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To my sister




Then, no doubt responding to her own thought, she added, “You see, life is never as good or as bad as we think.”


Guy de Maupassant, A Life




Bitch


At home, Johanna remembers, a hand on the backside was friendly, like – a way of saying you had a nice one, meaning “You’ve got potential” – something between a caress and a slap on the rump of a mare. The girls held trump cards, like in a tarot game, and you could almost say that if they played them right, they’d win. Except that neither of them – not Jo and not her sister Céline – have ever won any game. But since they hadn’t drawn up the rules of the game, they were shafted whatever they did. Trump cards or bait, it was dead in the water before it even started.


For Céline, it’s not a hand on her backside tonight, but a slap across her face. Her father, furious, is almost choking on his anger. He doesn’t exactly have a wide range of vocabulary as it is, but this is worse. He turns his daughter’s face with his huge builder’s hand; she crashes down onto the kitchen floor – a heap of wet cloth. She makes an odd kind of sound, as though some bits of her have broken.


“Who is it?”


Céline couldn’t answer even if she wanted to. She tries to catch her breath. Her hair hangs straight over her face, so you can’t see her eyes or her mouth. Jo would like to help her but it’s as though her feet are screwed to the floor like a prison bed.


The kitchen smells of detergent and lavender, like an advert for the South of France, cicadas and all.


“Who’s the piece of shit that did this to you? Who’s the son of a bitch who dared?”


Their mother fills a glass with water. It slips out of her hand and rolls into the stainless-steel sink. She whispers Stop it, but without conviction. Actually, you don’t really know who she’s saying it to.


“Are you going to answer me or not?”


Then her father stops yelling. His chin starts to quiver and that’s even more threatening, so Jo looks away. Their mother crouches down, holding the glass of water, and lifts Céline’s face but with no tenderness. She’s never been shown any herself, after all. Just for a second, you wonder if she’s about to throw the water in her daughter’s face or help her drink it. Céline props herself up on the floor with one hand and clings to her mother with the other. The water spills and runs down her mother’s bare knee and she gets annoyed, pulls away, leaves the glass on the floor and stands back up with difficulty – a very old woman all of a sudden, though she always carries on as if she’s thirty. Céline lets go of her wrist and remains lying on her elbow. Her lip has swollen up and her nose looks crooked. Her father has never hit her so hard before. She takes the glass to drink from it but the water runs down the side, over her chin and onto her T-shirt that has a pink pattern with sequins around it, and there’s blood bubbling out of her right nostril. There’s a stabbing pain in her stomach, like a thousand darts.


Her father stands with his arms crossed, having regained his strength even in his body language, and challenges Céline with his glare. Her eyes are full of water, her cheeks hollow from gritting her teeth.


“She’s not going to tell,” her mother hisses. “The bitch isn’t going to tell us anything.”




Freed from Desire


They’d looked almost attractive when they left home earlier that evening. The mother, with her carrot-orange tan and her skin glowing with lotion, wore her gold chain with the dolphin charm. She looked so young nibbling at the animal with her front teeth, smiling absent-mindedly. The father smelled of soap and aftershave and was breathing heavily. He quickly put his soft packet of Marlboros in his shirt pocket – the collar was already drenched in sweat – and lit a cigarette in the early evening. He squinted in the still-bright, purplish light. He looked at the rows of vines as though he owned them.


Like at the start of every summer, Céline was revealing her indecent beauty with outfits that were too tight, her denim shorts cut so high the fold between her buttocks and thighs opened and closed with every step she took.


As for Jo, she couldn’t care less about what she was wearing; like every year since forever, she was going to a funfair feeling vaguely disgusted that she still found it somewhat exciting despite herself. So her skinny jeans dirty at the knees and black, shapeless tank top were good enough. She hung on her sister’s shoulder like dead algae. “Why can’t we take the car?”


Nobody replied. You could hear the bass thumping in the distance; it was a ten-minute walk at most.


The four of them were walking along the edge of the road together, a rare event. The girls picked up the pace to put some distance between them and their parents, the way they used to when they were little kids. Blades of dry grass penetrated their sandals and prickled their toes. They hopped on one foot and held on to each other’s shoulders to remove them. When they were in sight of the fair, walking past the stone cross, they slowed down a little so the others crowding around the rides wouldn’t think they were too impatient.


The village had been transformed: the funfair, set up for three days, altered the streets and offered contagious ecstasy and the smell of hot oil as far as the small central square right next to the church. The mother and father went up to the bar; the father’s mates and their wives were already there. There was loud, buoyant laughter. Patrick was trying to get his wife to dance but she was giggling and yelling that she didn’t feel like it and that he was already too drunk. They looked all lovey-dovey; you almost couldn’t tell any more that he’d smashed in her face the week before. She looked like a large moth, wriggling in her blue dress. The women ordered some rosé and the men pastis. They said hello to the girls, who didn’t linger.


“Better start keeping an eye on your eldest,” Patrick’s wife said with a grimace suggesting envy.


The father smiled proudly, his eyes following Céline’s small backside. Sixteen and promising. Patrick cleared his throat and ordered another drink.


The same people coming together again, like every year, gangs and families who ignore one another or blend in with the crackling and chaos of the entertainment. Once a year. Of course, there’s always St John’s Eve and the school fete. But the fair is a lot more fun. Céline, the belle of the ball, adulated by the boys – never mind from which gang – has always loved it. Even when she was younger, there were shady corners where she could rub up against a boyfriend’s body, playing at not going any further but stopping at the very edge. As for the boys, they’d dream of her pink fingernails on their erect little dicks; she would lovingly clutch large cuddly toys won in the shooting gallery, hoping for words of love. And if she had to let her breasts be clumsily fondled so she could obtain a miserable, stuttering I love you and other unimaginative derivatives, then she was up for it. She did want it, a little. Jo would be on the lookout.


But this evening, only her sister could see that Céline was pretending, opening her throat to laugh at Lucas’s nonsense, at Enzo’s half-baked jokes. She sparkled for the gallery.


They went to the Tarantula with the others. This ride first came here ten years ago, with its aluminium cars flashing red and yellow, small lights flickering to “Freed from Desire”. Vertigo, as always, and the screams when the metal structure starts and lifts the clusters of willing flyers. Even old folks find it entertaining to watch youngsters get up there to give themselves a fright. Nobody’s ever seemed to find it odd that the same dance track is played year after year, as though time had stopped in 1996, twenty years earlier.


Céline and Jo know it by heart. They’ve lost count of the number of times they’ve screamed all the way up there when the seats start turning slowly on themselves before falling down at a crazy speed then going back up as fast. But they keep coming back, for the thrill of it.


Lucas was already trying to overtake Enzo so he could get in with Céline.


She slid her hand across the nape of her neck to flick her hair back and time stood still in the eyes of the boys, between the lift and the slap as her hair cascaded down again. After that they started to breathe once more, a little less cocky but much braver than earlier, and with a slightly idiotic smile. But despite the game, despite the others, despite the pleasure of the sound being turned up to maximum – so you had to shout or glue your lips to the edge of an ear – the euphoria was just pretence. There was already this thing inside her which she was still pretending not to know about: a logical consequence, a cold logic that says trouble breeds nothing but trouble. She was still lying a little to herself, long enough for a ride, long enough to see two guys fight for the privilege of holding her tight by the waist while dizzy, absorbing her terrified screams and tangled hair as the machine descended, and hoping for more. And yet even as she turned to look at the large iron spider, her feet on the steps streaked with flashing colours, she felt sick. It was absurd: she wasn’t afraid of the void, or the speed, and she’d always loved the rides. A kind of clammy oppressiveness – perhaps primeval intuition?


Céline turned to Enzo and her eyes appointed him for the first ride. Lucas was disappointed, but there would be others; they usually took ten rides a night at the funfair, and the evening was only just starting. The man with the first move didn’t necessarily win the chess game. He stepped away to roll a joint. The next ride would be his. Vanessa was clinging to Manon, unless it was the other way around. They were giggling, pushing away Antony, who was embracing them and whispering stuff in their ears they were pretending not to understand. They were shaking their heads and their hips. Their eyes were shining. The music saturated the air around them, made the ground vibrate and travelled up their legs – Want more and more, people just want more and more – even Jo’s. Her knees were vibrating slightly and she couldn’t tell exactly if she liked this kind of frenzy or hated it. Her eyes travelled from the cars, finally emptied, to her sister. “You sure you’re all right?” she said, forced to shout. Céline didn’t answer. She looked white as a sheet, eyes dilated by the hysterical lights. She nodded, kept her head down, hair over her face. “You don’t have to if you don’t feel well,” Jo continued. “It’s not like every time we have to make do with the same ride we’ve had for the past ten years.”


This managed to make Céline laugh. She bent down to scratch a mosquito bite on her calf. When she straightened up again she felt everything spinning, white dots in front of her eyes. Sweat bathed the back of her neck, already clammy with that mane of hair – she should have put it in a ponytail – and the beginning of summer. And then the crowd, the noise, the engine heat rising from the machine…


“Come on,” Jo insisted, “let’s get out of here. You look like shit.”


“OK, back off. Have you seen yourself?”


“Fuck you, Céline. Go ahead, take the ride, you’ll just throw up all over Enzo, bet he’ll love that.”


“What did you say?” Enzo shouted.


“Nothing,” they replied in unison, not looking at him.


The music started again, grafted to the spider like the call of an animal. In a loop, irreversibly stuck on repeat. It occurred to Jo that she was the only one to grasp the irony of the situation.


They stepped into the cars. Jo sat first and pulled down the safety barrier. She always preferred to take her adrenaline injections alone. The others got in two by two, in giggling pairs, fastened the straps over their bellies and handed their plastic tokens to Sauveur, the manager of the ride: it’s always been him, only now he has a tooth missing and thinner hair. He winked at Jo; he’s always been good at spotting the oddballs, and loves them like a brother.


The spider got going, lifting its legs to the sky. Jo looked down: the kids were pressing their noses to the glass tanks piled up with miniature soft toys, trying to catch a rabbit with pincers, losing it every time. Further away, the bar and its display of glasses looked like a toy tea set and her parents like little animals.


“Freed from Desire” reverberated even louder up there.


This lurch above the world was suddenly intoxicating. Jo had forgotten. She would have preferred a different soundtrack, something grandiose or coarse instead of this old-fashioned crap. Never mind; she enjoyed the spin and her legs feeling like cotton wool. It’s so fucking boring here that any strong emotion will do. At least if they shudder it means they’re not dead, stuck on repeat. Ahead, glued to Enzo, Céline was letting out little cries whenever the Tarantula gave them a jolt. Jo watched her sister, blurred by the speed: a year older, a birdbrain with the bearing of a queen. Sixteen years of thrashing in the world, glimpsing the abyss, blooming without maturing. Even prettier than the year before and a bit more stupid. Funny how it’s Céline who’s the eldest. Johanna isn’t exactly responsible, but even at fifteen she has some of that desperate weariness that sometimes stands in for maturity.


Suddenly, Céline’s head stopped bobbing about and fell onto Enzo’s shoulder. But it didn’t stay there, nestling like a girlfriend’s: she fell backwards, shaken by the speed. Enzo panicked and tried to lift her to face him. He was holding the back of her neck as though it was about to break, shouting and waving his free arm like everyone else around. Jo knew immediately that her sister had passed out, but she didn’t scream. She waited for it to be over, for the spider to complete its crazy dance; just a few minutes to go, no more. Time always feels slower when you’re perched up there but it would soon calm down, she knew it. Impossible to enjoy the dizziness at the moment. She was sure that idiot was going to be sick; it was written all over her face.


The cars slowed down and reached the ground. A kind of siren announced the end of the jolts; Enzo’s cries finally alerted everybody and people flocked to get Céline out of the chrome-plated car. Sauveur cut the music – at last, Jo had time to tell herself – and rushed out of his booth. He had a good rant at everyone so they’d get out of the way, approached Céline and gave her a big slap, the first of many. Alerted by some kids, the parents ran over, along with Patrick and his wife. When the parents reached the ride, Céline finally sat up, opened her eyes, bent double and vomited at Enzo’s feet. Jo’s snigger marked the start of real trouble.


“What’s wrong with her?” her father asked, his voice feeble and soaked in aniseed, vaguely worried.


Céline avoided her father’s eye. She must have forbidden herself to think about it, pretending for many weeks, squashing her swollen breasts in a bra that was too tight. Unless she’d known from the start and pretended, as though it could just go away if you refused to believe it. But now she finally understood, when warm bile flowed up under her tongue like it had every day for a long time, and she wasn’t the only one.


“Your daughter’s not pregnant, is she?” Patrick’s wife suddenly blurted out.




Horizons


“The first time, it’s like a knitting needle piercing your insides,” Céline had said.


“Then why do you do it?” Jo had asked, surprised, her mouth twisted in a grimace, clutching at her stomach over her belly button as though that’s where it came in through.


She knew perfectly well where it came in through, it’s not like she was stupid. But a knitting needle, that was a bit too graphic. She was thirteen, Céline fourteen.


“No, but afterwards it gets better.”


It was two years ago, in “their” borie, that Céline explained why afterwards it got better. Bories, stone sheds in the south, are like bunkers on the beaches in the north, offering shelter beneath their stacked-up stones to clandestine smokers and secrets – and sometimes first fucks. And tramps.


“What’s it like after?”


“Better, I told you. Weird, but quite nice.”


She wrinkled her nose, smiling, her legs folded under her. The girls were slapping mosquitoes on their bare thighs. Jo’s were also attractive, but that didn’t particularly matter.


At just fourteen, Céline’s triumphant breasts already heralded a bright future if she was able to use those charms. She soon started to attract the kind of appreciative, disrespectful looks from men that would get them a long way; in fact, she already belonged to these men. It took a while for her father to realize that Céline, true to the stereotype, knew without ever having learned. He’d been the first to praise her for it, proud as though she were a heifer, so he shouldn’t have been surprised. Céline knew she was beautiful and took advantage of this, since she couldn’t see anything beyond her talent for attracting men. As far as Céline was concerned, the horizon went as far as she could see. From her home, it took in the Luberon hills. From the windows of the technical lycée, she could push it as far as Mont Ventoux. Beyond that, her sister’s horizon began. But that story was yet to come.


As soon as Jo comes in through the door, back from the lycée, her father is waiting, sitting at the kitchen table. They haven’t mentioned it since the night of the fair; their eyes meet.


“Sit down.”


She obeys without a word; she notices her mother’s not there, nor is Céline.


“Did you know?”


“No.”


“Don’t treat me like a fucking idiot. I’ll ask you again: who is it?”


He’s covered in bits of concrete. His hands are almost white with it. Jo stares at the relief of tiny, solidified droplets. She latches onto the dotted patterns, gets lost in the flesh of his fingers. He clasps his glass. He’s drunk already – a bit, not too much.


“I don’t know, I swear.”


“Don’t swear. You must know.”


Jo says no. She repeats it, shaking her head, lips sealed – and bores her odd eyes into his short-sighted gaze. He hates that. He loves his youngest but has always found her strange, and he’s not the only one. Very soon, very early on, what with the silence and the odd eyes. One green, one blue, with similar undertones but no actual likeness. It was scary even when she was a kid. In any case it was too weird for people not to mind. Old people saw ill omens in her mismatched eyes, and her peers a strangeness which pigeonholed her in a different reality from theirs. Oddity has its advantages. Because they keep pretending not to see her in order to avoid looking into her eyes, people end up forgetting she’s there. This encourages a certain quirkiness, and she sometimes takes advantage just so she can keep up her slightly mad act, this hazy screen between herself and others. Right now, with her father, she needs it. The truth is she really doesn’t know who got her sister pregnant. She counts backwards three months, but can’t think. It’s hard to tell with her sister. The smooching behind the funfair rides was a long time ago. Céline is attractive, but let’s not kid ourselves: for some people she’s not much more than a tart.


“I don’t know, really.”


The father sighs. Jo is suddenly afraid he’ll crack and break down. In his dark, aggressive face, the pale eyes are rimmed with eyelashes that are too long, like those of a child. The semi-darkness in the kitchen hides from Jo what she doesn’t want to see. She’d rather have smacks – on the buttocks or across the face, it doesn’t matter. But she doesn’t want to see him bawling his eyes out. The clock is going tick-tick-tick, seconds turning with that stupid Mickey Mouse in the middle; she counts twelve before getting up. She opens the fridge, takes out two beers and puts one in front of her father. He looks up with gratitude and removes the top with his lighter. She lets him reach out for the second one. Then she goes out, with the second beer and a cigarette she took from his packet. She knows he’s raised his head again and is looking at her through the plastic strip curtains. She can feel his eyes between her shoulder blades and on her behind.


“Where are you off to?”


It’s not a threat, just a question.


She shrugs without answering and lights her cigarette. The lawn in the garden, already yellow from the summer, is rustling with insects. The bottle in her hand is still cool, but that won’t last.


“I’ll be back.”


She runs to the scrubland to look for a shady spot, get away from the questions and drink her beer in solitude.




Taking Stock


In the silence of the kitchen, head pulled into his shoulders, the father is drinking his beer. Others will follow, since the night is young and he has things he wants to make hazy. Right now, everything is all too crystal clear in his head, clear and revolting, like that pretty daughter of his, legs open under the weight of a son of a bitch. And yet he knows that these days you’re no virgin at sixteen. Or rarely. He knew it when he was the same age as his kid, and her mother wasn’t much older. There were always some precious little madams who protected their virtue as if they were better than anybody else, or the ugly ones, or the dykes. But with Céline he should have known. Except that, shit, no, she was his kid. His first-born, his treasure, his pride. He took her to the jeweller himself – she must have been two – to get her little earlobes pierced. Tiny gold pendants to make her even prettier. Of course it wasn’t always easy, and there’d often be slaps echoing in the house, but evidently he hadn’t given her enough of them.


It had been tense on the building site that morning. He’d had a row with two guys in the team over nothing, some bloody nonsense because of a cement mixer. They’ll hear about it, sooner or later. Not possible to make the baby go away any more, the stupid bitch has left it too late. And now she’s a stupid bitch, like the mother said, and the mother’s right. Yes, he should have been stricter, slaps are not enough, it’s never enough with women. He can call her a woman now she is one, and she’ll have a hard time of it. Patrick’s worked it out, naturally. And he noticed the face he had on him, jaw clenched, mouth shut, chin tight like a snarl. When things got complicated with the other two builders, it was Patrick who calmed things down, he who generally flies off the handle.


Manuel has taken another beer. He’s sweating. He should have a shower, wash off the sweat and the bits of concrete, but he can’t, he can’t be bothered to be new and clean. He’d rather stew in his own juice, his grime, keep turning it over and over, getting angrier. It’s the time when even he doesn’t know which way it’ll swing: violence or snivelling, it depends.


His daughters, fifteen and sixteen. His daughters. Shit. Only yesterday he was the same age as they are now. All of a sudden, he starts thinking about his father, and that’s not a good omen. And about his grandfather, of course. About the child he used to be, about old grudges. It’s always the same with booze: you think you get away, but you end up slap in the middle of things even harder every time. Spain takes centre stage in the kitchen even though he’s never set foot there. He gets up, stands still in front of the open fridge a few seconds for its coolness, and grabs another beer.


He didn’t give a damn about Spain or that war everybody kept going on about. He wished it had never taken place. Moreover, he never wanted to learn the language, and that would drive his father crazy. But for fuck’s sake, he was sick and tired of this condition they were dragging around like some glory: the splendid losers, living with history constantly in your face. Sick and tired of his grandfather and his dream of freedom dying under Franco’s bullets. The stories about refugees in the concentration camp in Argèles. Shit! Nobody gave a damn about the war in Spain, especially not him. The others would pack girls onto gleaming scooters; even Patrick had got one for his fourteenth birthday, whereas he’d had to do up his dad’s old moped, a wreck. He hated the residue of a Spanish accent in his voice even though he lived in France, and which would still tug at the end of his sentences, like a family song. And the revolutionary songs hollered on the way back from demonstrations. Sick and tired of being the grandson of a foreigner, and poor. And obliged to be proud of it. It was especially that which drove him crazy.


Still, at the Bastille Day dance, in Fontaine-de-Vaucluse, he managed to seduce Séverine. And managed to keep her, which was even harder. He was eighteen. Eighteen and his first apprentice wage in his pocket. His hair skilfully ruffled with gel – he wasn’t shaving his head yet – and his arms already tanned from the building-site sun. Exit Spain, his father’s trade union, the crappy apartment on the outskirts of Cavaillon. Exit the grandson of a refugee. Séverine was offering him her lips, and her breasts would be gently crushed against his chest as the Scorpions yelled I’m still loving you. He, too, would have his slice of the cake.


Manuel lifts his head and looks at the walls. His walls. Up to his neck in debt but the owner of his pasteboard house, his pink plaster house in the social-housing development built in the 1980s by a vaguely socialist town council. Except that he still owes his father-in-law so much cash that it doesn’t really feel like it belongs to him. More like the house is his wife’s. If he thinks about it a bit too much, he feels as though his balls have been cut off with a sickle. And now his daughter, as though he wasn’t capable of taking care of her. He didn’t write the rules of the game of life, either. The problem is that he used to think the opposite.




The Branches of the Paulownia


In the Arab living room, Céline is lying on the benches against the wall, like a recumbent effigy. Kadija speaks to her gently, offers her some tea. But she would have to sit up for that. “What did your mother say?”


“Nothing.”


“What do you mean, nothing?”


“Nothing at all. She just wants to know who it is.”


“And your father?”


Céline looks down. She doesn’t want to talk about her father. Since he found out, she’s been frightened of him. “He won’t even talk to me any more. He acts like I don’t exist then suddenly looks at me like he’s never seen me before, like it’s not me. Jo’s the only one who isn’t judging me. Not that you can ever tell what she’s thinking…”


Saïd’s mother strokes Céline’s hair. She pushes her dark, dry fingers into the thick texture, rubbing the scalp. She shakes her head and makes little clicking sounds with her tongue. “Naturally. I want to know, too.”


“What time is Saïd coming back?”


Kadija’s silence makes Céline dodge the caresses and slowly sit up, her hands flat on the plastic cover of the bench. She looks at her intently and smiles broadly. “It’s not Saïd, I swear.”


“Glad to hear it.”


Céline grows sullen, like a little girl.


“What’s that supposed to mean?”


“My son needs a good girl.”


“And you have no respect for me?”


Kadija fiddles with the teapot, takes the lid off and energetically crushes the leaves at the bottom with a spoon. “Look, Céline, I’ve seen you every day for sixteen years, I work for your grandfather and you’ve been playing with my son since kindergarten: you’re like my own daughter…”


She goes no further, but there is a but hovering between them: resolute and irrevocable. Céline thinks about Sonia, who changes her clothes on the bus on her way to school, swaps her Decathlon sweatshirts for strapless tops, and wishes she could tell on her. Her mouth is burning with the urge to come out and say that she’s fed up with the hypocrisy. That Kadija may not wear the veil on her head but she has one nice and thick over her eyes. She bites her lip. “In any case, Saïd doesn’t give a shit about me, and he’s not my type either, see.”


Kadija sighs and assesses the damage to Céline’s face. “It’ll be all right. It always turns out all right in the end.”


“You talking about my face or my life?”


The woman bursts into a velvety, warm, toothy laugh. “Both, my girl.”


Céline grimaces and touches the bridge of her nose with her fingertips. Every morning, she goes through the same process to look good: powder, blusher, black eyeliner along the edge of the eyelashes. “You think I’ll be attractive afterwards?”


“After what?”


“After my nose heals. I hope it won’t stay crooked.”


Kadija strokes Céline’s belly with her eyes. “Is everything else OK?”


Céline frowns. It takes her a few seconds to understand. She looks down at her belly then rolls her eyes – it’s all so over the top. A game of gestures, a constant comedy. “I have trouble zipping up my jeans, you know. I’m going to have to buy fatty sizes if this carries on.”


Kadija watches as Céline writhes about trying to see her own bottom, then crosses her legs and smiles again. “You should go home, Céline. I’ll tell Saïd to come and see you, if you like.”
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