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For Mathilde


For my daughter and son




 




So, tell me something, Miss Thelma.


How is it you ain’t got any kids?


I mean God gets you something special,


I think you oughta pass it on.


Thelma & Louise, Callie Khouri (writer)
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My King
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10:32


‘Louis, time to wake up! Come on, I’m not going to say it again: please, get yourself up and dressed, or we’ll be late. It’s already nine twenty.’


This was the start of what was to become the worst day of my entire life. I didn’t know it yet, but there would be a ‘before’ and an ‘after’ that Saturday, 7 January 2017. There would forever be ‘before’ – the minute preceding 10:32 a.m. – with its smiles, fleeting joys and memories imprinted on my brain, which I wish I could freeze for eternity. There would forever be ‘after’: the whys, the if onlys, the tears, the screams, the prohibitively expensive mascara running down my cheeks, the wailing sirens, the eyes full of sickening compassion, the gut-wrenching spasm of denial. At the time, of course, I was oblivious to all that. It was a secret that only the gods – if they existed, which I strongly doubted – could know. What were they saying to one another, those divinities, at 9:20? One more, one less, what difference does it make? Are you sure you know what you’re doing? Not really, but why not? You’re right – why not? – it won’t change the world. I was far from all that, far from the gods, far from my heart. At that moment, I was just me, so close to the tipping point, the moment of rupture, of no return. I was just me, and I was furious at Louis, who was making no effort whatsoever.


My son was driving me up the wall. I’d been trying to coax him out of bed for half an hour, with no success. We were meeting my mother at midday for brunch – a monthly ordeal – and I’d planned to dash over to Boulevard Haussmann beforehand to buy myself the pair of blood-red heels I’d been lusting after since the start of the sales. I wanted to wear them on Monday, for the meeting with the head of Hégémonie, the cosmetics group I’d been working for, night and day, for some fifteen years. I managed a team of twenty people, dedicated to the noble cause of innovation and advertising for a shampoo brand that eliminated up to a hundred per cent of dandruff – the ‘up to’ meant that one tester out of the two hundred in the trial had seen her tresses entirely rid of flakes. My great triumph had been to obtain authorization to make that claim, after a series of bitter battles with Hégémonie’s legal department. Crucial for sales, for my annual pay rise, my summer holiday with Louis – and for my new shoes.


Louis made a few groaning noises before deciding to cooperate. He pulled on a pair of skinny jeans with a too-low waist, splashed some water on his face, spent five minutes skilfully mussing up his hair, refused to wear a hat despite the freezing temperature outside, mumbled a few incomprehensible phrases I knew by heart (‘But why do I have to come with you?’), put on his shades, grabbed his skateboard – a dirty board, covered in tags, for which I had to buy competition wheels every five minutes – put on his red, ultra-light Uniqlo puffa jacket, grabbed a packet of chocolate biscuits while guzzling a Frube, just like when he was five, and finally pressed the lift button. I glanced at my watch. 10:21. Perfect; I’d still be able to carry out my precision-timed plan. I had factored in an extra hour, the ritual of getting my Sun King Louis out of bed being completely unpredictable.


It was a glorious day, a cloudless blue winter sky. I’ve always loved cold light and I have never seen a bluer, purer sky than when I was on a business trip to Moscow. For me, the Russian capital is the queen of winter skies. Paris, that morning, had a Muscovite feel and lay winking in the sun. Once out of our apartment, in the tenth arrondissement, Louis and I made our way along the Saint-Martin canal towards the Gare de l’Est, weaving in and out of families out for a stroll and tourists mesmerized by the sight of a barge going through the Pont Eugène-Varlin lock. I watched Louis race ahead on his skateboard and felt a surge of pride at the little man he was becoming. I should have told him – that sort of thought is meant to be spoken aloud, otherwise it’s useless – but I didn’t. Louis had changed a lot, in recent months. A growth spurt typical of his age had seen him morph from a puny little boy into a sturdy adolescent, with facial hair starting to show on his still-chubby cheeks, but no spots yet. A fine-looking young man in the making.


Life was all going too fast. I pictured myself for a moment, ambling down Quai de Valmy, my right hand steering a petrol-blue buggy, my left clutching my mobile phone. I do believe that image made me smile a fraction. Or did I dream it up, in hindsight? My memory plays tricks on me; it’s so hard to remember my thoughts during those all-important seconds. If only I could turn the clock back a few minutes, I’d be more attentive. If only I could turn it back a few months, a few years, I’d change so many things.


I heard the latest song by The Weeknd – the ringtone Louis had installed on my smartphone. It was JP. Shit. Why was my boss calling me on a Saturday morning? Of course, it had happened before; you can’t work for a company like Hégémonie without having to deal with the occasional emergency. Whenever I think about it now, whenever I hear someone say ‘emergency’, the word has a whole different meaning. Never again will I use the word to talk about a presentation that needs wrapping up, a consumer trial that has to be launched, a bottle design that has to be approved. What kind of emergency is that, exactly? Whose life is in the balance? But, at that precise moment, I didn’t see things that way. I simply wondered what emergency JP could need to discuss with me, and I had a feeling it was to do with Monday’s meeting. So, a major emergency. Vital. I answered without hesitation, barely noticing that Louis had slowed down and was standing beside me, visibly wanting to say something. I signalled to him that I was on the phone, couldn’t he see that? He mumbled into his nascent beard, muttering that it was important, I think. I gestured it was an urgent call, and now I’ll never know what he wanted to talk to me about. I’m certain that my parting thoughts before Louis sped off were negative ones. Something to do with his constant need for attention, my never having a moment to myself, his teenage selfishness, my need for a bit of space. Shit. I think the last word that formed in my mind on the subject of my little person – the baby I rocked for hours on end, the baby I sang to for hours on end, who had brought me so much laughter, pride and joy – the last word I mentally uttered in my rusty brain cells was a swear word. How shocking. What a grim memory.


Louis heaved an exaggerated sigh, grabbed the red headphones that had been looped around his neck, rammed them on to his head, yelled something about it always being the same with me, how I only cared about my job, then he pushed off with his right foot and launched the skateboard down the sloping pavement. If I hadn’t been talking to JP – the emergency was a problem with some PowerPoint slides that needed redoing – I’d have had a maternal reflex and yelled, Slow down – you’re going too fast, which annoys any child over kindergarten age, the sort of reprimand that’s useless, in theory, but which, in practice, can always stir a half-sleeping conscience. The cry remained unuttered. Having kids is frowned on at Hégémonie, even if the official policy is clear: Hégémonie is pro gender equality; Hégémonie invests in the careers of women in the company. There’s always a gulf between theory, stated policy, and practice, that other face of the same company, those unsaid things that result in a ridiculously low number of women on the boards of large corporates. I’d always fought to get to the top, so it was out of the question to display the slightest maternal streak in the midst of a work conversation, even on a Saturday, even at 10:31.


While JP was telling me about the changes that needed to be made by Sunday evening, I kept half an eye on Louis, who was definitely going too fast. I noticed the headphones glued to his ears, and I distinctly remember hoping he hadn’t turned the volume up too loud, and that he was aware how fast he was going. I shook my head, telling myself he was a big boy now, that I had to stop worrying about every little thing, about everything, about nothing – especially about nothing. It’s incredible all the thoughts that occur in the space of a few seconds. It’s incredible how a few seconds can become so painfully etched in your mind.


Last glance at my smartphone screen. It’s 10:32. I tell myself I must put the phone down on JP in three minutes max, because we’re close to the Métro station.


I hear a muffled wail that reminds me of the horn of an ocean liner in distress. It’s a lorry. I look up and time stands still. I am a hundred metres away, but the clamour of the onlookers is so loud that I feel as if I’m already on the spot. My phone smashes on the ground. I howl. My ankle twists, I fall over, get up, remove my stilettos and run as I’ve never run before. The lorry has stopped now. I’m not the only one screaming. A dozen people who were sitting at a café terrace in the sunshine on this beautiful winter’s morning have jumped to their feet. A father covers his son’s eyes. How old is he? Four or five, probably. This kind of scene is not for him. Even in films, this kind of scene is never shown. To anyone. At most, it can be suggested. I get closer and scream again. I fling myself to the ground, grazing my knees, but I don’t feel the pain. Not that pain, in any case. Louis. Louis. Louis. Louis. My love. My life. How can I describe the indescribable? A witness, later, used the word she-wolf. The cries of a she-wolf being disembowelled. I fight, I claw the ground, my body’s shaking, I cradle Louis’s head in my hands. I know I mustn’t touch him, that he mustn’t be moved, but I can’t . . . Always that same gap between theory and reality. I can’t leave him lying on the ground and do nothing. Yet I cradle his head and do nothing other than wait, crying, constantly checking his breathing. Is he breathing? He’s breathing. He’s stopped breathing. He’s breathing again. The emergency services arrive in record time. A fireman takes charge of me, or rather he tries to pull me off Louis. I slap him. I apologize. He smiles at me. I remember everything: his gestures that are both firm and gentle, his unsightly nose, his comforting voice, his formulaic words, the ambulance driving off. I catch a few snatches. Paediatric A & E. Robert Debré Hospital. Intensive care. ‘Everything will be all right, madame.’ No, it won’t be all right. ‘I’ll drive you there.’ I crumple. He holds me. My muscles, tensed up since the accident, have just given way. Someone sits me on a chair on the sun-drenched terrace of the café. My body no longer responds. My stomach is in knots; I throw up my breakfast all over the table of the hipster bar, which empties within seconds. I wipe my mouth, drink a glass of water and look up.


Nothing has changed around me. The sky is still as blue and pure. I look at my watch – also smashed; the face cracked, hands stopped. A motionless witness. It is still 10:32.




One morning


My name’s Louis. I live in Paris and I’m twelve and a half, nearly thirteen. I love soccer, manga, the rapper Maître Gims, Pokémon YouTube channels, Nutella, films from the Nineties and 2000s (no, that’s not uncool), the smell of exhaust fumes, funky skateboards, Madame Ernest, my maths teacher’s boobs, maths without Madame Ernest’s boobs, my super Granny Odette, my mother (most days).


Apart from that, I think I’m dead.


I don’t normally like talking about myself, but, given the situation and since you’re there, I may as well tell you a bit about who you’re dealing with and what happened.


I live with just my mum. Her name’s Thelma. I spent my last morning with her. I wish I could tell you that it was a wonderful morning, that we shared some magic moments, that we hugged affectionately and said loving words to each another. Actually, it was a horribly ordinary morning, which isn’t really surprising. We don’t live every hour of every day as if it was our last, that would be exhausting. We just live, that’s all. And that’s exactly what my life with my mother was like.


So, when I think back, that morning was perfect. I know that Mum must feel very differently about it, I know she must be going over every detail of those last minutes in her mind and wondering what she should have done, what she could have changed. I have the answer, although I know Mum would disagree: nothing.


That’s a weird thing to say when you know that our morning together boils down to Mum trying to get me out of bed, me complaining, dilly-dallying and complaining some more. That’s how it looked from the outside. That’s also what I saw. Now that I’ve got some (a lot of) distance, I’m conscious of my sensations – of that vague feeling, those tingles in the brain that only become accessible when there’s nothing else. The burden of habit. The joy of habits. The unchanging pleasure of family rituals. Those little day-to-day gestures that define us and that change everything.


That morning was filled with those ritual pleasures. The squeak of my bedroom door-handle stirring a tiny fraction of my consciousness, heralding the arrival of the coming day. Mum entering my room, walking over and running her hand through my hair, stroking me from my forehead to the back of my neck – never the other way around. Mum whispering, ‘Good morning, Louis, darling. It’s time to get up, sweetheart,’ as if I were still two or three years old. That moment, hovering between sleep and waking, that lethargic state in which dream and reality are blurred. Then the sound of the electric shutter being rolled up, the sun’s rays striking my face, a groan, I turn over and bury my head under the pillow. Mum goes out. Sleep enfolds me once more; I pick up the thread of a dream, of which I’ll have no recollection. Mum comes back in, her voice more insistent, not so soft, firmer. Like every day. She knows this ritual inside out too. The same for years. Even if it’s become a reflex, we both recognize what the mood of the day will be like from the tone of a syllable uttered, the length of a guttural sound emanating from the sleepy adolescent bear. The mood of the day is happy. It’s Saturday, we know it. We have plenty of time, even if Mum says we don’t. I know the plan for the day, I know Mum, I know she wakes me up early to give me time to surface.


I’ll digress, here, because I know you’re saying to yourself, It’s strange, this twelve-and-a-half-year-old kid using all those big words, isn’t it? At any rate, I can tell you my mates in class 8C of Paul Éluard High School think I’m a freak. It’s weird being in with fourteen-year-olds at twelve-and-a-half, anyway. I don’t make a big deal of it, but that’s how it is and that’s how I talk and I can’t do anything about it, and at school they make fun of my turns of phrase, calling me a geek, so thank you very much, but don’t you start . . .


Now, where was I? Oh, yes – I was telling you. For the past few days, I wanted – I needed – to talk to Mum about this girl I met at football – yup, there are girls who play football, and, yup, they can be pretty. Enough stereotyping. I was waiting for the right moment. Mum and I are shy about our feelings. Not the sort to wear our heart on our sleeve. We tend to keep things to ourselves. The right moment to talk to my mother is not on a weekday. She comes home from work exhausted and finds it hard to switch off her smartphone, always dealing with what she calls ‘emergencies’. I wonder what kind of emergency you have to cope with when you’re in charge of anti-dandruff shampoo.


Whatever. I said to myself that this ordinary morning on an ordinary weekend was the perfect time. I didn’t want Mum to get too carried away and imagine me already married, so I didn’t intend to make a big deal of it. An informal chat, casual, was all I wanted. So, when I went up to her and Mum brushed me away like a bramble on her path, I must say, I was fuming. Mum says I’m a bit hot-headed. I’m not too sure what that means – probably that I’m a pain. Or touchy. Or both. In my defence, as Granny Odette says, the apple never falls far from the tree, and Mum is especially touchy. I didn’t say she was a pain – you jumped to that conclusion, admit it.


So I snorted like a bull and shot off. I wanted to mess up her work call. It was Saturday morning; somehow, I had to get her to realize that it wasn’t a work day. I’m very aware that Mum stresses when she sees me vanish around a street corner. Consciously or not, she starts walking faster so as not to lose sight of me. So I shot off, I wanted to pass the corner of Rue des Récollets before her, then hide inside the entrance to Jardin Villemin, give her a bit of a scare and make her end her call.


I’m not quite sure what happened next. Well, yes, I think I understand; I’m not dumb. I was going too fast, for sure. I lost control. A really stupid mistake. I never lose control like that; I can handle my board. I looked up and saw the lorry coming. I heard the sound of a horn, then everything went black.


Total blackout.


Contrary to popular belief, I didn’t see my life flash by in a few tenths of a second, I just saw the headlights of that rotten lorry and I thought, Hey, that’s weird he’s got his headlights on in broad daylight.


Last thoughts are surprisingly mundane.




2


E.E.G.


At no point did I think he might be dead. Mothers must be programmed that way. To consider the possibility of your child dying is already to bury them. And burying a child is quite simply impossible. Louis wasn’t dead. He couldn’t be dead.


I was in shock. I don’t know if that’s the official, medical term, but I think I heard someone say the word. I experienced the rest of that arctic Saturday floating in a haze, as if sounds and sensations were deadened by a cocoon enveloping me from head to toe. I felt anaesthetized – perhaps thanks to the tranquillizers that I was immediately given, perhaps as a result of the bombshells that were being dropped around me, one after the other.


Emotional bombshells, like when the doctors explained to me that they had pumped my son full of drugs to prevent him from suffering, that the priority was to stop any infections that would cause internal lesions. That his condition was life-threatening, that for the time being it was impossible to assess his real state of consciousness because of the medication, that they would have to wait until the treatment was finished to have a clearer idea. ‘We’re very sorry, madame.’


Then, tear bombshells when my mother arrived at the hospital, shook me, screaming, blaming my inertia, my irresponsibility, my inattentiveness. The doctors had to drag her away from me – my own mother. ‘Everyone reacts to this kind of situation differently, madame; you must respect your daughter’s response, as we respect yours; and, no, we’re not arrogant little fools.’


And word bombshells. Legions of new words, acronyms, incomprehensible signals, armies of adjectives, little medical soldiers that only make sense if you want to hear them. From this fug, the only ones I remembered were the key words, those markers that you sense play a crucial part and are more important than the others.


Multiple trauma.


Haematomas.


Intracerebral.


Pulmonary.


Coma.


Deep.


Respirator.


E.E.G.


Electroencephalogram.


Wait.


How long?


No idea.


Unpredictable.


Never?


No idea.


Too soon.


Hope.


Courage.


In his hospital bed, Louis was beautiful. Serene. Calm. Surprisingly intact. If it weren’t for all those tubes, his face and the rest of his body would have looked unbroken, or almost. Two smashed ribs, a fractured leg – and, since the fracture wasn’t open, immobilizing the leg would be sufficient, so I was told. To which I replied that I couldn’t see the point of immobilizing the leg, given that Louis wasn’t exactly going to be prancing around straight away. The nurse shot me one of those judgemental looks that speak volumes, deeming wisecracks from the mouth of a distraught mother inappropriate. I was a bewildered mother. I don’t know about distraught. Everything felt unreal. This is a nightmare, Thelma, that’s all. You’re going to wake up, and Louis will be beside you, his tousled surfer’s locks tumbling over his dark eyes, which will begin to laugh through their thick lashes. What’s up, Mum? Don’t you like my pranks any more? OK, that one was a bit off, but I’m fine, don’t worry. By the way, did you buy me that Pokémon-EX card I found on Amazon? What are we having for supper tonight? Can I watch the concert on MTV? Go on, pleeaase, Mum, be cool. You’re the best. I love you.


I’m so far from being the best. The best and I are light years apart. She mocks me from her far-off galaxy. Her son is standing beside her, smiling. He’s alive. And mine?


Alive.


Hope.


Wait.


How long?


No idea.
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Immediately After


I was permitted to leave the hospital on the Sunday evening. The staff wouldn’t let me out on the Saturday; they needed to keep me under observation – that was the official line. But I think they were mainly afraid I’d do something stupid. They don’t know me. If there’s one thing I’m not, it’s suicidal. I have a deeply ingrained survival instinct. Even in my darkest moments, I find the strength to pick myself up again. That’s what I’d been telling myself over and over since Louis’s accident. I was going to have to go into battle mode. And that’s something I know how to do. I’m a warrior. A fighter. ‘That’s very good, madame; Louis is going to need your support. The family has an important part to play when a person’s in a coma. There are no guarantees, mind you, but Louis is very young. At his age, he’s more likely to recover. Positive outcomes in such cases are often thanks to a combination of specialist medical care, a young patient who keeps fighting and the support of a loving family.’


So I left the hospital on the Sunday with hope in my heart, but death in my soul. Outwardly, I wanted to fight with him, and the nurses had boosted my hopes. Especially the adorable fair-haired one who reminded me of the T.V. presenter Sophie Davant, and to whom I could have confided my most private fears in front of the cameras. But, deep down, a sickening voice inside my head – goaded by a night of searching coma online (and the Internet is a risky place to look for information about something like that) – kept whispering, What’s the use? A stage-three coma and it’s hopeless. Remember Michael Schumacher? He’s been in a coma for years. Supposing Louis wakes up with locked-in syndrome? Supposing he never wakes up? I was veering from total despair to the wildest optimism, causing the hospital staff to fear for my mental state. I wanted to tell them not to worry, that I was always like that but today it was more extreme, but I wasn’t sure that would reassure them and I had to get out of there, otherwise I really would go mad.


On Sunday, I was allowed to spend the whole day with Louis. My slumbering child. I expected to see him wake up, turn over and groan that it was much too early for a Sunday. I would have given everything to hear one of those groans of his that ordinarily so annoyed me. But nothing of the sort happened. Nothing happened. The machine regulated his breathing, but his chest was the only part of his body that appeared to be active. I held his hand for most of the day. I massaged his palms, his fingers. His feet too, for ages, slowly. The feel of his warm body comforted me. On his face, I was allowed only to stroke his cheeks. I closed my eyes and saw the little dimple that always appeared when he smiled. I cried, a lot – over his hands, in mine. I sang him lullabies. I hummed his favourite a dozen or so times, the one he still asked for at the age of twelve. The one I’d made up, with my own words. Probably the most tuneless, probably the least pretty lullaby of all. Probably the most beautiful, in his eyes and in mine.
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