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PART ONE
ANNUNCIATION 





PRELUDE



Anyone coming to Place d’Arezzo for the first time would experience a sense of strangeness. In spite of the opulent Versailles-style stone and brick houses lining the round square, where the shady lawn, the rhododendrons, and the plane trees suggested a Nordic kind of vegetation, there was a hint of the tropics about the place. Not that there was anything exotic in the well-balanced façades, the tall windows with their small panes, the wrought-iron balconies, or the fancy attics rented out at astronomical prices; nor was there anything exotic in the often gray, mournful sky, or the clouds skimming the slate roofs.


Even if you turned your head, you wouldn’t necessarily grasp what was going on. You had to know where to look.


Those walking their dogs were the first to sense it; following their bloodhounds as the latter excitedly crisscrossed the terrain, snouts to the ground, they would notice the waste matter strewn on the lawn, small, dark pieces of excrement ringed with white rot; then their eyes would climb the tree trunks and they would notice the curious natural constructions that darkened the branches; then the flutter of a colored wing, chatter piercing the foliage, strident cries accompanying the birds’ colorful flight, and the onlookers would realize that Place d’Arezzo concealed a host of parrots and parakeets.


How could such animals from faraway lands—India, the Amazon, Africa—live in Brussels, how could they live free and healthy in spite of the dismal climate? And what were they doing here, in the heart of the city’s most exclusive neighborhood?
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A woman leaves you because she no longer sees in you the qualities you never had.”


Economist Zachary Bidermann smiled as he said this. He was amused by the fact that his young colleague, a distinguished intellectual educated at an elite college, should be as naïve as a teenager.


“When she met you, your wife thought she’d found the father of her future children, although you didn’t want any. She assumed she’d have a similar place in your life to your studies, and then to your work, but that wasn’t the case. She hoped your many contacts would give her access to people who would be useful to her career, even though in the world of politics and finance, men like to fuck female opera singers rather than listen to them.” This time, in spite of his thirty-year-old colleague’s desolate expression, he laughed. “It wasn’t a marriage, it was a misunderstanding.”


“Are all marriages a mistake?”


Zachary Bidermann stood up and walked around his desk, fiddling with his new black resin pen with its platinum ring, on which his initials glittered.


“Marriage is a contract, ideally between two clear-sighted people who know what they’re committing themselves to. Alas, these days we’re too easily deceived by feelings, and most people don’t enter into marriage in a lucid state. They’re blinded, confused by passion, tormented by pleasure if they’ve consummated the act, or devoured with impatience if they haven’t. It’s sick people who get married, my young Henry, hardly ever people in full possession of their intellectual capacities.”


“What you’re actually saying is that you should on no account be in love if you want a good marriage, is that it?”


“Our ancestors knew that. They arranged marriages coldly, because they knew how important it was to settle down.”


“Not exactly romantic.”


“There’s nothing romantic about marriage, you silly boy! Impulse, madness, grandiloquence, sacrifice, martyrdom, murder, suicide—those are romantic. Building your life on all that is tantamount to erecting your house on quicksand.”


Behind Zachary Bidermann, on Place d’Arezzo, parrots and parakeets broke out in a disapproving clamor. Annoyed by these cries, he closed the windows on the glorious spring morning.


Henry looked around the soberly luxurious room, with its designer furniture, its silk rugs with their abstract patterns, its sandy oak paneling—workmanship so fine you didn’t notice it. On the east and west walls, two sketches by Matisse faced each other, portraits of a man and a woman watching Zachary Bidermann in the middle. Henry couldn’t bring himself to ask the question that was gnawing at him.


Zachary Bidermann leaned over him, mockingly. “I can hear your mind speculating, Henry.”


“I beg your pardon?”


“You’re wondering about my marriage to Rose, but since you’re a somewhat inhibited young man you don’t dare bring it up.”


“I—”


“Be honest. Am I wrong?”


“No.”


Zachary Bidermann pulled out a stool and sat down familiarly next to Henry. “It’s my third marriage. It’s Rose’s third too. Believe me, neither of us had any intention of getting it wrong.” He slapped his thigh. “You only learn from your mistakes. This time it’s a healthy marriage, a good marriage. We’re a perfect match. I don’t think Rose and I have any regrets.”


Henry thought about what Zachary Bidermann had gained from marrying Rose: wealth. At the same time, he thought, Zachary Bidermann fulfilled Rose’s social and political ambitions: she had become the companion of a high-ranking dignitary, the European commissioner for competition, who knew and entertained heads of state.


As if reading Henry’s thoughts, Zachary Bidermann continued, “A conjugal union is an association with such serious consequences that the interested parties should be relieved of all responsibility, which ought instead to be entrusted to reliable, objective, competent people, genuine professionals. If there are casting directors for a movie, why shouldn’t they exist for couples too?” He sighed, and raised his famous blue eyes to the lacquered ceiling. “These days, we mix everything up. The ideas of parlor maids have drowned us in sentimental slush.” Keeping a cautious eye on his watch, and aware that this private interlude had lasted long enough, he concluded, “Basically, my dear Henry, I’m glad you’re getting a divorce. You’re leaving the darkness to step into the light. Welcome to the club of the clear-sighted.”


Henry nodded. Far from considering these words offensive, he received them gratefully, trusting in Zachary Bidermann’s sincerity. For all the latter’s apparent sarcasm and penchant for paradox, he wasn’t a cynic, he loved life, but loved it with a clear head; whenever an illusion came crashing to the ground, he felt genuine pleasure, the pleasure of a crusader for truth.


Zachary Bidermann checked the time and sat down again, overwhelmed with guilt: he had taken six minutes of his break to discuss private matters. Even though he enjoyed these breaks, five minutes into them he would grow impatient and annoyed at wasting his time.


It was six minutes after nine in the morning, in his town house on Place d’Arezzo, and he had already been working half a day; up since five, he had analyzed several files, written ten pages of summary, and mapped out his priorities with Henry. Endowed with an iron constitution that required little sleep, this giant gave off an energy that provoked universal wonder and had allowed him, as a trained economist, to reach the highest positions of power in Europe.


Realizing the conversation was over, Henry stood up and said goodbye to Zachary Bidermann, who was annotating a report, already unaware of his presence.


As soon as Henry had gone, the secretary, Madame Singer, took the opportunity to come in. Thin, with a military stiffness, wearing a tight navy blue pantsuit, she came and stood behind the desk, to the right of her boss, and waited motionless for him to notice her.


“Yes, Singer?”


She presented him with the signature book.


“Thank you, Singer.”


He called her Singer, like a soldier addressing his companion at arms, because as far as he was concerned Singer wasn’t a woman. She was so shapeless, there was no risk of her distracting him from his task by showing him an attractive bosom as she leaned forward, displaying legs he would ogle, wiggling buttocks he would want to fondle. Her short, matte-gray hair, her sagging features, the bitter line of her lips, her dull skin, the absence of perfume, everything turned Singer into a functional creature who had been following him from post to post for twenty years. Whenever he talked about her, Zachary Bidermann would say, “Singer is perfect!” That he was right was proved by the fact that Rose would frequently say that too.


As soon as he had completed his signature marathon, he asked about his appointments.


“You’re seeing five people this morning,” Singer announced. “Mr. Moretti from the European Central Bank, Mr. Karopoulos, chief of staff of the Greek finance minister, Mr. Lazarevich from Lazarevich Finances, Harry Palmer from the Financial Times, and Madame Klügger from the Hope Foundation.”


“Very good. We’ll give them each half an hour. The last one’s the least important, so I’ll be quicker with her. But, Singer, under no circumstances am I to be disturbed during a meeting. You’ll wait for me to call you.”


“Of course, monsieur.”


He rehashed these instructions every day, and people, especially Madame Singer, took it as an expression of the respect the great man extended to his visitors.


For two hours, he would display his intellectual prowess to those who came to see him. He would listen, like a motionless crocodile lying in wait for his prey, then shake himself and ask a few questions before presenting his thoughts in a brilliant, well-argued way, uninterrupted by his visitors, partly because Zachary Bidermann spoke quickly and softly, and partly because they were all aware of their own intellectual inferiority. The meeting would always conclude in the same way: Zachary Bidermann would seize a blank piece of paper and scribble some names on it, as well as telephone numbers which he knew by heart and could write without hesitation. He was like a doctor issuing a prescription after hearing a list of symptoms and making his diagnosis.


At five minutes to eleven, once the fourth visitor had left, he was suddenly seized with an uncontrollable sense of anxiety. Could it be hunger? Unable to concentrate, he looked into the anteroom where Madame Singer officiated behind her desk and told her he was going to see his wife.


An elevator concealed behind a piece of Chinese lacquerware took him to the floor above.


“Darling, what a lovely surprise!” Rose said.


Actually, it was hardly a surprise, since Zachary Bidermann burst into Rose’s private quarters every morning at eleven o’clock sharp for a light meal with her. But they liked to give each other the impression that it was a sudden whim.


“I’m sorry to bother you out of the blue like this.”


Nobody, not even Rose, ever walked into Zachary Bidermann’s office without calling first, but he could turn up anywhere whenever he wished. Rose would accommodate him, considering it part of her role as a loving wife to be available, in the full knowledge that in any case his visits “out of the blue” always took place at eleven o’clock.


She served him tea and set before him plates of croissants and various sweetmeats. They chatted as they ate them—he would seize hold of them and stuff them in his mouth, while she, out of concern for her waistline, would take several minutes to nibble at a date that she held between two fingers.


They talked about current events, such as the tense situation in the Middle East. Having studied political science, Rose was very interested in international relations, so they engaged in trenchant analyses that demonstrated how well-informed they were, each trying to surprise the other with a little-known detail, an unexpected comment. They loved their chats, because they could compete with one another without feeling that they were rivals.


They always kept to general topics, and never touched on private matters; they never spoke of Rose’s children from her previous husbands, for example, or of Zachary’s offspring from his previous wives. They chose instead to converse like two political science students, relieved of the burden of family problems and domestic hostilities. This couple, young in spite of being in their sixties, owed their good health to selective amnesia regarding their past marriages and the ensuing consequences.


As they were discussing the Gaza Strip, Zachary remarked on the flavor of a macaron. “This is quite a treat.”


“Which one? The black one? It’s with licorice.”


“Where are they from?”


“Ladurée’s in Paris.”


“What about these wafers?”


“Merck’s in Lille.”


“And these chocolates?”


“You must be joking, darling! They’re from Sprüngli’s in Zurich.”


“Your table is like a customs haul.”


Rose chuckled. There was nothing more eclectic than her world. Whether it was food, wine, furniture, clothes, or flowers, she purchased only the very best and didn’t worry about the cost. Her address book contained only the top recommendations: the best upholsterer, the best picture framer, the best floor layer, the best tax expert, the best masseur, the best dentist, the best cardiologist, the best urologist, the best travel agent, the best clairvoyant. Aware that these people might not stay at the top for very long, she frequently updated her list, a task that absorbed her deeply. A rational woman, Rose might appear superficial, but her devotion to such trivial questions was a serious one; the only daughter of a wealthy industrialist, she put as much care into keeping up her home as she did into dissecting the unemployment figures or the tensions between Israel and Palestine.


“Your fair is still the best I’ve ever known,” he said, stroking her cheek.


She understood the meaning of this remark and, without a second’s hesitation, came and sat on Zachary’s lap. He held her, his eyes moist, his nose rubbing against hers, and she sensed his desire to make love.


She wiggled her bottom on her husband’s thighs to arouse him even more. “You bad boy,” she breathed.


He pressed his lips to hers and they kissed, their tongues mingling at length, hungrily, their kisses enriched by the taste of butter licorice.


He pulled away. “I have a meeting,” he murmured.


“That’s a pity . . . ’


“Well, it won’t hurt you to wait.”


“I know,” she whispered, eyes closed. “You’d better calm down in the elevator, Zachary, or your visitor might be embarrassed.”


They laughed conspiratorially, and Zachary Bidermann left.


Rose stretched voluptuously. With Zachary, she had become young again, or rather, she was young for the first time, given that when she was actually young she’d been a well-behaved and overly reserved girl. Now, at the age of sixty, she finally had a body, a body Zachary adored, a body he had such an appetite for that he made love to it every day, sometimes more than once. She knew that at seven in the evening, he would come back from the Commission and throw himself on her. He might even be violent—she bore a few bruises and scars she considered the trophies of her own attractiveness. They might do it again tonight. How many of her female friends could say as much? Who among them was possessed so often, and so ardently? Her previous two husbands hadn’t desired her like this. Neither of them. No, she’d never been so radiant. She had the sensual glow of a happy woman.


 


By the time he returned to his office, Zachary Bidermann was no longer so on edge, given that his stomach was now full, but his heart was still racing, and he felt strangely anxious. He picked up the internal phone. “Who’s next, Singer?”


“Madame Klügger of the Hope Foundation.”


“Tell her I can only give her ten minutes. At eleven twenty-five, the driver’s taking me to the Commission.”


“Very well, monsieur. I’ll let her know.”


Zachary Bidermann went to the window and saw, out there on Place d’Arezzo, some parakeets chasing one another in the nearest tree, beating their wings. Two males were fighting over a female, who was refusing to make up her mind and, although pretending to be alarmed, seemed to be waiting for them to decide for her.


“Little bitch,” he mumbled so that only he could hear.


“Madame Klügger,” Singer’s solemn voice announced behind him.


Zachary Bidermann turned to see a tall woman in a well-fitting black suit—it made her look like a widow—standing by the door as Singer closed it.


He looked her up and down, smiled with his eyes, and said in a grave tone, “Come closer.”


The woman approached on her very high heels, her swaying hips erasing her previous image as a widow. Zachary Bidermann sighed. “Did they tell you? I only have seven minutes.”


“That’s up to you,” she replied.


“If you know your job, seven minutes are good enough for me.”


He sat down and unfastened his zipper. The pretend widow kneeled and, being a consummate professional, applied herself to him with skill.


Six minutes later, Zachary Bidermann let out an ecstatic groan, straightened his clothes, and gave her a grateful wink.


“Thank you.”


“At your service.”


“Madame Simone will sort out the details.”


“It’s as agreed.”


He walked her to the door and, just to pull the wool over Singer’s eyes, bade her a respectful farewell, then went back behind his desk and sat down. His anxiety, his tiredness, his cramp had all disappeared. He felt in good shape, ready to go on the attack. Phew! Now he’d be able to carry on with his day at the expected pace.


“Three minutes, I have three minutes left,” he sang to a cheerful tune. “Three minutes before I have to go to Berlaymont.”


He grabbed his personal mail from the table and started looking through it. After two invitations, he opened an envelope that looked different from the others, because it was pale yellow. Inside was a folded sheet with two sentences on it:


 


Just a note to tell you I love you. Signed: You know who.


 


He took his head in his hands. He was furious. What kind of idiot was sending him this? Which of his mistresses could have written such a stupid message? Sinéad? Virginie? Oxana? Carmen? Enough! He didn’t want any long-term affairs! Women always ended up getting attached, developing “feelings,” falling into that awful, stinking, sentimental soppiness you couldn’t escape from.


He picked up a lighter and burned the paper.


“Hooray for wives and hooray for hookers! They’re the only women who control themselves.”
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He had made love to her so well that she hated him.


His long, muscular body, his prominent buttocks and shoulders, his firm, mixed-race skin that smelled of ripe figs, his narrow waist, his powerful thighs, his slender yet strong hands, his pure neck with the invisible joints, everything attracted her, everything teased her, everything set her belly on fire. Faustina wanted to throw herself on him, stop him from resting, beat him.


“I don’t suppose you’re asleep, are you?” she muttered, exasperated. After a night like that, she should have been feeling intense satisfaction, instead of which she was shaking with rage. It was as if he had reduced her to an ulcerated mucous membrane, excited, tense, wanting more. Was it possible that drinking didn’t quench your thirst, only made it worse?


How many times did I come?


She’d lost count of how often she’d climaxed. She and he had plunged into one another endlessly, overflowing with contagious excitement, yielding to sleep only briefly, not to recover but rather to prolong the ecstasy. Without knowing why, she thought of her mother, her respectable mother she wouldn’t be telling about her exploits, her sad mother who had never known such pleasure. Poor Ma . . .


Rubbing her shins, Faustina thought of herself as a sinner and drew pride from the thought. Yes, last night she had been nothing but a body, a woman’s body penetrated by a man, a body that had reached the heights several times, and was still filled with longing.


This bastard has turned me into a slut. She stole a tender, fleeting glance at the sleeping man.


Faustina didn’t like shades of gray. Whether thinking about her contemporaries or about herself, she swung from one extreme to the other. Depending on the moment, a female friend would be labeled an “angel of self-sacrifice” or a “depraved monster of selfishness,” and her mother was either her “beloved Mommy dearest” or “that heartless middle-class bitch I was assigned to by an accident of birth.” As for men, they were deemed handsome, adorable, hateful, generous, stingy, thoughtful, offhand, honest, sly, so timid they wouldn’t say boo to a goose, psychopaths, worthy of “spending the rest of my days with” or “putting out of my mind.” She herself, in her own eyes, would waver between two positions: the pure intellectual devoted to culture, and the slut who wallows in her base instincts.


A balanced opinion would have bored her. What she enjoyed wasn’t thought but lively thought. In other words, feeling . . . At every second of the day, her ideas were guided by her moods, and her words were triggered by her emotions.


She understood the world in conflicting terms and felt divided: whenever she neglected her books to take refuge in her lover’s arms, she would leave one of her personalities for the other; her behavior did not complement the way she had behaved before, but rather denied it; she would change. Faustina saw herself as not so much balanced as double.


“Stop pretending to be asleep,” she repeated.


He didn’t react.


Leaning over to see his face, she noticed that none of his features was moving; worse, his long black eyelashes, thick and curved, which drove girls mad, were motionless.


She felt humiliated by this indifference.


I can’t stand him anymore.


Of course, she knew she was lying to herself; what rubbed her the wrong way was that he wasn’t paying attention to her anymore; what exasperated her was to find that she was so dependent on him after one night.


Male chauvinist!


A deep sigh burst from her, a sigh that meant, Lousy creep, and at the same time, I’m so happy to be a woman.


She hesitated. Perhaps it was better not to break this moment . . . And yet she needed to do something, to intervene, no matter how, because the wait was torture. What was she waiting for anyway? For Monsieur to finish resting? To fall asleep herself? Through the drawn curtains, she could see that the sun was rising; in the distance, the parrots and parakeets out on the square were proclaiming the start of the day to late sleepers.


Studying her lover, she decided to kick him out of bed. Then she stopped herself. Would he know why she was attacking him? Did she even know herself?


As soon as he stirs, I’ll throw him out.


Dany rolled onto his back and, without opening his eyes, his hands searched for her, found her, and pulled her to him with a purr.


Soothed as soon as his palms slid down to her hips, she slipped docilely alongside him, pressed her back against his muscular stomach, and growled in the same way.


There was no need for verbiage. A few caresses and quivers relit the spark of sensuality, and desire burned them up. She felt Dany’s desire for her against her buttocks and waggled them to show her acceptance.


Without a word, eyes closed, they started to make love again.


Even though they were both exhausted, the silence and the blindness added the necessary spice to their lovemaking: not being able to see forced them to recognize each other through fingers, chest, skin, genitals—they were both renewing and remembering one another; by expressing themselves through heavy breathing and noises deep in the throat, they renounced humanity, reduced themselves to animals, bodies, organs that obeyed instinct.


After this exceptional bout of lovemaking, Faustina made up her mind: she would stay in bed all day.


Dany got up, full of energy. “No more lounging around. I have meetings at the Palais today.”


Surprised, she saw him—he looked magnificent—grab his watch and gather his scattered clothes.


“You should go like that.”


“What do you mean?”


“Naked.”


He turned to her, smiled, and fastened the strap of his watch.


“Naked, with your watch on,” she continued. “I’m sure you’d be a big hit.”


“With the criminals?”


Taking advantage of the proximity, she put her arms around his neck. “With the female ones, that’s for sure.” She forced a kiss on his mouth. He gave in, amused, but it was obvious to her that he wanted to get dressed. Disconcerted, she didn’t insist. She wished she could come up with an unpleasant remark, but couldn’t think of one.


He went into the bathroom and turned on the water.


“You wear your watch in the shower?”


“First of all, my watch is waterproof. Secondly, it reminds me I’m about to enter a different area of my life: my work.”


The area where I’m not, Faustina thought. She immediately regretted it. How stupid! The reaction of a sentimental idiot. Anyone would think it was the resentment of a jealous woman in love. But she wasn’t jealous. She wasn’t in love either.


We fucked, that’s all. It was great. OK, it was amazing. But that’s all.


She got up and watched him in the shower. She loved seeing men when they were wet, drops of water on their skin, rubbing their bodies; it was a private moment she stole from them. Just then, in fact, Dany was lathering his genitals, firmly and meticulously.


Seeing her watching him, he showed off. “You see, I take care of them.”


“You’d better.”


She pictured the next night she would be with him, and felt impatience pressing on her chest. She looked him up and down. “You’re just sex on legs.”


Flattered, he laughed. “Are you talking about me or yourself?”


She disliked his comment so much, she grimaced.


Already, Faustina was metamorphosing, abandoning the sensual woman who had given herself to this man for hours, thinking now that what had happened last night was his fault: she blamed him for the fact that she had behaved like some kind of sex-crazed bacchante. Of course, she hadn’t been abused . . . but he had led her to perform acts she wouldn’t have performed of her own volition.


Faustina moved away and thought of the tasks awaiting her. She had several novels to read—or at least the summaries. There were journalists to call. And a number of Parisian publishers. She had to look through her accounts.


Within a second, the literary publicist was reborn. Wrapped in her dressing gown, she hesitated. Should she start on her chores right away, or make them something to eat? A tray of steaming coffee, toast, creamy butter, jam, hard-boiled eggs: that might have been a bit too much like the awestruck woman in love, the clingy woman who wants the man to come back. Let him sort himself out. He’ll get a terrible espresso at the Palais de Justice, very black and very bitter. Too bad. At the same time, she realized she was hungry herself, and that she’d love the delicious coffee she knew how to make. Well, I’ll make one for myself but not for him. Dismissing her scruples, she busied herself in the kitchen and set the table, apparently unaware that she was laying it for two.


Dany appeared, fresh-looking in a silk suit, white shirt, and tie. “Mmm . . . smells good,” he said. He looked approvingly at the mouthwatering spread on the table. “The perfect housewife on top of everything else!”


“One more stupid comment, and you’re out of here on an empty stomach.”


He sat down and did full justice to her breakfast.


While he ate, she couldn’t help staring at his fingers and putting herself in the place of everything he touched. She saw his mouth and became the croissant he was chewing, watched his Adam’s apple swallowing and imagined herself as the coffee he was drinking.


Scared by her wild thoughts, she drew back in her chair and asked him about his work as a lawyer. He was happy to discuss it, especially the case of Mehdi Martin, the sex maniac who had made him famous, but he had talked about it so often he had nothing new to add.


How irritating he is! Apart from his skills in bed, there’s nothing at all interesting about him. She felt reassured by this observation.


Dany looked at his watch. Thinking he might miss his first appointment, he darted to the door.


She gave a sigh of relief at the prospect of being rid of him, and decided to remain seated and calmly finish her breakfast.


“Shall we see each other again soon?” he said, coming back to give her a kiss.


“Oh, are we seeing each other again?” she replied, pulling away as she did so.


He was confused. “Well, yes . . . Don’t you want to? I certainly want to.”


“Really?”


“Don’t you?”


“I don’t know.”


“Faustina, last night, you and me, it was . . . ”


“It was what?


“It was incredible, stupendous, amazing, awesome.”


“Oh, let’s not exaggerate . . . ” Her tone was stiff, like that of a modest office clerk whose talents are finally acknowledged.


He pressed his warm lips to hers and gave her a long, intrusive kiss. She trembled, realizing that she was losing control once again.


He tore himself away, breathless. “I’ll call you later.”


“All right,” she whispered.


He left, slamming the door.


As soon as she was alone, Faustina switched on the radio. She knew how it would be with Dany: the same as with the others. They would see each other again, try to rekindle the magic of that first night, fail, then succeed, but only after a lot of exhausting weekends, and one day, they would stop seeing each other, using work as an excuse. How much longer would this go on? Two months? Three if it dragged on? You know, my girl, you’ve just had the best. It’s good now, but sometimes it’ll be less good, and soon it’ll be boring.


She crossed the apartment and saw an envelope by the door. She picked it up and opened it. The unsigned letter contained a short message:


 


Just a note to tell you I love you. Signed: You know who.


 


She was shaken. It was like a sudden explosion. Leaning back against the wall, she cried, “What an idiot I am! He loves me and I’m stopping him from telling me. He loves me and I treat him like a dildo. My poor Dany, too bad for you you’ve wound up with a nutcase like me. Oh, Dany . . . ”


And in a dumb show she would have found ridiculous a few minutes earlier, she got down on her knees, lifted the note to her lips, and kissed it passionately, several times.
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The two bodies lay together on their sides in the middle of the bed, as symmetrical as two forks in a silverware drawer.


She was asleep, he wasn’t.


Lying there with his eyes open, soothed by the warmth emanating from Joséphine’s body, Baptiste allowed his mind to drift from fantasy to fantasy.


Uncontrolled, he zigzagged between several worlds; at times, he knew perfectly well that he was at home, pressed up against his wife; at other times, he was walking up and down a beach of blinding sand, where menacing characters hid in the bushes, waiting to ambush him; and at other times still, he found himself in his office chair, writing the text he had to hand in . . . Like a car changing lanes, his mind transported him from one world to the other, sometimes by the water, sometimes suspended above the page he had to write, sometimes between the sheets; he moved between them so quickly that the landscapes lost their airtight boundaries: now his enemies were in the room, now Joséphine was tearing his article away and making fun of him.


Baptiste sat up. Shaking his head to dismiss these thoughts, he was annoyed that he had so many anxieties inside him: every day, all he had to do was lower his guard and fear would rear its ugly head.


Joséphine’s soft contours, her high-set hips and delicate shoulders, rested on watered cotton. Her face expressed nothing and her long eyelashes were perfectly still. She must be enjoying the stage of sleep where you’ve stopped dreaming. So lucky . . .


Baptiste yawned.


He envied Joséphine’s peace and quiet. Even though everyone who knew him saw him as a model of serenity, even though he thought he had achieved a balanced wisdom, his dreams always awakened stubborn demons, and anxiety filled his skull. Was his feigned calm nothing but appearance? Had he achieved merely superficial peace?


He extricated himself from the bed without disturbing Joséphine, looked down admiringly at her relaxed body, and felt pleased to be living with such a woman. Then he quickly washed, put on a pair of boxers and a shirt, and sat down at his desk. It might have verged on the ridiculous, but he was incapable of working when he was dirty or naked. Even though he had no one to obey, no boss to tell him what to do, and could work the hours that suited him, a gnawing necessity drove him to get washed and dressed, and sometimes even scented, before sitting down in his armchair like an employee clocking in at an office.


He switched on his computer and opened the file called Fidelity, which so far contained only three meager, uninspired, enigmatic sentences.


He was embarrassed by the topic, Fidelity, because it required merely a binary comment: either you were in favor of fidelity or you weren’t. Sad, wasn’t it? Either you supported the classic marriage vows, the religious and social ideology, in other words, the established order; or you challenged it in the name of freedom. Both thesis and antithesis were a prison. He couldn’t find his own space between conformism and anti-conformism.


He turned to the square, where the chatter of tropical birds rang out. Did those feathered creatures ask themselves such questions?


To his bewilderment, Baptiste realized that he knew nothing about the behavior of parrots and parakeets. What did fidelity mean to animals? Did the male stick to one female or did he start relationships on impulse, according to chance or the seasons? Might there be a way of filling the pages with this information?


He started doing some research for a while, then gave up. Who cared? Whether or not fidelity was biological, animal behavior couldn’t act as a model, since humans no longer lived in a natural world regulated by instinct.


Fidelity . . . He pushed back his chair. What about him? Was he faithful?


He’d become faithful. Even though, fifteen years earlier, he had declared to Joséphine that he would never respect such a stupid commandment, that he wouldn’t castrate himself, and that he would remain free to satisfy his passing desires, he’d stopped having affairs. Joséphine was the only woman he kissed, the only woman he slept with, the only woman he made love to, and he was happy about it.


Why?


Because I’m lazy!


He burst out laughing, then remembered he had just quoted himself. In one of his plays, a character exclaimed, “Fifteen years! That’s not love, that’s laziness.” During the performances, he had noticed with dismay that nobody found the line funny, except him—he hated noticing that kind of thing because, determined as he was to write for an audience, he had caught himself red-handed being selfish.


Yes, there was an element of laziness in his fidelity. Being a seducer required time and energy; as soon as he glimpsed the possibility of a flirtation with a woman, he was immediately aware of the enormous number of obligations involved: coming up with splendid turns of phrase, phoning, booking hotel rooms, devoting meals and outings to the mistress of the moment, making up plausible excuses for Joséphine; yes, you had to charm, coax, conceal, fantasize. What bothered him was not so much that lying was dishonest, but that it was tiring.


Why go to such lengths, and for what? A little fleeting pleasure. A convoluted affair that would end because he loved Joséphine and would never leave her. The truth was, he abstained because he’d lost the craving. It had been a long time since he’d last had the energy to alter his behavior because he liked the look of some gorgeous woman. He might fancy her briefly, but it would never lead to anything.


In all, he had cheated on Joséphine only three times. Three adulterous episodes, all concentrated in the first two years they were living together. In the ensuing thirteen years, he hadn’t tried again. At the time, he’d been striving to show that he was superior to the choice he had made: monogamous by contract, the newlywed wanted to convince himself that he was still independent. No doubt because he’d kept the habits of his previous, very debauched lifestyle. Having now become the perfect husband, the only woman he touched was Joséphine.


He stretched until he shook. The twenty-year-old Baptiste wouldn’t have wanted to meet the forty-year-old: he would have found him lackluster and conventional. On the other hand, the forty-year-old Baptiste would have explained to the twenty-year-old that he no longer needed to go to bed with the whole city because he, at least, was capable of creating something.


On his computer, after complex maneuvers aimed at preventing all access, he opened the file containing his diary. In these secret pages, he liked to reflect on the basis of his vocation. Two clicks later, he found the relevant text:


 


I’ve had two existences in my life, one sexual, the other literary. However, both have served the selfsame purpose: to discover my contemporaries. Each time, I would embark on a novelistic exploration: a sexual one with my body, and a literary one with my pen.


My youthful existence was sexual. When I came of age, even though my ambition was to write, I would fail, barely able to get to the bottom of a page; in addition, when I reread myself, I found the results to be shallow. I would have started to believe that I ought to give up this vocation if a few promising bits of text here and there hadn’t stopped me, and especially if I hadn’t read À la recherche du temps perdu, that successful book that encourages failed writers: in it, Marcel Proust presents a narrator who aspires to a literary career but doesn’t achieve it, and yet everybody accepts the seven volumes of the book as a great work that finally came into being after all that fruitless trial and error.


If I couldn’t write, I used sexuality as a means of novelistic investigation. I would follow a woman whose eyes I’d liked; intrigued by a scarf or a handbag, I would start tailing a passing woman in order to discover her personality. I loved to wake up in a strange room, an artist’s loft, a lawyer’s apartment, and let my eyes wander over the accessories—photographs, books, posters, ornaments, furniture—that would draw out the story, and then imagine what I couldn’t see, or ask questions over breakfast or during the days that followed.


I had a reputation as a heartbreaker, but a kind one. I must have been “kind” because I was interested in the women I picked up. I was also a “breaker” because I didn’t want the relationship to last once I’d satisfied my curiosity. As for a “heart,” I didn’t have one. I was seduced, charmed, interested; but in love—never.


I didn’t waste my time; firstly, because I had fun, got a lot of pleasure out of it, and—I hope—gave some as well, but mainly because I stored in my memory the details that now allow me to write.


The moment I met Joséphine, everything changed: I loved her, and I started writing. She revolutionized me. A new life began, my life as a writer and a husband. Nowadays, if I sometimes escape our apartment or our relationship, it’s a function of our apartment and our relationship; it’s here, at this desk, that I invent lives. If I flirt with women virtually, then as soon as I switch off my computer I join Joséphine and give her a kiss.


And Joséphine will read these novelistic escapades.


When it comes down to it, writing suits marriage.


 


Baptiste approved of the page he had typed two years earlier. And yet a kind of sadness colored his judgement. Was it not too irremediable? Would all the adventures he experienced from now on spring only from his mind? Would he never again be surprised by reality? By other people? By one person in particular?


Of course, he enjoyed some enviable advantages: the blossoming of his vocation, the germination of his talent, the fertility, the accolades, the repeated successes. Yet beneath all the gilding, wasn’t something being stifled?


He decided to add a new paragraph to his text:


 


Success depresses me. Sometimes I miss the inconsistency, the energy, the fire, the impatience that led to it. In achievement lies concealed the bereavement of desire.


 


Overcome with nostalgia, he continued:


 


Must one choose between living and writing? In my own way, albeit without his genius, I am reproducing Proust’s journey: to live and then to write. Why should the second activity banish the first? If I wasn’t able to create while exploring the world through sexuality, what is stopping me, now that the artist is born, from picking up the torch again? I sometimes wonder if I haven’t cleaned myself up too much, become too settled. I have put the unexpected, the imagination aside in order to dedicate myself, like a bureaucrat, to my work as a scribe.


 


He stopped, disappointed by what he sensed about himself between the lines. Ten minutes earlier, he had thought of himself as a happy man, and now he was allowing melancholy to spread through him like a cancer.


Resolutely, he closed his diary and returned to his chore, the article on Fidelity. As soon as the title appeared at the top of the page, he fled. No, not today! Why did I accept this stupid project? An encyclopedia of love!


He picked up the brush that was on his desk, not to brush his hair—which was short and thin—but to rub the palms of his hands and calm his anger.


He’d always refused commissions, and now an enthusiastic, skillful Parisian publisher had suggested he compile a subjective, personal encyclopedia all about love. The haphazard aspect of the task—articles organized alphabetically—had struck him as providing a respite from his novels and plays, which he always constructed with meticulous precision. It’ll give me a break, he had thought presumptuously. And yet this damned book had proved to be really tough work! He found it hard not to have his usual plot and characters to carry him through; the absence of likable or dislikable people, and of a narrative structure, terrified Baptiste.


Joséphine came lightly toward him and leaned over his shoulders. “I’m so hungry I could eat a whole cow,” she murmured into his ear.


It was her way of telling him she had enjoyed making love to him that morning.


“A cow or a bull?” he replied, pretending to be offended.


“Ooh, isn’t Monsieur touchy!”


“I love you.”


He spun around, grabbed hold of her, sat her down naked on his lap, and kissed her at length. Having not yet left the land of sleep and its sense of abandon, she collapsed in his arms, and her mouth offered no resistance.


After a kiss accompanied by much purring, she sprang to her feet. “Right, while you scribble away, I’ll make us a substantial snack. OK?”


She left without waiting for an answer. Baptiste watched her walk away into the depths of the apartment, her slight figure unchanged after fifteen years, just as white as ever, a cross between those of a fairy and an elf, almost androgynous, which some considered too thin but he adored.


“Pâté, ham, sausage!” she shouted from the kitchen.


Joséphine always announced what they would do together, although with no intention of imposing it. She reigned naturally, never imagining that Baptiste might wish for a different kind of daily life. If anyone had demonstrated to her that she was being a tyrant, deciding the timetable, the meals, the decor, the invitations, the time and place of their holidays, she would have stared in disbelief. Living with an artist, she considered it her duty to save him from chaos, keep him away from all that was humdrum, organize his material life; besides, Baptiste had never raised the least objection.


He tried to focus on his new article. Fidelity . . . What if he were to write a poem about Joséphine? A poem in praise of a happy relationship that replaces and surpasses all others? A poem about passionate love . . .


He was interrupted by a coughing fit. No, the lyrical muse wasn’t suited to his dry pen. He would get lost in the absurdity of hyperbole.


Idly, he grabbed the stack of envelopes in front of him. Apart from official mail, there were four fan letters to boost his ego.


The last envelope, which was eggshell yellow, looked different. Inside, there was a brief message:


 


Just a note to tell you I love you. Signed: You know who.


 


Baptiste examined both sides of the sheet, then reread the two sentences.


His heart began to throb, and he was overwhelmed with emotion: something was happening in his life.


His temples on fire, he felt like dancing around the table, shouting out loud, opening a bottle of whiskey, celebrating this dramatic turn of events.


Feverishly, he examined the envelope, trying to determine where it came from: it had been posted the day before, in the neighborhood. No other information.


Suddenly, he felt a chill: his eyes had just reread the hand-written address. It might have been his, but the letter wasn’t for him. He had inadvertently opened Josephine’s mail.
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Who’s a lovely boy, then?”


Ève was talking to the parakeet that had landed on her window. Plump in its yellow-green plumage, a little shy, the bird had delicate black lines that formed a mask around its beak and its dark eyes.


“Oh, look, you’ve put some makeup on. How lovely you are!”


The parakeet puffed out its throat, quivered, and danced from foot to foot, clearly sensitive to flattery. It had no idea that Ève would have paid the same compliment to a sparrow, a swallow, a butterfly, a ladybug, a stray tomcat, or any other creature that ventured onto the window boxes on her balcony, because Ève thought everything was lovely: Brussels, her neighborhood, her building, the square with its birds, her apartment, her furniture, her cat Barbouille, her various lovers.


She never saw life’s unpleasant features. For instance, she hadn’t noticed that there was no elevator in her building, or that the exotic birds were soiling Place d’Arezzo. Nor had she noticed that Barbouille was an unhinged, hysterical, tyrannical feline who tore the upholstery and stained the furniture with her urine when Ève was out—she would merely ask Mabel to clean up and regularly change the curtains, cushions, bedspreads, and armchairs. Nor had she conceptualized the fact that what she called her love affairs could be given a more derogatory word: in fact, all the gentlemen who adored her were elderly, well-off, and gave her a lot of money . . . The thought that she might be a high-class prostitute never even crossed her mind. Once, though, when this reproach had reached her ears, she had tossed her splendid blonde curls in astonishment, concluded that the woman who had insulted her must be deeply unhappy, and almost felt sorry for an unfortunate creature so depressed as to make her odious and vulgar.


Ève couldn’t fathom nastiness. And since anything that threw her had to be the result of nastiness, she would shrug, turn a deaf ear to criticism, and continue down her path of wonder. Why should she waste her time trying to know what couldn’t be known? After all, she wasn’t stupid!


The sun was warming the trees on the square and the birds were murmuring like gurgling water.


“What a lovely morning!”


She had made up her mind. To celebrate this lovely morning, she would go to the lovely market, then have lunch on a lovely café terrace with a lovely female friend.


Even though she shopped every day, Ève never ate at home, in keeping with two imperatives: the first was that an honest woman must fill her fridge and cupboards; the second was that an elegant woman must eat out, with a female friend at lunchtime, and in the company of a man in the evening. Even though these were mutually exclusive, Ève would have felt she had failed if she hadn’t accomplished both these duties. This contradiction was fortunate for Mabel, her Filipino cleaning woman, who would end up taking away, just before its expiration date, the food Ève had bought and not used.


“Who shall I call?”


Throughout her life, no matter which city she had lived in, Ève had gathered a flock of female friends around her. What was a female friend? A lovely girl not quite as lovely as Ève, made up since dawn, fashionably dressed, not too taken up with work, delighted to go out, available at lunchtime even though she had the appetite of a sparrow, a kind of occasional sister with whom you could chat about clothes or boys. A notch above the female friend was the good female friend, the one you could have a drink with in the bar at around seven, all the while letting men try their luck. Above that, there was the great female friend, the one you could tell your romantic and sexual adventures in detail, the comforter who, at no matter what hour, would come and sleep over whenever your lovers hurt you, let you down, or deserted you. As for the best friend, that was a temporary model, the one you could tell absolutely everything for a moment, then never tell anything again.


The telephone rang. “Hello? Sandrine here. What are you up to?”


“I’m doing the housework,” Ève replied, immediately moving three empty ashtrays.


“Shall we have lunch together?”


“I was just about to suggest that.”


“At Bambou’s?”


“Great! Bambou’s at half past twelve. Big hug, darling.”


“Big hug.”


Overjoyed at having made a start on filling her schedule, Ève went to the bathroom, hoping Hubert Boulardin had finished his ablutions. “Are you ready, dear heart?”


“Come in, I’m doing up my tie.”


“I’ll wait.”


She hated coming in on a man while he was getting ready, which was such a mundane, unerotic situation, a true passion killer. So she stuck to a rule: they had to wash and dress out of her sight. Perhaps unconsciously, in her eagerness to lend poetry to her life, she wanted to avoid seeing her more mature lovers in the cold light of day, while in her bedroom, with a few candles and lace curtains, she could imagine they were better-looking than they were.


Hubert, who was sixty, opened the door with an affable expression on his face, cleanly shaven and dressed in a made-to-measure three-piece pin-striped suit.


“You look so handsome.”


Flattered, he thanked her with a quick kiss.


She stepped into the marble bathroom, slipped off her silk dressing gown, and appeared naked before him. It took his breath away.


She looked down at her perfect, smooth, suntanned body, stuck her bottom out, and shoved her breasts forward. “Do you like my new polish?”


Overwhelmed, Hubert didn’t understand what she was talking about.


Raising her right foot onto the tips of her toes, so as to show off her slender ankle and rounded calf, and arching her back even more, she pointed at her golden toenails. At that moment, she knew she was the replica of a pinup, the kind of fantastical Venus whose picture men used to display in their trucks or their lockers in the 1950s.


Hubert looked at the tiny mother-of-pearl marks on her flesh. “Very nice . . . original.”


“So you like it?”


“Yes, I love it.”


“I’m glad.”


He tried to come closer. She immediately exclaimed in a husky, frustrated voice, “I’m so miserable! My breasts are far too large.” She cupped them in her hands, her mouth curling into a sullen pout.


He almost fainted. “Your breasts are magnificent.”


“No, they’re too big, too round . . . ”


Each adjective excited her lover even more.


“ . . . too firm . . . ” she went on, “too pointed . . . ”


He was growing increasingly red.


“See, I look ridiculous,” she insisted, turning to him.


“You’re crazy! I must be seeing things!”


“You know, Hubert, I only like flat women. Totally flat. I’d have loved to look like that catwalk model . . . what’s her name again? . . . Nora Slim.”


She had deliberately mentioned the name of a certain professional anorexic, an elegant ghost with rings under her eyes and bones that showed through, loved only by a few teenage girls, fought over by fashion designers because they liked to create a stir, but repellent to men who considered women sexually tempting creatures.


As expected, Hubert protested. “What? That walking skeleton! Even if I were on a desert island, I wouldn’t . . . You’re a thousand times better than she is. It’s absurd to think such nonsense. Why put yourself down? Look at these little love melons I’m so fond of . . . ”


She let him caress her. When she sensed that he soon wouldn’t be able to break free of her, she moaned, “Oh, darling, you’re going to get me all hot and bothered, then abandon me and go to your board meeting.”


He forced himself to stop.


She put her robe back on, heaved a sigh, and walked him to the door. “See you on Monday.”


“See you on Monday,” he echoed, appalled at the prospect of having to endure the company of his wife.


She had succeeded: he left relaxed but frustrated, filled with the urge to see her again.


Alone now in the bathroom, standing in front of the mirror, she felt the weight of her breasts with pride. The fact was, she adored them and was happy for men to be crazy about them. After a cold shower to tone her skin, she rubbed in expensive creams designed to firm up her flesh. For the time being, she didn’t look her age—thirty-eight—but she was already considering cosmetic surgery and noting down the names and addresses of reputable doctors.


The telephone rang. Ève blushed with pleasure. Frequent calls were proof that she was loved.


“Hello, Ève, it’s your Roudoudou,” said a very deep voice.


“Hello, Philippe.”


“Am I disturbing you?”


“I’m naked in front of the mirror, looking at my breasts.”


“Bad girl, saying that to me, you know I love your breasts.”


“You love them, really? I don’t believe you . . . ”


“And, naturally, I imagine you find fault with them.”


“Oh, you know me . . . ”


“I’m kissing your breasts now, kneading them with my hands. I’m really aroused . . . ”


“Be careful, Roudoudou, don’t get too excited. Your wife will arrive and wonder what’s going on.”


His voice grew hoarse, and he started breathing more quickly. “When can we all get together, your breasts, you, and me?”


“What a question! It’s not up to me. I’m not the one who’s married. I just sit here all day waiting, getting bored, getting all dried up.”


She had to say this to Philippe Dentremont because he paid for the bulk of her lifestyle, the apartment, the car, the furniture. The head of an industrial empire, he had left Lyons for Brussels, moved to Avenue Molière with his wife and children, and found a home for his mistress a hundred yards away.


“Er . . . I can make it . . . at around six.”


She already knew that, because they almost never met at any other time; she also knew she would agree, so she spiced up the game by exclaiming, “What about tonight?”


“Tonight?”


“Yes, tonight. I’d like nothing better than a long evening with you.”


“Bad girl . . . ”


“So tonight, then, my Roudoudou?”


“No, not tonight. It’s my eldest son’s birthday.”


She was fully aware that Philippe’s three children shared the strange characteristic of each having about ten birthdays a year; not flagging up this absurdity, she got her own back in a different way, “Oh, yes, Quentin! The really handsome one . . . ”


“A little shit who can’t seem to do well at school!”


“Well, he has his father’s looks, even if he didn’t inherit his intelligence. That’s already something . . . Especially as he’s going to be a multimillionaire.”


“Also thanks to his father! But that won’t be for a while yet. I have no intention of stepping down.”


“How old will he be tonight?”


“Seventeen, the idiot. So, your Roudoudou will come over at around six?”


“Let’s meet at Bois d’Ébène first, you know, the furniture shop on Avenue Louise? I found the couch I wanted and you did promise.”


“Of course, my sweetheart, I’ll buy you your couch . . . except that—”


“It’ll only take five minutes. And it’s so close to home.”


She assumed he would be so horny, he wouldn’t argue about the price of the couch.


“All right.”


“I’ll make you some tea,” she added in a honeyed voice.


“I don’t give a shit about your tea! See you later!”


He hung up. Ève burst out laughing: she loved to hear men express their desire for her so fiercely.


What would she do tonight?


She looked in her diary. Nobody had as many season tickets to the theater, the opera, or concerts as she did. Judging by her schedule, anyone would have thought there was no woman in Brussels more in love with the arts. In truth, given that all her evenings were free—since Philippe had a family life—she often went out, just to substantiate her fidelity by telling him about the many shows she went to see in his absence. Of course, she did sometimes spend evenings with other men, but rarely, with a mixture of moderation and caution.


The telephone rang. She recognized the number and grimaced. “Yes?”


It was the real estate agency she was managing. They were asking if she could show a mansion to Rose Bidermann, her famous neighbor. Glad to add this acquaintance to her address book, she grunted a yes, just so that she could seem like an unpleasant boss.


Suddenly, her thoughts coalesced on a scene: she imagined the birthday of Philippe’s eldest, Quentin.


“Seventeen! My God, he could be my son . . . ”


She blushed. Last Monday, when she had passed him in the street, he hadn’t looked at her as if she could have been his mother. Far from it. He had given her an indecent wink. The incident had upset her: firstly because Quentin wasn’t aware of the intimate relationship between her and his father; secondly because she had seen Philippe in him, but a Philippe who was slimmer, lighter, purer, stronger, better toned, smoother; and finally because she saw in his eyes the same urgent appetite, the same hungry virility. For five seconds, she had felt like the woman par excellence, the absolute woman, the universal woman, the one all men lust after, whatever generation they belong to. This feeling had filled her with pride and she had breathed in vigorously. The young man had taken her emotion as a sign of consent and had followed her. She had loved the fact that he trailed her as far as her building, and that he had then stood gallantly on the square, his feet planted firmly on the ground, looking up at the façade, eager to find out which floor she lived on. And she hadn’t hidden it from him, but had appeared at her window, pretending to feed the birds, acting as if she didn’t see him, taking her time to breathe in the fresh air then, at the very last second, disappearing with the hint of a smile.


Ève noticed a letter under the door.


“Oh, look, what could that be?”


She was surprised, since she received very little mail: the address she generally gave out was that of her agency. Nobody except her gentlemen callers or her female friends ever sent her messages here.


She unsealed the canary-colored envelope.


 


Just a note to tell you I love you. Signed: You know who. 


 


She immediately pressed the paper to her breasts.


“At last!”


She had no doubt that the sender was the very person she had been trying not to think about: Quentin, the son of her protector Philippe.
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I want a dog.”


“Now you’re being pathetic.”


Albane looked harshly at her mother Patricia, who lay slumped, or rather, sprawled on the couch, wrapped in an oversized robe, looking more like a heap of dirty laundry than a human form.


This morning, a cushion under her back, feet crossed over the armrest, hands on her belly, Patricia was rather enjoying complaining; she groused at just about everything, and wallowed in it. But glancing at Albane’s young, tense, hostile body, she sensed the pent-up aggressiveness in it, and didn’t insist.


For a minute, they listened to the parrots and parakeets cackling fiercely out on the square.


Patricia wished she could cry out that she missed tender loving care. Nobody caressed her anymore. Not a man, not even her daughter. On the pretext that, for some time now, she had been seeing boys, Albane shunned physical contact with her mother. Did one love banish another? . . . When your hormones change, do you also relinquish any filial urges? Where did it say that you can’t think about your boyfriends and still kiss your mother on the cheek? Who’d written that rule?


Old age begins when people don’t touch you anymore, Patricia decided. She shrugged. No, that’s an understatement. It’s actually more serious than that: not only does nobody touch me anymore, nobody looks at me with love.


“A dog . . . ”


The word stuck in her throat. Yes, a dog would show her affection. A dog would love her unconditionally. A dog never stared at its mistress the way Albane looked her mother up and down.


“A dog’s not going to make you more beautiful,” Albane said.


“Nothing can make me more beautiful, my darling.”


These words scared Albane, and brought relief to her mother. Albane protested irritably against this fatalism. “Beauty has nothing to do with youth.”


“Only a young person would say that.”


“Mom, I have friends whose mothers don’t show their age.”


Patricia perked up, delighted that she could contradict her daughter. “Listen to what you’ve just said. You’re admitting that beauty is about being young, or giving the illusion of being young.”


“I could list dozens of actresses who are forty-five and still turn on my male friends.”


“That’s their job, my darling. It’s the professional activity of actresses to seduce. Don’t be naïve. You sound just like your father. Every summer, he got upset that the champions of the Tour de France could pedal faster than him.”


Albane turned crimson. With all the energy of her fifteen years, she hated the idea of giving up and needed to believe that she would be attractive her whole life. Although devoid of malice, Patricia enjoyed tormenting her by taking away her illusions.


“Mom, what color is your hair?”


“What? Come on, my darling, you know that.”


“What color is your hair?”


“Auburn.”


“Really?”


“It’s always been auburn.”


“Really?”


“And my hairdresser gets that auburn exactly right. She’s finally discovered the right formula.”


“Oh, really?” Albane grabbed a mirror from the chest of drawers and held it out to her mother. “You find me anything that’s auburn on your head.”


Offended, Patricia took the mirror with an authority that said to her daughter, You’ll see. She held the mirror above her and thought at first there must be a mistake: limp, anemic white, gray and black hairs wound over her pale skin, their tips soiled with a kind of redness that looked more the result of a burn than of coloring. No, that minefield couldn’t be her . . . She shook the mirror, as though that would reset it, then looked again. Nothing had changed. When did I last go to Maryse’s? It was recently, in November . . . It’s April now, so it’s been . . . Oh, my God, it’s been six months!


She lowered the mirror, discouraged, angry, seething with bad faith, still hoping that what she had just seen was incorrect.


At her side, her chin jutting triumphantly, her eyes cold, Albane was like a judge; no, worse, like the statue of a judge. “Mom, you’re neglecting yourself.”


Patricia nearly answered, “Since everybody else is neglecting me, why shouldn’t I?” just to carry on complaining, but then retreated, aware that such a riposte would have been pointless, just words responding to words but doing nothing to alter the facts.


“What do you suggest I do, darling?”


The question threw Albane, who, expecting a denial, had been hoping for a yelling match and was preparing to trade insults.


“That’s right,” Patricia went on. “What should I do?”


Albane sat down and let out a sullen sigh. “Go to your hairdresser.”


“I’ll definitely go tomorrow.”


“Then start a diet.”


“All right.”


“A real diet.”


“I understand. How many pounds?”


“Start by losing twenty. Then we can tweak it.”


“All right, my darling,” Patricia said meekly. “What else?”


“Well, we’ll go buy you some new clothes, avoiding baggy dresses that look like sails.”


“Really? You’ll come with me to the shops and help me choose?”


Patricia was begging for love like a child. The scene was taking an unpleasant turn: having become her mother’s mother, Albane was forced to be kind even though she wanted to lash out.


“Yes, I’ll help you. But lose some weight first.”


Patricia nodded in agreement, and as her flesh rubbed her neck she realized she had a double chin.


Desolate, crushed, the two women listened to the parakeets on the square and wondered what those silly birds could possibly be talking about.


Patricia was drained. Now that she had capitulated to her daughter, she felt ready to give up on something else: what was the point of forcing herself to change? If time had already started destroying her body, didn’t wisdom suggest she should just accept it? If not wisdom, then at least laziness. It’s horrible, how tempted I am to do nothing.


“Why should I start doing all that?” she said aloud.


“You’re joking, right?”


“There’s nothing more trying than a diet. It’s hard to break your habits. And what’s the point anyway?”


“It’s for your own sake.”


“My sake? I don’t give a damn. In fact, I choose not to give a damn.”


“Are you serious? Neglecting yourself is like having no self-respect. Besides, you’ll also be making the effort for me.”


“Are you ashamed of me?”


Of course Albane was ashamed of her mother, but knew it would be too cruel to admit it.


“I’m not ashamed of you. But if you get a grip on yourself, I might actually be proud of you. All right?” Relaxing her jaw, Albane congratulated herself on her performance. Drunk on her success, she went on, “And this way, who knows, you might even meet a man.”


The words triggered no reaction in Patricia.


Failing to decipher her impassive expression, Albane drove the point home. “But it’s true! Why should your life be over?”


“My life?”


“Your romantic life . . . Your love life . . . ”


She didn’t dare add, “Your sex life,” because she hated speaking crudely, and the only way she knew to speak about sex was crudely.


So that’s my daughter’s definition of happiness: clinging to a man! Patricia thought. What conformity! What terrible lack of ambition! Tormenting yourself, tying yourself in knots, forcing yourself to make sacrifices, all in order to throw yourself into the arms of a man. Pitiful . . .


But she merely muttered plaintively, “Oh, a man . . . at my age . . . ”


Albane flared up, suddenly convinced she was right. “There are plenty of people who change their lives after the age of forty-five. You wouldn’t be the first widow who remarries.”


This time, Patricia gave her daughter a disapproving look.


Noticing it, Albane stammered, “Well, I don’t mean you have to get married . . . The important thing is not to be on your own anymore, to be happy . . . ”


Amazing . . . To think she plays at being a rebel, and assumes she’s being original . . . Unless what she means about being happy is marrying her mother off so that she doesn’t have to deal with her anymore. Yes, that must be it.


“Don’t you have school this morning, darling?”


Albane hesitated, wondering if her mother was just putting on a veneer of friendliness in order to kick her out. But seeing her downcast expression, her victimlike humility, she dismissed her suspicions and admitted that she was going to be late. “See you later, Mom. I’m glad we had this chat.”


“Me, too,” Patricia replied in a faint voice. It had been quite a useful conversation.


Albane stood before her mother, squirming in embarrassment in her ballet shoes. Patricia realized she wanted to kiss her. No way! First she lays into me and then she demands a kiss! Get lost! Pretending to be despondent, she settled comfortably against the back of the couch and turned away from Albane to avoid any display of emotion.


“Hurry up, darling. Your old mom’s going to think about how she can be young again.”


Her eyes closed, her senses alert, Patricia waited until Albane had walked away, left the room, and slammed the apartment door.


Then she leaped off the couch, rushed to her bedroom, took out the dresses hanging in her wardrobe, and pushed away the armchair so that she could stand at the right distance from the stand-up mirror.


The mirror reflected the image of a person who had nothing whatsoever to do with her. This reflection told a different story than the one she was living. She might feel impetuous and impish, but what she saw was a solemn-looking middle-aged woman. Her body had changed volume, making her face much smaller. Even though she’d always had a short, round chin, in the past the regal manner in which she held her head used to guarantee a certain bearing; now, she had become so chunky that her jaw rested on a stump.


For a few seconds, she pummeled her stomach, waist, and chest with her hands, trying to mold them back into their old shape. But in vain. Only her breasts seemed more graceful, because they were rounder and softer. But who saw that, apart from her?


She went closer to the mirror, avoided looking at the disastrous state of her hair, and examined her skin. The texture struck her as looser and coarser, and there were red splotches on her cheeks. Yes, she looked like what she was, a depressed woman of forty-five who neglects herself.


A surprisingly virulent sigh escaped from her rib cage.


“What’s the point?”


A sense of relief overwhelmed her. Yes, what was the point? Why not just accept this new Patricia? Why fight her, wage war on her with diets, deprivation, sport, constraints, until she disappeared? What if, instead, she were to welcome this stranger . . . After all, this Patricia was her . . .


She collapsed on the bed.


It’s over! Enough of trying to please! Enough of grinning to get attention! Enough of being scared of turning into a whale! Enough of shopping for clothes and wondering what people will think of me! It’s all over! I’m checking out of the love market. I claim back my life.


She gave a rippling little laugh. “What bliss!”


A minute earlier, she had felt desperate; now she was exultant.


She was free! Her decision had liberated her. She would no longer be the woman other people wanted her to be, or the woman her daughter wanted her to be, but the woman she was. Delighted, she got up and walked through her apartment like a queen. She grabbed a yogurt from the refrigerator, switched on the TV, and sat down in front of it, ready to stuff herself.


The first thing that came up on the screen was a long, repetitive, nagging commercial about a device intended to shrink your belly and help you acquire abs. Sporty American types, badly dubbed in French, appeared one after another to praise the merits of the device with fake enthusiasm.


What a charade!


The women all had orange complexions, and the men had skin the color of caramel. Their tan was like a uniform: they all looked alike.


Incredible how sport attacks your skin! Patricia thought. As soon as human beings start messing about with weights and machines, their color starts to look weird.


And the teeth! Bodybuilding had strange dental consequences: whenever they smiled—which was all the time—these sporty Californian types showed perfectly white canines, incisors, and molars, like a display in a prosthodontist’s cabinet.


A new breed!


Patricia wasn’t looking at ordinary men and women but at mutants. There was Jim the coach: had anyone ever seen a thorax like that, with muscles writhing like snakes beneath his tanned skin? Or what about Carrie, the journalist won over to this fabulous bum and tum device, who looked as bony as a hungry gazelle but still had a bosom and ass so firm and well-rounded they seemed ready to burst? Dipping her vanilla-covered finger into the bottom of the yogurt pot, Patricia concluded that aliens had already landed on Earth and, without arousing suspicion, had invaded the shopping channels.


The credit card payment details flashed up on the screen. Patricia felt a pang, but then calmed down. Once upon a time, she would have ordered this item to appease her conscience—giving her card number over the phone gave her the illusion that she had just done a session at the gym—and a little while later would have received the magical object, which would have joined its cousins, stacked up under her large bed; but today, she had broken her chains. Not only did she switch off the television without giving in to the sirens of market conformism, but she was about to eat the tiramisu she had been saving for her daughter.


Equipped with plate and spoon, her taste buds drunk on the blend of cream, coffee and amaretto, she strolled about her apartment, singing to herself.


Leaning on the windowsill, she saw a figure down there in the middle of the square and quivered.


An almost naked man was tending to the lawn on Place d’Arezzo.


Nobody has the right to be that handsome.


Breaking off her nibbling, she stared at the gardener, his attire of shorts and hiking boots, his slim waist, his chiseled chest with its few well-placed hairs, his fleshy shoulders, his powerful thighs. And that neck . . . so white . . . so pure. The man had a straight neck that just begged to be kissed.


She blushed and bit her lip. Ever since that young man had been hired by the municipal council, he had been getting under her skin. Every day, she would search the street with her eyes, and as soon as he arrived with his tools, she would hide behind the blinds and watch him in secret. Inside her, everything would tense up when he appeared. The desire he aroused in her was overwhelming. She would start breathing heavily, and her body would spiral out of control. It made no sense! She had to go back to when she was thirteen to remember such a strong feeling—in those days, it was her cousin, Denis, a redhead with broad, milky-white arms, who had taken her breath away whenever she watched him playing tennis.


She had found out that the gardener’s name was Hippolyte, a rare name befitting an exceptional individual. Every so often, in order to be near him, she would go down on the pretext that she had an errand to run. As she passed him, he would greet her cheerfully, which touched her so deeply that she struggled to stammer an elementary polite response, and then she would escape by walking faster. Several times, she had thought to take him a cold beer, but that seemed like a trial that was beyond her strength. She liked him so much that he completely disrupted her day: as soon as she sensed his presence, she would lose all composure.


He never changes . . . Nothing affects him . . . Oh, wait, he’s not as tanned as he was last year . . .


She laughed at her own foolishness. Of course he would be less tanned. Winter had only just ended! Maybe it was only now that the weather had allowed him to take off his shirt. She looked at him languishingly: convinced that he had undressed for the first time this season, she was touched at the thought of all that white flesh, protected from the cold by woolen garments for so many months, being exposed to the sun’s rays. The scene took on the sacred nature of an initiation. Hippolyte became an apprehensive virgin dedicating herself to a new life, while Patricia was the sun passing through the windows to strike that timid skin, and she was also the air enveloping his torso, tickling it, making it quiver.


Hippolyte tore out a dandelion, then stood up, his back arched, to examine it in the light.


Look at those buttocks!


She trembled, shocked at having uttered these words in her head.


A voice inside her insisted, No, really, what beautiful buttocks! . . . Patricia! . . . It’s true. Women look at men’s buttocks. I can say it since I’m no longer in the market.


She sighed contentedly: she had just acquired two qualities, audacity and immunity. From now on, she would express herself freely. Yes, she had the right to think anything she liked, since she was acting without self-interest. She didn’t have to worry about seeming ridiculous anymore, because she was on the outside now, a mere spectator. Before, she’d had to display the restraint of a widow, the dignity of a bourgeoise woman who doesn’t just give herself to the first little savage she encounters; worse, she’d had to conceal just how much Hippolyte fascinated her, or she would have exposed herself to being reminded—by others and especially by herself—that she couldn’t expect to attract him, so alien to one another were they in terms of age, social class, and physical perfection. In other words, for as long as she had hoped to seduce him, her hunger for Hippolyte had made her ridiculous. But if she gave up on the idea, she could admire him to her heart’s content and make any comments she liked. What a pleasure it was!


Grabbing his wheelbarrow and lifting it with a heave of his shoulders, Hippolyte plunged into the trees, a part of the square that was hidden from Patricia’s sight.


She shrugged and went back to the kitchen. As she passed through the hallway, she noticed an envelope the color of fresh butter, looking odd among the bills Albane had placed on the table. She opened it and read the contents:


 


Just a note to tell you I love you. Signed: You know who.


 


She reread the message four times, then collapsed into the nearest wing chair.


“No! No!”


The letter horrified her.


“I don’t want this anymore. I really don’t.”


Tears welled up in her eyes.


“Love is over for me! Over, you understand? Over! Do you hear me?”


She screamed.


She didn’t know who had written her this note, or who she was talking to, but one thing she was certain of: never again would she open her door to love.




6


Come on, kids, hurry up!”


Sitting behind the wheel of his SUV, François-Maxime de Couvigny leaned out of the window and turned his head to Number 6, where the front door was still open; others would have sounded their horn, but the young banker considered it somewhat vulgar to use his horn except in extreme situations.


Four blond children came out of the town house, hurtled down the front steps, and dived into the car. The three girls sat in the back, while the boy, although the youngest, heaved himself up next to his father with the pride of someone who, in spite of being seven, having long hair, a slight profile, and a very high-pitched voice, shared the status of being a male.


Séverine appeared in the white stone doorway, dressed all in beige, her hair held in place by a celadon band; with the sun on her face, she leaned against the door frame to watch her family leave.


“What about Mommy?” François-Maxime exclaimed.


The children immediately turned toward their mother and started making big, highly exaggerated gestures at her, as if shouting in sign language.


As he was about to pull out, François-Maxime de Couvigny noticed the gardener, bare-chested and in shorts, cleaning the lawn on Place d’Arezzo. The apparition made him frown and his eyes clouded over.


A high-pitched voice on his right interrupted him. “You’re right to tell him off, Daddy.”


“What?”


“It’s not nice, Hippolyte is wrong.”


François-Maxime looked at his son. “Who are you talking about, Guillaume?”


“Hippolyte the gardener over there! He shouldn’t go around like that in a city. You should always wear clothes on the street. That’s what Grandma said in Saint-Tropez this summer.”


His eldest sister, Gwendoline, added her contribution from the backseat. “I seem to remember she said it when you wanted to go to the market in your swimming trunks.”


Displeased, Guillaume turned on his sister. “She only had to tell me once, but some people behaved badly all summer.”


“Well done, Guillaume,” François-Maxime de Couvigny said. “It’s good to understand the first time around.”


Once again, he glanced at Hippolyte, who was displaying his chest and thighs in an unseemly manner, then shrugged, started the car, slowly passed the double-parked official limousine with black, reinforced windows into which Zachary Bidermann, one of the glories of the neighborhood, was disappearing, and drove up Avenue Molière.


“So, girls, what classes do you have today?”


In order of age, the girls replied by itemizing the subjects awaiting them.


François-Maxime de Couvigny barely listened to them, just enough to spur them on and relaunch their private discussions. With delight, he felt as much a spectator as an actor in the scene he was experiencing. In the rearview mirror, he watched his daughters, fair-skinned, with perfect teeth, dressed in a manner that suggested the family’s affluence without proclaiming it too boldly; they spoke a fluid, elaborate language, made up of appropriate, carefully-chosen words, with impeccable syntax; even their pronunciation was careful, precise, proof of good upbringing. Above all, their physical resemblance was striking: although aged twelve, fourteen, and sixteen, they had the same shape face, the same brown hair, fine nose, long neck, and narrow body. They seemed to have come from the same mold, a demonstration of their solid lineage. In François-Maxime de Couvigny’s opinion, nothing was more disturbing than dissimilar siblings. When that occurred, he either suspected weak genes or feared the mother had conceived these disparate individuals with several husbands. When you saw the Couvigny children, you knew their parents hadn’t failed in their conjugal duties: they were an advertisement for marital fidelity. Only Guillaume had features different than those of his sisters, but that was all to the good, since he was a boy.


As he stopped at the red traffic light, an identical black SUV—the vehicle of the Ixelles upper middle classes—drew level with his, on his left.


“Oh, look, it’s the Morin-Duponts!” Gwendoline exclaimed.


The Couvigny children called out to the Morin-Dupont children, another tribe with identical features, this one made up, in an exactly reverse symmetry, of three boys and a girl.


François-Maxime de Couvigny greeted the driver of the car, Pascaline Morin-Dupont. She responded with a gracious expression.


A quiver went down the back of François-Maxime’s neck. She liked him and he knew it. His eyes glistened as he watched her, because he was eager to show her that he liked her too.


The result was that their pupils grew misty and they stared at each other a little too long, a little too intensely.


“It’s green, Dad!” Guillaume cried as if this were a major occurrence.


François-Maxime’s lips formed a disappointed smile for the benefit of Pascaline, a pout that meant: “What a shame it’s not possible between us.”


She agreed in her own way, by lowering her shoulders.


They drove off again.


Without saying a word, without the children noticing their complicity, François-Maxime de Couvigny and Pascaline Morin-Dupont had lived through a few delectable seconds, seconds in which a man and a woman admit they like each other but at the same time give up on the idea of an affair. They had just told each other that they were beautiful but would remain faithful.


The two cars took different directions. The Morin-Dupont children studied at the French lycée in Brussels, while the Couvignys attended École Decroly.


François-Maxime thought of his wife: how cute she’d looked earlier, leaning against the door frame, blinded by the sun. Cute and sad . . . Over the past few months, he had caught Séverine on several occasions when she was unaware of being watched, and noticed a morbid sadness, a kind of withdrawal into some unknown sorrow. Was it age? The fact that she was pushing forty? Maybe he should fork out for a gift . . . What if he bought her the marron glacé leather handbag over which she had gone into raptures on Saturday? He had wanted to buy it for her on the spot, but she had resisted, considering it ridiculous that her husband should grant her slightest whim. He had given in on that point, especially since the item cost as much as a piece of jewelry. Money was no object for either of them—she had inherited her wealth, while he had made his through his work—but they did judge prices in moral terms: was the cost exorbitant or not?


At the next red light, while Gwendoline was telling her younger sisters what she was learning in her drama class, a couple of young men in their thirties crossed the street, holding hands.


How ugly they look! How dare they go out on the street when they’re so unpleasant-looking?


He looked at their muddy complexions, their flaccid figures, wide hips, short legs, bloated beer bellies beneath black T-shirts, the green and blue patterns on their arms, their earrings.


Look at those tattoos! And those rings in their ears and nostrils! Like cattle! Branded as if they belonged to a herd of cows! How wretched . . .


Obviously he himself, with his wiry body set off by his severe made-to-measure suits, that purebred body with its precise, economical movements, evoked another world, the world of high finance, of ice-cold predators who, even when they kill, remain refined and courteous.


And I don’t understand the need to parade like that. Do we really have to know that those two sleep together? Why force other people to picture two sperm whales screwing? Have some pity!


He raised an eyebrow and gave a disapproving huff.


When he saw Guillaume looking at him questioningly, he realized that he had once again forgotten to accelerate as soon as the lights turned green—which, in the boy’s eyes, constituted the yardstick of good manners—and reacted.


The car continued on its way at a senatorial speed until it reached the school.


François-Maxime got out of the car, kissed his children, wished them a good day, watched until they reached the main door, and waited, proud of his family, for them to disappear into the building. Then he got back in the car and drove faster to the Bois de Cambre.


He parked on Rue du Vert-Chasseur, at the edge of the forest, got out his sports bag, and strode enthusiastically across the cobbled courtyard of the Selle Royale riding center. He loved the impatient cacophony of neighing, swishing, snorting, the sound of horseshoes tapping on the ground; even though he generally liked only subtle scents, he couldn’t get enough of the dark smell of dung, with its promise of the pleasures to come.


He greeted the overworked staff and went into a room that served as a changing room, cloakroom, and storeroom. There, he got undressed, changed his socks, and put on his jockey pants, a polo shirt, and a pair of bespoke boots.


While François-Maxime was looking for a coat hanger for his suit, Edmond Platters, another rider, came into the room.


“Hello, François-Maxime.”


“Hello, Edmond.”


“You’re so funny with your bachelor ways.”


François-Maxime’s shoulders quivered. Not only did he hate camaraderie, he detested any joke of which he was the butt.


Edmond continued his mockery. “Why this habit of changing your clothes? Can’t you come here in riding gear like everybody else?”


“First of all, after I finish riding, I don’t go back home but to my bank, where I work until eight in the evening.”


He took care to clearly say “my” bank, because he knew that Edmond was often in financial difficulty. Then he turned and added, calmly, “Tell me, Edmond, when you go to the swimming pool, do you leave home in swimming trunks?”


Having been put in his place, Edmond grunted something and walked out.


François-Maxime finished carefully putting away his suit, shoes, and socks, annoyed at the fact that no sooner did men meet in a dressing room than they took the liberty of becoming familiar.


He was about to leave the room when he noticed that he had dropped the envelope he had picked up from his letterbox half an hour earlier. He slipped it in his pocket, promising himself that he would open it on his ride.


He walked to the looseboxes, paid his respects to the owner of the stables, then went to Bella, his bay mare. The stable boy had already groomed and saddled her, and was in the process of sliding in the bit. He patted the mare’s nose. She had a slender head and broad shoulders. She closed her eyes as he caressed her.


Finally, he mounted her; the animal’s high-set tail whipped the air, and they left the riding center.


At this time of day, there were few people tramping up and down the forest paths. An old lady was pulling a paralyzed poodle at the end of a leash. Farther on, a cheerful young Arab was walking some unleashed dogs, mutts he would collect from their owners in the morning and take out as a pack.


After riding past the tennis courts and bypassing the old racetrack, he took a path on which horses were allowed, then, leaving the Bois de Cambre, that part of the forest enclosed within the city, he plunged into the vast Forêt de Soignes itself and set off at a sitting gallop.


His thighs quivered against the mass of muscles. Giving his commands without shouting, in an even, almost low voice, he managed to forget himself in the saddle and merge with Bella.


At the crossroads, after glancing around to make sure nobody saw him, he left the riding track and followed a path strictly reserved for pedestrians.


After three sharp turns, he made his way into the trees and glimpsed the figures of solitary men walking around with their hands behind their backs.


He carried on straight ahead, then, some hundred yards from the first walkers, dismounted and tied his horse to a tree. He took five or six steps into the forest and leaned nonchalantly against the trunk of a squat oak.


A minute later, a young man of twenty in a white T-shirt appeared. His fists stuffed into the pocket of his jeans, he admired the horse, noticed its master, and approached, shifting his balance from one leg to the other, hesitating to cross the last few yards.


François-Maxime gave him a brooding look.


The young man hesitated shyly, unsure whether or not to continue. Then François-Maxime slid his fingers under his polo shirt, sensually caressed his chest, and lifted his face ecstatically to the sunbeam piercing the foliage, as if the young man wasn’t there.


The young man froze, stared at François-Maxime with lust, wet his lips several times, checked that nobody was coming in their direction, and took the last few steps toward him.


Their pelvises came together. Then the young man grabbed François-Maxime’s fly and opened it.


Without a word, content with sighs that expressed their level of satisfaction, each tended to the other’s organ.


François-Maxime kept his eyes on the path. Whether he was the one who desired or the one who was desired, he loved the fear that came with the tension: not only was he indulging in forbidden love, he was doing so in the open air, which added the pleasure of transgression. Such a contrast with the cozy bedroom where he would go to Séverine for more predictable embraces! Here, there was the fresh air of nature, the smell of humus and heather and spring and game, and the possibility that an intruder might appear. There was also the risk of a forest warden suddenly bursting in on him. Or even a police officer. There was no knowing.


François-Maxime indicated with a groan and more rapid breathing that he was about to come. The young man understood and reached his climax at the same time.


Their excitement subsided.


A blackbird flew across the undergrowth.


Sensing her master’s return, Bella gave a long neigh, impatient to stretch her legs. François-Maxime was jubilant: he was going to have a good day. The young man got up, rearranged his clothes, and smiled. François-Maxime responded with a benevolent look. Then the young man murmured, “My name’s Nikkos.”


François-Maxime closed his eyes for a second; he loathed that stupid compulsion men had to introduce themselves. What was pleasant in these fleeting exchanges was the furtiveness, the fact that bodies could exult far from the social comedy.


The young man was staring at him with large, beseeching eyes, waiting for a reply.


“I’m Maxence,” François-Maxime murmured.


The young man received the name as if it were a precious gift. Nikkos grabbed François-Maxime’s hand and whispered, shyly, “Goodbye, Maxence.”


“Ciao!”


François-Maxime went to Bella, stroked her muzzle, untied her, got in the saddle, and rode away; he hated postcoital tenderness; that kind of cloying sentiment could retrospectively spoil the pleasure he had experienced. As far as feelings went, he had an ample supply of them at home, with Séverine and the children. So it was best not to get his wires crossed.


Once he and his horse were back on the paths where riders were allowed, he relaxed, forgot about what he’d just done, and, pressing his long legs to the animal’s sides, thought about his work. He worked out a few plans and strategies for the current transactions, delighted with his mental clarity. He was sure he was going to have a splendid day.


The stiff corner of the envelope dug into his pelvis, and he realized he hadn’t opened the letter he had received that morning. He unsealed it and read it.


 


Just a note to tell you I love you. Signed: You know who.


 


He gave a gentle laugh. “Ah, Séverine . . . ” Smiling at the horizon, he declared out loud to the trees lining the paths, “I love you too, my darling!”


Delighted, he put the note in his pocket and decided that he would devote twenty minutes of his work time to going and buying the overpriced handbag she had seen on Avenue Louise. She deserved it, after all.
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Two hundred and forty-two euros! Can you imagine? I gave him two hundred and forty-two euros up front to build my night table!”


Pulling on the thread of her tapestry, Mademoiselle Beauvert was only half-listening to Marcelle’s recriminations; careful not to ruin her embroidered rose, she lent only a casual ear because, whatever happened, the concierge’s prattling never veered away from two main lines: complaining or talking about money.


“I really need that night table, Mademoiselle! Because I changed my mattress. Because of my Afghan. Two hundred and forty-two euros I gave my son. Two hundred and forty-two euros, that’s quite a lot for a few pieces of wood!” Marcelle shook then spanked the heavy velvet folds, punishing them for attracting dust. “Two hundred and forty-two euros in his hand, and now he tells me he has other things to do.”


“What other things, my dear Marcelle?”


“Getting married!”


Furiously, Marcelle put the curtains back in their place against the wall. Then she crossed the room like an angry buffalo.


Deciphering what Marcelle had just told her, Mademoiselle Beauvert gave a start. “Your son’s getting married?”


“Yes, and because of that, the young gentleman isn’t doing odd jobs anymore. I can forget about my night table . . . And I’ve lost two hundred and forty-two euros.”


She said, “Two hundred and forty-two euros”, one more time, and disappeared into the kitchen.


Mademoiselle Beauvert wanted to follow her but decided not to, choosing instead to finish her pink rose petal, and above all to wait for Marcelle to get over her moaning.


Mademoiselle Beauvert raised her eyes to heaven. How did Marcelle organize her priorities? Putting two hundred and forty-two euros and a night table above her son’s wedding—that was just being stubborn! She could only see things from her standpoint, a short, heavyset woman with a low forehead.


“Sergio! Sergio!”


“Yes, my darling, you’re right,” Mademoiselle Beauvert sighed.


“Sergio!” the voice insisted.


Mademoiselle Beauvert went over to the flame-red parrot, opened his cage, and put her arm in, inviting him to come out.


The bird gripped Mademoiselle Beauvert’s ring finger with his eight digits, let her release him from his prison, and rubbed himself on her angora pullover.


“Sergio!”


She increased her caresses; the parrot seemed insatiable, wriggling as if every stroke increased his craving.


“Yes, you understand me, Copernicus!”


Copernicus danced from one leg to the other.


At that moment, Marcelle reappeared, her fleshy lower lip drooping, her eyes bulging, her neck drawn down into her stout bust, displaying all the grace of a pit bull. “Yes, believe it or not, the little bastard’s getting married. And without even asking my opinion.”


“Aren’t you happy?”


“About what?”


“I don’t know . . . that he’s in love . . . that he’s finally found the right woman . . . ?”


“Well, he certainly looked for her. But whether or not he’s found her . . . ”


“Don’t you like her?”


“I don’t know. He hasn’t introduced her to me.”


“What?”


“That’s right. He doesn’t want it to happen at my place. He wants it to happen outside.”


In Mademoiselle Beauvert’s opinion, the son was right. Better not scare the girl off by bringing her to the lodge where Marcelle lived. A storage room that smelled of leeks and cabbage soup; the decoration was nothing but a heap of frightful trinkets, wooden roosters, porcelain spaniels, fluffy kittens, post office calendars, Vosges barometers, Swiss cuckoo clocks; armchairs, chest of drawers, and tables were decked out in crocheted doilies; as for the cleanliness of the place, it left a lot to be desired, even though Marcelle cleaned other people’s homes extremely well. Even if the bride came from a deprived background, she might still have taste.


“Sergio!” the parrot cried, Mademoiselle Beauvert having neglected him for a moment. She resumed stroking his hard skull.


Marcelle started polishing the TV set with great vigor. She gave it priority, considering it an important centerpiece in a home. “He’s obsessed, your Copernicus, isn’t he?”


“I beg your pardon?”


“He keeps repeating, ‘Sergio.’”


“Copernicus isn’t obsessed, he’s telepathic,” Mademoiselle Beauvert said huffily.


“Pardon me?”


“Telepathic.”


Marcelle looked blank, unable to catch the name of what she assumed was a medical condition.


“Look!” Pleased to demonstrate, Mademoiselle Beauvert set Copernicus down on the perch next to the TV. “He senses what I’m thinking.”


She walked away, sat in the armchair, ten feet away from him, and leafed through a magazine, staring down at it but hiding it from him. After a few seconds, the bird cried, “Oh, what a nice car!”


Radiant, Mademoiselle Beauvert stood up and showed Marcelle the magazine: one of the pages had an advertisement for a sports convertible.


“Amazing,” Marcelle grunted, looking at the parrot suspiciously.


“And now he’s going to guess what I’m about to do.”


She walked around the room, hesitated twice, then froze, struck by an idea. Immediately, the parrot chattered, “Telephone. Ring. Ring. Telephone.”


Simultaneously, Mademoiselle Beauvert showed Marcelle that she was already holding her cell phone in her right hand.


Marcelle scowled. She didn’t doubt the animal’s accomplishments but found them suspect.


Mademoiselle Beauvert advanced triumphantly. “I’ve calculated that he knows four hundred words.”


“Four hundred words! I’m not sure I know four hundred words.”


Mademoiselle Beauvert gave a high-pitched laugh bordering on hysteria. “Linguists claim that three hundred words are enough to get by in a language.”


Tight-jawed and grim-eyed, Marcelle looked at the parrot. “Get by? In that case, my Afghan knows fewer words than your parrot.”


Delighted by the triumph of her pet, Mademoiselle Beauvert decided to indulge herself even more and tapped Marcelle’s arm. “Marcelle, why do you say ‘my Afghan?’ Anyone would think you’re talking about a dog.”


“So? I love dogs too. I’ve had two. A Pekingese and a Bernese Mountain Dog. Unfortunately, they both died poisoned. Never had any luck with animals.”


Mademoiselle Beauvert bowed her head, eager to conceal from Marcelle the reason for those deaths: some of the building’s tenants had been unable to stand those noisy, flea-ridden mutts, so they had put rat poison in some meatballs and given them to the two wretched gluttons. Dismissing this thought, she said, “I insist, Marcelle: you shouldn’t say ‘my Afghan.’ The young man has a name.”
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