and slowly worked the
bellows.

“When I returned to the hotel, the receptionist
handed me a message with my key. In small handwriting
I read:

It wasn’t true?

“She was sitting at the bar, watching me and smiling.

“I walked over, lightly hitting myself in the chest.

“My poor heart had stopped and I was trying to get it
working again.

“I was so happy. I hadn’t lost her. Not yet.

“So happy and also surprised because she had changed
her outfit. Now she was wearing an old pair of blue jeans
and a shapeless T-shirt.”

“You changed your clothes?’

‘Um. . .yes’

‘But why?’

“When you saw me earlier, I was in a sort of disguise.
I dress that way when I work with old-school Chinese
types. I figured out that the old-fashioned look pleased
them, reassured them...I don’t know ... They feel
more confident . .. [ dress up like a maiden aunt and |
become harmless’

‘But you didn’t look like a maiden aunt, I can assure
you! You . .. You were just fine ... You...I...I mean,
it’s a shame—’

‘That I changed clothes?’
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“Yes

‘So you like me harmless, too?’

She smiled. I melted.

‘T don’t think that you are any less dangerous in your
little plaid skirt. I don’t think so at all, not in the least lit-
tle bit’

“We ordered Chinese beers. Her name was Mathilde, she
was thirty years old, and although she had astounded me,
she couldn’t take all the credit: her father and her two
brothers worked for Shell. She knew the jargon by heart.
She had lived in every oil-producing country in the world,
had gone to fifty schools, and knew how to swear in every
language. She couldn’t say exactly where she lived. She
owned nothing, just memories. And friends. She loved her
work, translating thoughts and juggling with words. She
was in Hong Kong at the moment because all she had to
do to find work was hold out her hand. She loved that city
where the skyscrapers spring up overnight and where you
can eat in a cheap joint a few steps down the road. She
loved the energy of the place. She had spent a few years in
France when she was a child, and occasionally returned to
see her cousins. One day she would buy a house there. It
didn’t really matter what kind of house or where, as long
as there were cows and a fireplace. She laughed as she said
that, because she was afraid of cows! She stole cigarettes

from me and answered all my questions by first rolling her
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eyes. She asked me a few, but I ducked them. I wanted to
listen to her, I wanted to hear the sound of her voice, that
slight accent, her way of putting things that was hesitant
and old-fashioned. I took it all in. I wanted to immerse
myself in her, in her face. I already adored her neck, her
hands, the shape of her nails, her slightly rounded fore-
head, her adorable little nose, her beauty marks, the rings
under her eyes, those serious eyes. ..l was completely
head over heels. You’re smiling again.”

“I don’t recognize you.”

“Are you still cold?”

“No, it’s fine.”

“She fascinated me . ..I wanted the world to stop
turning, for the night to never end. I didn’t want to leave
her. Not ever. I wanted to stay slumped in that armchair
and listen to her recount her life until the end of time. I
wanted the impossible. Without knowing it, I had set the
tone of our relationship . . . time in suspension, unreal,
impossible to hold on to, to retain. Impossible to savor,
also. And then she got up. She had to be at work early in
the morning. For Singh and Co. again. She really loved
that old fox, but she had to get some sleep, because he
was tough! I stood up at the same time. My heart failed
me again. I was afraid of losing her. I mumbled some-
thing while she put on her jacket.

‘Excuse me?’

‘Imafrloosngou’
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“What did you say?’
‘T said I'm afraid of losing you.

“She smiled. She said nothing. She smiled and swung

lightly back and forth, holding on to the collar of her

jacket. I kissed her. Her mouth was closed. I kissed her

smile. She shook her head and gently gave me a little push.
“I could have fallen over backward.”

“That’s all?”

“Yes.”

“You don’t want to tell me the rest, is that it? It gets
X-rated?”

“Not at all! Not at all, my dear . .. She left and I sat
back down. I spent the rest of the night in a reverie,
smoothing her little note on my thigh. Nothing very
steamy, you see . . .

“Oh! Well, anyway . . . it was your thigh . . .”

“My dear, how stupid you are.”

I giggled.

“But why did she come back, then?”

“That’s exactly what I asked myself that night, and the
next day, and the day after and all the other days until I
saw her again . . ”

“When did you see her next?”
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“Two months later. She landed in my office one
evening in the middle of August. I wasn’t expecting any-
one. I had come back from vacation a little early to work
while it was still calm. The door opened and it was her.
She had dropped by just like that. By chance. She had just
been in Normandy, and was waiting for a friend to call to
know when she would leave again. She looked me up in
the telephone directory and voila.

“She brought back a pen I had left halfway around the
world. She had forgotten to give it to me in the bar, but
this time she remembered it right away and was digging
around in her bag.

“She hadn’t changed. I mean, I hadn’t idealized her,
and I asked her:

‘But . . . you came just for that? Because of the pen?’

“Yes, of course. Its a beautiful pen. I thought you
might be attached to it/

“She held it out to me, smiling. It was a Bic. A red
Bic pen.

“I didn’t know what to do. I ... She took me in her

arms and I was overcome. The world was mine.”

“We walked across Paris holding hands. Along the Seine,
from Trocadero all the way to the Ile de la Cité. It was a
magnificent evening. It was hot, and the light was soft.
The sun never seemed to set. We were like two tourists,

carefree, filled with wonder, coats slung over our shoulders
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and fingers entwined. I played tour guide. I hadn’t walked
like that in years. I rediscovered my city. We ate at the
Place Dauphine and spent the following days in her hotel
room. I remember the first evening. Her salty taste. She
must have bathed right before taking the train. I got up in
the night because I was thirsty. I . . . It was marvelous.

“It was marvelous and completely false. Nothing was
real. This wasn’t life. This wasn’t Paris. It was the month
of August. I wasn’t a tourist. I wasn't single. I was lying. I
was lying to myself, to her, to my family. She wasn’t
fooled, and when the party was over, when it was time
tor the telephone calls and the lies, she left.

“At the boarding gate, she told me:

‘I'm going to try to live without you. I hope I'll find

away...
“I didn’t have the courage to kiss her.”

“That evening, I ate at the Drugstore. I was suftering. I
was suffering as if part of me was missing, like someone
had cut off an arm or a leg. It was an incredible sensation.
[ didn’t know what had happened to me. I remember that
I drew two silhouettes on a paper napkin. The one on the
left was her from the front, and the one on the right was
her from the back. I tried to remember the exact location
of her beauty marks, and when the waiter came over and

saw all those little dots, he asked if I was an acupunctur-
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ist. I didn’t know what had happened to me, but I knew
it was something serious! For several days, I had been my-
self. Nothing more or less than myself. When I was with
her, I had the impression that I was a good guy . . . It was
as simple as that. I didn’t know that I could be a good guy.

“I loved this woman. I loved this Mathilde. I loved the
sound of her voice, her spirit, her laugh, her take on the
world, that sort of fatalism you see in people who have
been everywhere. I loved her laugh, her curiosity, her dis-
cretion, her spinal column, her slightly bulging hips, her
silences, her tenderness, and . . . all the rest. Everything . . .
Everything. I prayed that she wouldn’t be able to live
without me. I wasn’t thinking about the consequences of
our encounter. I had just discovered that life was much
gayer when you were happy. It took me forty-two years
to find it out, and I was so dazzled that I forced myself to
not ruin everything by fixing my gaze on the horizon. I

was on cloud nine.”
He refilled our glasses.

“From that moment on, I became a workaholic. I spent
most of my time in the office. I was the first to arrive and
the last to leave. I worked on Saturdays, and couldn’t wait
for Sundays to be over. I invented all kinds of pretexts. |
finally landed the contract with Taiwan and was able to
maneuver more freely. I took advantage of the situation
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to pile on extra projects, more or less sensible. And all of
it, all of those insane days and hours were for one reason:
because I hoped that she would call.

“Somewhere on the planet there was a woman—
perhaps around the corner, perhaps ten thousand kilome-
ters away—and the only thing that mattered was that she
would be able to reach me.

“I was confident and full of energy. I think I was fairly
happy at that time in my life because even if I wasn’t with
her, I knew she existed. That was already incredible.

“A few days before Christmas, I heard from her. She
was coming to France and asked if I would be free for
lunch the following week. We decided to meet in the
same little wine bar. However, it was no longer summer,
and when she reached for my hand, I swiftly drew it
back. ‘Do they know you here?” she asked, hiding a smile.

“I had hurt her. I was so unhappy. I gave her my hand
back, but she didn’t take it. The sky darkened, and we still
hadn’t found each other. I met her that same evening in
another hotel room, and when I was finally able to run
my fingers through her hair, I started to live again.

“I ... Iloved making love with her.”

“The following afternoon, we met in the same spot, and
the day after that . . . Then it was the day before Christ-
mas Eve, we were going to part. I wanted to ask her what

her plans were, but I couldn’t seem to open my mouth. I
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was afraid—there was something in my gut that kept me
from smiling at her.

“She was sitting on the bed. I came up to her and laid
my head on her thigh.

“What'’s going to become of us?’ she asked.

I didn’t say a word.

“Yesterday, when you left me here in this hotel room in
the middle of the afternoon, I told myself that I would
never go through this again. Never again, is that clear?
Never . . . I got dressed, and I went out. I didn’t know
where to go. I don’t want to do this again; I can’t lie
down with you in a hotel room and then have you walk
out the door afterward. It’s too difticult.

She had a hard time getting her words out.

‘I promised myself that I would never go through this
again with a man who would make me suffer. I don’t
think I deserve it, is that clear? I don’t deserve it. So that’s
why I'm asking you: What’s going to become of us?’

[ stayed silent.

“You have nothing to say? I thought so. What could
you say, anyway? What could you possibly do? You have
your wife and your kids. And me, what am I? I'm almost
nothing in your life. I live so far away . . . so far away and
so strangely ... don’t know how to live like other
people. No house, no furniture, no cat, no cookbooks,
no plans. I thought I was the smart one, that I understood
lite better than other people. I was proud of myself for
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not falling into the trap. And then you came along, and I
feel completely at sea.

‘And now I'd like to slow down a bit because I found
out that life is wonderful with you. I told you I was going
to try to live without you . . . I tried and I tried, but I'm
not that strong; I think about you all the time. So I'm ask-
ing you now and maybe for the last time: What do you
plan to do with me?’

‘Love you’

“What else?’

‘I promise that I will never leave you behind in a hotel
room ever again. I promise you.

And then I turned and put my head back between her
thighs. She lifted me up by the hair.

‘And what else?’

‘T love you. I'm only happy when I'm with you. I love
only you.I...I...Trustme..’

“She let go of my head and our conversation ended
there. I took her tenderly, but she didn’t let herself go, she
just let it happen. It’s not the same thing.”

“What happened after that?”

“After that we parted for the first time . . . I say ‘the
first time’ because we broke it off so many times. . .
Then I called her . . . I begged her . . . I found an excuse
to return to China. I saw her room, her landlady . . .

“I stayed for a week. While she was at work I played
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plumber, electrician, and mason. I worked like a fiend for
Miss L1, who spent her time singing and playing with her
birds. She showed me the port of Hong Kong and took
me to visit an old English lady who thought I was Lord
Mountbatten! I played the part, if you can imagine!”

“Can you understand what all this meant for me? For the
little boy who had never dared to take the elevator to the
sixth floor? My entire life was spent between two ar-
rondissements in Paris and a little country house. I never
saw my parents happy, my only brother suffocated to
death, and I married my first girlfriend, the sister of one
of my friends, because I didn’t know how to pull out in
time . . .

“That was it. That was my life . . .

“Can you understand? I felt like I had been born a sec-
ond time, like it had all started again, in her arms, on that
dubious harbor, in that damp little room of Miss Li . . "

He stopped talking.

“Was that Christine?”

“No, it was before Christine . . . That one was a mis-
carriage.”

“I didn’t know.”

“No one knows. What is there to know? I got married
to a young girl that I loved, but in the way that you
love a young girl. A pure, romantic love; the first rush of
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feelings . . . The wedding was a pretty sad affair. It felt
like my first communion all over again.

“Suzanne also hadn’t imagined that things would hap-
pen so quickly. She lost her youth and her illusions in one
tell swoop. We both lost everything, while her father got
the perfect son-in-law. I had just graduated from the top
engineering school and he couldn’t imagine anything bet-
ter, since his sons were studying . . . liferature. He could
barely pronounce the word.

“Suzanne and 1 were not madly in love, but we were
kind to each other. At that time, the one made up for the
other.

“I'm telling you all this, but I really don’t know it you
can fully understand. Things have changed so much . ..
It was forty years ago, but it seems like two centuries. It
was a time when girls got married when they missed

their periods. This must seem prehistoric to you . . .
He rubbed his face.

“So, where was I? Oh yes . . . I was saying that I found
myself halfway around the world with a woman who
earned her living jumping from one continent to another
and who seemed to love me for who I was, for what was
inside. A woman who loved me, I'm tempted to say . . .
tenderly. All of this was very, very new. Very exotic. A
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marvelous woman who held her breath while watching
me eat cobra soup with chrysanthemum flowers.”

“Was it good?”

“A bit gelatinous for my taste . . .’

He smiled.

“And when I got back on the plane, for the first time in
my life I was not afraid. I said to myself: let it explode, let
it fall out of the sky and crash, it doesn’t matter.”

“Why did you tell yourself that?”

“Why?”

“Yes, why? I would have said just the opposite . . . I'd
tell myself: ‘Now I know why I’'m afraid, and this god-
damn plane better not falll’”

“Yes, you're right. That would have been smarter . . .
But there you are, and this is the heart of the problem: I
didn’t say that. I was probably even hoping that it would
crash . . . My life would have been so much simpler . . .”

“You had just met the woman of your life and you
thought about dying?”

“I didn’t say I wanted to die!”

“I didn’t say that either. 1 said you thought about
dying ..

“I probably think about dying every day, don’t you?”

“No.”
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“Do you think your life is worth something?”

“Uh...Yes...A little, anyway ... And then there
are the children . . ”

“That’s a good reason.”

He had settled back down in the armchair and his face
was once again hidden.

“Yes. I agree with you, it was absurd. But I had just
been so happy, so happy . . . I was intrigued and also a bit
terrified. Was it normal to be so happy? Was it right?
What price was I going to have to pay for all that?

“Because . . . Was it because of my education or what
the priests told me? Was it in my character? I'm not al-
ways good at seeing things clearly, but one thing is sure:
I've always compared myself to a workhorse. Bit, reins,
blinders, plow, yoke, cart, and furrow . ..the whole
thing. Since I was a boy, I have walked in the street with
my head down, staring at the ground like it was a crust—
hard earth to be plowed.

“Marriage, family, work, the maze of social life, every-
thing. I have always worked with lowered head and
clamped jaw. Dreading everything. Mistrustful. I'm very
good at squash, or I used to be, and it’s not by chance—I
like the feeling of being shut up in a cramped room,
whacking a ball as hard as possible so that it comes back
at me like a cannonball. I really liked that.

““You like squash and I like paddleball, and that ex-
plains everything . .., Mathilde said one evening as she
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was massaging my aching shoulder. She was quiet for a
moment, then added, “You should think about what I just
said, it’s not that dumb. People who are rigid inside are al-
ways bumping into life and hurting themselves in the
process, but people who are soft—no, not soft, supple is the
word—ryes, that’s it, supple on the inside, well, when they
take a hit they sufter less . . . I think that you should take
up paddleball, it’s much more fun. You hit the ball and you
don’t know where it’s going to come back, but you know
it will come back because of the string, and it makes for a
wonderful moment of suspense. But you see, for example,
[ sometimes think . . . that I'm your paddleball . . ’
“I didn’t react, and she kept rubbing me in silence.”

“You never thought about starting your life over with her?”

“Of course I did. A thousand times.

“A thousand times I wanted to and a thousand times I
gave it up ...l went right to the edge of the abyss, I
leaned over, and then I fled. I felt accountable to Suzanne,
to the children.

“Accountable for what? There’s another difticult ques-
tion . . . [ was committed. I had signed, I had promised, I
had to fulfill my obligations. Adrien was sixteen, and
nothing was going right. He changed schools all the time,
scribbled No Future in the elevator, and the only thing on
his mind was to go to London and come back with a pet
rat. Suzanne was distraught. Here was something stronger
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than her. Who had changed her little boy? For the first
time, I watched her waver; she spent whole evenings
without saying a word. I couldn’t see myself making the
situation worse. [ told myself . . . I told myself that . ..”

“What did you tell yourself?”

“Wait 2 moment, it’s so grotesque . . . [ have to find the
words I used at the time . . . I must have told myself some-
thing like: ‘I am an example for my children. Here they
are, on the threshold of their adult lives, about to scale the
wall, a time when they are thinking about making impor-
tant decisions. What a horrendous example for them if I
were to leave their mother now ... Rather lofty senti-
ments, don’t you think? ‘How will they face things after-
ward? What sort of chaos would I be causing? What
irreparable damage? I am not a perfect father, far from it,
but I am still the biggest and closest example for them, and
therefore . . . hmmm . . . I must keep myself in check.”

He grimaced.

“Wasn’t that good? You have to admit it was price-
less, no?”

[ said nothing.

“I was especially thinking of Adrien. .. of being a
model of commitment for my son, Adrien . . . You have
the right to snicker with me at that one, you know. Don’t
hold back. It’s not often you get the chance to hear a
good joke.”

I shook my head.
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“And yet . . . Oh, what’s the use? That was all so long
ago .. .so very long ago ...

“And yet what?”

“Well . . . There was one moment when I came very
close to the abyss . . . Really very near . . . I started look-
ing around to buy a studio. I thought about taking Chris-
tine away for a weekend. I thought about what I would
say; I rehearsed certain scenes in my car. I even made an
appointment with my accountant, and then one morn-
ing—you see what a tease life can be—Francoise came
into my office in tears . .

“Francoise? Your secretary?”

“Yes.

“Her husband had just left her. .. I didn’t recognize
her anymore. She was always so exuberant, so imperious,
this little woman who was in control of both herself and
the universe—I watched her waste away day after day. In
tears, losing weight, stumbling about, suftering. She suf-
tered terribly. She took pills, lost more weight, and took
the first sick leave of her career. She cried. She even cried
in front of me. And what did I do, upright man that I
was? | screwed up my courage and . . . went along with
the crowd. What a bastard, 1 agreed, what a bastard. How
could he do that to his wife? How could he be so selfish,
to just close the door and wash his hands of the whole
thing? Step out of his life like he was going for a walk?
Why . . . why, that was too easy! Too easy!
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“No, really, what a bastard. What a bastard that man
was! No, sir, I'm not like you! I'm not leaving my wife,
sir. I'm not leaving my wife, and I despise you . . . Yes, I
despise you from the depths of my soul, sir!

“That’s what I thought. I was only too happy to get
out of it so easily. Only too happy to assuage my con-
science and stroke my beard. Oh yes, I supported my
Francoise, I pampered her. Oh yes, I often agreed. Oh no,
I kept repeating to her, what bad luck you’ve had. What
bad luck . . .

“In fact, I secretly had to thank him, this Mr. Jarmet
whom [ didn’t know from Adam. I was secretly grateful
to him. He handed me the solution on a silver platter.
Thanks to him, thanks to his disgraceful behavior, I could
return to my comfortable little situation with my head
held high. Work, Family, and Country, that was me. Head
high and walking tall! I prided myself on it, as you can
imagine, you know me . . . I had arrived at the agreeable
conclusion that...I wasn’t like other people. I was a
notch above them. Not much, but above. I wouldn’t leave
my wife, no, not me . ..

“Was that when you broke it oft with Mathilde?”

“Whatever for? No, not in the least. I continued to see
her, but I shelved my escape plans and stopped wasting
time looking at horrible little studios. Because you see, as
I have just brilliantly demonstrated, that’s not the stuft I
was made of: I wasn’t about to stir up a hornet’s nest.
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That was for irresponsible types, all that. For a husband
who cheats with his secretary.”

His voice was filled with sarcasm, and he was trem-
bling with rage.

“No, I didn’t break it off with her, I continued to ten-
derly screw her, promising things like always and later.”

“Really?”

“Yes.”

“You mean like in all those trashy stories?”

“Yes.”

“You asked her to be patient, and promised her all
kinds of things?”

“Yes.”

“How did she stand it?”

“I don’t know, really. I don’t know . . .”

“Maybe because she loved you?”

“Perhaps.”

He drained his glass.

“Perhaps, yes . . . Maybe she did . . ”

“And you didn’t leave because of Francoise?”

“Exactly. Because of Jean-Paul Jarmet, to be precise.
Well, that’s what I say now, but if it hadn’t been him, I
would have found some other excuse. Ne’er-do-wells are
good at finding excuses. Very good.”

“It’s incredible . . .

“What 1s?”

5
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“This story . . . To see what it hinges on. It’s incredible.”

“No, my dear Chlog, it’s not incredible . . . it’s not in-
credible at all. It’s life. It’s what life is like for nearly
everyone. We hedge, we make arrangements, we keep
our cowardice close to us, like a pet. C’est la vie. There are
those who are courageous and those who settle, and it’s
so much less tiring to settle . . . Pass me that bottle.”

“Are you going to get drunk?”

“No, 'm not going to get drunk. I've never been able
to. The more I drink, the more lucid I become . . ”

“How awful!”

“Like you say, how awtful . . . Can I offer you some?”
“No, thanks.”

“Would you like that herbal tea now?”

“No, no. I'm ... I don’t know what I am ... dumb-

struck, maybe.”

“Dumbstruck by what?”

“By you, of course! I've never heard you speak more
than two sentences at once, you never raise your voice, you
never make a scene. Not once, since the first time I saw
you play the Grand Inquisitor. I never caught you in the act
of being tender or sensitive, and now, all of a sudden, you
dump all of this on me without even yelling Timber! .. .”

“Do you find it shocking?”

“No, not at alll That’s not it! On the contrary ... On
the contrary . .. But...But how have you managed to
play that role all this time?”
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“What role?”

“That one . . . the role of the old bastard.”

“But Chloé, I am an old bastard! I’'m an old bastard—
this is what I've been trying to explain to you this whole
time!”

“But no! If youre aware of it, it’s because you aren’t
one after all. The real ones aren’t aware of anything!”

“Psshhh, don’t believe that one ... It’s just another
one of my tricks to get out of this honorably. I'm very
talented that way . . ”

He smiled at me.

“It’s incredible, just incredible.”

“What?”

“All of this. Everything you’ve told me.”

“No, it’s not incredible. On the contrary, it’s all quite
banal.

“Very, very banal . . . I'm telling you because it’s you,
because it’s here, in this room, in this house, because it’s
night, and because Adrien has made you suffer. Because
his choice makes me feel both hopeless and reassured. Be-
cause I don’t like to see you unhappy. I've caused too
much suffering myself. . . And because I would rather
see you suffer a lot today rather than sufter a little bit for
the rest of your life.

“I see people suffering a little, only a little, not much
at all, just enough to ruin their lives completely . . . Yes,

at my age, I see that a great deal . . . People who are still
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together because theyre crushed under the weight of
that miserable little thing—their ordinary little life. All
those compromises, all of those contradictions . . . All of
that to end up . . .

“Bravo! Hurray! We’ve managed to bury it all: our
friends, our dreams, our loves, and now, now it’s our
turn! Bravo, my friends, bravo!”

He applauded.

“Retirees, they call them. Retired from everything.
How I hate them. I hate them, do you hear me? I hate
them because I see myself in them. There they are, wal-
lowing in self-satistaction. We made it, we made it! they
seem to say, without ever really having been there for
each other. But my God, at what price? What price?!
Regrets, remorse, cracks and compromises that don’t
heal over, that never heal. Never! Not even in the Hes-
perides. Not even posing for the photo with the great-
grandchildren. Not even when you both answer the
game-show question at the exact same moment.”

He said he’d never been drunk before, but . . .

He stopped talking and gesticulating. We sat like that for
a long moment. In silence. Except for the muted fire-

works in the chimney.
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“I didn’t finish telling you about Francoise . . .”
He had calmed down, and I had to strain my ears to
hear him.

“A few years ago, it was in ’94, I think, she became seri-
ously ill . .. Very seriously ... A goddamn cancer that
was eating away at her abdomen. They started by remov-
ing one ovary, then the other, then her uterus . . . I don’t
really know much about it, really; she never confided in
me, as you can imagine, but it turned out to be much
more serious than they had imagined. Francoise was cal-
culating the time she had left. She wanted to make it to
Christmas. Easter was too much to hope for.

“One day, I called her at the hospital and offered to lay
her oft with a huge severance package so that she could
travel around the world when she got out, so she could
go shopping at the top designers, pick out the prettiest
dresses, and then sashay along the deck of a huge ocean
liner sipping Pimm’s. Francoise adored Pimm’s . . .

‘Save your money, I'll drink it with the others at your
retirement party!’

“We chatted. We were good actors—we had a lump in
our throats but our exchange was upbeat. The latest prog-
nosis was a disaster. I heard it from her daughter. Christ-
mas looked doubtful.

“‘Don’t believe everything you hear, youre still not
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going to get your chance to replace me with some young
thing, she chided me in a whisper before hanging up. I pre-
tended to grumble and found myself in tears in the middle
of the afternoon. I found out how much I cared for her as
well. How much I needed her. Seventeen years we had
worked together. Always, every day. Seventeen years she
put up with me, helped me . . . She knew about Mathilde
and never said a word. Not to me, nor to anyone else. She
smiled at me when I was unhappy, and shrugged her shoul-
ders when I was disagreeable. She was barely twenty years
old when she came to work for me. She didn’t know how
to do anything. She was a graduate of a hotel school, and
quit a job because a cook had pinched her bottom. She told
me this during our first meeting. She didn’t want anyone
pinching her bottom, and she didn’t want to go back to live
with her parents in the Creuse. She would only go back
when she had her own car, so she could be sure that she
could leave! I hired her on account of that sentence.
“She, too, was my princess.”

“I called from time to time to complain about her sub-
stitute.

“And then, a long time afterward, I went to see her,
when she finally let me. It was in the spring. She had
changed hospitals. The treatment was less aggressive and
her progress had encouraged her doctors, who stopped
by to congratulate her on being good-natured and a real
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fighter. On the phone, she told me she had started to give
advice about everything and to everyone. She had ideas
for changing the décor, and she had started a quilting cir-
cle. She criticized their foul-ups and poor organization.
She asked to meet with someone from social services to
clear up a few simple problems. I teased her, and she de-
tended herself: ‘But it’s common sense! Just good com-
mon sense, you see!” She was back in fighting form, and
I drove to the clinic with a happy heart.

“And yet, seeing her again was a shock. She was no
longer my princess; in her place was a jaundiced little bird.
Her neck, her cheeks, her hands, her arms—everything
had disappeared. Her skin was yellowish and somewhat
coarse, and her eyes had doubled in size. What shocked
me the most was her wig. She had probably put it on in a
hurry, and the part wasn’t quite in the center. I tried to
catch her up on the news from the office, about Caro-
line’s baby and the contracts under way, but I was ob-
sessed by that wig. I was afraid it was going to slip.

“At that moment, a man knocked on the door. ‘Oops!’
he said when he saw me before turning around. Francoise
called him back. ‘Pierre, this is Simon, my friend. I don’t
believe you two have ever met .. I got up. No, we had
never met. I didn’t even know he existed. We were so dis-
creet, Francoise and I . . . He shook my hand very firmly
and there was all the kindness in the world in his eyes.
Two little gray eyes, intelligent, alive, and tender. While 1
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sat back down, he went over to Francoise to kiss her, and
then do you know what he did?”

“No.”

“He took that little broken doll’s face in his hands as if
he wanted to kiss her enthusiastically, and he took advan-
tage of that to straighten her wig. She cursed and told him
to be careful, I was her boss after all, and he laughed before
he went out, on the pretext of wanting to get the paper.

“And when he had closed the door, Fran¢oise slowly
turned toward me. Her eyes were full of tears. She mur-
mured, “Without him, I would have come to the end by
now, you know . . . If I'm putting up a fight, it’s because
there is so much I want to do with him. So many

29

things . .

“Her smile was frightful. Her jaw was huge, almost inde-
cent. I had the feeling that her teeth were going to come
out. That the skin on her cheeks would split. I was over-
come with nausea. And the odor . . . That smell of drugs
and death and Guerlain perfume all mixed together. I
could barely stand it, and I had to fight to keep from put-
ting my hand over my mouth. I thought I was going to
lose it. My vision blurred. It was hardly noticeable, you
know, I pretended to pinch my nose and rub my eyes as if
[ had gotten a speck of dust in them. When I looked up
at her again, forcing myself to smile, she asked, ‘Are you
all right?” “Yes, yes, I'm fine, I answered. I could feel my
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mouth curving into a sad child’s frown. ‘I'm fine, it’s
fine . . . It’s just that...I don’t think you look all that
well, Francoise . . . She closed her eyes and laid her head
on her pillow. ‘Don’t you worry about me. I'm going to

299

beat this . . . He needs me too much, that one does . ..

“I left completely broken up. I held myself up on the
walls. I took forever to remember where I had parked my
car, and I got lost in the damn parking garage. What was
happening to me? My God, what was happening to me?
Was it seeing her like that? Was it the odor of disinfected
death, or just the place itself? That pall of misery, of suf-
fering. And my little Francoise with her ravaged arms, my
angel lost in the midst of all those zombies. Lost in her
miniscule bed. What had they done to my princess? Why
had they mistreated her like that?

“It took forever to find my car and forever to get it
started, then it took me several minutes to put it in first
gear. And you know what? Do you know why I was reel-
ing like that? It wasn’t because of her, or her catheters, or

s

her suffering. Of course it wasn’t. It was . . .
He lifted his head.
“It was despair. Yes, the boomerang had come back to

hit me in the face .. ”

Silence.
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[ finally said:

“Pierre?”

“Yes?”

“Youre going to think I'm kidding, but I think I'll
take that herbal tea now . ..”

He got up, complaining in order to hide his gratitude.

“Oh la 1a, you women never know what you want;
you can be so annoying . . .”

I followed him into the kitchen and sat down on the
other side of the table, while he put a pan of water on the
burner. The light from the suspension lamp was harsh. |
pulled it down as far as it would go while he rummaged

through all the cupboards.



“Can I ask you a question?”

“If you can tell me where to find what I'm looking for.”

“Right there, in front of you, in that red box.”

“That one? We never used to put it there, it seems to
me that—Oh sorry, I'm listening.”

“How many years were you together?”

“With Mathilde?”

“Yes.”

“Between Hong Kong and our final discussion, five
years and seven months.”

“And did you spend a lot of time together?”

“No, I already told you. A few hours, a few days . . ”

“And was that enough?”

He said nothing.

“Was it enough for you?”
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“No, of course not. Well, yes really, since I never did
anything to change the situation. It’s what I told myself
afterward. Maybe it suited me. ‘Suited’—what an ugly
word that is. Perhaps it suited me to have a reassuring
wife on one side and a thrill on the other. Dinner on the
table every night and the feeling that I could sneak oft
from time to time . . . A full stomach and all the comforts
of home. It was practical, and comfortable.”

“You called her when you needed her?”

“Yes, that was more or less the case ...

He set a mug down in front of me.

“Well, no, actually...It didnt happen exactly like
that . . . One day, right at the beginning, she wrote me a
letter. The only one she ever sent, by the way. It read:

“I’ve thought about it, I don’t have any illusions, I love
you but I don’t trust you. Because what we are living
is not real, it’s a game. And because it’s a game, we
have to have rules. I don’t want to see you in Paris.
Not in Paris or in any other place that makes you
afraid. When I'm with you, I want to hold your hand
in the street and kiss you in restaurants, otherwise I'm
not interested. I'm too old to play cat and mouse.
Therefore, we will see each other as far away as possi-
ble, in other countries. When you know where you

will be, you will write to me at this address, it’s my sis-
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ter’s in London, she’ll know where to forward it.
Don'’t take the trouble to write a love letter, just the
details. Tell me which hotel you’re in and when and
where. It I can join you, I'll come, otherwise too bad.
Don't try to call me, or to find out where I am or how
I’'m living, this is no longer the issue. I've thought it
over, I think it’s the best solution: to do the same as
you, live my own life, and be fond of you from a dis-
tance. I don’t want to wait for your phone calls, I don’t
want to keep myself from falling in love, I want to be
able to sleep with whom I want, when I want, and
with no scruples. Because you're right, a life without
scruples is more . . . convenient. That’s not the way I see
things, but why not? I'll give it a try. What do I have
to lose, after all? A cowardly man? And what do I
stand to gain? The pleasure of sleeping in your arms
sometimes . . . I've thought about it, I want to give it

a try. Take it or leave it . . .”

“What is 1t?”

“Nothing. It’s amusing to see that you had found an
opponent equal to you.”

“No, unfortunately I hadn’t. She went through the
motions and acted like a femme fatale, but she was really
soft-hearted. I didn’t know it when I accepted her pro-
posal, I only found out much later. Five years and seven
months later . . .
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“Actually, that’s a lie. I read between the lines, I
guessed what those sorts of phrases must have cost her.
But I wasn’t going to dwell on it, because these rules
suited me fine. They suited me down to the ground. All
I had to do was step up the import-export department
and get used to takeoffs, and that was that. A letter like
that is a godsend for men who want to cheat on their
wives without complications. Of course, I was bothered
by all that talk about sleeping around and falling in love,
but we weren’t at that point yet . . .”

He sat down at the end of the table, at his usual place.

“Pretty smart of me, eh? Oh, I was a smart one
then . . . Especially because the whole thing helped me
make a lot of money ... I had always neglected the in-
ternational side of the business a bit . . ”

“Why all the cynicism?”

“You gave a very good answer to that question your-
self a little while ago . . .”

[ leaned down to get the tea strainer.

“In addition, it was very romantic . . . [ would get off the
plane, my heart pounding, I checked into the hotel hop-
ing that my key wouldn’t be on its hook, I put my bags
down in strange rooms, rummaging around to see if she
had already been there, I went off to work, I came back
in the evening praying to God she would be in my bed.
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Sometimes she was, sometimes not. She would join me
in the middle of the night and we would lose ourselves in
each other without exchanging a single word. We laughed
under the covers, amazed to find each other there. At last.
So far away, and so close. Sometimes, she would only ar-
rive the next day, and I spent the night sitting at the bar,
and listening for noises in the corridor. Sometimes she
took another room, ordering me to come join her in the
early morning hours. Sometimes she didn’t show and I
hated her. I would return to Paris in a very bad mood. At
first, I really had work to do; later, I had less and less . . .
I made up any excuse to be able to leave. Sometimes I
saw something of the country, and sometimes I saw noth-
ing but my hotel room. Sometimes we never even left the
airport. It was ridiculous. There was no logic to it. Some-
times we would talk nonstop, and other times we had
nothing to say to each other. True to her word, Mathilde
never talked about her love life, or only during pillow
talk. She talked about men and situations that drove me
wild, but that was only between the sheets . . . I was com-
pletely at the mercy of that woman, of the mischievous
little way she had of pretending to say the wrong name in
the dark. I acted annoyed, but I was devastated. I took her
even more forcefully, when all I wanted to do was hold
her tightly in my arms.

“When one of us joked, the other one suftered. It was
completely absurd. I dreamed of catching hold of her and
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shaking her until all her venom was gone. Until she told
me she loved me. Until she told me she loved me, damn
it all. But I couldn’t, it was me that was the bastard. All of
this was my fault . . .”

He got up to find his glass.

“What was I thinking? That it was going to go on like
that for years? For years on end? No, I didn’t believe that.
We would say good-bye to each other furtively, sadly,
awkwardly, without ever talking about the next time. No,
it was untenable . . . And the more I hesitated, the more
I loved her, and the more I loved her, the less I believed
it. I felt overwhelmed, powerless, caught in my own web.
Immobile and resigned.”

“Resigned to what?”

“To losing her one day .. .”

“I don’t understand.”

“Oh yes, you do. You understand what I'm saying . . .
What could I have possibly done? Answer me that.”

“I can’t”

“No, of course you can’t answer . .. Youre the last
person in the world who could answer that question.”

“What exactly did you promise her?”

“I don’t remember now . .. not much, I imagine, or
else the unimaginable. No, not very much . . . I had the
decency to shut my eyes when she asked me questions,
and to kiss her when she waited for me to answer. I was
almost fifty and I thought I was old. I thought this was the
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end of the road, a bright, happy ending . . . I said to my-
self: ‘Don’t rush into things, she’s so young, she’ll be the
first to leave! And every time I saw her again, 1 was
amazed but also surprised. What? She’s still here? But
why? I had a hard time seeing what she liked in me, and
I told myself, “Why get into a mess, since she’s going to
leave me?’ It was inevitable, it was sure to happen. There
was no reason for her to still be there the next time, no
reason at all . . . In the end, I was practically hoping that
she wouldn’t be there. Up to then, life had been so kind
as to decide everything for me, why should that change
now? Why? I had proven that I didn’t have the ability to
take things in hand . . . Business, yes, that was a game and
I was the best, but on the home front? I preferred to suf-
fer; I wanted to console myself by thinking that I was the
one who was suffering. I wanted to dream or regret. It’s
so much simpler that way . . .

“My great-aunt on my father’s side was Russian, and
she used to tell me:

“You, you're like my father, you have nostalgia for the
mountains.

“Which mountains, Mouschka?’ I would ask.

“Why, the ones you’ve never seen, of course!’

“She told you that?”
“Yes. She said it each time I looked out the window . ..

El

“And what were you looking at?”
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“The bus depot!”

He laughed.

“Another character you would have liked ... Some
Friday I'll tell you about her.”

“We’ll go to Chez Dominique, then .. .”

“Like I told you, wherever and whenever you want
to go.”

He filled my mug with tea.

“But what was she doing all that time?”

“I don’t know . . . She was working. She had found a
job at UNESCO, but had quit it shortly after. She didn’t
like translating their smooth talk. She couldn’t stand be-
ing cooped up day after day, mindlessly repeating politi-
cians’ rhetoric. She preferred the business world, where
the adrenaline was of a higher caliber. She traveled
around, went to visit her brothers, sisters, and friends
who were scattered all over the globe. She lived in Nor-
way for a time, but she didn’t like it there either, with all
those blue-eyed ayatollahs, and where she was always
cold . .. And when she had enough of jet lag, she stayed
in London translating technical manuals. She loved her
nephews.”

“But aside from work?”

“Ah, that . .. that 1s shrouded in mystery. God knows
[ tried to drag it out of her . .. She closed up, hesitated,
wriggled out of my questions. ‘At least leave me that, she
said. ‘Let me keep my dignity. The dignity of those who
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are discreet. Is that too much to ask?” Or she would give
me a taste of my own medicine and torture me, laughing
all the while. ‘In fact, didn’t I tell you I got married last
month? How stupid of me, I wanted to show you the
pictures but I forgot them. His name is Billy; he’s not very
smart but he takes good care of me .. .”

“Did that make you laugh?”

“No, not really”

“You loved her?”

“Yes.”

“Loved her how?”

“I loved her”

“And what do you remember from those years?”

“A life like a dotted line . . . Nothing, then something.
Then nothing again. And then something. Then nothing
again . . . It went by very quickly . . . When I think about
it, it seems like the whole thing only lasted a season . . .
Not even a season, the length of a single breath. A sort of
mirage . . . We had no daily life together. That was what
Mathilde suftered from the most, I think . .. I suspected
it, mind you, but the proof came one evening after a long
day of work.

“When I came in, she was sitting at a small desk, writ-
ing something on the hotel stationery. She had already
filled a dozen pages with her small, cramped handwriting.

“Who are you writing to like that?’ I asked her, bending
over her neck.
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“To you’

‘Me?’

She’s leaving me, 1 thought, and at once I began to
teel ill.

‘What is it? Youre completely pale. Are you all
right?’

“Why are you writing me?’

‘Oh, I'm not really writing you a letter, I'm writing
down all the things I want to do with you . .’

There were pages everywhere. Around her, at her feet,
on the bed. I picked one up at random:

... go for a picnic, have a nap on the bank of a river,
eat peaches, shrimp, croissants, sticky rice, swim,
dance, buy myself shoes, lingerie, perfume, read the
paper, window-shop, take the Métro, watch time pass,
push you over when you're taking up all the room,
hang out the laundry, go to the opera, to Bayreuth, to
Vienna, to the races, to the supermarket, have a bar-
beque, complain because you forgot the charcoal,
brush my teeth at the same time as you, buy you un-
derwear, cut the grass, read the paper over your shoul-
der, keep you from eating too many peanuts, visit the
caves in the Loire, and those in Hunter Valley, act like
an idiot, talk my head off, introduce you to Martha and
Tino, pick blackberries, cook, go back to Vietnam,

wear a sari, garden, wake you up because you’re snor-
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ing again, go to the zoo, to the flea market, to Paris, to
London, to Melrose, to Piccadilly, sing you songs, stop
smoking, ask you to trim my nails, buy dishes, foolish
things, things that have no purpose, eat ice cream,
people-watch, beat you at chess, listen to jazz, reggae,
dance the mambo and the cha-cha, get bored, throw
tantrums, pout, laugh, wrap you around my little fin-
ger, look for a house among the cows, fill up huge
shopping carts, repaint a ceiling, sew curtains, spend
hours around a table talking with interesting people,
grab you by the goatee, cut your hair, pull up weeds,
wash the car, see the sea, watch old B-movies, call you
up again, say dirty words to you, learn to knit, knit you
a scarf, unravel that horrible scarf, collect cats, dogs,
parrots, elephants, rent bicycles, not use them, stay in a
hammock, reread my grandmother’s copy of Bicot,
look at Suzy’s dresses again, drink margaritas in the
shade, cheat, learn to use an iron, throw the iron out
the window, sing in the rain, run away from tourists,
get drunk, tell you everything, remember that some
things are better left unsaid, listen to you, give you my
hand, go find the iron, listen to the words of songs, set
the alarm, forget our suitcases, stop rushing off every-
where, put out the trash, ask you if you still love me,
chat with the neighbor, tell you about my childhood in
Bahrain, my nanny’s rings, the smell of henna and balls

of amber, make toast for eggs, labels for jam jars . . .
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It went on like that for pages. Page after page ... I'm
just telling you the ones that come into my head, the
ones I remember. It was incredible.

‘How long have you been writing that?’

‘Since you left.

‘But why?’

‘Because I'm bored, she answered cheerfully. ‘T'm dy-
ing of boredom, if you can believe it!’

“I picked up the whole stack and sat down on the edge
of the bed to see better. I was smiling but, to tell you the
truth, I was paralyzed by so much desire, so much energy.
But I smiled anyway. She had a way of putting things that
was so amusing, so witty, and she was watching my reac-
tions. On one page, between ‘start all over’ and ‘paste
pictures in a photo album’ she had written ‘a baby’ Just
like that, with no commentary. I continued to examine
this huge list without batting an eye while she bit her
cheeks.

“Well?” She wasn’t breathing anymore. “What do you
think?’

‘Who are Martha and Tino?’ I asked her.

“From the shape of her mouth, the way her shoulders
slumped, how her hand dropped, I knew that I was going
to lose her. Just by asking that stupid question, I had put
my head on the block. She went into the bathroom and
said, ‘Some nice people, before shutting the door. And



Someone I Loved 143

instead of going to her, instead of throwing myself at her
feet saying yes, anything she wanted because yes, I was
put on this earth to make her happy, I went out on the
balcony to smoke a cigarette.”

“And then?”

“And then nothing. The cigarette tasted terrible. We
went down to dinner. Mathilde was beautiful. More
beautiful than ever, it seemed to me. Lively, gay. Everyone
looked at her. The women turned their heads and the
men smiled at me. She was . . . how shall I say it. .. she
was radiant . . . Her skin, her face, her smile, her hair, her
gestures, everything in her captured the light and grace-
fully reflected it back. It was a mixture of vitality and ten-
derness that never ceased to amaze me. “You're beautiful,;
[ told her. She shrugged. ‘In your eyes. “Yes, [ agreed, ‘in
my eyes ...

“When I think about her today, after all these years,
that’s the first image that comes to mind—her long neck,
her dark eyes, and her little brown dress in that Austrian
dining room, shrugging her shoulders.”

“After all, it was intentional, all of that beauty and grace.
She knew very well what she was doing that evening: she
was making herself unforgettable. Perhaps I'm mistaken,
but I don’t think so . . . It was her swan song, her farewell,
her white handkerchief waving at the window. She was
so perceptive, she must have known it . . . Even her skin
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was softer. Was she aware of it? Was she being generous
or simply cruel? Both, I think . . . It was both . . .

“And that night, after the caresses and the sighing, she
said:

‘Can I ask you a question?’

“Yes.

‘Will you give me an answer?’

“Yes

I opened my eyes.

‘Don’t you think that we go well together?’

[ was disappointed; I was expecting a question a bit

more . . . um . . . provocative.
“Yes
‘Do you think so, too?’
“Yes.!

‘I think we go well together...I like being with
you because I'm never bored. Even when we’re not talk-
ing, even when we’re not touching, even when we’re not
in the same room, I'm not bored. I’'m never bored. |
think its because I have confidence in you, in your
thoughts. Do you understand? I love everything I see in
you, and everything I don’t see. I know your faults, but as
it turns out, I feel as though your faults go well with my
qualities. We’re not afraid of the same things. Even our
inner demons go well together! You, youre worth more
than you show, and I'm just the opposite. I need your
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gaze in order to have a bit more . . . a bit more substance?
What is the word in French? Complexity? When you
want to say that someone is interesting inside?’

‘Depth?’

“That’s it! I'm like a kite; unless someone holds me
by the string, I fly away . . . And you, it’s funny . . . I of-
ten say to myself that you are strong enough to hold me
and smart enough to let me go . . .

“Why are you telling me all this?’

‘Because | want you to know’

“Why now?’

‘I don’t know . .. Perhaps it’s because it’s incredible
to meet someone and say: with this person, I'm happy’

‘But why are you saying this to me now?’

‘Because sometimes I have the feeling that you don’t

H

understand how lucky we are . . .
‘Mathilde?’
“Yes?’
‘Are you going to leave me?’
‘No.
“You’re not happy?’
‘Not very’
And then we stopped talking.

“The next day we went tromping around the mountains,

and the day after, we each went our separate ways.”
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My tea was getting cold.
“Wias that the end?”
“Nearly.”

“A few weeks later, she came to Paris and asked if I could
spare her a few moments. I was both happy and annoyed.
We walked for a long time, barely speaking, and then I
took her to lunch on the Champs-Elysées.

“While I was getting up the courage to take her hands
in mine, she stunned me by saying:

‘Pierre, I'm pregnant.

‘By whom?’ I answered, growing pale.

She rose to her feet, radiant.

‘No one’

She put on her coat and pushed the chair back in
place. There was a magnificent smile on her face.

‘Thank you, you said the words that I was expecting.
I came all this way to hear you say those two words. I
took a bit of risk’

[ stuttered; I wanted to get up, but the table leg was . . .
She made a gesture:

‘Don’t move.

Her eyes shone.

‘I got what I wanted. I couldn’t bring myself to leave
you. I can’t spend my life waiting for you, but I...
Nothing. I needed to hear those two words. I needed to
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see your cowardice. To experience it up close, do you un-
derstand? No, don’t move ... Don’t move, I tell youl!
Don’t move! I have to go now. I'm so tired . . . If only
you knew how tired I was, Pierre ... 1.. .1 can’t do this
anymore . . .

I stood up.

“You are going to let me leave, right? You are going
to let me? You have to let me leave now, you have to let
me . .. Her voice caught. “You're going to let me leave,
aren’t you?’

I nodded.

‘But you know I love you, you know that, don’t
you?’ [ finally managed to say.

She moved away and turned back before opening the
door. She looked at me intently and shook her head from
left to right.

My father-in-law got up to kill an insect on the lamp.
He emptied the last of the bottle into his glass.

“And that was the end?”
“Yes.”
“You didn’t go after her?”
“Like in the movies?”

“Yes. In slow motion . . .”
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“No. I went to bed.”

“You went to bed?”

“Yes.”

“But where?”

“At home, of course!”

“Why?”

“A great weakness, a great, great weariness . .. For
several months, I had been obsessed by the image of a
dead tree. At all times of the day and night, I dreamed I
was climbing a dead tree and that I let myself slide down
its hollow trunk. The fall was so gentle, so gentle . . . as if
[ were bouncing on the top of a parachute. I would
bounce, fall farther, and then bounce again. I thought
about it constantly. In meetings, at the dinner table, in my
car, while I was trying to sleep. I climbed my tree and let
myself fall.”

“Was it depression?”

“Don’t use such a big word, please, no big words . . .
You know how it is at the Dippels’.” He chuckled. “You
said so a while ago. No moodiness, no bile, no spleen.
No, I couldn’t allow myself to give in to that kind of
whim. So [ came down with hepatitis. It was more con-
venient. I woke up the next day and the whites of my
eyes were lemon yellow. Everything tasted bad, my urine
was dark, and the deed was done. A vicious case of hep-
atitis for someone who traveled a good deal, it was

patently obvious.
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“Christine undressed me that day.

“I couldn’t move . . . For a month I stayed in bed, nau-
seous and exhausted. When I was thirsty, I waited until
someone came in and held out a glass, and when I was
cold, I didn’t have the strength to pull up the coverlet. I
no longer spoke. I forbid people to open the shutters. I had
become an old man. Everything exhausted me: Suzanne’s
kindness, my powerlessness, the whispering of the chil-
dren. Could someone please close the door once and for
all and leave me alone with my sorrow? Would Mathilde
have come if. .. Would she...Oh...I was so tired.
And all of my memories, my regrets, and my cowardice
just knocked me down even more. With half-closed eyes
and stomach churning, I thought about the disaster my
life had been. Happiness had been mine, and I had let it
slip away in order to not complicate my life. And yet it
was so simple. All I had to do was hold out my hand. The
rest could have been settled one way or another. Every-
thing falls into place when you’re happy, don’t you think?”

“I don’t know.”

“But I know. Believe me, Chloé. I don’t know much,
but I know this. I'm not more psychic than the next per-
son, but I'm twice your age. Twice your age, do you re-
alize that? Life is stronger than you are, even when you
deny it, even when you neglect it, even when you refuse
to admit it. Stronger than anything. People came home
from the camps and had children. Men and women who
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had been tortured, who had watched their loved ones die
and their houses burn to the ground. They came home
and ran for the bus, talked about the weather, and mar-
ried their daughters off. It’s incredible, but that’s the way
it 1s. Life is stronger than anything. And who are we to be
so self-important? We bustle about, talk in loud voices,
and for what? And then what happens, afterward?

“What happened to little Sylvie, for whom Paul died
in the next room? What happened to her?

“The fire is going out.”

He got up to put another log on.

And me, 1 thought, where do I fit into all of this?
Where am I?

He crouched in front of the fireplace.

“Do you believe me, Chloé? Do you believe me when
I say that life is stronger than you?”

“Certainly . . ”

“Do you trust me?”

“That depends on the day.”

“What about today?”

“Yes.”

“Then I think that you should go to bed now.”

“You never saw her again? You never tried to find out

how she was? Never called her?”
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He sighed.

“Haven’t you had enough?”

“No.”

“I called her sister, of course, I even went there in per-
son, but it didn’t do any good. She had flown the
coop ... To find her, I had to know in which hemi-
sphere to start looking . .. And then, I had promised I
would leave her alone. Thats one of my outstanding
qualities, by the way. 'm a good loser.”

“What you're saying is completely ridiculous. It’s not
about being a good or bad loser. That’s completely stupid
reasoning, stupid and childish. It wasn’t a game, after
all . .. or was it? Was it all a game?”

He was delighted.

“Really, I don’t have to worry about you, my girl. You
have no idea how much I respect you. You are everything
that I'm not, you are my star and your good sense will
save us all . . ”

“You’re drunk, is that 1t?”

“You want to know something? I've never felt so good

in my life!”

He lifted himself to his feet by holding on to the mantel-
plece.

“Let’s go to bed.”

“You haven't finished . . ”

“You want to hear me ramble on some more?”
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“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because I love a good story.”

“You think that this is a good story?”
“Yes.”

“Me too ...

“You saw her again, right? At the Palais-R oyal?”

“How did you know that?”

“You told me yourself!”

“Oh really? Did I say that?”

I nodded.

“Well, then, this will be the last act . . .

“That day, I invited a group of clients to the Grand
Vétour. Francoise had organized everything. Good vin-
tages, flattery, excellent dishes. I pulled out all the stops. I
had been doing the same thing forever, it seems . . . The
lunch was utterly boring. I've always hated that sort of
thing, spending hours at the table with men I don’t give
a damn for, being forced to listen to them go on about
their work . . . And in addition, I was the killjoy of the
group because of my liver. For a long time, [ didn’t drink
a drop of alcohol and asked the waiters to tell me exactly
what was in each dish. You know the type of pain in the
ass [ mean . . . Plus, I don't really care for the company of

men. They bore me. They’re the same as they were in
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boarding school. The braggarts are the same, and so are

the brownnosers . . .”

“So, there I was at that point in my life, in front of the
door of a fancy restaurant, a bit sluggish, a little weary,
tapping another big cigar, dreaming of the moment
when I could loosen my belt, when I caught sight of her.
She was walking fast, almost running, and dragging a
small, unhappy boy behind her. ‘Mathilde?” I murmured.
[ saw her turn pale, and the ground open under her feet.
She didn’t slow down. ‘Mathilde!” I said more loudly, ‘Ma-
thilde!” And then I ran after her like crazy. ‘Mathiiilde!” I
nearly shouted. The little boy turned around.”

“I invited her for a coftee under the arcades. She didn’t
have the strength to refuse; she . . . She was still so beau-
tiful. I tried to act naturally. [ was a bit awkward, a bit stu-
pid, a bit too playful. It was difficult.

“Where was she living? What was she doing here? I
wanted her to tell me about herself. Tell me how you are.
Do you live here? Do you live in Paris? She answered
grudgingly. She was ill at ease and gnawed the end of her
coffee spoon. At any rate, I wasn’t listening, I had stopped
listening. I was looking at this little blond boy who had
collected all the bread ends from nearby tables and was
throwing crumbs to the birds. He had made two piles,
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one for the sparrows and one for the pigeons, and was
busily organizing this little world. The pigeons were not
supposed to take the crumbs from the smaller birds. ‘Go
away, you!” he yelled, giving them a kick. ‘Go away, you
stupid bird” When I turned back toward his mother,
about to speak, she cut me short:

‘Don’t bother, Pierre, don’t bother. He’s not five
years old . . . He hasn’t turned five, do you understand?’

I closed my mouth.

“What’s his name?’

“Tom.

‘He speaks English?’

‘English and French’

‘Do you have other children?’

‘No?

‘Do you...Are you...I mean...do you live
with someone?’

She scraped at the sugar in the bottom of her cup and
smiled at me.

‘I have to go now. We're expected.

‘Already?’

She stood up.

‘Can I drop you somewhere? I ..~

She picked up her bag.

‘Pierre, please . ..

“And then, I broke down. I didn’t expect it at all. I be-
gan to cry like a baby. I . . . That child was for me. It was
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for me to show him how to chase pigeons, for me to pick
up his sweater and put his hat on. It was for me to do that.
What’s more, I knew she was lying! The boy was more
than four. I wasn’t blind after alll Why was she lying to
me that way? Why had she lied to me? No one has the
right to lie like that! No one ... I sobbed. I wanted to
say that—
She pushed back her chair.

‘T'm going now. I've already cried all my tears’

“And afterward?”
“Afterward I left ..
“No, I mean with Mathilde, what happened?”
“After that it was over.”

“Really over?”

“Over.”
There was a long silence.

“Was she lying?”

“No. Since then I started paying more attention. I
compared him with other children, with your daugh-
ters . . . no, I think that she wasn’t lying. Children are so
big these days . .. With all the vitamins you put in their
bottles . . . I think about him sometimes. He must be
around fifteen today . . . He must be huge, that boy.”

“You never tried to see her again?”
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“No.”

“What about now? Maybe she—"

“Now it’s finished. Now I ... I don’t even know if I
would still be capable of . . .”

He folded the fire screen.

“I don’t want to talk about it anymore.”

He went to lock the front door and turned out all the
lights.
I hadn’t moved from the couch.

“Come on, Chloé . .. Do you see what time it is? Go to
bed now.”
[ didn’t answer.

“Do you hear me?”

“So love is just bullshit? That’s it? It never works out?”
“Of course it works out. But you have to fight . . ”
“Fight how?”

“Every day you have to fight a bit. A little bit each day,
with the courage to be yourself, to decide to be happ—"
“Oh, that’s beautifull You sound just like Paulo

Coclho .. "

“Go ahead and laugh, go ahead . . ”
“Being yourself, does that mean walking out on your
wife and kids?”

“Who said anything about walking out on the kids?”
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“Oh, stop it. You know exactly what I mean .. ”

“No, I don’t”

[ started to cry again.

“Go on, leave. Leave me alone. I can’t take any more
of your noble sentiments. I can’t take them anymore. It’s
too much for me, Mr. Bare-Your-Soul, it’s too much . . ”

“I'm going, I'm going. As long as you ask so nicely . . ”

At the door of the room, he said:
“One last story, if I may?”

I didn’t want to hear it.

“One day, a long time ago, I took my little daughter to
the bakery. It was rare for me to go to the bakery with my
daughter. It was rare for us to hold hands, and even rarer
to be alone with her. It must have been a Sunday morn-
ing, and the bakery was full of people buying fruit tarts
and meringues. On the way out, she asked me for the tip
of the baguette to eat. I refused. No, I said. When we’re at
the table. We went home and sat down to eat. A perfect
little family. I was the one who cut the bread. I insisted. I
wanted to keep my promise. But when I handed the
bread end to my daughter, she gave it to her brother.

‘But you told me you wanted it . . .

‘I wanted it back then,’ she said, unfolding her napkin.

‘But it tastes the same, I insisted. ‘It’s the same . ..
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She turned away.
‘No thank you’

“I’'m going to bed, and I'll leave you in the dark if that’s
what you want, but before I turn out the lights, I want to
ask one question. I'm not asking you, I'm not asking my-
self, I'm asking the walls:

“Wouldn’t that stubborn little girl have preferred liv-
ing with a father who was happier?”



