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            It isn’t me, someone else is suffering. I couldn’t. Not like this.

                 ANNA AKHMATOVA, Requiem

            
                

            

            Vertigo is something other than the fear of falling. It is the voice of the emptiness below us which tempts and lures us, it is the desire to fall, against which, terrified, we defend ourselves … We might also call vertigo the intoxication of the weak. Aware of his weakness, a man decides to give in rather than stand up to it. He is drunk with weakness, wishes to grow even weaker, wishes to fall down in the middle of the main square in front of everybody, wishes to be down, lower than down.

            MILAN KUNDERA, The Unbearable Lightness of Being

         


      

   


   
      
         
            Adèle has been good.

         

         Adèle has been good. She has held out for a week now. She hasn’t given in. She has run twenty miles in the past four days. From Pigalle to the Champs-Elysées, from the Musée d’Orsay to Bercy. In the mornings she has gone running on the deserted banks of the Seine. At night on the Boulevard de Rochechouart and the Place de Clichy. She hasn’t touched a drop of alcohol and she has gone to bed early.

         But tonight she dreamed about it and she couldn’t fall back asleep. A torrid dream that went on forever, that entered her like a breath of hot wind. Now Adèle can think of nothing else. She gets up and drinks a strong black coffee. The apartment is silent. In the kitchen she hops about restlessly. She smokes a cigarette. Standing in the shower, she wants to scratch herself, to rip her body in two. She bangs her forehead against the wall. She wants someone to grab her and smash her skull into the glass door. As soon as she shuts her eyes she hears the noises: sighs, screams, blows. A naked man panting, a woman coming. She wishes she were just an object in the midst of a horde. She wants to be devoured, sucked, swallowed whole. She wants fingers pinching her breasts, teeth digging into her belly. She wants to be a doll in an ogre’s garden.

         She doesn’t wake anyone. She gets dressed in the dark and does not say goodbye. She is too agitated to smile or have a conversation. Adèle leaves the building and walks the empty streets. Head down and nauseous, she descends the stairs of the Jules-Joffrin metro station. On the platform a mouse runs across her boot and startles her. In the carriage, Adèle looks around. A man in a cheap suit is watching her. He has badly shined shoes with pointed tips. He’s ugly. He might do. So might that student with his arm around his girlfriend, kissing her neck. Or that middle-aged man standing by the window who reads his book and doesn’t even glance at her.

         She picks up a day-old newspaper from the seat opposite. She turns the pages. The headlines blur, she can’t concentrate. Exasperated, she puts it down. She can’t stay here. Her heart is banging hard in her chest, she’s suffocating. She loosens her scarf, unwinds it from around her sweat-soaked neck and drops it in an empty seat. She stands up, unbuttons her coat. Holding on to the door handle, her legs shaken by tremors, she is ready to jump.

         She’s forgotten her telephone. She sits down again and empties her handbag. A powder compact falls to the floor. She tugs at a bra strap entwined with earbuds. Seeing the bra, she tells herself she needs to be more careful. She can’t have forgotten her phone. If she has, she’ll have to go back home, come up with an excuse. But no, here it is. It was there all the time, she just didn’t see it. She tidies her handbag. She has the feeling that everyone is staring at her. That the whole carriage is sneering at her panic, her burning cheeks. She opens the little flip phone and laughs when she sees the first name.

         Adam.

         It’s no use anyway.

         Wanting to is the same as giving in. The dam has been breached. What good would it do to hold back now? Life wouldn’t be any better. She’s thinking like a drug addict, like a gambler. She’s been so pleased with herself for not yielding to temptation for a few days that she has forgotten about the danger. She gets to her feet, lifts the sticky latch, the door opens.

         Madeleine station.

         She pushes her way through the crowd that swells like a wave around the carriage and gushes inside. Adèle looks for the exit. Boulevard des Capucines. She starts to run. Let him be there, let him be there. Outside the storefront windows she hesitates. She could catch the metro here: Line 9 would take her directly to the office, she’d be there in time for the editorial meeting. She paces around the metro entrance, lights a cigarette. She presses her handbag to her body. Some Romanian women in headscarves have spotted her. They advance toward her, holding out their stupid petition. Adèle rushes off. She enters Rue la Fayette in a trance, gets lost and has to retrace her steps. Rue Bleue. She types in the code and goes inside, runs upstairs to the second floor and knocks on the heavy wooden door.

         ‘Adèle …’ Adam smiles. His eyes are puffy with sleep and he’s naked.

         ‘Don’t speak.’ Adèle takes off her coat and throws herself at him. ‘Please.’

         ‘You could call, you know … It’s not even eight yet …’

         Adèle is already naked. She scratches his neck, pulls his hair. He doesn’t care. He’s hard. He shoves her violently, slaps her face. She grabs his dick and pushes it inside her. Up against the wall, she feels him enter and her anxieties dissolve. Her sensations return. Her soul is lighter, her head an empty space. She grips Adam’s arse and drives him into her angrily, ever faster. She is possessed, in a fever, desperately trying to reach another place. ‘Harder, harder,’ she screams.

         She knows this body and that annoys her. It’s too simple, too mechanical. Her surprise arrival did not transform Adam. Their lovemaking is not obscene enough or tender enough. She puts Adam’s hands on her breasts, tries to forget that it’s him. She closes her eyes and imagines that he’s forcing her.

         Already he is somewhere else. His jaw tenses. He turns her around. As always, he pushes Adèle’s head down toward the floor with his right hand and grabs her hip with his left. He thrusts hard, he groans, he comes. 

         Adam tends to get carried away.

         Adèle gets dressed with her back to him. She’s embarrassed at him seeing her naked.

         ‘I’m late for work. I’ll call you.’

         ‘Up to you,’ replies Adam.

         He smokes a cigarette, leaning against the kitchen door. With one hand, he touches the condom hanging from the end of his penis. Adèle looks away.

         ‘I can’t find my scarf. Have you seen it? It’s grey cashmere. I’m really fond of it.’

         ‘I’ll look for it. I can give it to you next time.’

      

   


   
      
         
              Adèle tries to act casual.

         

         Adèle tries to act casual. The main thing is not to look as though you feel guilty. She crosses the open-plan office as if she’s returning from a cigarette break. She smiles at her colleagues and sits at her desk. Cyril emerges from his glass cage. He has to shout to be heard above the din of keyboard rattle, phone conversations, chugging printers and vending-machine discussions.

         ‘Adèle, it’s nearly ten!’

         ‘I had a meeting.’

         ‘Yeah, right. You know what? You’ve missed your deadlines for two pieces, so screw your meeting. You’ve got two hours.’

         ‘Calm down, you’ll get your articles. I’m almost done. After lunch, okay?’

         ‘I’ve had enough of this shit, Adèle! We can’t waste our time waiting for you. We’ve got a bloody paper to put out!’

         Cyril is still waving his arms as he collapses on to his chair.

         Adèle turns on her computer and covers her face with her hands. She has no idea what she’s going to write. She should never have agreed to do this piece on social tensions in Tunisia. What the hell got into her, raising her hand in that editorial meeting?

         She’ll have to pick up the phone, call her contacts, ask questions, check facts, dig deeper. She’ll have to care about her job, to believe in the journalistic rigour that Cyril is always going on about, that hypocrite who would sell his soul for a better circulation. She’ll have to eat lunch at her desk, headphones over her ears, fingertips caressing her food-stained keyboard. To nibble at a sandwich while she waits for some self-important press officer to call her back and demand to read her article before it’s published.

         Adèle doesn’t like her job. She hates the idea that she must work to make a living. The only ambition she ever had was to be looked at. She tried being an actress. When she first came to Paris she took classes, but apparently she lacked talent. The teachers said she had beautiful eyes and a certain mystery. ‘But to be an actress, mademoiselle, you must be able to let go.’ For a long time she stayed at home and waited for her destiny to reveal itself. Nothing went according to plan.

         She would have loved being married to a rich, absent husband. To the outrage of all those proud working women who surround her, Adèle wishes she could spend her days lazing around a large house with no objective other than to look beautiful when her husband returns. How wonderful it would be to get paid for her talent of giving men pleasure. 

         Her husband makes a good living. A gastroenterology consultant at the Georges-Pompidou hospital, he works long hours and takes on extra shifts. They often go on holiday and they live in a large rented apartment in the eighteenth arrondissement. Adèle is spoiled and her husband is proud because he considers her a smart, independent woman. But it’s not enough, she thinks. She finds her life small, shabby, lacking in grandeur. Their money smells of work, of sweat and long nights spent at the hospital. It has an aftertaste of reproachful looks and bad moods. It is not a passport to idleness or decadence.

         Her husband pulled strings to get Adèle this job. Richard was friends with the son of the newspaper’s managing editor and he put in a good word for her. That didn’t bother her. It’s just how the world works. To start with, she wanted to do a good job. She was excited by the idea of impressing her boss, surprising him with her efficiency and resourcefulness. She was bold and enthusiastic, landing the kind of interviews that no one else at the paper even dreamed about. Then she came to realise that Cyril was a thick-headed philistine incapable of appreciating her talent. She started to despise her colleagues, who drowned their failed ambitions in alcohol every night, and ended up hating her job, this office, this computer screen, the whole idiotic charade. She can no longer stand making phone call after phone call to ministers who refuse to comment before finally offering a few dull, hollow quotes. She is ashamed of the coquettish voice she puts on to win favours from a press officer. All that matters to her is the freedom the job gives her. Her salary is low but at least she gets to travel. She can disappear, invent secret rendezvous, without having to justify herself.

         Adèle does not call anyone. She opens a blank document and starts to type. She invents quotes from high-up anonymous sources: ‘a figure close to the government’, ‘a well-placed observer who asked to remain nameless’. She comes up with a nice hook, adds a dash of humour to distract any readers who were expecting the article to provide some information. She reads a few other pieces on the same subject and copy-and-pastes lines from each. The whole thing takes her barely an hour.

         ‘Here’s your article, Cyril!’ she calls out, putting on her coat. ‘I’m going for lunch – we can talk about it when I get back.’

         
            *

         

         The street is grey and cold. The faces of the passers-by are drawn, their complexions greenish. It all makes her want to go home and lie in bed. The tramp outside Monoprix is more drunk than usual. He’s asleep on an air vent. His trousers are round his ankles and she can see his back and buttocks covered in scabs. Adèle and her colleagues enter a dirty little brasserie and, as always, Bertrand says, a bit too loud: ‘We weren’t supposed to come back here, remember? The owner’s in the National Front.’

         But they go there anyway, because it has a fireplace and the food is reasonably priced. To head off boredom Adèle makes conversation. She tells stories, asks her colleagues about their plans for Christmas, tries to rekindle old scraps of gossip. It’s exhausting. The waiter comes over to take their order. When he asks what they would like to drink, Adèle suggests wine. Her colleagues look coy, half-heartedly shake their heads, claim they can’t afford it. ‘It’s on me!’ Adèle announces, despite the fact that her bank account is overdrawn and these colleagues have never once bought her a drink. But so what? She’s taking charge now, she’s treating them, and after a glass of Saint-Estèphe, in the woodsmoke-scented air, she has the feeling that they love her and are forever in her debt.

         
            *

         

         It’s three thirty by the time they leave the restaurant. They are slightly drowsy from the wine, the too-rich food and the warmth of the fire that they can still smell on their coats and their hair. Adèle takes the arm of Laurent, whose desk is opposite hers. He is tall and thin and his cheap false teeth give him a horsey smile.

         In the office, no one is working. The journalists doze behind their screens. Small groups talk at the back of the room. Bertrand teases a young intern who is imprudently dressed like a 1950s starlet. Champagne bottles are cooling on window ledges. Everyone is waiting until it’s late enough to get drunk, far from their families and real friends. The newspaper’s Christmas party is an institution: a moment of planned debauchery, where the aim is to go as wild as possible, to reveal your true self to colleagues with whom your relations will, the next day, become purely professional again.

         None of her colleagues know this, but last year’s Christmas party was a momentous one for Adèle. In a single night she fulfilled a fantasy and lost all professional ambition. In the editorial boardroom she slept with Cyril on the long black lacquered-wood table. They drank a lot that night, and she spent the evening close to him, laughing at his jokes and shooting him shy, sweet looks at every opportunity. She pretended to be both terribly impressed by and terribly attracted to him. He told her what he’d thought of her the first time he saw her.

         ‘You looked so fragile, so shy and polite …’

         ‘A bit uptight, you mean?’

         ‘Yeah, maybe.’

         She licked her lips, very quickly, like a lizard. He was stunned. The newsroom emptied and, while the others picked up the plastic cups and cigarette stubs scattered over the floor, the two of them went upstairs to the boardroom. They threw themselves at each other. Adèle unbuttoned Cyril’s shirt. She thought it looked so good on him when he was simply her boss and, in a sense, forbidden fruit. But now, on the black lacquered table, he was revealed as potbellied and clumsy. ‘Too much to drink,’ he said, to excuse his underwhelming erection. He leaned against the table, ran his fingers through Adèle’s hair and pushed her head down between his thighs. With his dick touching the back of her throat, she repressed the urge to vomit and bite down.

         And yet she had wanted him, before. She would wake early each morning to do her make-up, to choose a new dress, in the hope that Cyril would notice and perhaps even pay her a discreet compliment. She finished her articles well before deadline, suggested stories from all over the world, always arrived in his office with solutions and never problems, all of this with the sole intention of making him like her.

         What was the point of working now that she’d had him?

         
            *

         

         Tonight Adèle keeps her distance from Cyril. She is sure that he’s thinking about that night, but since then their relationship has grown very cold. She couldn’t stand the ridiculous texts he sent her over the days that followed. When he shyly suggested one night that they go out to dinner, she just shrugged and said: ‘Why bother? I’m married and so are you. It would only cause us pain, don’t you think?’

         Tonight Adèle has no intention of hitting the wrong target. She jokes around with Bertrand, who bores her with yet another description of his collection of Japanese manga. His eyes are red. He’s probably just smoked a joint, and his breath is even more foul than usual. Adèle puts on a brave face. She pretends to enjoy the company of the obese female archivist, whose mouth – generally a source of grumbles and sighs – is shaped into a smile tonight. Adèle is starting to warm up. The champagne is flowing – a gift from a politician to whom Cyril recently devoted a flattering front-page story. She’s getting restless. She feels beautiful and she hates the idea that her beauty will be wasted, that her good mood will be for nothing.

         ‘You’re not going home, are you? Let’s go out! Come on …’ she begs Laurent, who is chatting with three other journalists. Her eyes are shining and her voice is so full of enthusiasm that it would be cruel to refuse her anything.

         ‘What do you think, lads?’ Laurent asks his colleagues.

      

   


   
      
         
              In the half-light, the window open …

         

         In the half-light, the window open on a view of pink clouds, Adèle observes the naked man. Face buried in a pillow, he is sleeping like a sated animal. He might just as easily be dead, like those insects that are killed by coitus.

         Adèle gets out of bed, hands crossed over her bare breasts. She lifts the sheet from the man’s sleeping body, which curls up to keep warm. She didn’t ask him how old he was. His smooth skin, his plump flesh and this attic room where he lives suggest that he is younger than he led her to believe. He has short legs and a woman’s bottom.

         The cold rays of dawn illuminate the disorderly room. Adèle gets dressed. She shouldn’t have come here with him. At the very moment when they first kissed, his soft lips sticking to hers, she knew that she’d got the wrong man. He wouldn’t be able to fill her. She should have fled then. Found an excuse not to go up to this bedsit. She should have said: ‘Well, we had fun, didn’t we?’ She should have left the bar without a word, pushing away those soft hands, that glassy gaze, that boozy breath.

         She was too cowardly.

         They staggered up the stairs. With each step the magic faded, her drunken joy giving way to nausea. He started to strip off. She felt her heart shrink, faced with the banality of a zipper, the prosaic vulgarity of a pair of socks, the clumsiness of a drunk young man. She wished she could have said: ‘Stop, not another word. I don’t want this any more.’ But she felt cornered.

         Lying beneath his hairless torso, all she could do was try to make it go quickly, simulating pleasure, overdoing the orgasmic moans so he would finish up, shut up, get it over with. Did he even notice that she had her eyes closed? She shut them in a rage, as if seeing him disgusted her, as if she was already thinking about the next men, the real men, the good ones, somewhere else, the ones who would finally know how to control her body.

         She quietly opens the door of the apartment. In the building’s inner courtyard she lights a cigarette. Three drags and then she calls her husband.

         ‘I’m not waking you, am I?’

         She tells him she spent the night at her friend Lauren’s house, a few blocks from the newspaper office. She asks about her son. ‘Yeah, it was a good night,’ she says. Staring at the spotted mirror in the building’s lobby, she smooths the lines around her eyes and watches herself lie.

         In the empty street she hears her own footsteps. A man shoves past her as he runs to catch a slowing bus and she lets out a cry of alarm. To kill time she decides to walk home. She wants to be sure that she’ll return to an empty apartment, where no one will question her. She listens to music and vanishes into the frozen city. 

         Richard has cleared away the breakfast things. The dirty cups are piled in the sink. There’s a slice of toast stuck to one of the plates. Without taking off her coat, Adèle sits down on the leather sofa. She presses her handbag to her body. She doesn’t move. The day will not start until she’s taken her shower. Until she’s washed the stale tobacco smell off her blouse. Until she’s hidden the bags under her eyes with concealer. For now, she remains in her filth, suspended between two worlds, the mistress of the present tense. The danger is over. There is nothing more to fear.

      

   


   
      
         
              Adèle arrives at the office…

         

         Adèle arrives at the office, face drawn and mouth dry. She hasn’t eaten since the previous night. She needs something in her stomach to soak up the dolour and the nausea. She bought a dry, cold pain au chocolat at the worst bakery in the neighbourhood. She takes a bite of it but she can barely chew. She wants to roll up in a ball in the bathroom and go to sleep. She is exhausted and ashamed.

         ‘Well, Adèle? Not too tired?’

         Bertrand leans across his desk and winks at her, but she doesn’t react. She tosses the pain au chocolat in the bin. She’s thirsty.

         ‘You were on top form last night! Not too hungover, are you?’

         ‘I’m fine, thanks. I just need a coffee.’

         ‘You’re like another person when you’ve had a few drinks, aren’t you? Everyone sees you as this butter-wouldn’t-melt little princess, but in fact you’re a bit of a party animal!’

         ‘Stop it.’

         ‘You gave us all a good laugh. And what a dancer!’

         ‘Listen, Bertrand, I have work to do …’

         ‘Me too, I’ve got loads of stuff to do. I barely slept at all. I’m knackered.’
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