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To Renée and Robert – my former neighbours

To Alain – my new neighbour







Mahault, five and three quarters, hands a freshly picked bunch of flowers to her little neighbour. “Here you are, keep them, then when your parents die you can put them on their grave.”


(Mahault, my granddaughter, wanting to share her knowledge.)


“One testicle in the soup is a cock-up; two and you’ve got a recipe.” Nadada, Franz Bartelt (Editions La Branche, 2008), quoted in Pas Mieux, Arnaud Le Guilcher, Stèphane Million, ed. (Pocket, 2012)
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GAS PROBLEMS


Ferdinand was concentrating on his driving; nose pressed to the windscreen and stomach propped against the steering wheel. The needle didn’t budge: fifty was the perfect speed. Not only was he saving on petrol, he also had time to admire the view, watch the landscape unfold. Above all, no risk of an accident should he have to stop for any reason.


And there and then, right in front of him, a dog, running. Instinctively he braked. His tyres screeched. Gravel flew. The shock absorbers squealed. The car pitched forward and ended up stationary in the middle of the road.


Ferdinand leaned out of the car window.


“Where are you off to then, boy? Looking for a bit of skirt, I’ll bet.”


The dog leaped aside, raced past, then stopped in the ditch a little further up and crouched in the grass. Ferdinand pulled himself out of the car.


“Hold on, aren’t you the neighbour’s dog? What are you doing here all on your own?”


He approached, gently holding out his hand, and patted its head. The dog trembled.


After a while, finally won over, it agreed to follow him.


Ferdinand made it jump into the back of the car and then drove off again.


When he reached the turning to a dirt road he opened the car door. The dog got out, but – whimpering – came over and stood right by his legs, apparently frightened. Ferdinand pushed open the little wooden gate.


“Go on, in you go!”


Still whining, the dog crept along, sticking close to him. He went up the path between two scrubby hedges and arrived at a little house. The door was ajar.


“Hello!” he shouted. “Anyone there?”


No reply.


He looked round. Nobody. He pushed open the door. At the back of the room, in the half-light, he could make out a figure lying stretched out on the bed. He called. No movement. He sniffed the air. It stank in there. Sniffed again. Uh-oh! Gas. He ran over to the cooker, screwed the knob back on the cylinder and went up to the bed.


“Madame, Madame!”


He started to pat the lady’s cheeks. Gently at first, then, as she didn’t respond, more forcefully. The dog yapped, jumping up and down round the bed. Ferdinand was panicking too. He slapped her hard, shouting at her to wake up. A frenzy of barking and shouting.


“Madame Marceline!”


Woof!


“Open your eyes!”


Woof, woof!


“Wake up!”


Finally she gave a little moan.


Ferdinand and the dog both sighed with relief.
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FIVE MINUTES LATER AND THINGS ARE LOOKING UP


Marceline had got her colour back and was insisting on offering him something. It wasn’t every day she had visitors. Although they were neighbours, it was the first time he had set foot in her house. A cause for celebration? Ferdinand kept saying he wasn’t thirsty, he had just popped in to return her dog, but she got up all the same, staggered over to the dresser, took out a bottle of plum wine and said she’d like him to try some. It was the first time she’d made it. Would he tell her what he thought? He nodded. She started to pour him a glass, then stopped and asked anxiously if he had to drive. He replied that he was on his way home; it was only five hundred metres away; he could do it in his sleep. Reassured, she finished pouring the drink. He had barely wet his lips when suddenly she had a dizzy spell. She slumped into a chair, clutching her head in her hands. Ferdinand, embarrassed, fixed his eyes on the oilcloth, sliding his glass along the lines and squares. He didn’t dare drink or speak. After a long silence he asked her, almost in a whisper, if she wanted him to drive her to the hospital.


“Why?”


“To get you looked at.”


“But it’s only a headache.”


“Yes, but there’s the gas…”


“Yes.”


“That’s not good.”


“No.”


“There can be side effects.”


“Such as?”


“Vomiting, I believe.”


“Oh right. I didn’t know.”


Another long silence. She kept her eyes closed. He took the opportunity to have a look around. The room was small, dark and unbelievably cluttered. It made him realise his own house was exactly the opposite: the place was so empty, it practically echoed. The thought depressed him; he went back to staring at the oilcloth on the table. Eventually he said:


“I don’t like poking my nose in other people’s business, Madame Marceline, you know that. But is it because things are difficult at the minute, that you left …”


“Left what?”


“The gas …”


“What about it?”


“Well …”


Not easy for Ferdinand, intimate subjects were not his cup of tea. But he felt he had to say something. At first he stalled, hinting at what he meant, talking without really saying anything. (He was a fan of the phrase ‘reading between the lines’.) He was so convinced that words betray thoughts, he preferred to leave it to intuition. Though of course, that had often let him down. One thing led to another. He had a fear of unleashing a gush of emotion, floods of tears or secrets he didn’t want to know. He didn’t like that. Life would be so simple if everyone just tried to work things out for themselves.


With his wife he had a trick to avoid getting trapped in over-intimate discussions: as soon as he saw her going down that road he would mention the past. A single, innocent word was enough. And hey presto, he hardly needed to listen at all. His poor wife, she loved to chat. About anything and nothing. She went on and on. But what she liked most was to talk about the past. Her youth. How in the old days things were so much better and more beautiful. Especially before they got to know each other. She always ended up furiously listing the other places where she might have lived: America, Australia, or Canada perhaps. And why not? It could have happened. If only he hadn’t asked her for a dance, hadn’t murmured those sweet nothings, hadn’t held her so tight at that bloody awful dance on the fourteenth of July. If only.


He didn’t mind. He had also had his dreams. And sweet ones they were too. But he soon understood that dreams and love, they weren’t for him this time around. Perhaps he wasn’t cut out for it. Or it would happen some other time. In another life maybe, like cats.


So, back to the present.


He was at his neighbour’s house. She had a problem she didn’t seem to want to talk about, in spite of his gentle prodding. He didn’t know much about her. Just that she was called Marceline and sold fruit and vegetables and honey at the market. She seemed a bit foreign. Russian or Hungarian perhaps? One of those eastern countries anyway. She hadn’t been here long. Some years though. Six, seven? Long enough …


He looked around again and this time noticed there was no water heater above the sink. No fridge, no washing machine, no telly. None of your mod cons. Just like when he was a child. Only the radio to keep up with the news, and cold water in the sink for washing. In winter he had always looked for a way to get out of it. And the chores … helping take the stiff, frozen washing out of the bucket and wringing it out with his chapped fingers. Christ, what a shit time it had been in those days! He wondered whether in reality poor old Madame Marceline had had enough of this life. The hardship, the hassle. She must have lost heart. And so far away from her own country and family too. It was quite possible that was the reason …


He sensed there was no getting round it. He’d have to do it, force himself to talk. About stuff that wasn’t just the weather. There was always her dog. What a clever dog! You’re so lucky to have one like that. The last one I had was stupid but very affectionate. Whereas this one … Oh it’s a bitch, is it? Are you sure? I hadn’t noticed …


He took a deep breath. And went for it. Straight out, just like that, he told her he understood. He had felt like doing the same himself once or twice. In fact, to be totally honest, three or four times. But he’d taken his time, thought about it first. And found good reasons not to go through with it. Such as … well, off the top of his head he couldn’t think of anything. Oh yes, of course, he was such a fool, his grandkids. Grandchildren were wonderful. It was exciting and so different from your own. Yes, they really were. Sweeter, livelier, and much more intelligent. Perhaps it was the way things were now, times had changed. Unless we get more patient as we get older, it’s possible … Oh, you don’t have any grandchildren? No little ones? Ah. That’s a pity. But there are other things. Let me think …


She looked up and stared at the ceiling.


He scratched his head, desperate to come up with something.


“You know, sometimes it’s important to remember there are other people are worse off than you. It keeps you grounded, if you like. Gives you a sense of perspective. Sometimes you need that, don’t you think?”


She seemed to be somewhere else. He tried to make a joke of it.


“As no-one’s ever been over there and come back to tell us if things are any better, maybe it’s not worth getting ahead of ourselves, eh, Madame Marceline? Better to wait and see, don’t you think?”


He chuckled and waited for her reaction. But none came.


There was good reason to be worried. He leaned over. “Can you understand me when I’m talking to you? Maybe there are words you don’t …”


She pointed towards the pipe on the gas cooker and said with a slight tremor in her voice that she’d finally worked it out. Mo-je, her old cat, was to blame. He’d been missing for days. Maybe he was dead – oh no, please, not that; it would break her heart – and in the meantime, it had been chaos here. The mice did as they pleased. Dancing round endlessly. Day and night. In the cupboards, the larder, and under the bed. They never stopped. Nibbling, nibbling away. She thought she was going mad. If it went on like that they’d end up climbing onto the table and eating from her plate. They were so cheeky, those little creatures.


Ferdinand had switched off, he was barely listening. The poor woman was rambling. Must be the gas. Her stories of dead cats and dancing mice made no sense, he couldn’t make head or tail of them. He watched her as she spoke, looking down at her beautiful, damaged hands. That’s what happens when you grow things, he thought. She ought to take better care of them, put on some cream. That would help. But she seemed younger than he’d imagined. Sixtyish?


Suddenly she stood up. Taken aback, he did the same. She told him she found it really annoying talking to herself. Anyway she felt better now. He could go, thanks for everything, she would have a lie down and get some rest. The gas had made her dizzy. Ferdinand looked at the clock: four-thirty. A bit early to be going to bed. He was surprised. She told him she wouldn’t come with him, he could find his way alright on his own. He agreed, suppressing a faint smile. No chance of getting lost in a house with only one room. He patted the dog’s head. Right you are, Madame Marceline, cheerio. Don’t hesitate to give me a ring if you need anything. Thanks, yes, I’ll do that. She shrugged, grumbling to herself: I will once I get the phone connected …


Going back to his car Ferdinand tried to piece together what had just happened: this lady, who had nearly gassed herself, had been living for years in the tiny house next door; he must have passed her hundreds of times – on the road, in the post office, or at the market – but they’d hardly exchanged a word, except to talk about the weather, or how the honey was that year … And now out of the blue he’d met her dog, or rather her bitch … and if he hadn’t stopped on the road to bring it back, then – no doubt about it – Madame Marceline would be dead by now. With no-one there to care.


Shit. Not a nice thought.


He got into his car and pulled away. He told himself he hadn’t really helped her. Too bad, he would try to drop in again tomorrow or some other day. Give her his verdict on the plum wine. Great stuff, Madame Marceline, and your first time too! In the past his late wife, Henriette, used to make it, but it had never been as good as that. No, no, I promise you, I mean it …


*


In her little house Marceline lay down. Her head didn’t hurt quite as much now. She could think.


He was a funny one, that Ferdinand. Never drew breath the whole time! It made her head spin. She hadn’t really understood everything. All that stuff about perspective, for example – why had he started going on about that? He must be very depressed; it seemed like he needed to open up a bit. It was a little embarrassing, but hearing him out was the least she could do. In any case it had been nice of him to bring the dog back. She must remember to thank him next time. A jar of honey perhaps; he might like that. And then, suddenly, the memories came flooding back. She recalled the man’s wife. Oh my, not at all nice. Horrible, in fact. That had been at the beginning when she knew nothing and no-one. The animals were hungry and she was too. She had helped herself to things from the garden. And then of course she had started growing her own vegetables. So she could feed herself and maybe earn a bit of money. While she thought about what to do next. But in spite of all her hard work the first year had been a disaster. Even fully grown her carrots were no bigger than radishes and her onions were tiny. And every week Madame Henriette would turn up, stop by her stall at the market, and look down her nose as she inspected the produce. The following year things had improved: her carrots started to look like carrots; her leeks were no longer like spring onions. And that Henriette had started to buy a few things every now and then. But each time she gave the impression she was doing it for charity. She would have liked to send her packing. But she was in no position to do so. Yes, she really couldn’t stand that woman.


Couples, they were always a puzzle, she thought. It had been just the same with her, though she didn’t really want to think about that. It was such a long time ago, another life. She didn’t really know Henriette and Ferdinand, but she wondered how two such ill-suited people could have spent all their lives together. How come they hadn’t parted the instant the passion cooled? Well, it wasn’t that interesting. And anyway, on the face of it he seemed different. Under that rather stiff, distant exterior he looked O.K. With that deep wound inside, which he took so much trouble to conceal, he was quite endearing. When he talked about his grandchildren you could see he missed them and hadn’t yet got used to their leaving. It must have been a shock, finding himself all alone in that big, empty farmhouse.


Poor old man. Not an easy life.


At nightfall Marceline got up, her headache gone. First, she checked the gas pipe, which had been nibbled away by the mice. There was still a good bit left. She managed to fix it and then put on some soup to heat.
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AN EARLY MORNING PRESENT


Ferdinand woke the following morning with a cry of “Sugar!” For some time he had been making great efforts to clean up his language – that was the excuse his daughter-in-law, Mireille, used to stop him seeing the grandchildren. So when he realised the sheets were soaking wet he shouted “Sugar!” He must have had the same dream as on the previous three nights. The one where he swam like a fish in warm, blue waters, with his mates the dolphins. The only ones he had ever seen were on telly, in wildlife documentaries. And that wasn’t the end of it. Still half awake, like every morning, he felt around the bed with his left foot for the missing slipper. When his toes finally came across something soft and warm instinctively he got up to put it on. Then he shouted “Fucking Hell!” But perhaps on this occasion that was permissible, as he had trodden on a corpse. The daily mouse: a present from his cat. Or to be more precise, the kitten belonging to his beloved grandchildren. Mireille had developed an allergy to its fur just two days before they moved out, so he had been forced to agree to look after it. Yes, it was all sorted, their papi, Ferdinand, would take care of the darling cat. Don’t you worry. And you can come and see him whenever you want. O.K.? Now run along, my Lulus, please don’t cry.


He would have preferred a dog. Even though six months earlier he had sworn he would never have another. Velcro was utterly stupid, totally disobedient and a pretty average guard dog. But he was so affectionate and that made up for everything. Oh he really missed that dog. With cats it was straightforward; he didn’t like them. Deceitful, sly, thieves and all that. Alright for catching mice and rats. If you found a good one … But as for doing what they were told, no chance. They chose when they wanted to be affectionate, and that might be never.


So the very same evening that they all moved out the bundle of fur made itself at home on his bed. He didn’t have the heart to shoo it away, it was so tiny … The following day it was under the eiderdown, huddling up close to him, its nose nestling in his ear, sweet as anything. By the fourth evening it was sharpening its claws on the legs of the armchair, without feeling the slightest emotion or pang of conscience. And come the end of the week it was eating at the table from a bowl with its name on. The only thing missing: a napkin ring.


Soon it would be two months since his son Roland, Mireille and their two children had moved out of the farmhouse. Two months that Ferdinand had been living on his own with the cat. And there were days when he wondered – not without some surprise – whether he could have lived through the upheaval, the sadness, without little Chamalo there at his side.


Another huge source of surprise had been the changes in his character. He had always been rather a cold bloke, unshakeable, solid as a rock. No more. From one day to the next he became vulnerable. Capable of crying over nothing, worrying about everything. A chink in his armour. Gaping hole, more like. That he did everything he could to seal.


He didn’t, of course, want to talk to anyone about any of this. He had never been much good at expressing himself, still less talking about his emotions. To him it felt like stripping off in the main square on market day. No thanks! He preferred to keep everything buried deep inside. It was easier that way.


So nobody knew about the terrible wrench caused by the children’s departure, the void they had left. A deep wound inside him that would take months or years to heal. Perhaps it never would. Quite possible.


After the dead mouse episode, he found his slipper under the chest of drawers. He took the tiny corpse by its tail and went outside to chuck it on the muck heap.


And standing there in the middle of the yard in his pyjamas, the seat of his trousers still wet, he asked himself, in all seriousness, how he was going to put it to the little kitten that it would be better, so much better, if it ate what it caught. Such a waste to kill something for no reason. Too much like human beings. What was the point? Not a good idea to imitate, puss.


But how could you explain something like that to a cat? And a little one at that. Barely four months. What did that make it in human terms – a seven-year-old?


And how did you know it had understood?


No, Ferdinand, was no longer the man he used to be. And hadn’t been for some time now. He would have to pull himself together.


*


By the end of the morning the sky had cleared. He took the opportunity to put in a load of washing.


It was a matter of some urgency. After the same dream three nights running, he no longer had any clean sheets. And no pyjama bottoms either.


*


And by the way, if one day he had to tell someone what he felt after the children left, he would surely say that once the last suitcase was in the car – a last kiss for the little ones and the door shut – a huge chasm had opened up under his feet, a black hole, deeper than a well. And that turmoil had never left him since. From then on it would become part of his life. He understood that.


But there was little chance he would ever talk about it. It wasn’t his style to bare all in front of anyone.
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FERDINAND IS BORED – BUT NOT FOR LONG


After lunch he put the washing out to dry. Then he wandered off towards the barn. As he passed the tractor, he couldn’t resist jumping in and starting up the engine to see if still worked. Then he went into the workshop. On the workbench he saw the plaque for Alfred: half engraved, it had sat there unfinished for weeks. With a twinge he cast an eye over the tools and mechanically started to sort some old nails. He didn’t feel like doing anything, so, not to worry, he went off in the car instead. He slowed as he came to the path leading to Marceline’s house, thought about stopping off to ask how she was, but in the end decided to drop by later, perhaps at the end of the day. He went as far as the village. After parking a fair distance from the Place du Marché he took a stick out of the boot and walked up the main road with an exaggerated limp. He didn’t meet a soul. That was a bit of a disappointment. Arriving at the café in the square, he ordered a glass of white wine and settled himself at a table outside. He’d made a habit of this for two months now.


The clock on the town hall showed it was three-thirty. Just an hour to kill before the end of school: the one time he could see his grandchildren, the Lulus. Ludovic, eight, and Lucien, six. He’d give them each a kiss, before Mireille arrived to whisk them away to their new home, using homework as her excuse. All said in a slightly apologetic tone to make it seem more plausible.


Just thinking about it brought a lump to his throat.


He took a sip of wine to make it go away. Then he looked around, but there was nothing to see. He shivered.


In the sky a ray of sunlight was trying to slip between two grey clouds. He closed his eyes and stretched to make the most of the warmth. But it didn’t last. There was a sharp tapping on the pavement. Tac, tac, tac. A young woman in a suit and high heels was coming towards him. Unusual round here. He calculated there were seven seconds to go before she reached the terrace … six, five … he pushed out his stick … four, three … coming past his chair … two, one. Bingo! The girl jumped in the air, twisted her ankle and cried “Ow!” She was about to give a piece of her mind to the bastard who had purposely tripped her up, when her eyes settled on Ferdinand. He managed to assume an expression that was so timid, so perfectly contrite, it made her smile. But she soon recovered herself; on reaching the square, she scowled and shot him a dark look, pointing her finger threateningly. Playing the innocent wasn’t going to work with her: she knew all the tricks that old people played. Grandparents, she’d had four of them. And she’d done her fourth-year work experience in an old people’s home, so … Just at that moment he bowed his head. Muriel was pleased to see he knew what she was really thinking. With a feeling of satisfaction she started to adjust her clothing. She carefully smoothed her skirt, giving special attention to her behind (because to have your skirt creased over your bum is so not a good look), she banged her bag several times against her calves to dust it down, tidied up her hair, and without another glance at Ferdinand, set off on her way, suddenly worried she might be late for her meeting (with the bloke from the estate agents, about renting a room, but what could she tell him, she had no deposit, or any of that stuff, oh – my – God).


Ferdinand was happy. He had managed to make a pretty girl smile. That sort of thing didn’t happen every day. Well, alright, it hadn’t been a very broad smile. And she wasn’t such a pretty girl – to be honest she looked a bit tarty, with her high heels, tight skirt and the spare tyre around her waist – but that wasn’t important; he had won his smile for the day.


The clock was now showing quarter to four. Only three quarters of an hour till they came out of school. Looking up at the sky he realised that the two grey clouds had merged into a single, ominously dark, mass. He remembered the washing he had put out to dry; he told himself there was still time to go home before it started pissing down. He was going to have to step on it to make it in time.


He was annoyed with himself for having stayed for so long outside the café. His legs were stiff. It took a while to stretch them and when finally he managed to stand up, his son, Roland, appeared. He came and stood right in front of him, with his paunch sticking out.
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