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There are others who are not remembered,


as if they had never lived,


who died and were forgotten,


they, and their children after them.


 


SIRACH 44:9




ONE


1992


smells like teen spirit




Chapter 1


Anthony stood on the shore and stared.


With the sun directly overhead, the lake’s water looked as dense as oil. Every so often, the passage of a carp or a pike broke its velvety surface. The boy sniffed. The air was heavy with the smell of mud, of leaden, baked earth. July had scattered freckles across his already broad back. He was just wearing football shorts and a pair of fake Ray-Bans. It was hot as hell, but that didn’t explain everything.


Anthony had just turned fourteen. He could devour an entire baguette with Vache qui Rit cheese as a snack. At night, wearing headphones, he sometimes wrote songs. His parents were idiots. When school started, he would be in year 10. 


Lying next to him, his cousin was taking it easy. He was half asleep, stretched out on the nice towel they’d bought at the Calvi market the year they went to summer camp. Even lying down, he looked tall. Everyone thought he was at least twenty-two or -three. He used that assumption to get into places he shouldn’t. Bars, nightclubs, girls.


Anthony took a cigarette from the pack he’d slipped into his shorts and asked his cousin if he didn’t agree that they were bored out of their skulls.


His cousin didn’t stir. You could make out the exact outline of the muscles under his skin. From time to time a fly landed near the fold of his armpit. Then he would twitch, like a horse bothered by a horsefly. Anthony would’ve liked to be like that, slim, with well-defined abs. But he wasn’t the type. Despite doing press-ups and sit-ups in his bedroom every night, he remained square and massive, like a slab of beef. At school, one of the monitors once gave him some shit about a burst football. Anthony told him to meet him after class. The guy never showed up. Also, his cousin’s Ray-Bans were real.


Anthony lit his cigarette and sighed. The cousin knew perfectly well what he wanted. For days now, Anthony had been pestering him to go over to the ‘bare-arse’ beach. They’d dubbed it that in an excess of optimism because you might see girls topless there, at the very least. Anyway, Anthony was completely obsessed.


‘C’mon, let’s go there.’


‘Nah,’ muttered his cousin.


‘C’mon. Please.’


‘Not now. Just go for a swim.’


‘Yeah, sure . . .’


Anthony looked out at the water with his crooked eye. His right eyelid drooped lazily, and it threw his face off, making him look perpetually grumpy. One of those things that was out of whack. Like the heat enveloping him, like his taut, off-kilter body, his size ten feet, and the spots sprouting all over his face. Go for a swim, the cousin had said. What a laugh. Anthony spat between his teeth.


A year earlier, a boy called Colin had drowned on 14 July – Bastille Day, easy to remember. That night a crowd of people from the surrounding area had gathered on the lakeshore and in the woods to watch the fireworks. People lit campfires and barbecues. As usual, a fight broke out shortly after midnight. Guys on leave from the barracks went after the Arabs from the estates, and the Hennicourt inbreds waded in. Then the regular campers got involved, most of them young, but a few fathers, too, Belgians with big bellies and sunburn. Dawn revealed greasy paper, bloody sticks, broken bottles, even one of the sailing club’s Optimists stuck in a tree; not something you saw every day. The boy called Colin, on the other hand, was nowhere to be found.


He’d definitely spent the evening at the lakeshore, though. That was confirmed because he went with his mates, who all testified later. Ordinary kids with names like Arnaud, Alexandre and Sébastien, who’d just passed their baccalaureate exam and didn’t even have driving licences. They’d come to watch the usual fights without intending to get personally involved, except at one point they got caught up in the melee. After that, everything was kind of vague. Several witnesses said they’d seen a boy who’d seemed hurt. People mentioned a T-shirt covered with blood, and also a cut on his throat, like a mouth revealing dark, liquid depths. In the confusion, nobody stepped forward to help him. Come morning, the boy’s bed was empty.


The prefect ordered a search of the neighbouring woods over the following days, while divers dragged the lake. For hours, onlookers watched as the firefighters’ orange Zodiac came and went. The divers tumbled backwards out of it with a distant splash, and then you had to wait, in dead silence.


They said that the boy’s mother was in the hospital, on sedatives. Others that she’d hanged herself. Or that she’d been seen wandering the streets in her nightgown. The boy’s father was a town cop, and he was also a hunter. Everyone naturally thought the Arabs had done the deed, so people kind of hoped for a settling of scores. He was the stocky guy who stayed aboard the firefighters’ boat, bareheaded in the blazing sun. People watched him from shore, watched his immobility, his unbearable calm and his slowly ripening scalp. They found his patience disgusting, somehow. They would’ve liked him to do something, move at least, put on a cap.


What really upset people was the picture published in the newspaper later. In the photo, the boy called Colin had a nice face, graceless and pale; a good face for a victim, actually. His hair was curly on the sides, his eyes were brown, and he was wearing a red T-shirt. The article said he had passed his baccalaureate exam with top honours. If you knew his family, that was quite an accomplishment. Just goes to show, said Anthony’s father. 


In the end, the body was never found, and Colin’s father went back to work without making a fuss. His wife hadn’t hanged herself or anything. She just took pills. 


Anyway, Anthony had no desire to go swimming. His cigarette hit the water’s surface with a little hiss. He looked up at the sky, then frowned, dazzled. For a fraction of a second, his eyelids were in balance. The sun was high; it must have been three o’clock. The cigarette left an unpleasant taste on his tongue. Time was dragging by, but at the same time the start of classes was approaching at top speed.


‘Oh, fuck it,’ said the cousin, standing up. ‘You’re such a drag.’ 


‘We’re bored, like big time. Nothing to do, every day.’


‘All right, then.’


His cousin draped his towel around his shoulders and climbed onto his mountain bike, ready to take off.


‘C’mon, move your arse. We’re going over there.’


‘Where?’


‘Move it, I said.’


Anthony jammed his towel into his old Chevignon backpack, retrieved his watch from a trainer, and quickly got dressed. He’d barely got his BMX upright before his cousin disappeared down the road around the lake.


‘Wait for me, for fuck’s sake!’ 


Ever since they were kids, Anthony had followed his cousin everywhere. Their mothers had been close as well, when they were younger. The Mougel girls, people called them. They’d been picking up the cutest boys at the canton’s dances for a long time before they eventually settled down with Mr Right. Hélène, Anthony’s mother, chose one of the Casati sons. Irène did even worse. The Mougel girls, their men, cousins and in-laws were all part of the same world, anyway. To see it in action, you could just check out the weddings, the funerals and the Christmas festivities. The men said little and died young. The women dyed their hair and looked at life with gradually fading optimism. When they got old, they retained the memory of their men, beaten down on the job, at bars or sick with silicosis, and their sons dead in car crashes, not counting the ones who packed up and left. 


His cousin’s mother, Irène, also belonged to that category of abandoned wives, so he grew up fast. At sixteen, he knew how to mow the lawn, drive without a licence, and cook. He was even allowed to smoke in his bedroom. He was bold and self-confident. Anthony would have followed him into hell. He, on the other hand, felt increasingly alienated from his family’s ways. He found them awfully small in their stature, their jobs, their hopes, even their misfortunes, which were common and predictable. Among those people you got fired, divorced, cheated on or cancer. In other words, you were normal, and everything beyond that was seen as relatively unacceptable. Families grew that way, on great slabs of anger over depths of accumulated pain that, lubricated by pastis, could suddenly erupt in the middle of a party. More and more, Anthony thought himself above all that. He dreamed of getting the fuck out.


When they reached the old railway line, the cousin ditched his bike in the bushes. Crouching down on the tracks, he studied the Léo-Lagrange recreation centre, which lay below the railway embankment. The boathouse was wide open, and there wasn’t a soul in sight. Anthony left his BMX and joined him.


‘No one’s around,’ said his cousin. ‘We’re gonna grab a canoe and go.’ 


‘You sure?’


‘Well, we sure aren’t gonna swim there.’


His cousin sprinted down the bank, pushing through the brambles and weeds. Anthony followed. He was scared; it felt great.


Once in the boathouse it took them a few moments to get used to the darkness. There were dinghies, a 420 and some canoes hanging from a metal rack. Life jackets on hangers gave off a strong mouldy smell. The wide-open doors were like a movie screen cut in the damp shadows, showing the beach and the sparkling lake in the flat land beyond.


‘C’mon, we’ll take this one.’


Moving in tandem, they unhooked the canoe the cousin had chosen and grabbed some paddles. They paused a moment before leaving the coolness of the boathouse. It felt good. A windsurfer cut a clear wake on the lake’s surface in the distance. No one was coming. Anthony could feel the heady dizziness that comes before doing something stupid. It was like when he shoplifted at the Prisu or pulled risky stunts on a motorbike.


‘Okay. Let’s go,’ said his cousin.


With the canoe on their shoulders and paddles in hand, they took off running.


The Léo-Lagrange centre mostly hosted well-behaved kids whose parents parked them there while waiting for school to start. That way, instead of getting into trouble in town, the kids could go horse riding and ride pedal boats. There was a party at the end, and everyone would hide away to kiss and drink on the sly. The cooler boys were sometimes even able to score with a counsellor. But the group always included a few weirdos, tough kids from the countryside who’d been raised on horse-whippings. If those guys got hold of you, things could get ugly. Anthony tried not to think about that too much. The canoe was heavy. He had to make it as far as the shore, thirty metres away, tops. The boat’s gunwale was cutting into his shoulder. He gritted his teeth. But just then his cousin tripped on a root, and the canoe nose-dived. Stumbling behind him, Anthony felt his hand snag on something sharp, a splinter or something sticking out inside. He knelt down and looked at his open palm. It was bleeding. His cousin was already back on his feet.


‘C’mon, we don’t have time.’ 


‘Just a second. I hurt myself.’


He put the wound to his lips. The taste of blood filled his mouth.


‘Hurry!’


Voices were approaching. The boys jogged on, awkwardly lugging the boat, watching their feet. Carried by their momentum, they went into the water up to their waists. Anthony thought of his cigarettes and the Walkman in his backpack.


‘Get in!’ said his cousin, pushing the canoe away from shore.


‘Hey there!’ yelled someone behind them.


The voice was sharp and male. Other shouts followed, getting closer.


‘Hey, you! Come back here!’


Anthony hauled himself into the canoe as best he could. His cousin gave one last shove and climbed aboard in turn. On the lakeshore behind them, two counsellors and a girl in a swimming costume were yelling.


‘Paddle! We’re on our way now. Let’s go!’


After some hesitation, the boys found their rhythm, with Anthony paddling on the port side, and the cousin to starboard. A crowd of yelling, excited kids gathered on the beach. Counsellors ran into the boathouse and came out carrying three canoes.


Fortunately, the cousins’ boat was cutting across the lake’s surface with reassuring smoothness. They could feel the water’s resistance in their shoulders and a heady sensation of speed under their feet. Anthony noticed a streak of blood snaking down his forearm. He put his paddle down for a moment.


‘You okay?’ asked his cousin.


‘It’s nothing.’


‘You sure?’


‘Yeah.’


Red drops falling between Anthony’s feet made an outline of a Mickey Mouse head. A thin, open cut ran across his palm. He brought it to his mouth.


‘Paddle!’ shouted his cousin.


The boats pursuing them carried two or three people apiece, including grown-ups. They weren’t that far behind, and Anthony began paddling harder than ever. The sun beat down on the dark lake waters, making a million white flashes. He could feel sweat running down his forehead and along his ribs. On his back, his T-shirt stuck to him like a second skin. He was worried. Maybe they had called the police.


‘What are we going to do?’


‘They won’t follow us.’


‘You sure?’


‘Paddle, for fuck’s sake!’


After a while the cousin changed direction, now hugging the shore. He hoped to quickly reach Le Pointu, the thin spit of land that divided the lake in two. Once they rounded that point, they would be out of sight for a few minutes.


‘Look,’ he said.


On the neighbouring beaches, bathers had stood up to see better and were whistling or shouting encouragement. Anthony and his cousin were in the habit of always going to the same place, a fairly accessible beach called the Déchetterie – the dump. It was said to be near a sewer outlet, which was why there were so few people there, even in mid-season. The lake had other beaches. The Léo-Lagrange one was behind them. The campground beach was over there. Further on was the American beach, where the inbreds hung out. On the far side of the Pointu spit, the sailing club had the prettiest beach of all, with pine trees, almost golden sand, huts and a bar, like at the seaside.


‘We’re getting there,’ said his cousin.


A hundred metres ahead on the right, an old, tumbledown forest service cabin marked the beginning of the Pointu. The boys turned round to see how far behind their pursuers were. They didn’t seem to be catching up, and the counsellors appeared to be having a big discussion. Even from a distance, the boys could tell they were irritated and arguing. At one moment someone stood up to make a point, and someone else made them sit back down. They finally turned back towards the recreation centre. The cousins grinned at each other and Anthony allowed himself to give them the finger, now that their backs were turned.


‘So what do we do now?’


‘What do you think?’


‘They’re going to call the police for sure.’


‘So what? Paddle!’


They continued on their way through the reeds, staying close to shore. It was past four, and the light wasn’t as blinding. The sound of croaking rose from the mass of leaves and branches tangling the bank. Hoping to see frogs, Anthony kept his eye on the water’s surface.


‘Your hand okay?’


‘Yeah. Are we going to be there soon?’


‘Ten minutes.’


‘Fuck! This was really far!’


‘I told you. Just think about the bare arses.’


Anthony could already imagine the place, as sort of like the porn section at the video store. He would sometimes slip in there, his belly tense with fear, looking at as much as he could before some adult came to kick him out. The urge to see girls’ bodies was overwhelming and constant. He kept magazines and videotapes in his drawers and under his bed, not to mention tissues. His pals at school were all the same way, totally obsessed. It was making them crazy. That explained most of the fights, now that he thought of it. One wrong look in a hallway would set them off, and suddenly they were at it, struggling with each other, rolling around on the tiles and yelling every name in the book. Some of the guys managed to go out with girls. Anthony had kissed a girl once, in the back of the bus. But she wouldn’t let him touch her breasts, so he dropped her. He was sorry now. Her name was Sandra; she had blue eyes and a nice arse in her C17 jeans.


He was drawn from his ruminations by exhaust noises coming from behind the trees. He and his cousin immediately froze. People were coming their way. Anthony easily recognised the recreation centre’s Piwi 50s, cranky little motocross trikes. The centre had long offered motorbike activities, which had made it successful, much more than paddleball and orienteering courses.


‘They’re driving around the lake on the road.’


‘Looking for us, for sure.’


‘They shouldn’t be able to see us, though.’


Just the same, the cousins weren’t taking any chances. Hearts pounding, they crouched down in their canoe and listened.


‘Get rid of your T-shirt,’ muttered the cousin.


‘What?’


‘Your T-shirt. You can spot it a mile away.’


Anthony pulled his Chicago Bulls top over his head and slipped it under his bum. The sharp chatter of the motorbikes hovered above their heads like a bird of prey. The boys kept quiet, impatient and motionless. A sweetish smell rose from the rotting vegetation on the water’s surface. Mingling with their sweat, it made them itch. Anthony shuddered at the thought of all the things crawling in the swampy water.


‘We’re gonna get there too late,’ he said.


‘Shut up.’


The motorbikes eventually drove away, leaving a vague quavering echo. Stealthily, the boys paddled onwards. When they rounded the Pointu spit, the horizon widened to reveal the other half of the lake. The famous bare-arse beach was finally in sight off to starboard. It was grey and enclosed, inaccessible from the road – and nearly deserted. A motorboat was at anchor some thirty metres offshore. 


It had been a complete waste of time.


‘Fuck, there’s no one here,’ moaned Anthony.


They actually spied two girls, but they were wearing bikinis, even the tops. From a distance it was hard to tell if they were pretty or not.


‘So what do we do?’


‘As long as we’re here . . .’


They got closer, and the girls began to stir restlessly. The boys could now see that they were very young, and nervous; worried, mainly. The smaller one stood up to call to the motorboat. Standing in the water, she whistled between her teeth very loudly, but without success. She ran back to her beach towel and sat close to her friend.


‘They’re scared,’ said Anthony.


‘And you’re not?’


The cousins landed, pulled the canoe onshore, and sat down near the water’s edge. They couldn’t think of what else to do, so they lit cigarettes. They hadn’t exchanged a glance with the other people there. Mostly they were aware of their presence behind them, their dull, impenetrable hostility. Anthony now sort of felt like leaving. But at the same time, it would be a pity, after all the trouble they’d taken. They should’ve known how to go about it better.


After a few minutes the girls gathered up their things at the other end of the beach. They were really pretty, actually, with ponytails and girls’ legs, bums, tits – the works. They started calling to the motorboat again. Anthony shot little glances their way. He felt bad to be bothering them like this.


‘That’s the Durupt girl,’ whispered his cousin.


‘Which one?’


‘The smaller one, in the white.’


‘What about the other girl?’


His cousin didn’t know that one, but you couldn’t miss her. A neat, heavy figure from her neck to her ankles. Her hair, which was tied very high, tumbled down with a terrific impression of weight. Her bikini was laced across her hips. It probably left distinct lines on her skin when it was untied. Her arse especially, was incredible.


‘Yeah . . .’ agreed his cousin, who could sometimes read minds.


Eventually, the people in the boat responded. They turned out to be a couple, an athletic-looking guy and a woman so blonde it almost hurt your eyes. They quickly pulled themselves together, and the guy yanked hard on the starter cord. The boat swung round with a long whine like a food blender and reached the beach in no time. The guy asked the girls if they were okay, and they said yes. Meanwhile, the blonde was staring at the cousins as if they’d just ridden through her bedroom on a moped. Anthony noticed that the guy was wearing brand-new Nike Airs and hadn’t even bothered to take them off before jumping into the water. He was now striding towards them, followed by the girls. You could tell he was determined to lay down the law. The cousin stood up to face him, then Anthony did, too.


‘What the hell are you doing here?’


‘Nothing.’


‘So what do you want?’


This was a slippery slope. The guy wasn’t as tall as the cousin, but he looked tough and confident. He wasn’t about to drop things just like that. Anthony had already clenched his fists. But his cousin defused the situation with a word.


‘Do you have any rolling papers?’ he asked.


Nobody had an answer for that. Anthony was standing with his head cocked at an angle, a habit he’d picked up to hide his lazy eye. His cousin pulled out a wet package of rolling papers.


‘I dropped mine in the water.’


‘You have something to smoke?’ asked the guy in surprise.


Anthony’s cousin took a Kodak film canister from his pocket and rattled the little ball of hash inside. Abruptly, everyone relaxed, especially the man. Without even noticing, they began to mingle. The guy had rolling papers. Now he was all excited.


‘Where did you score that? There’s nothing available right now.’


‘I have some weed, too,’ said the cousin. ‘You interested?’


Clearly, yes. Two weeks earlier the local police had been messed around by the kids in the ZUP housing estate. As payback, they launched a raid after a tip-off on some apartments in the Degas tower. Word was that half the Meryem family was more or less in jail, and you couldn’t make a single score in the whole town. In the middle of the summer, that was seriously shit. 


Other networks were thrown together, fast. The inbreds were making round trips to Maastricht, and the cousin had set up a thing with some Belgians in the campground – two brothers with piercings who spent their time doing E while listening to techno music. As luck would have it, they were spending two weeks in Heillange on a family holiday. Thanks to them, a shuttle from Mons brought Dutch skunk and something like Moroccan Red that made you feel like dunking biscuits in warm milk and watching Meg Ryan movies. The cousin was selling it around the Grappe housing development at twice the normal price, a hundred francs a gram. The consumers bitched a little but preferred to pay up rather than stay straight.


When Anthony took a last ride around the neighbourhood on his bicycle in the evening, he could catch the smell of that special dope filtering out through half-open skylights. Up in the attic, kids barely older than him were getting bombed while playing Street Fighter. On the ground floor, their father was watching Intervilles with a beer in his hand.


The cousin lit a three-sheet blunt and handed it to the guy, whose name was Alex and who was becoming more and more friendly. Then it was Anthony’s turn. He took a few hits and passed it on. He knew the Durupt girl by name. Her father was a doctor and she had a reputation of being fairly brazen. It was said she’d even wrecked her old man’s BMW one Saturday evening, which was pretty remarkable for someone who didn’t even have a learner’s permit. She put out, too. Looking at her, Anthony imagined doing things.


By contrast, the other girl had appeared out of nowhere. She’d plopped down right next to him, which is how he noticed her freckles, the fuzz on her thighs, and the drop of sweat sliding from her navel down to the waistband of her bikini bottoms.


Right away, his cousin rolled another blunt, and Alex bought two hundred francs’ worth of skunk from him. Everybody was nice and relaxed now, laughing easily, their mouths dry. The girls, who had brought bottles of Vittel water, handed them around.


‘We mainly came here to see topless girls.’


‘What you heard was bullshit. Nobody ever gets naked here.’ 


‘Maybe they used to.’


‘Maybe you want us to strip?’


Anthony turned to his neighbour, the girl who had asked the question. She was full of surprises. At first glance she gave an impression of passivity, of almost animal indifference. Seeing her like that, lazy and vague, you’d imagine her sitting on a station platform waiting for a train. But she was also a smart-arse, funny and determined to have a good time. She’d pretty much dozed off after the first joint. She smelled really good, too.


‘Hey, listen to that!’


In the distance you could hear the whine of 50cc engines, the same ones as before, with their high notes and deep backfires.


‘They’re looking for us.’


‘Who?’


‘The guys from the recreation centre.’


‘Wow, they’re hotheads this year!’ 


‘What do you mean?’


‘The fires, that was them.’


‘No, it wasn’t. That was the inbreds.’


‘So what are they after?’


‘The canoe. We swiped it from the centre.’


‘No shit, you really did that?’


They laughed for a good long time, feeling sheltered, stoned and relaxed. The heat had dropped and something soft, a smell of charcoal, woods and parched pine trees, rose to their nostrils. The setting sun had quietened the insects, leaving only the lapping of the lake, the distant hum of the motorway, and bursts of two-stroke engines occasionally ripping the air. The girls had put on T-shirts and removed their bikini tops. You could see their breasts moving under the fabric. They didn’t care, and the boys pretended not to care either. Anthony eventually took off his sunglasses. At one point he caught his neighbour trying to make sense of his off-kilter face. Then, a little after six o’clock, the girls began to get impatient and restless. It was probably time to go home. When the girl sitting on the ground close to Anthony got up, her knee brushed his. A girl feels really soft; it’s something you never really get used to.


This one was called Stéphanie Chaussoy. 


That was the summer Anthony turned fourteen. It all had to start somewhere.




Chapter 2


Having hidden the canoe, the two boys rode their bikes home through the Petit-Fougeray woods. As usual, Anthony played at slaloming between the dashes on the centre line, a habit that gave his cousin fits. While climbing the hill near the warehouses a few days earlier, Anthony found himself facing an oncoming VW bus. The driver had had to swerve aside. When his cousin asked if that wasn’t a little stupid, Anthony said he had the right of way.


‘What right of way? You were in the middle of the road!’


At times, Anthony drove him crazy. It made you wonder if he was really all there.


But the road was empty now and the boys pedalled fast, facing the sun, followed by their shadows. After the afternoon heat, the surrounding woods seemed to sigh and relax. The declining day felt like a countdown, because Alex had invited them somewhere. A friend was throwing a big party at his parents’ place, and Anthony and his cousin were welcome to drop by, provided they brought their dope, of course. The festivities were supposed to take place in a big house with a pool. There would be booze, girls, music and a midnight swim. Anthony and his cousin said okay, they would see what they could do. Being cool seemed to require a lot of concentration.


Problem was, the party in question would be in Drimblois, a forty-kilometre round trip, and by bike. That is, unless they borrowed Anthony’s father’s Yamaha YZ. The motorbike had been languishing under a tarpaulin in the back of their garage for years. But it wasn’t even worth considering. Anthony didn’t mind facing an oncoming VW bus, but dealing with his old man was no joke.


‘Who cares? He won’t even notice,’ argued his cousin.


‘No, it’s too risky,’ said Anthony. ‘We’ll just have to do it by bike.’


‘C’mon, it’s already seven o’clock, it’ll be a lost cause.’ 


‘I can’t! I mean it. He’d kill me if I took his motorbike. You don’t know him.’


In fact, his cousin knew Patrick Casati pretty well. He wasn’t a bad guy, but sometimes just a finger smudge on the TV screen could put him in a mood that was painful to watch. The worst part came later, when he realised what he had done. Embarrassed, paralysed with guilt, unable to apologise, he would try to win forgiveness by talking quietly and offering to dry the dishes. Anthony’s mother, Hélène, had packed her bags and gone to stay with her sister several times. When she came back, life resumed as if nothing had happened. Still, a kind of heaviness hung between them, something that didn’t give you much of a taste for family life.


‘Your sweetie will be there,’ the cousin insisted. ‘We gotta go.’


‘Who do you mean?’


‘Oh, come off it. You know very well.’


‘Yeah . . .’


Stéphanie was already like one of those jingles that get stuck in your head and drive you crazy. Anthony’s life had been turned upside down. Nothing had moved, but nothing was where it used to be. He was suffering; it felt good. 


‘That girl is something else, no kidding.’


‘Yeah, sure is.’ 


His cousin chuckled. He recognised the look on Anthony’s face. It was the same as when he was thirteen and had a crush on Natasha Glassman, a girl with different-coloured eyes who wore Kickers. Stung, Anthony stood up on his bike, needing to burn off all his extra energy. Pedalling out of the saddle, he sped off – in the middle of the road, of course.


The cousin lived with his mother and sister in a narrow, two-storey terraced house with a peeling stucco facade and geraniums in the windows. When they got there, the boys ditched their bikes in the gravel and ran inside. In the living room, his cousin’s mother was watching Santa Barbara. She had a habit of raising the TV’s volume to the max, so Cruz Castillo’s voice took on a somewhat unexpected prophetic dimension. Hearing them race up the stairs, she yelled:


‘Take your shoes off before going up there!’


Because there was carpeting upstairs, of course. Reaching the landing, Anthony glanced into his cousin Carine’s room. The door was ajar and he could see someone in short shorts sitting on the floor with her legs extended: Vanessa. The insults started flying right away: you virgin, little weirdo, wanker. Carine was eighteen and hung out with Vanessa, who was only sixteen. The two friends spent all their time together, bad-mouthing people, doing nothing and imagining sad love stories for themselves. In summertime they combined these activities with tanning their bare breasts in the Léonards’ garden. Vanessa’s father would pop by unannounced from time to time. The girls laughed it off, but Vanessa thought it was kind of creepy. What they didn’t know was that Anthony, who lived in the same housing development, sometimes spied on them through the hedge. They were a pair of real snakes, and he was careful to keep his distance. He now beat a retreat before they came after him physically. It had happened before. They were pretty tough.


Once in his cousin’s room, he flopped down on the bed. The place was right under the roof and hot as hell, despite the fan. The walls had shelves of VHS tapes, some Baywatch photos, and a poster of Bruce Lee, looking very relaxed for once. Plus a big TV in a fake wood case, a four-track video player, and an empty aquarium that a neurasthenic python had once briefly occupied. Strewn in the corners were dirty socks, motorbike magazines, empty beer cans and a baseball bat. His cousin was already rolling a two-sheet joint.


‘This is so lame.’


‘Yeah.’


‘So what do we do?’


‘I dunno.’


They stayed like that for a while, taking turns toking, not doing anything except thinking, while the fan dispersed the smoke. They looked at each other, sweaty and on edge.


‘For once we have a thing to do.’


‘Yeah, but my dad’ll tear me a new one if I touch his ride.’


‘That girl is something else, though.’ 


‘I just can’t do it, I’m telling you.’


Anthony was feeling upset. His cousin knew how to get to him. 


‘What’s the worst that could happen to you? Nine times out of ten, he’ll never even notice. He doesn’t give a shit about that bike any more.’


That was partly true. Anthony’s father didn’t want to hear about the motorbike. It brought back too many memories, things he’d given up, things that felt like his freedom. Not that this changed the prohibition; quite the contrary. Absent-mindedly, Anthony touched his right eyelid. He’d got some smoke in his eye.


‘What do you really want?’ asked his cousin.


‘What are you talking about?’ 


‘You’ve never gone out with a girl.’


‘Sure I have!’


‘Oh, your story about the back of the bus, give me a break. And the Glassman girl, you bored us with her for two years, and in the end: diddly squat.’ 


Anthony felt his throat tighten. He’d thought about that girl constantly from year five till the end of year eight. In class he always tried to sit closest to her. During gym, he gazed at her with the eyes of a beaten dog. He made mixtapes from the radio dedicated to her: Scorpions, Daniel Balavoine, Johnny Hallyday. He’d gone so far as to ride his bike around her neighbourhood. But in the end, he hadn’t even dared ask if she wanted to go out with him. Cyril Medranet, the maths teacher’s son, eventually scored with her. Anthony wanted to smash his face in but had to settle for swiping his backpack and tossing it into the Henne. He’d got over her. She was a bitch, anyway. 


‘Well, I guess that’s that.’ 


His cousin took a last drag and stubbed out the joint, then turned on the Mega Drive. It was all over. Anthony could’ve wept.


‘Oh, fuck it all!’ 


He jumped off the bed, ran out of the room, and sprinted down the stairs. He’d rather risk a beating than face yet another evening getting wasted and playing Sonic while girls were drinking, being picked up, and letting other tongues play with theirs. Having made up his mind, he raced towards home on his BMX. But at the end of the street he saw Carine and Vanessa coming back from Derch with shopping bags full of beer. They were in his way, so Anthony slowed, then put a foot down.


‘Where are you off to?’


‘What’s your hurry?’


‘Hey, look at me when I’m talking to you.’


Vanessa lifted his chin. She and Carine both wore their hair long, with one strand held back with a barrette. They were wearing vest tops, short shorts and flip-flops, and they smelled of coconut oil. A gold chain glittered at Vanessa’s ankle. Anthony noticed that his cousin Carine wasn’t wearing a bra. She was a good size 36C, which he knew from snooping in her bedroom when she wasn’t there.


‘So where are you going?’ repeated Vanessa, trapping the BMX’s front wheel between her legs to keep him from leaving.


‘Home.’


‘So soon?’


‘What’re you gonna do?’ 


‘What are you looking at?’


‘Nothing . . .’


Anthony felt himself blushing. He lowered his eyes again.


‘You little perv! You want to see if I have a tan line?’


Vanessa showed him the lighter skin on her hip. Anthony backed away to free his wheel.


‘I have to get going.’


‘Come on, don’t do your little queer number.’ 


Carine, who had already started drinking one of the beers, stood behind him, giggling. But she came to his rescue anyway.


‘It’s okay. Leave him alone.’


She took another swig of beer, and some of the liquid glistened on her chin. Anthony tried to free himself again but Vanessa wouldn’t let him go.


‘Oh, Anthony,’ she simpered, touching his cheek with her palm. Her hand felt surprisingly cool, especially the fingertips. It made him feel all strange. She smiled at him, then burst out laughing.


‘All right, get out of here.’


He turned tail and fled.


Anthony could feel their eyes on his back for a moment, and went through the stop sign before turning onto rue Clément-Hader. It was completely empty at this time of night and ran steeply downtown. On the horizon, the sky had taken on exaggerated colours. Feeling exalted, he let go of the handlebars and spread his arms. The speed whipped the sides of his T-shirt. He closed his eyes for a moment, the wind whistling in his ears. Through this half-dead, strangely beaten-up town, built on a hillside and underneath a bridge, Anthony picked up speed, feeling the thrill of the moment, his very youth pulsing through his veins.




Chapter 3


Anthony immediately recognised old man Grandemange’s laugh. The neighbours were probably having a drink with his parents on the patio. He walked around the house to join them. The Casati house was one storey high with nothing around it except a dying lawn, where the boy’s footsteps made a sound like crunching paper. Fed up with weeding and maintaining it, Patrick Casati had doused everything with Roundup. Ever since, he’d been free to watch Grand Prix racing on Sundays in peace. Along with Clint Eastwood films and The Guns of Navarone, that was pretty much all that could soothe his heart. Anthony didn’t have much in common with his dad, but at least they had that: television, motorsports and war films. Sitting in the darkened living room, each in his own corner, was the most intimacy they allowed themselves.


Anthony’s parents had had just one ambition their whole lives: to ultimately have their own house. And for better or worse, they had succeeded. Only twenty years of mortgage payments remained before they really owned it. The walls were plasterboard, and the roof was sloped, like any place where it rains half the time. In the winter, electric heating produced a little warmth and phenomenal bills. Aside from that, they had two bedrooms, a kitchen diner, a leather sofa and a sideboard with embroidered linens. Anthony felt at home there, most of the time.


‘Hey, it’s the handsomest of them all!’ 


Évelyne Grandemange spotted him first. She’d known Anthony since he was little. He had even taken his first steps in their driveway.


‘To think that he took his first steps in our driveway,’ she said now.


Her husband confirmed this with a nod. The Grappe housing development was more than fifteen years old now. It was sort of like living in a village. Anthony’s father looked at his watch.


‘Where were you?’


He said he’d spent the afternoon with his cousin.


‘I stopped by the Schmidts’ this morning,’ said his father.


‘I finished everything before I left.’


‘Yes, but you forgot your gloves. Come and sit down.’ 


The grown-ups were sitting on folding chairs around a plastic garden table. They were nursing Picon-bières, except for Évelyne, who was drinking port.


‘You smell like mud,’ remarked Anthony’s mother.


‘We went swimming.’


‘I thought you said it was disgusting there, with all that sewer water. You’re going to get spots.’


‘It won’t kill him,’ said Patrick.


‘Go on, get yourself a chair,’ said Hélène.


As a joke, Luc Grandemange waved Anthony over to sit on his lap, slapping his thigh.


‘Give it a try, it can take it.’ 


The man was a good six feet tall, with hands hard as wood that were missing three fingertips. To hunt, he used a special rifle with a trigger he could pull with his ring finger. He was a compulsive joker who wasn’t especially funny. Anthony knew a lot of guys like that, who told jokes more to be sociable than anything else.


‘Thanks, but I’m not staying.’


‘Where are you off to?’


Anthony turned to his father, whose face had stiffened. When that happened, the skin tightened and looked like rather handsome suede.


‘Tomorrow is Saturday,’ answered Anthony.


Luc intervened: ‘Leave him alone, he’s on holiday.’ 


Anthony’s father sighed. Back in the day, Patrick Casati and Luc Grandemange had worked at the Rexel warehouse, shortly after the blast furnaces shut down. They were part of a group of men who retired voluntarily and took the training programme to become forklift operators. At the time, it seemed like a good opportunity; driving forklifts all day long almost felt like playing a game. But since then, Patrick had had problems. He lost his job and his driving licence the same day, and for the same reason. He was able to get his licence back after six months of administrative hassles and a spell in rehab with the Croix Bleue. But work was scarce in the valley, and he finally decided to start his own business. He bought an Iveco dumper truck, a mower, tools, and some overalls with his name embroidered on the front. Nowadays he did small jobs here and there, mainly paid under the table. In good months he could bring in four or five thousand francs. With Hélène’s salary, they mostly made ends meet. Summer was the busy season, and he’d pressed Anthony into service mowing lawns and cleaning swimming pools. The help was especially useful when he had a hangover. Anthony had had to trim the shrubs at Dr Schmidt’s place that morning.


His father finally took a beer from the cooler at his feet, opened it, and held it out to him.


‘All he thinks about is going out.’ 


‘It’s his age,’ said Luc philosophically. 


Grandemange’s T-shirt revealed some of his belly, a pale, fairly revolting mass. He was already getting up to give Anthony his chair.


‘Here, sit for a second. Talk to us.’


‘He’s got even taller, hasn’t he?’ said Évelyne. 


Hélène insisted in turn that Anthony stay for a while. The house wasn’t a hotel, she reminded him. With every second that passed, he was missing a little of the Drimblois party.


‘Whatever did you do to your hand?’


‘It’s nothing.’


‘Did you disinfect it?’


‘I told you, it’s nothing.’


‘Go and get yourself a chair,’ said his father.


Anthony looked at him. Thinking about the motorbike, he obeyed. His mother followed him into the kitchen. He would have to endure a swab with rubbing alcohol and a bandage.


‘Don’t bother, it’s nothing.’ 


‘I have a cousin who lost a finger that way.’


His mother was always coming out with edifying anecdotes like that: carelessness turned tragic, bright futures cut short by leukaemia. Over time, it had practically become a philosophy of life.


‘Here, let me see.’


He displayed his bandaged hand; it was perfect. They could go back onto the patio.


There, they drank a toast, and Évelyne started asking him questions. She wanted to know how things were at school, and how he was spending his holiday. Anthony answered evasively, and she listened with a benevolent, nicotine-stained smile. She’d brought two packs of Gauloises for the evening. Whenever there was a pause in the conversation you could hear her breathing, a hoarse, familiar whistle. Then she would light a fresh cigarette. At one point Anthony’s father wanted to drive a big wasp away that was buzzing around the Apéricube wrappers. When it wouldn’t leave, he fetched an electric fly zapper. This produced a bzzt! sound, a burnt smell and a wasp on its back. 


‘That’s really disgusting,’ said Hélène.


Patrick’s only response was to down his Picon and take another beer from the cooler. They started to talk about the accident that had just happened in Furiani with the neighbour. Grandemange said he didn’t find the carnage especially surprising. He’d seen what Corsicans were like on building sites, he said with a laugh. As they often did, they talked about football, Corsicans and wogs. Évelyne moved away; she didn’t like it when her husband got started with that kind of talk. It must be said that the police’s recent misadventures had rattled the development. The ZUP housing estate wasn’t that far away. People could already imagine Arabs in hoodies setting cars on fire, like in Vaulx-en-Vélin. Luc and Patrick couldn’t help pointing out the increasing danger, with themselves as the last line of defence.


‘You’re the one who ought to go over there,’ said the big man, gesturing to Anthony with his chin.


‘We have problems with those people all the time,’ said his father.


‘When I was a volunteer with the fire department, we had calls to the ZUP. Little niggers no taller than this would try to swipe the keys to our truck.’


‘So what then?’


‘Then nothing; we put out the fire. What could you do?’


‘That was your mistake.’


They laughed, but not Anthony, who had stood up so he could slip away.


‘Where are you going?’


This time it was Hélène, his mother, who stopped him.


‘I’ve gotta go.’


‘Who with?’


‘My cousin.’


‘Did you see Irène?’


The sisters hardly saw each other any more. Some business over a mortgage on the house Irène occupied that the sisters had inherited. Money problems, as usual.


‘Yeah.’


‘So how is she?’


‘I don’t know, fine.’


‘Meaning what?’


‘I told you, fine.’ 


‘Oh, all right. Go on then, if you’re going to be unpleasant.’


His father didn’t stir. He and Luc were already pouring themselves fresh glasses of Picon. At nightfall, their anger was fraternal, and they fed it by staying close, complicit and fierce.


Anthony took advantage of this to go to his bedroom, which was much less cool than his cousin’s. His father had found him a bunk bed plastered with Panini stickers, pictures of French and Argentinian football players, and one of Chris Waddle wearing an OM Marseilles jersey. Anthony used a board on trestles as a desk. He didn’t even have his own chair, which made doing homework hard. Plus, there were always people in the house: an uncle, friends, or a neighbour over for a drink. He started searching his wardrobe for something to wear. He couldn’t find anything better than black jeans and a white polo shirt. It was size L, with ‘Agrigel’ on the pocket. If he hadn’t spent all his money at the county fair and at the Metro, he might be able to afford some decent clothes. Truth be told, he’d never much worried about his clothes up to now. But he’d recently noticed conversations at school taking an unusual turn. Guys now lusted after Torsion running shoes or a Waikiki T-shirt. As Anthony contemplated his pathetic reflection in the mirror, he vowed to start saving money.


The motorbike was in its usual place at the back of the garage, wedged behind an old ping-pong table. After carefully folding the tarpaulin covering it, Anthony inhaled the pleasant smell of petrol and ran his hand over the studded tyres. It was a red-and-white 1982 Yamaha YZ, bearing the number 16. His father had done some racing, once. When he was in a good mood, he let Anthony drive it around the neighbourhood. Hélène didn’t like it. Motorbike riders all wound up crumpled on ambulance trolleys; you didn’t need to be a statistician to know that. But Anthony had motorcycling in his blood; even his father said so. When he went through the gears or leaned into turns, he was in his element. He was sure to have his own bike some day. In his head, this obsession was mixed up with images of the seaside, sunsets, girls in bikinis and Aerosmith songs.


Anthony rolled the Yamaha through the darkness, taking care not to bump into his mother’s Opel. As he cautiously opened the garage door, a voice brushed the back of his neck.


‘I was pretty sure I heard some noise in here.’


His mother was outside, smoking a cigarette. He could see her framed in the door against the dark blue of the evening sky. She had a sweater draped across her shoulders, her arms crossed. She was staring into space.


His hands on the handlebars, Anthony didn’t say anything. He thought of Stéphanie and felt a little like weeping.


His mother dropped her cigarette and crushed the butt under her leather clog. 


‘Did you think of the scene your father would cause over this?’


Hélène had stepped closer and Anthony could smell her: a mix of cold tobacco, lime shampoo, sweat and the alcohol she had drunk. He promised to be careful. He was begging her.


‘You know, sweetheart . . .’


She was standing very close now, swaying. The light from the overhead fixture fell on her thighs, tracing a single bright line in the darkness along her leg and shin. She moistened her thumb and rubbed something off Anthony’s cheek. He pulled away.


‘What?’


She seemed to be elsewhere.


‘I was your age when we lost Mum,’ she continued.


She put her forearms on her son’s shoulders and clasped her hands behind his neck.


‘Life isn’ always fun, you know.’


Anthony kept quiet. He hated this kind of conversation, when his mother looked for excuses, for allies.


‘Mum, please . . .’


‘What?’


After a moment of indecision, she kissed him on the cheek, while almost falling down. She seemed wobbly, and just barely caught herself on the wall. This made her laugh. A kid’s laugh, high and brief. 


‘I think I overdid it a lil’ bit. Hurt myself, too.’


She brought the finger she’d scraped on the cement to her mouth. She sucked the blood, inspected the finger, then put it back in her mouth, smiling.


‘This is about a girl, isn’t it?’


Anthony didn’t answer. She smiled again, then turned on her heel to head back to the patio, walking straight at last. She was tall and very slender. In the development, they called her the slut.


When Anthony was a safe distance away, he kick-started the YZ. High-pitched firing exploded in the darkness, and he raced off into the shattered evening. He rode fast, without a helmet, the wind bellying his oversized polo shirt. The weather was still fine. Very quickly he stopped thinking about anything and just rode.




Chapter 4


Anthony’s cousin climbed on behind him, and they headed for motorway D953. He revved the engine, putting his leg out in the turns and speeding up in the straight sections. The speed drew tears from their eyes and filled their chests with pride. They were racing across a land in darkness, bareheaded, incapable of accidents, too fast, too young, insufficiently mortal. Just the same, Anthony’s cousin asked him to slow down at one point.


Drimblois was a little model village, with a church, a few farms along the motorway, some newer houses, and an old dental building with a wrought-iron grille. It only took them twenty minutes to get there. When they arrived, they rode around for a while before identifying the house where the famous party was taking place. It was a handsome modern building with a lot of glass. Lights were on in all the rooms, the lawn was as smooth as a golf course, and the swimming pool at the back glowed a bright turquoise. After a brief hesitation, the YZ came to a stop next to the other bikes. Anthony put his foot down. 


‘Here we are.’


‘Yep,’ said his cousin.


The air was fragrant with the smell of woodsmoke, grilled meat and newly-mown grass. Music was playing: reggae, maybe ‘Natural Mystic’.


‘Looks cool.’


‘I forgot the bike lock,’ said Anthony.


His cousin had got off the bike and was looking the place over.


‘There’s no risk, anyway,’ he said. ‘Just stash it over there.’


He was pointing to a long farm building with closed shutters. Logs of wood were stacked nearby, awaiting winter. Anthony hid the motorbike behind them, but he felt uneasy about it. 


His cousin pulled a small bottle of rum from his jacket and took a long swig before handing it Anthony. Then he took a can of beer out of his backpack and did the same. They drank like that, taking turns, then threw the empty can onto the freshly cut lawn. That made them laugh, and they headed in.


On the patio on the other side, a crowd of young people was milling around a big table set with salad, crisps, bread and bottles of wine. There was also quite a bit of booze, with bottles stuck into a tub of ice. Tall, sharply dressed guys were manning the barbecue while drinking Sol beer. They belonged to the swimming club, as you could tell from their shoulders, their self-satisfied air and, especially, the names on their T-shirts. These were the coolest guys in the valley: athletes, wannabe surfers. They got all the girls, and nobody could stand them. A whiny rock ’n’ roll piece that sounded like R.E.M. had replaced the reggae.


‘Do you know anyone here?’


‘Not a soul,’ answered the cousin.


At that, he rolled a joint.


The guests all seemed happy to be there, in any case. Anthony spotted a couple of girls he could fall in love with on the spot. Tall girls with ponytails and little, light-coloured tops. They had white teeth, clear foreheads and tiny little arses. Boys were chatting with them as if it were no big deal. It was going so smoothly, Anthony could hardly stand it. Off in a corner, two guys in old deckchairs were sharing a box of rosé. Their T-shirts and long hair suggested they were serious Iron Maiden fans.


‘C’mon, let’s leave,’ said Anthony.


‘Now that we’re here? You’ve got to be kidding!’ 


They found beers in the kitchen and started to drink while strolling around the place. Nobody knew them, so people stared a bit, but without any particular animosity. The house really was beautiful. There was even a foosball table on the mezzanine. The two cousins made regular trips to the fridge to resupply. Gradually, faces began to look familiar, and as the alcohol took hold they became friendlier with lots of people.


‘Hey, there you are!’ 


Alex had grabbed them in a friendly way.


‘It’s cool that you came.’


‘Yeah,’ said the cousin.


‘It’s not bad here, is it?’


‘Whose place is it?’


‘Thomas’s. His father is a radiologist.’


The boys received this news casually. Alex turned to the cousin and asked:


‘Do you have a few minutes?’


‘Sure thing.’ 


Anthony found himself all alone. Stéphanie and her friend Clémence hadn’t arrived yet, so he got another beer to pass the time. It was his fifth, and his head was starting to spin quite a bit. He needed to piss, too. Rather than go looking for the bathroom, he walked down to the swimming pool and found a quiet spot nearby. Very high above him, the unthinking moon was shining. Anthony was feeling good, and free. There wasn’t any school tomorrow, or for weeks to come. He filled his lungs, breathing in the night. Life wasn’t so bad, when you got right down to it.


‘Hi there!’


Anthony barely had time to button his flies. Steph and Clémence were walking straight towards him.


‘Have you seen Alex, by any chance?’ asked Clem.


‘Yeah. He’s with my cousin.’


Steph was wearing tight jeans, leather Grecian sandals and a white top. Clémence was dressed the same way, in a different assortment of colours, with gold bangles on her right wrist. The two of them were really gorgeous together, even better than separately. Still, there was something special about Steph. Anthony tried to think of something to say. All he could come up with was:


‘Want to smoke a joint?’ 


‘Cool,’ said Steph.


Anthony took out his rolling papers. He was about to crouch down to roll the joints, but Clémence stopped him.


‘Wait! We’re not gonna sit there. It’s where you just peed.’


Anthony blushed, but it was too dark for the girls to notice. They walked a little closer to the pool and sat in a circle, quickly smoking a joint of Moroccan without saying anything. The music was pounding now. Anthony was concerned about the neighbours. If this went on, they might well call the police. He pointed this out to the girls, who didn’t seem especially worried. They were preoccupied by more serious problems. Someone who was supposed to be there apparently hadn’t shown up yet. This was a problem, especially for Steph. 


‘Do you go to Fourrier?’ asked Anthony.


They turned to him, seeming almost surprised to find him still there.


‘Yeah.’


‘What about you?’


Stéphanie had asked the question.


‘I’ll be at Clément-Hader when school starts,’ he said.


That was a lie. Anthony had barely squeaked into year ten. He didn’t quite know what to say, so he spat between his teeth. The girls exchanged a knowing look, and Anthony wished he could dig a hole to hide in. They soon ditched him and headed for the patio. He watched them walking away, with their narrow shoulders, bums moulded by their jeans, slender ankles, and those bouncing ponytails, graceful and haughty. He was very drunk now and starting to feel bad. Dizziness and melancholy had replaced his earlier exaltation. As he stood up in turn, thinking maybe he would go sit on a chair for a while, his cousin ran over, grinning broadly. 


‘Where were you?’ he asked.


‘Nowhere. I was smoking with the girls.’


‘They’re here?’


‘Yeah.’


‘So?’


‘So nothing.’


Anthony’s cousin studied him for a moment.


‘When we go home, I’m gonna drive.’


‘What did the guy want?’


‘It’s crazy. Everybody inside wants something to smoke. I sold them bars of hash for six hundred francs.’


‘Seriously?’


The cousin showed him the money, and Anthony immediately cheered up. To the point of feeling thirsty again.


‘Just the same, take it easy,’ said his cousin.


Two beers later, Anthony decided to brave the living room. It was full of couples draped on sofas and slouched on the floor, kissing and making out. The girls put up no resistance, and hands were roaming under their T-shirts. Tangles of arms and legs could be seen, along with bare skin and pale jeans. Nail varnish added splashes of colour.


Steph and Clémence were there too, in the back, leaning against the French windows, with three boys that Anthony didn’t recognise. They were on the floor close together, knees touching, looking mellow. The tallest of the three was even lying down. But the boy next to him was the one who caught your eye: leather jacket, dirty hair, really cool, an over-the-top Bob Dylan type, both laid-back and pretentious. Plus, ‘Let It Be’ was playing – depression city. Anthony took a few steps in their direction. He would have loved to join the little group, but of course that was impossible.


Then Leather Jacket pulled a little vial from his pocket and unplugged it. He raised it to his nose and took a big sniff, then handed it to Steph. They took turns snorting, which was followed by long peals of sick laughter. The effect seemed almost instantaneous, but it dissipated within a minute, and they quickly lapsed back into the same languorous torpor. Steph and the cool guy were exchanging glances, discreetly hooking up. It must have been thirty degrees in the room. How could that little jerk wear a leather jacket in this heat? When the vial was about to go round a second time, Anthony made his move.


‘Hi there,’ he said.


Five pairs of eyes turned to him.


‘Who’s that?’ asked the tallest boy, the one lying down. 


Steph and Clémence clearly no longer had the slightest idea. The tall guy sat up and snapped his fingers. Even when seated, you could tell he was really buff. With his pastel T-shirt and bare feet in Vans, he looked like a dumb California surfer. 


‘Hey, you there. What do you want?’ 


Clémence had just taken a hit and was giggling nervously as she fiddled with her ponytail. Steph took a turn and inhaled deeply. 


‘Wow! It feels like having Mr Freeze in my head.’


The others found that an excellent comparison, exactly spot on. When the vial got back to the guy in leather, he asked Anthony:


‘Want to try it?’


Looking blearily at Anthony, they all waited to see what would happen next.


‘What is it?’ 


‘Try it, you’ll see.’


Without knowing quite why, Anthony thought they all looked like a family. It wasn’t anything special, just details in their clothing, their attitude, their general ease. He couldn’t say exactly why, but it made an odd impression of lacking, inadequacy and smallness. He wanted to put on a good show. He took the vial. 


‘Go ahead,’ urged Leather Jacket, miming a sniff in the air.


‘Leave him alone, Simon,’ said Clémence.


The Californian joined in: ‘Hey, you okay? Think you can handle it?’ 


He said this with his right eye closed, imitating Anthony’s asymmetrical face. Anthony clenched his fists, which was the stupidest thing he’d done so far.


‘Cut it out, you’re being stupid!’ said Clémence, prodding the imitator with her foot.


Irritated now, she turned to Anthony: ‘So what do you want? Hurry up!’


But Anthony could no longer make a move. Gripped by a kind of vertigo, he started at the big hunk. Steph, who was watching all this with bovine indifference, decided it was time for a change of scene. 


‘Okay, then . . .’


She had got to her feet and was stretching like a big cat. The California hunk stood as well; he was easily a head taller than Anthony.


‘C’mon, we’re just playing around,’ said the third boy.


‘Besides, he can hardly stand up.’


‘You gonna puke?’


‘He’s definitely gonna puke.’ 


‘He’s all white.’


‘Hey!’


Anthony didn’t know where he was any more. He put the vial to his nostril and took a big sniff, more to have something to do than anything else. His brain immediately felt like it was caught in a draught, and he started to laugh. Leather Jacket retrieved his vial. The others took off, leaving Anthony alone, cross-legged, head down, completely out of it. 


When he got his wits back, he was lying on some steps, outside. His hair was wet and his cousin was trying to get him to drink some water. Clémence was there, too.


‘What happened?’


‘You passed out.’


Anthony lay there for a moment, not understanding. He heard music and the voices of the others and struggled to keep his eyes open. Clémence left, and he again asked what had happened.


‘You were drinking like a fish. You fell down, that’s all.’


‘I snorted something, too.’


‘Yeah, Clem told me.’


‘Oh yeah?’


‘She’s the one who came to get me when you collapsed.’ 


‘She’s not bad, either.’


‘Yeah, definitely.’ 


His cousin explained about the two guys, Hunk and Leather Jacket. Anthony recognised their names. They were the Rotier brothers, a pair of spoiled troublemakers who thought they were the lords of the valley. Their uncle had been the mayor for thirty years before pancreatic cancer made him step aside. Even when he was very sick, he was often seen walking around Heillange, his town, scowling, a swollen belly under his very high belt. His yellowish face was especially striking. It looked sucked in on itself, with the hooded eye of a bird of prey rolling around. He died without ever resigning, a town councillor to the grave. The other Rotiers pretty much all made their mark as politicians, pharmacists, engineers, successful businessmen and doctors. You could find them as far away as Paris and Toulouse. They held responsible positions in training and management both here and there and practised necessary, licensed professions. Which didn’t prevent some of their offspring from having difficult adolescences. This was clearly the case with Simon and his brother.


‘I don’t know what I snorted,’ said Anthony.


‘TCE or poppers. Those guys are nuts, they’ll take anything.’


‘Your girlfriend did some too.’


‘I know.’


‘Did you have a lot to talk about?’ 


‘A bit.’ 


When Anthony got his bearings, they walked around the house twice. He was feeling really wasted and wanted to go home.


‘Let’s go now, okay? I’m beat.’ 


‘It isn’t even midnight yet.’


‘I’m feeling crap. I want my bed.’


‘There’s lots of bedrooms upstairs. Just go and lie down for an hour or two.’


Anthony didn’t have a chance to argue. As they were walking towards the patio, the guests’ cheerful racket abruptly stopped, leaving only the voice of Cyndi Lauper singing ‘Girls Just Want to Have Fun’. In the sudden silence, it seemed completely incongruous.


The cousins went to see what was going on. Everybody was standing in a circle around two intruders. They wore tracksuit jackets, hair shaved on the sides and their arses flat in their trousers. They were looking both vindictive and lost, so it was hard to tell if they were about to attack or had just been jumped. The smaller of the pair had a signet ring and a gold chain over the collar of his Tacchini jacket. The other one’s name was Hacine Bouali.


Anthony knew that kid, at least; they went to the same school. Hacine spent most of his education zoned out under the scooter shelter, spitting on the ground. When you passed him in the hallway, you usually looked down. He had a reputation of being dangerous, crashing parties so he could drink for free, steal stuff and cause chaos. Then he would split at the last minute, just before the police arrived. He obviously wasn’t welcome here: fifty people’s silence was making that clear. Finally, a very small guy stepped out of the crowd to resolve the crisis. He was so well proportioned, so cute with his bowl haircut, you could mistake him for a Playmobil figure.


‘We don’t want any trouble,’ he said. ‘You can’t stay here.’


‘You can go fuck yourself,’ said Hacine.


‘We came peaceful like,’ added his pal. ‘Why are you giving us shit?’


‘You weren’t invited,’ explained Playmobil. ‘So you can’t stay.’


‘Come on, we don’t want any trouble,’ said one of the swimmers.


He had pulled up his sweatshirt hood and was advancing, palms raised.


‘Now get out of here,’ he added.


‘Don’t be so cheap,’ began Hacine’s pal. ‘We’ll just have a quick brew, and then we’ll split.’


The swimmer took another step towards them, spreading his arms as a sign of peace. He was wearing flip-flops, which kind of argued in favour of his goodwill.


‘Come on, you guys. Grab a beer and make tracks. We don’t want any hassle.’


After a momentary silence, Hacine spread his arms in turn.


‘I fuck all your mothers,’ he announced.


In the silence, fat hissed as it dripped onto the barbecue coals. The impassive stars shone steadily. No one dared contradict him.


‘C’mon, guys, this isn’t worth getting into a fight over. Let’s drop it.’


‘You’re starting to get on my nerves, man,’ said Hacine. 


His acolyte chimed in again:


‘Hey there, it’s all good. We’re not doing anything wrong. We just want to have a drink, quiet like.’ 


But Playmobil was having none of it. When you have people crashing your party who have no business being there, at some point you have to put a stop to it. Besides, his parents were coming back the next day, so it just wouldn’t do. Then Hacine muttered something about ‘racists’. The swimmer snapped his fingers under his nose, twice.


‘Hey, you, wake up! You aren’t welcome here, so get lost. This has gone on long enough.’


‘Look, arsehole—’


Hacine didn’t have time to say more. A red-headed girl in a flowered dress had appeared at a first-floor window and shouted:


‘I just called the police. I’m warning you, I just phoned them. They’re on their way.’


She held up a cordless phone to show that she wasn’t bullshitting them.


‘So get out of here,’ said an emboldened Playmobil. ‘Now.’


The two scroungers weren’t much to look at, actually, with their shifty posture, sparse moustaches and oversized Nikes at the end of their skinny legs. But it still required fifty people, one swimmer and the police to deal with them. 


Hacine began to retreat while trying not to lose face, which mainly consisted of swaggering like some guy from the Bronx. When he got as far as the barbecue, he gave it a big kick, tipping it over onto the grass. It hit the ground hard, shooting hot coals as far as the patio. A girl standing nearby suddenly began to utter high-pitched shrieks.


‘You guys are complete arseholes!’ cried her girlfriend.


‘C’mon, get the fuck out of here!’


‘She’s been burned!’


Now the intruders really had to leave quickly. To be on the safe side, people followed them out into the street. They took their time crossing the village, turning round from time to time to shout insults and give people the finger. They gradually disappeared from view, and the whine of a scooter was eventually heard fading away in the distance.


Ten minutes later, the party was resuming, in waves. People gathered in little scandalised groups, laughing as they described what had happened, hardly believing it. The girl who’d been burned was still whimpering a bit but was all right. Sweatshirt Hoodie just had to act modest while gathering his laurels. Only Playmobil was still agitated. While waiting for the police, he ran around picking up joint butts and yelling that this was the last time he would put up with this. 


A police cruiser actually did show up later, and people told the cops what had happened. They didn’t seem too surprised, or very interested, for that matter. They left the way they’d come.


The first splashes could be heard at the back of the garden, and Anthony made his way down to the pool, which looked like a blue screen between the branches. A dozen swimmers were drinking beer and ducking underwater. A couple was kissing by the edge, their mouths locked. At one point a girl climbed out of the water completely naked and danced for the onlookers’ amusement. Anthony could hardly believe his eyes; these people would try anything. She was even applauded. Her pussy was waxed and she had tiny boobs. It was really beautiful. At the same time it felt very distant.


‘Aren’t you going swimming?’


Steph was standing under a willow tree a few steps behind him. She seemed a little confused, her expression vague. Her jeans had a grease stain on the left thigh. Anthony didn’t answer, so she said it again:


‘You going swimming, or what?’


‘Uh, I don’t know.’


She had started unstrapping her sandals and was soon barefoot in the grass.


‘Isn’t your pal here?’


‘He’s my cousin.’


‘Right, your cousin. This party’s too weird. It feels like it’s been going on for two days.’


‘Yeah,’ said Anthony, not understanding what she meant.


‘It’ll be morning soon.’


He checked his watch.


‘It’s only three o’clock.’


‘Damn, I’m cold,’ said Steph, fumbling with her belt buckle.


She unzipped her jeans and tried to slide them down her thighs, but the fabric caught, stuck to her skin. Then she pulled her top over her head. She was wearing a pale swimming costume, less sexy than the one from that afternoon.


‘Okay, I’m going for a dip.’ 


Anthony watched as she headed for the water, her bum bouncing and her thighs pumping. Just before the edge, she gathered herself and dived, arms outstretched. Her body slid into the water with exquisite ease. When she surfaced, her mouth was wide open, she was laughing and her ponytail made wet circles in the air. The swimmers sitting on the steps started to shout. Anthony couldn’t hear what they were saying. He took off his shoes in turn and unbuttoned his jeans, but realised he was wearing pants with colourful umbrellas on them. This gave him pause. He was shivering a little. It was true, it was cold as hell. On the patio, the sound was suddenly cranked up and everybody listened.


It was a song being constantly played on the M6 channel. It usually made you want to smash a guitar or set fire to your school, but here it made everybody thoughtful. It was still almost new, a title from a similar depressed American city, a shithole town very far away, where little white punks in plaid shirts drank cheap beer. The song was spreading like a virus wherever you found loser working-class kids, pimply teens, fucked-over crisis victims, teen mums, morons on motorbikes, stoners and school dropouts. A wall had fallen in Berlin and peace was already starting to look like a terrifying steamroller. In every town across this deindustrialised, one-dimensional world and in every blighted village, kids without dreams were now listening to a group from Seattle named Nirvana. They were letting their hair grow and turning their sadness into anger, their depression into decibels. Paradise was good and lost, the revolution would not take place; the only thing left was to make noise. Anthony bobbed his head in time, along with thirty other people like him. He shivered as the song ended, and then it was over. Everybody could go home.


Around five in the morning he was awakened by the cold settling on the garden. Without realising it, he’d fallen asleep on a chaise longue. He was under a tree. He sneezed a few times and went looking for his cousin.


On the ground floor of the house, a little group was still chatting, hoarse and intimate, their hair wet. Girls wrapped in big towels huddled against their boyfriends. A faint smell of chlorine hung in the air. Dawn would come soon, and Anthony thought of the sadness that would follow, that little twinge of pale sunrises. Besides, his mother was going to kill him. 


Upstairs, he looked in the bathroom, opened bedroom doors. The beds were full of sleeping shapes, three or four to a bed. The two heavy-metal guys had found a trapdoor and climbed up onto the roof. They were drinking wine under the stars. Anthony asked if they’d seen his cousin.
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