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            ‘The Birthday Party is a strange and marvellous thing: a thriller in slow motion. The tension builds so patiently that you almost miss it, with the result that when shocking events occur it’s too late to turn away. This is a dark and discomfiting work of beauty and violence, made all the more disturbing by its idyllic setting.’

— Jon McGregor, author of Lean Fall Stand

            ‘This is a tension-ratcheting novel in which, over the space of a single day, the past breaks brutally into the present. There are shades of Joyce and Faulkner, but Mauvignier’s writing is entirely his own: in lyrical, digressive, shape-shifting narrative, Mauvignier merges psychological depth and penetrating character study with the relentlessness of a cold-blooded thriller. A triumphant, genre-crossing book.’

— Patrick McGuinness, author of Throw Me to the Wolves

            ‘[R]emarkable … Readers whose tastes run to the pacey thrillers of James Patterson may find their patience frayed by the glacial progress of this quasi-Proustian noir. But if the beer god had meant everyone to drink Miller Light, he wouldn’t have given the Belgian Trappists all those rich recipes. A compelling blend of mystery, horror, and suspense.’

— Kirkus starred review

            ‘One of France’s most talented writers.’

— France Today

            ‘It is truly a great book: enthralling, impressive and fascinating in its literary methods…. I was totally captivated by its sentences that build up pleasure, terror and anxiety, their long, slow rhythms that create its dynamic and tension just as much as the situation itself.’

— Jean-Claude Raspiengeas, Le Masque et la Plume 4

            ‘What matters, as always in Mauvignier’s work, is giving a voice to the voiceless, the worthless, the unloved, the humiliated, even if this is done with unprecedented violence. For on this isolated farm where the drama is played out, the aggressors and the victims are more alike than we might think. All of them settle their scores with a destiny that has wronged them.’

— Jérôme Garcin, BibliObs

            ‘[I]t is Mauvignier’s writing, his undulating sentences, that makes this novel an exceptional work, and elevates this forgotten France to the rank of literary subject.’

— Sylvie Tanette, Les Inrockuptibles

            ‘Each of his books produce the same shock; the shock of the magnificence of his language, which, like a tidal wave, slices its sentences in the middle of a line, then lets them crash onto the page; the shock of the force of his characters torn apart by trauma, dragged into a rush of events beyond their control … The Birthday Party is a thriller about the pretences that coat every life.’

— Martine Landrot, Télérama 5
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            ‘There are secrets within secrets, though – always.’

            — David Foster Wallace, The Pale King 10
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            I.

         

         She watches him through the window and what she sees in the car park, despite the reflection of the sun that blinds her and prevents her from seeing him as she’d like to, leaning against that old Renault Kangoo he’s going to have to get around to trading in one of these days – as though by watching him she can guess what he’s thinking, when maybe he’s just waiting for her to come out of this police station where he’s brought her for the how many times now, two or three in two weeks, she can’t remember – what she sees, in any case, elevated slightly over the car park which seems to incline somewhat past the grove of trees, standing near the chairs in the waiting room between a scrawny plant and a concrete pillar painted yellow on which she could read appeals for witnesses if she bothered to take an interest, is, because she’s slightly above it, overlooking and thus observing a misshapen version of it, a bit more packed down than it really is, the silhouette, compact but large, solid, of this man whom, she now thinks, she’s no doubt been too long in the habit of seeing as though he’s still a child – not her child, she has none and has never felt the desire to have any – but one of those kids you look after from time to time, like a godchild or one of those nephews you can enjoy selfishly, for the pleasure they bring, taking advantage of their youthfulness without having to bother with all the trouble that it entails, that educating them generates like so much inevitable collateral damage.

         In the car park, the man has his arms crossed – robust arms extending from stocky shoulders, a thick neck, a prominent chest and a tuft of very straight chestnut hair that always makes him look unkempt or neglected. He’s let his beard grow, not too thick a beard, no, but it 12doesn’t suit him at all, she thinks, it only accentuates his air of gruffness, that impression he never fails to make on people who don’t know him, also giving him a more peasant-like look – she couldn’t say what a peasant-like look actually is – the image of a man who doesn’t want to leave his farm and stays there, literally cooped up, scowling like an exile or a saint or, all told, like her inside her house. But for her it’s not so bad, she’s sixty-nine and her life is rolling quietly towards its end, while his, he’s only forty-seven, still has a long way to go. She also knows that behind his gruff exterior he is in fact sweet and thoughtful, patient – sometimes probably too much so – and has always been obliging with her and with the neighbours in general, at any moment he’ll lend a hand, of course, without a second thought, to anyone who asks, even if it’s her he readily does the most favours for, like he’s doing today by driving her to the police station and waiting to take her back to the hamlet so she doesn’t have to ride her bike for something like seven kilometres both ways.

         
             

         

         Bergogne, yes.

         Even when he was a kid, she called him Bergogne. It happened simply, almost naturally: one day she addressed him by his last name to tease him; this amused the child and it amused her too, all because he often imitated his father, with that serious and furrowed look children sometimes have when they act like responsible adults. He was flattered, even if he didn’t really pick up on the hard, ironic edge she took when she called his father by his last name, because often it wasn’t so much to compliment him as to unleash a scathing comment his way or treat him the way an old schoolmistress scolds a kid, addressing him as sharply as possible. She and Bergogne senior argued readily, as a matter of habit, as one does among friends 13or close classmates, but anyway that no longer matters – thirty years, maybe forty? diluted in the fog of time passing – and none of it ever really mattered anyway, because they’d always been close enough to speak their minds candidly to each other, almost like the old couple they’d never become but had nonetheless, in a sense, been – a platonic love story that never found the space to play out, even in their dreams, for either of them – in spite of what the acid-tongued and the jealous might have insinuated.

         It had remained after the father died: Bergogne. His last name for speaking to his son, to this particular son and not to the two others. Since then, if it’s been without the slightest irony, just force of habit, it would still be with that same tone in her voice, at once harsh and with a hint of superiority or authority of which she wasn’t even aware, when she called him to ask him to pick up two or three things for her at the Super U if he was passing through town, or to take her if he was going – a town, imagine calling it that, that village with its population of three thousand – but also with the sweetness of childhood he sensed behind her words,

         Bergogne, I need a ride,

         as though she were murmuring in his ear my little one, my boy, my kitten, my treasure, in a fold hidden within the coarseness of his name or that of her voice, in her way of saying it.

         She used to come spend holidays here in a very elegant old house on the riverbank, and everyone looked at her like a grande dame, vaguely aristocratic but above all vaguely mad – a Parisian artist, exuberant and batty – wondering just what kind of peace she expected to find here, in La Bassée, reappearing as she did more and more often, staying longer and longer each time until one day 14she showed up for good, this time without a husband in tow – what she’d done with her banker husband was anyone’s guess – come to settle down with some of his money, no doubt, even if nobody knew why she’d decided to bury herself in a dump like this when she could have settled some place in the sun, at the seaside, in regions that were more hospitable, milder, less ordinary, no, on this point nobody could say, they just kept wondering, because even if they’re fond of their region people aren’t stupid enough to not see how banal and ordinary it is here, how flat and rainy, with zero tourists to combat the boredom wafting from its trails, its streets, its waterlogged walls – and if not why would they all have dreamed at one point or another of getting the fuck out?

         She’d said it was here and nowhere else that she wanted to live and age and die – let the others keep the Tuscan sun, the Mediterranean and Miami, thank you very much. She, crazy to her core, had chosen to settle in La Bassée and hadn’t even wanted to buy or visit any of the three handsome houses in the centre of town, which looked like surprisingly decent faux manor houses, in the grand style, with turrets, exposed beams, timber frames and dovecotes, outbuildings. No, she had wanted to live in the middle of nowhere, saying repeatedly that for her nothing was better than this nowhere, can you imagine, in the middle of nowhere, in the sticks, a place no one ever talks about and where there’s nothing to see or to do but which she loved, she said, to the point that she finally left her old life behind, the Parisian life, the art world and all the frenzy, the hysteria, the money and the parties they imagined around her life, to come and do some real work, she claimed, to grapple at last with her art in a place where she’d be left the hell alone. She was a painter, and the fact that old Bergogne, the father, who sold her eggs 15and milk, who killed the fatted pig and bled it to its last drop in the courtyard, who spent his life in rubber boots covered in shit and animal blood, caked with soil in the summer and with mud the other eleven months of the year, that he, who owned the hamlet, should become her friend, this surprised people, and, bizarre as it seemed to those who wanted to suspect an affair, if only to make the whole thing imaginable and comprehensible, no, it had never happened, neither had ever shown the slightest attraction to the other, not the slightest amorous or erotic ambiguity, until one day he sold her one of the houses in the hamlet, making her his neighbour, further fuelling the rumours and speculations.

         All the same, it wasn’t out of friendship or the desire to have her by his side each day that he sold her the semi-detached house; he had simply, after years of refusal, of stubbornly denying the obvious, resigned himself at last to selling the two houses that his last tenants had left to go leap into the maw of mass unemployment deep in the council estates of some midsize city, leaving him faced with this undeniable fact, this idea or rather this observation that tied his stomach and brain in knots, that all the young people were leaving, one after another, abandoning the hamlets, the farms, the houses and the businesses, a veritable haemorrhage to which, from where he stood, everyone was indifferent; of course nobody would stay, there was fuck all to do in La Bassée anyway, true enough, but there was a nuance between having fuck all to do and not giving a fuck at all that no one seemed to see, because no one wanted to see it. Bergogne’s father had had to accept that his sons wouldn’t stay either, that they wouldn’t live with him in any of the houses in the hamlet and maintain the farm, as he would have liked, or else he’d believed until the end that they would, as he had done before them, 16and his own father before him.

         His wife had died long ago, leaving him alone to deal with three sons; Bergogne père had hoped the three of them together would have a better shot at making the farm grow and prosper, but he must have finally understood that only Patrice would stay, the two youngest having quickly chosen to leave him, as one of the two had put it, deep in his own dung. They had both got the hell out as soon as they were of leaving age and there was, alas, nothing surprising about this, La Bassée had long been destined to waste away, to disintegrate into shreds, a world – his world – uniquely fated to constrict, to contract, to fade away until it finally vanished from the landscape completely – and they can call it desertification if they want, he brooded, as if to say it’s a natural progression we can neither prevent nor reverse, but the truth is they just want us to croak without a word, with spittle on our lips but still standing to attention, good little soldiers to the end; La Bassée will disappear and that’s that, it won’t be the only nowhere of which there remains nothing but a name – a ghost on an IGN map – except La Bassée is such a banal name that four or five other places have it too, this particular Bassée not even being the one in the North, tucked between Arras and Béthune and Lille, a real city and not a village like this, anyway, all of it will be sucked up, swallowed down, digested and shat out by modern life and maybe it’s just as well. It was all going to disappear, Bergogne père raged, not only the farms and all the hamlets with them but also the residential areas from the sixties that had sprouted before shrinking and withering without ever having had time to bloom, and the metalworks, which after many years of death throes had finally shut its doors like all the rest, just as the council estates that had sprung out of the ground wound up ghost 17ships, like pustules on unhealthy skin, right when they all thought La Bassée was about to expand, with its brand new factories whose names sounded like Terminators and which were going to show the competition a thing or two, factories they didn’t yet know were riddled with asbestos and carried inside them this revolting pestilence that would eventually kill off everyone to whom they once promised the good life.

         So Patrice’s two brothers followed the advice their mother had left them before she died, fucking off in unison, one going off to sell shoes near Besançon and the other, the one who was no doubt the cleverest of the three but also the most pretentious, going off to work in finance, as he said with enough contempt to let the others know he had no intention of living like a hick all his life, becoming a teller or an accountant at the Crédit Agricole of Bumblefuck – so long as it was far away from here he must have felt he was fulfilling a destiny – and no doubt living and working not in a city but in the interminable suburban periphery of one. The three brothers didn’t get along and had stopped fighting after Bergogne père died, as though finally reaching the resentful conclusion of everything they’d shared since childhood: first games, then boredom and indifference, then irritation, and finally the desire that each strike out on his own, ideally as far from the others as possible. But he, whether he goes by Pat or Bergogne fils, by his first name, Patrice, or even just his last name, Bergogne, with his characteristic unhurried calm, his serene determination, coarse and unrefined, had said he didn’t want to sell, that he would keep the farm and that he’d stay there until the end, come what may, which is to say at the geographical centre of the family’s history, eliciting their reprobation, their exasperation and their anger, but also their incomprehension 18– fine, they’d demanded, you find a way to pay us our share. Which he’d done, going into debt until the end of time and probably far beyond what was reasonable – but he had held tight and the farm remained in the hands of a Bergogne, as his father had wanted.

         So, of the hamlet, the Bergognes still have the house where they live, some fields, about a dozen cows, and the milk, which Patrice supplies to the dairy that produces butter and cheese – not enough to live on, but enough to not die.

         She, it turns out, had bought the house that abutted his, and has lived there for twenty-five years. Patrice has known her for at least forty, she’s a face from his childhood, which is surely why he stops by to see her every day, why he’s become attached to her, not as if to replace his own mother, who died too early from cancer, but simply because she’s there, is a part of his life, having been present through his adolescence and his adult life and becoming, over the years, not a confidante or a simple reassuring presence to lean on but in a way his best friend, because, without having to ask her for anything, just by showing up at whatever moment of the day, by accepting a coffee and the hooch she serves him in a glass no bigger than a thimble or pours directly into the coffee cup, he knows he can trust her and she won’t judge him, knows she’ll always be there for him.

         
             

         

         She thinks about all this – or rather it crosses her mind, Bergogne’s story, as she watches him, observing the puddles in the car park still wet from the morning rain, despite the eye-burning light on the cracked, battered asphalt and the reflections of the white and blue-grey clouds in the puddles, the bursts of sunshine on the white body of the Kangoo, a white that turns blinding when the sun 19pierces through the steel-grey clouds; Bergogne takes a few steps as he waits for her, she keeps watching him and feels a bit guilty for making him waste his time, he has other things to do besides wait for her, she knows it, she’s a bit vexed by all this time wasted because of some idiots who don’t know what to do with their lives or how not to ruin other people’s. But she can’t pretend nothing’s happening, it’s a little different this time, she didn’t want it to get more serious, and anyway he was the one who offered to bring her – she doesn’t know why, since he was a child he’s often made the first move, responding to desires she hasn’t had time to articulate. He’s always been this way with her, not because he wouldn’t dare disappoint her, or because he’s so intimidated by her and her appearance, which has always expressed something quite different from all he knows, and maybe something unsettling too, something ferocious, maybe, because with her long hair that she’s always dyed orange, her make-up and her sometimes overly colourful dresses, her thick plastic eyeglasses with a row of shiny baubles covering the frames, she could well have frightened an impressionable child in a region where no one ever even dreams of being so visible. No, though she’s always been eccentric, he was never frightened or anxious, quite the contrary, he immediately felt a respect for her, a love, which she felt right back; and there, even in an unflattering backlight – he’s gained a lot of weight since he got married – she’s swept up in a wave of tenderness for him and for his patience; she only hopes she won’t have to wait for hours, or rather that she won’t make him wait for hours.

         But no, no, she knows it won’t be long. On the phone they promised her it wouldn’t take too much time. And now what do you know, she hears steps, a movement behind her, a door opening and creaking, fingers tapping on 20a keyboard, a phone ringing, all at once the sound of the police station rises up in her, for her, as though she can finally perceive it, is finally here, as though by hearing the scrape of an office chair on the tile she’s returned to the lobby of the police station and can finally feel the slightly warmer air of the radiator near the green plant, the odour of dust wafting from it and suddenly the voice of the officer calling her – she turns around and it’s the same greying beanpole in front of her, the one from last time, who gave her his name and rank, which she forgot as soon as she left the police station, before she even got into Bergogne’s car. This time she tries to remember his name at least, so much for the rank, a name that sounds Polish or Russian, like Jukievik or Julievitch, but it doesn’t come to her right away, no matter, she’s just entered his office and the officer invites her to take a seat.

         He’s extended his arm, hand open wide to indicate the black imitation leather chair that’s hardly new – she notes the rips, like very fine flakes of skin, or rather like newspaper ashes flying above a fire in a fireplace – the officer’s hand, thick and long, brown hairs mixed in with white, a silver wedding band, and, as she’s sitting down, before she even has time to rest her back against the backrest or her buttocks on the base of the chair, just in the time it takes to begin the motion of sitting on the chair’s edge, of placing her handbag in her lap and starting to open it – fingers seeking the zipper – the officer will have had time to go around his desk and sit down in a firm, resolved motion, wedging his buttocks into the seat, and, without even realizing it anymore because unthinkingly he makes this same motion dozens of times a day, will, with a dry clack of his heels, move the chair closer to the desk by elongating both arms symmetrically, taking hold of the two edges of the desk to pull it towards him in a single 21gesture, there, hardly a thing, he won’t even be aware of himself doing it and what he will see, on the other hand, is this orange-haired woman who, he’ll have time to remember thinking the two previous times, must have been pretty, time to notice how obvious it is to him again, she must have been very pretty, which is to say that in spite of her age she still is, giving off a power, an elegance he already noted the two other times she came, yes, rare to see that, such an energy, something so lively and intelligent in the body and in the eyes. Now he looks at these hands that have taken an envelope from this dark red handbag, practically black, just long enough to think blood red, and there it is, extending her arm towards him across the desk, she holds out the envelope and the anonymous letter she’s just received.

         Anonymous letters, yes, they can smirk all they like, or tell themselves with a knowing smile that it is perhaps, unfortunately, a French speciality, we’d have to see, all those stories from World War II, a rustic country speciality just like rillettes and foie gras in some regions, a loathsome tradition, quite pathetic and happily often without consequence, but one that all the same they can’t take lightly, the officer explains as he explained last time, with fatalism and a touch of weariness or dismay, because, he repeats, behind an anonymous letter there’s almost always someone embittered, someone jealous, an envier with nothing better to do than brood on their bile, thinking they can offload it by insulting a more or less fictitious enemy, by railing at them, by threatening them, by spewing warmed-over hatred at them through the intermediary of a sheet of paper; there’s nothing we can do, and anyway, reading the letter she’s handed him, or rather skimming it – he took out his reading glasses and hasn’t even bothered to place them on his nose, just 22holds them a few inches from his face – while with the other hand he holds the sheet, even though the folds of the letter, the quarters, keep falling in on themselves, as though the letter is reluctant to reveal its contents, these words written on a computer, 16-point, in the most banal font imaginable, Courier New bold or something like it, all of it centred and printed on ordinary 80-gram paper, he casts a quick glance, a long breath, a light shrug, murmuring,

         Certainly it’s not very pleasant.

         But already he’s put his glasses down and, with a sharp motion, as one does with a particularly insignificant object, he lets the letter fall back onto his desk – it rests on the fold for a moment before listing and then lying flat on one side – anyway, yes, we’ll have it analysed, but since that didn’t tell us anything about the others I don’t see why this one would give us anything more to go on. People are insane, but when it comes to the details they can be quite skillful, I’m sure there’ll be no prints, nothing we can use.

         He smiles as he says this, marking the end of his sentence with a frown, dubious or fatalistic, apologetic too, and he feels obliged to keep talking because the woman is waiting and because she’s leaning on her seat, waiting for him to say something, so yes, he continues,

         In general, letting off steam in writing is enough for them, all the energy they put into mailing their letter is tiring enough and they leave it there.

         Except this letter wasn’t mailed, she says, someone slid it under my door. Someone came all the way to my house for this.

         The officer remains silent, he’s just stumbled over his certitudes, over the strategies he tried to deploy so this woman would think it’s not so serious, since after all they haven’t stopped at merely insulting her, calling her a crazy 23woman, this time they’re threatening her. She’s noted how the officer stopped talking, watched a shadow of doubt cloud his facial expression, the corner of his mouth, eyes, eyebrows, right, right, right, he finally summarizes, how many residences where you live?

         Just the hamlet.

         Yes, and how many of you in the hamlet?

         Three houses. Bergogne with his wife and daughter. The other house is for sale, and then there’s me.

         She is silent for a moment and, before he can respond, because she knows he has to respond, he owes her an answer, has to say something reassuring on behalf of the police, of the government and whatever else, he straightens in his chair and maybe makes it pivot, in the time it takes to blink he collects himself, but before he says anything, before he begins to sketch out what he means to tell her, she’s the one who speaks,

         But I can defend myself just fine you know,

         almost raising her voice, responding in advance to what he’ll surely say if she doesn’t chime in fast enough,

         I have my dog you know. I have my dog.
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            II.

         

         This blue, this red, this orangey yellow and these drippings, these green spots of uniform colour, of glaze, and these unruly, ebullient shapes, these bodies and faces rising out of a deep dark brown, out of a halo of mauve, almost luminescent, or else conversely brushed, rough, rocky, shadowy, these shapes wrenched from the darkness by coloured splashes; landscapes and bodies, bodies that are landscapes, landscapes that are something other than landscapes, that are organic lives, mineral lives, proliferating, invading the space, spreading out across the very large canvases she paints on – most often square formats, two metres, sometimes less, sometimes rectangular, but in that case vertical and almost never horizontal. When she was young she greatly admired Kirkeby and Pincemin, their earthy and colourful paintings, but that was so long ago that she feels that young woman she remembers was never really her.

         In La Bassée, the names of contemporary painters mean nothing to anyone. Maybe the kind of painting she loves, or loved, means nothing to anyone and she can’t talk about it with anyone, but so much the better, because she doesn’t want to talk about what she does, she doesn’t like to talk about painting or art, it’s always exhausting and false to talk about art, always the same considerations, hollow and repetitive, interchangeable, things a bad painter or a good one could say equally legitimately because both are identically sincere and intelligent, even if only one of them has talent, has power, has form, an intuitive sense of the material and the conceptual, a vision, because to her artists are there to have visions, which is why she once made a series of Cassandras that she painted as though they represented fragility and truth lost in 25a world ruled by brutality and lies, thinking that artists either tell the truth or say nothing, and say it so much that they don’t know they’re saying it, even though nobody believes them, because nobody believes them. Don’t speak, just paint, don’t waste your precious strength splitting hairs to arrive at the same banalities as everyone else, just paint those promises words can’t keep; have the vision of that which hasn’t yet come to be, paint the apple while looking at the apple tree in flower, the bird in place of the egg, turn towards the future and welcome it for its mystery, not to be the one who knows before everyone else does, better than everyone else does, anything but that, not the way she did it for too long, when she was young, philosophizing and palavering about everything she held dear, slathering what she did with more than enough words to suffocate ten generations of artists – so no, not a word more, that’ll do, for forty years she’s tempered her tongue to open up her vision, to open herself up to her vision, to force her gaze to go deeper, the way one tries to see at night, to get used to the darkness. She has the good fortune of having an art that can speak without having to run its mouth, so she doesn’t restrain herself, she found the right place for it when she bought this house that was in no way appropriate for a painting studio. She could have chosen a better house for it but she’d liked this one, having Bergogne’s father as a neighbour was reassuring to her, the distance from town too, and anyway she had enough money to tear down the partitions that separated the living room from the dining room, to transform the whole thing into one immense room by straightening out the walls, putting in rails and panels to multiply the surfaces on which to hang canvases, optimize the space, mount special lamps, a whole system to get the perfect light, white and natural, without aggressiveness or 26distortion of colour tones so as to avoid the unhappy surprise of discovering, as soon as she took a canvas out of her studio, a yellow where she thought she’d laid down a white. She didn’t much care about destroying her dining room and her living room, clearing away what Bergogne’s father had done with the house for the previous tenants; she’d paid for the right to destroy these rooms designed to receive guests, to host dinners and parties or to have a family life, to nurture relationships, everything she no longer had, everything she no longer wanted or had never wanted, and she’d paid dearly for this: for a house that would be her studio, because the whole point was for the studio to be in the house and not next door.

         This way she can spend her time in the studio and come back into the entryway and the kitchen by crossing a space the size of a table, barely more; upstairs she’s set up her bedroom and kept one of the two guest rooms, because old childhood friends still drop by sometimes, those who haven’t forgot her, who come to see her paintings and ask how she is or tell her how they are, who leave with paintings and sell them for her, even if she doesn’t sell much anymore – they tell her she’s not accommodating or pliant enough with the market, that she should show her face at art fairs a bit more often, which is to say at least once every now and then because in fact she never goes, she never answers invitations from the gallerists who used to like her work, nor mail from her old buyers or patrons, they tell her it’s a shame she doesn’t make more of an effort and that she’s turning her back on everyone, a shame for her and for her painting but above all a shame for her audience, she has a duty to her audience, she who’d had one and eventually lost it through her negligence, really it’s a shame – yes, no doubt, she answers, no doubt, but oh well, she’s happy and she doesn’t give it any thought, 27she certainly is a bit rigid and takes her painting too seriously, no question. In reality, it’s just that when she paints she forgets that she’s also supposed to play the artist who’s successful at selling her work – which she could do, because she knows what she’s doing, what she’s painting, even if she lets herself get swept up and surprised by the images that come to life at her fingertips, she also knows inspiration never comes to anyone by chance and that you have to work, read, look, think, reflect on your work and, once the intellectual work is done, only then do you learn how to forget it, annihilate it, learn how to let go and allow this thoughtful conceptual world to be overrun by something that comes from beneath it, or beside it, that makes the painting surpass what you’d planned for it, when all of a sudden the painting is more intelligent, more alive, and crueller too, much of the time, than the person who painted it.

         She knows this, she seeks the moment where it’s the painting that sees her, that moment where the encounter occurs between herself and what she’s painting, between what she’s painting and herself, and of course this is something she doesn’t share. She prefers for Bergogne, as he does every day when he comes over for lunch, to tell her about what he’s doing in the fields, to tell her about the calves, about his ongoing work or about his wife Marion and about Ida – especially about Ida, whom she spends a great deal of time with, because every day, when she gets out of school, Ida comes over to have a snack and hang out here while she waits for her parents, who often come home late.

         
             

         

         Today, Ida will come around five o’clock; she’ll talk about what she did at school, and she, in turn, won’t tell her that her father drove her this very morning to the police 28station, just as she’ll keep the policeman Filipkowski’s words to herself – not that she’s suddenly remembered his name, Filipkowski’s, just that she read it on the piece of cardstock he handed her at the end of their meeting, a card on which his name is printed, under which he’d added, in ballpoint pen, his mobile number, repeating two or three times,

         You call me with the slightest concern,

         insisting that she should call him if she received another anonymous letter, especially if this one was slid under her door, yes, like the Kraft paper envelope she found last night, late in the evening, which she told Bergogne about in the morning not so much out of fear as out of irritation and a more and more poorly contained anger,

         These pricks are starting to piss me off.

         Filipkowski had been clear when he said that, even if they were vague, even if they were nutty and barely credible, they were still threats, the whole thing had gone up a notch, and not just because of the words but also because they had come, they had shown they were willing to venture all the way to her door. They were talking about burning orange-haired witches, after all, about cleansing the world of crazy women who’d be better off staying where they came from – were they blaming her for being Parisian, for not being from here? When she’s lived here for so long?

         She had an inkling that she was really being punished for sleeping with a married man or two – had something been said, noticed, guessed? or even confessed by the husbands themselves? – husbands with whom she’d probably made love a few times without there ever being any question of making them full-time lovers, much less husbands – no thank you, she’d had her fill of that – but maybe a woman wanted to get even or one of the men 29resented her for refusing to become his ‘official’ mistress? And the police officer had again wanted to make her admit that she maybe did have an idea of who could be behind these letters, these threats, the insults polluting her head, because the words in these most recent letters sometimes kept her from sleeping, but she’d answered that no, she didn’t know, and didn’t need to lower her eyes or look away when she lied to the officer, she’d looked him right in the eye, what do you want me to say? an old maid like me, I haven’t the slightest idea, I don’t have any enemies and I don’t know anyone. The officer had seemed perplexed, he had let a short sceptical silence linger, as though he understood that she hadn’t told him everything and didn’t intend to do so, that something in her was resistant to the idea of drawing up a list of potential perpetrators, of making herself an informer, knowing that in any case there was nothing they could prove against anyone.

         All of this, of course, she wouldn’t tell Ida when she came into her house. The little girl would put her backpack down in the entrance, which is to say the kitchen, and go wash her hands in the sink. She, as she’d done with Bergogne when she left the police station, would look innocuous, put on a quiet smile, speak in a soft voice,

         Everything alright, sweetheart?

         in the same tone as the one in which she’d agreed to tell Bergogne two or three details, as thanks for the time he’d lost because of her. She owed him at least a summary of what they’d told her, you know, nothing special, cops are like doctors, they make these mournful faces to tell you something serious, and afterwards when you think about what you heard you realize they don’t know any more than you do. She’d told him they’d check the letters to make sure they were from the same person, and then she’d added, half exasperated and half amused by the 30assumption: as if I had enough enemies for it to be a different madman each time – I’m sure it’s actually a woman, a madwoman, I just know it, the last time I went to the dance I did spend a lot of time with you know who, right?

         Bergogne had just smiled; he had his guess but wouldn’t ask her whether he was right. She’d kept talking while the Kangoo cruised towards the hamlet, then eventually they’d fallen silent, and she, just for the sake of changing the subject – because none of this is worth the time it takes to tell, right, don’t you think? – had said, Bergogne, my boy, your beard is ridiculous and it looks terrible on you. It makes you look ten years older, do me a favour and shave it off, okay? And if not for me, at least do it for your wife, may I remind you that tomorrow’s her birthday and even if that was your only gift to her she’d be grateful until the end of time.

         
             

         

         Now she’s seated in the middle of her studio and, amid the jumble of all her canvases – those hanging on the walls, those just leaning against something, those piled on the stairs leading up to the bedrooms, those not yet framed and still lying around rolled up like calico – she looks at the one in front of her, right in the middle of the room, resting there, stapled to the wall she prefers to work on, not yet framed: the portrait of the red woman.

         She knows it’s finished, that it’s done – it still needs a bit of blue near the eyes. She hesitates to go any further, tells herself that whatever she does nothing more can fundamentally alter the painting, nothing more can deepen it, that to deepen it would be to risk destroying it; the red woman is naked, her body entirely red – a red that’s almost orange, but the shadows are a very pure, vibrant red, vermillion, a shadow that’s a coloured light and not a dark shade of colour, which changes everything, an 31effect she had great difficulty producing. The red woman pierces, with her stillness, anyone who raises their eyes to her; her portrait looks, perhaps, like the one of that little girl who was the source of her entire desire to paint, because when she began painting, long ago now, it was initially to exorcise a photo by David Seymour that had long obsessed her, a portrait of a little Polish girl drawing her childhood house on a blackboard, in an asylum. The child is tracing, in chalk, a circle of fire, the destruction ravaging the drawing; above all you see the terror in the eyes of the little girl in black – that’s what the photographer captures. She had seen this image and the only way she could forget it, or manage to live with it, had been to paint it; this was her first black-and-white painting, a large painting, the little girl lost in the shining white of the canvas, her gaze wild and steady. Now, more than forty years later, the red woman she’s just finished, she thinks, has almost the same hallucinatory expression – she carries the fire of a house destroyed, annihilated, her breath as if mimicked by the blasts of the bombs exploding on the city. She thinks about this in front of the red woman, in the middle of her studio, and she doesn’t hear her German shepherd, who was asleep next to her not two minutes ago. She waits for something to match what she’s watching for, a sign of life, because life must come from the painting.

         Now her dog gets up because he’s heard someone coming, or not coming yet but he knows it’s time, between four forty-five and four fifty-five depending on traffic. At the end of the pebbly path leading from the hamlet to the poorly tarred road where they leave the bins, a road that joins the county road they take to go into the town of La Bassée, the school bus will stop, its door will open, and Ida, with two children from the neighbouring hamlets, 32will get off. The door will have barely closed behind them with the creak of its hydraulic suspension when the three children part ways or keep giggling for another few minutes, exchange a few more words, then set off, one towards the west, the other towards the east, the third to the north; Ida will walk and keep her hands on the straps of her backpack, paying no attention to the road in front of her – she knows all too well the moment when the poorly tarred road, worn out and hollowed by successive winters and summers, cold and rain, heat and tractor wheels, turns left and leaves the strip of tar behind to become a white gravel path, blinding in the summer but muddy most of the time, and then almost red, or rather ochre, yellow, as it is now, full of the rain that fell all night and into this morning, cluttered with deep wide brownish puddles that she has to walk around and sometimes likes to jump over, with, at the end, the hamlet and the rooftops of the three houses, the barns and the stable, her house, the rooftops green in places because of the moss and the vegetation that have invaded the walls and spread all the way up to the rooftops; there’s the hamlet, like a closed fist in the middle of the cornfields and the pastures where the cows spend their days grazing; there are also the trees lining the river that separates the land into two administrative departments; on the other side, a white tuffeau stone church, and here, on our side, poplars all in a row, like an army standing guard, lining and shading the river. But all of that is still far off, it takes a while to get there on foot, and also to get across that tiny little wild wood, like a square of trees parked in the fields, trees whose leaves and branches you can hear rustling as soon as the wind blows in from the right direction, bringing birdsong too, and where the foxes live who hang around a little too close sometimes – they saw one in the courtyard, very early 33one morning, before leaving for school.

         But this evening Ida is interested only in the tips of her toes: how, with her yellow trainers, she can roll the sole on the pebbles and sometimes pass over them, and sometimes on the other hand strike them, launch them, send them rolling into the distance. She knows, Ida does, as she steps over the puddles, as she leaps across the biggest ones, making her backpack bounce on her back, that when she arrives, barely through the big gate that will surely be open, on the left, in the stable, her father will be looking after his cows or fiddling with she never knows what, in the shed or in the courtyard, always in his oil-blue coveralls; he won’t see her and she won’t try to bother him. No, she’ll go immediately to the right, into the first house, across from the French window with the German shepherd behind it waiting for her, because that’s what Rajah does every day.

         She’ll open the door and take the dog’s head in both hands, stroke his ears while he tries to lick her, lifting his face towards her, whining with pleasure, and she’ll nuzzle him, repeating,

         Hello pup, how’s my little pup?

         and she’ll keep going because the front door opens directly into the kitchen, where she’ll drop her backpack without a moment’s thought, always in the same place, to the left of the door. She’ll go wash her hands in the sink, dry them, cross the kitchen and go immediately to the studio; she won’t ask any questions, even if inwardly she’ll wonder which painting is waiting for her today, will it still be that horrible old red lady who seems to ogle people, threatening to do who knows what, showing her big breasts and her thighs opening up, obscene, to reveal that sex, laid bare without shame, the red woman exhibiting it insouciantly, without provocation or anything else, just 34like so, just her body which Ida doesn’t like because the woman looks severe, looks above all like she’s provoking her, as though she has something against her – why are you painting this old lady, anyway? I like the animals and the landscapes you do and even the other women, but this one, I’m sorry, she scares me – that’s what she might say if she dared, but she won’t dare and won’t say anything.

         They’ll go into the kitchen, Tatie will give her a snack and drink her tea standing up against the stainless steel sink, listening to what happened at school. Then, after the snack, they’ll go draw: Ida has promised to make some drawings as gifts for her mother’s birthday, and Tatie has promised to help her.

         Ida hopes Tatie will like them, her drawings, because Tatie’s opinion counts for her almost as much as her mother’s.
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            III.

         

         Are you going to give Mum a present?

         asks Ida as her teeth crunch into dried grapes and almonds and rolled oats, eating voraciously, as she does every day, what Tatie has prepared for her even though she claims, as she does almost every afternoon, making a pretence of pushing the cereal bowl aside, that she’s not really very hungry, no, not really, although you just have to insist a bit or, conversely, act like you’re not insisting at all, to tell her with a shrug that you’ll just clear away the cereal bowl then, for her to pull it back immediately and say wait, I’ll have a little, already making a show of picking at it, as she does every time, before finally gobbling it all up; but it’s true that today is a special day, and even though she’s hungry she doesn’t want to waste her time eating, no, she’s in a hurry this afternoon, she and Tatie are going to make paintings for her mother’s birthday, because tomorrow – and this is no small matter, it’s even kind of an event – Marion turns forty.

         Ida still hasn’t prepared anything, having pushed off for weeks the moment she’d have to make something herself because she didn’t buy a gift like her father had suggested, which she didn’t do for lack of a compelling idea, thus condemning herself to the work before her now. Two days ago Tatie suggested that they make drawings or paintings, and Ida said okay, sure, why not, with more resignation in her voice than excitement. But now that she’s turned it over in her head, the idea excites her as though it were her own. Tatie promised to lend her gouache or watercolours, and paper like she uses sometimes, with a special grain that holds in the paint, or even a painting board, or even a canvas on a small frame – square or landscape format. Except Ida thought about it 36and decided she didn’t feel up to painting on a canvas, no, ultimately she prefers to try her hand at a drawing, the kind she’s been making since she was little, on humble sheets of A4 paper, the same ones she’s always written on, drawn on, coloured on, painted on, except for those few times when she was five or six, when she’d indulged in long sessions where she and Tatie would lay out a canvas of several square metres on the ground, bigger than a bedsheet, white, a bit sticky, whose shlock! she remembers vividly when she lifted her bare knees off the canvas, just as she remembers how hard they laughed, how they both sloshed around in the acrylic colours they’d used to paint – with their bare hands, their feet too, finally flopping their whole bodies down, rolling in it as though they were swimming in swampy, gluey water.

         Now Ida prefers to paint with gouache, adding words written in marker, a different colour for each letter. She’s impatient to start, which is why she scoffs down her snack quickly, rushing to put the bowl in the sink and run her hands under the water – quickly and poorly dried using the too-damp dishcloth hanging from the cupboard underneath the sink, there we go – is Tatie also going to make a painting for her mother, she wonders, just as she wonders sometimes whether she would take offence at hearing herself referred to the way her parents refer to her, by her first name, Christine, thinking that surely Tatie wouldn’t be against it, she’s almost positive.

         It’s just that Ida has never been able to change or imitate her parents on this point, she can’t hear the name Christine in her own mouth, it’s as though in her mouth it sounds wrong, as though it applies not to her Tatie but necessarily to someone else, because that name sounds too distant from both of them, from their relationship, from what they share between them, within the secrecy of what they 37feel for each other. It seems to her that Christine prefers to hear herself called Tatie – by her, in any case – so that’s fine, in any case Ida could call her by any name in the world and ultimately it wouldn’t do anything to change the mystery whereby, as soon as Ida mentions her mother, Tatie dodges the question or even sometimes pretends she didn’t hear it. Ida doesn’t dare ask her if she has a reason for avoiding talking about Marion, if it’s all just in her head or if there’s something amiss between them, if what Tatie thinks of Mum means she can’t say it, so as not to hurt Ida’s feelings, as though Tatie thinks Ida is too fragile to hear true things or disagreeable thoughts, maybe cruel ones, shameful or undignified thoughts, as though it were possible for Tatie to feel bad thoughts towards anyone at all, in particular towards one of her parents, towards someone she loves, and, beyond that, as though it were possible – conceivable – for her to think something bad about her mother, because Ida doesn’t see what bad things anyone could say about her mother.

         She’s always had the feeling that they keep watch on each other, hold their tongues, see to it that everything goes smoothly even if, well, you can tell they’re pretending a little, but Ida doesn’t see what Tatie Christine could have against Marion, and even if she can tell something is a source of friction between them – but what? – it can’t be anything serious, even if you can sense, inside this peace that both women maintain, something artificial between them, maybe effort or affectation, what else, a form of reticence or restraint, even if Ida really doesn’t see what Tatie could think about Mum that’s so strange that she can’t tell her. And yet, yes, Christine, suddenly sharper, more abrupt when she talks about Marion. Almost cutting. Or on the contrary, she starts asking questions, she acts like someone with a problem to solve who’s just 38thinking out loud, she wants to know what they’re saying at the house and doesn’t dare ask outright, she wants to satisfy her curiosity and hide it at the same time, to not show she’s interested in things that don’t concern her, that aren’t her business, intimate things Mum and Dad say to each other, or don’t say. She asks the strangest questions sometimes, almost lowering her voice, as though asking incidentally, casually, but because she lowers her voice it’s as though she’s afraid to be heard – by whom? – as though she’s about to ask strange, possibly forbidden things that would be best kept to oneself.

         For now, as they’re setting up the gouache and the paper on the kitchen table, Ida pushes the point a bit, Tatie, are you going to give Mum a present? Christine does eventually answer, but not right away, first she wipes down the table with a sponge, then with the dishcloth, looking so focused on what she’s doing, or on the answer, which she has to think about, it takes some time, that for a long while the kitchen is silent except for the clock ticking on the wall, is it because she doesn’t know how to answer, because she doesn’t want to, because she’d rather talk about something else or not talk at all? Ida doesn’t know, she can feel Christine holding back, and just as she’s about to ask the question once more Christine begins to stutter, drowning in erms that are uncomfortable for both of them, hesitations that are out of character, she doesn’t usually speak haltingly, quite the contrary, and so gathering herself up to power through the awkwardness, she finally takes the plunge, yes, a present, of course, I should, I, and then stopping mid-flight, as though even she’s surprised not to have an answer to give, she nods, shrugs her shoulders in a sign of impotence or resignation, you win, well done, it’s true, I don’t have a present.

         But she doesn’t say this, and now Ida is already 39repeating her question, insisting, though not pushily, almost playfully, as though she can’t imagine that this question could be awkward, or that the discomfort she’s creating in Christine could betray not only the bother of not having thought of a present but also the truth revealed behind the forgetting, the lack of interest it shows in the little girl’s mother’s birthday, or not only in her birthday but, via her birthday, in Ida’s mother herself.

         Are you going to give Mum a present?

         I don’t know. I’d need some time, I don’t really have any ideas. And in slightly too quick a motion, Christine goes to pour more tea. Ida sees her turn away and refill her cup; she watches her, from behind, leaned over, and she waits. Christine turns around and says yes, I should, it’s true that I didn’t think about it, didn’t take the time… She watches the little girl with her elbows spread apart on the table, settled firmly on the oilcloth with its old pattern of wildflowers lacerated by knife cuts and blanched by tracks of sponge and scouring powder, her hands up close to her face, her chest leaned down so close to the table and the paper on which she’s about to draw, her frail arms and her long thin fingers, her delicate face, her eyes so black and shiny, lively, intelligent, almost combative, and then the hair with its butterflies and hearts holding back the longest locks to leave her forehead and eyes uncovered, her face turned towards Christine – her face waiting for answers, needing to understand why these hesitations and these silences, these prevarications before answering, when it should be so simple, her question is a simple one, it’s as simple as answering it, she can’t imagine Christine won’t answer that of course she’s made a present, Ida will discover it tomorrow when her mother does, at the birthday party; she doesn’t understand this discomfort and Christine can sense it in the very short silence that 40follows, Ida almost annoyed, look, I’m giving her a drawing, you could give her a painting, couldn’t you?

         So Christine launches into an explanation that she means to make simple and clear and that she’s muddying without really realizing it, yes, you’re right, but I’m not sure she likes my paintings very much. You know… not everyone likes them. Some people don’t like them, I mean really, not at all… A lot of times people don’t say anything because they don’t want to hurt your feelings, or because they don’t know how to say it… your mother, I think, after all this time, she must not like my paintings very much… And Christine won’t tell Ida how much people’s silence, no matter how considerate it’s meant to be, is hurtful, how it negates you more surely than if you didn’t exist, because you’re taking a risk by giving these people something and they should be beholden to you for it, that’s what she thinks, Christine, who used to suffer from the indifference, at her openings, of certain so-called friends who preferred to talk to her about the quality of the champagne or about her new haircut than about her paintings, yes, she could have killed them for it, and here, now, Christine can’t explain to Ida that that’s one of the reasons she finally came to hide out here in this hamlet so long ago, to avoid those little stab wounds of hurtful phrases and condescending smiles, of murderous silences.

         
             

         

         Flowers, yes, an English garden full of flowers, a jumble of spots and colours from which a sense of harmony will still emerge, as though the confusion produced not the disorder we tend to associate with it but a surprising order, distinct from the more conventional, banal order of a proactive arrangement; amid the flowers a drawing of a woman, colourful as well, nameless flowers that exist 41nowhere but on this paper with gouache petals enhanced with marker, detailed with lines that assimilate the contours and articulate this portrait that’s meant to look like her mother but whom Ida first drew as a bony and exaggeratedly stretched-out little girl, endlessly rangy, as though to Ida her mother is just an elongated version of a child, as though to her an adult’s body is nothing but childhood in a larger format, without body hair or hips or breasts or any of that, none of which she sees, none of which she seems to pay any attention to, because it’s herself that she’s drawing, projecting herself into an adult life that’s something like an exaggerated childhood. Above her mother’s face she’s written the words ‘happy birthday Mum’ in capital letters, a different colour for each letter, alternating warm and cool colours. She’s taken care to replace the U in ‘Mum’ with a drawing of a very red heart, pink inside with a tiny heart at its centre, yellow, then an even brighter yellow inside of that, as though it were molten, irradiant, and for the pleasure of continuing to draw and colour and paint with Tatie’s doting eye over her shoulder, her suggestions, her encouragements, because she likes to know Christine is nearby, sometimes laying a hand on her shoulder, furrowing her brow, pausing to think before she encourages her to try this or that approach – why not make a path through your flower garden? And why don’t you put a few warmer touches here, see, they’re blue, green, don’t you think a bit of yellow and red would wake the whole thing up? – Ida has started another painting, with a heart that fills the whole page and is expanding, growing, seeming ready not only to spill off the page but to swallow everything, a heart this big, that’s what she writes inside, in a spiral,

         Mum I love you with all my heart this big.

         This one is less colourful than the other but she likes it 42a lot, she likes the idea of the words spiralling off towards the heart of the heart, but she needs her father’s opinion, definitely, will Patrice prefer it to the other one, the drawing with the flower garden and Mum inside, in the middle, Mum like a queen in her garden, lulled or even dazed by the thick perfume of the flowers, knowing that in this kind of garden there will never be bees or wasps, no mosquitoes either, just beauty – a beauty that doesn’t fade, doesn’t get you dirty, doesn’t sting, doesn’t hurt, that just spreads its perfumes, its lights, its splendour throughout the world, asking nothing in return but our wonderment – Mum in her dress and especially in the hoop earrings she likes to wear when she goes out dancing with her girlfriends some Friday nights.

         Ida wonders which of the two drawings Patrice will prefer. He’ll definitely need to choose; she thought she could maybe give them both as presents but since she’s not sure of herself, because she’s always been afraid of doing something wrong, she needs her father – his permission, almost, to validate what she’s done. She crosses the courtyard, followed by Rajah, whom she asks

         What do you think Rajah?

         and since he seems uninterested she tells him you’re right, it’s not interesting, I can’t draw like Tatie, Tatie knows how to draw and paint and make up images, she’s really good at making things up, she’s so good at looking that afterwards it’s not hard for her to reproduce all the things she managed to see, it’s like it just goes from her head to her fingers without any effort; she’s lucky, Tatie, that she knows how to do that. There are people who know, but me, she thinks as she enters the stable, where she’s greeted by the cool air and the earthy, grassy odour of cows and hay, by the smell of milk too and of the animals themselves, their excrement and the flies it attracts, 43with their formidable lowings that seem multiplied by the ceiling and the cinderblock walls, but me, I don’t know.

         
             

         

         She’s always overwhelmed when she comes in here. She knows Patrice doesn’t like her to come, he always has lots of work to do with the animals; it’s his territory, and no one but him and the veterinarian and these cows is allowed to be here. And anyway it’s not a place to talk, no, it’s a place where Patrice spends a lot of time milking the cows and looking after them, cajoling them, taking the time to care for them, and if Patrice doesn’t want Ida to come here it’s because these dairy cows aren’t enough to make a living from, and he has to sell off all the calves born throughout the year for their meat. He doesn’t want Ida to go near them, he’s worried she’ll get attached and want him to stop selling them, or that she’ll be too sad about it, that it won’t take much for her to hold it against him, calling him all kinds of names, getting who knows what kinds of ideas about him when even he has to admit he has a hard time watching them go, these calves with whom he forges a tender, almost paternal sort of bond each year. He feels it but he pushes it down into himself, this stirring that would have him not send the animals to the slaughterhouse, and he pulls himself together, his father did it in even greater numbers, and the pigs wound up there too, so why is he so reluctant about it when it has to be done and he couldn’t make ends meet without it, especially since, when he goes hunting on Sundays, he doesn’t have the same qualms about the game, the partridges and the hares, the pheasants and all the rest. But it’s also that he’s sensitive to the fact that intensive farming ruined his father’s life and the lives of the farmers in the region – along with others more or less his age and the few young people who still go into this crazy line of work, 44he wants an agriculture at a human scale, considerate of animals and of men. He’s proud of his creamery and of selling to a cheesemonger who doesn’t try to haggle too much – his clients are loyal, a good number of them too, even if Patrice also knows that at the slightest incident it’ll be a catastrophe; he borrowed a fair amount of money so everything has to stay on track, and so far, even if he has no margin for error and he sometimes lets fear overtake him, he has long spells of insomnia, you could say it’s more or less on track, and that if he’s lost sleep it’s not because of this or not primarily because of this. The real reasons for his insomnia – he knows what they are. He works like a maniac to keep them at bay. He spends time in his fields, what he does doesn’t much resemble the agriculture his father practiced, that’s true, he has a wife and a little girl to feed, and when he sees Ida running towards him, her eyes shining with mischief, so alive, so joyful, he knows he’s right to be wary of pesticides, even if he hates the eco-warrior types who hate him right back – he knows his daughter’s future is the only thing that should matter.

         Dad, dad, tell me, tell me,

         One after the other she unveils the images: the immense heart, coloured like a rainbow, with its declaration unfurling in a spiral, and the other, the flower garden. She waits, dances in place,

         Okay, which one? Which do you like more?

         Patrice hesitates – pretends to hesitate, to prolong the suspense – and he doesn’t answer her right away, he purses his lips, ah yes, which one, that’s tricky, he doesn’t know, he hesitates some more, still pretending to think, looks from one back to the other and finally he says,

         Both, I like them both!

         No, you have to pick one. I can’t. You have to pick!

         I can’t, I’m just a big old bear. 45

         And before she can protest in the slightest, he takes a step towards her, letting out a growl that thunders in a way she’d never have thought him capable of. She loves these moments when he pounces on her, she screams and laughs at once, she backs away at a run, letting out little shouts throughout the courtyard, shrill as a flight of swallows over the courtyard of the hamlet, then she takes off with a great laugh that carries all the way to Christine’s house.

         Crossing the courtyard, Ida can feel how hard her heart is beating, as though she too lives with a wild beast right in the middle of her chest.
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            IV.

         

         Like all localities, the hamlet has its name signposted when you arrive: a long horizontal signboard with white italic letters on a black background, like a banner of mourning for some sordid story or maybe the credits of a film that didn’t get filmed, its title more or less promising a sequence of events, a story, except nobody remembers having read or written it, or having ever known anything of its origins, as though it has no actual beginning and has always just been there, Three Lone Girls Stead, floating above the passage of time thanks to a sign tilted slightly over the edge of a ditch, its base stuck into a mildew-covered cinderblock held in place by a stone that someone must have put there one day to root the sign to this spot where the asphalt road gives way to a gravelly path.

         Nobody ever stops in front of it or reads it; the sign could disappear without anyone noticing. When she moved here, Christine went to the town hall to inquire about the name – she’d known Rhonne, L’Hospital, The Two Hanged Men, Griefshield, Whitestone, Blackbramble, The White Horse – names with strange, most often poetic sonorities redolent of the bitterness of olden times, rising up like miasmas from the sewer and memories of mass graves, with their witch burnings and religious wars, their unverifiable persistent legends of characters and events that must have been true for long enough that their names were eventually engraved somewhere in reality. Christine did some research and learned that a stead is a kind of hamlet and that people had been living here for a long time, since long before the Bergognes and the three houses, but she never found anything about the three lone girls, no one knew or seemed to have ever known who they might have been, and it occurred to 47Christine that people must have looked at these women in the past the way she sometimes felt people looked at her, with suspicion and mistrust, using her to fuel their malicious gossip, just as they must have done at one point with these three girls who no longer existed anywhere but in the name of the hamlet that served as their grave, as a memorial, as though by sinking into oblivion, perhaps by seeking it, they had found a refuge in the very name people were only too happy to give them.

         Ida left her father to work and crossed the large square courtyard, this well-trodden, even downtrodden earth where there are still some stunted grey tufts from an old lawn that hadn’t withstood the bad weather or the cows’ hooves, the weight of the tractors and machine tools and cars, and above all the lack of upkeep, because neither Bergogne’s father – whose idea it had been, and who had sown the lawn before forgetting about it and abandoning it entirely – nor Patrice really cared, no one had ever had the time or the desire, no more the women of the house who worked on the farm, in the fields, or anywhere else, some in the factory or cleaning homes for old people, than the kids – Patrice’s two brothers, the last to be referred to as the kids, with that hint of irony subtly denouncing some real or imagined heedlessness – who wouldn’t have thought to lift a finger even if the notion of maintaining the lawn had crossed their mind, which in any case it never did. The courtyard was also too big, the ground hard as rock, packed down, compressed, compacted by generations of people and animals trampling on it.

         The courtyard is surrounded by high walls, not quite two metres, lower than those of a barracks or a fortress, like in all the hamlets in the area, a reprise of feudal sovereignty; the two houses, Christine’s and Bergogne’s, are set in a row on the right; continuing counter-clockwise 48there’s the shed where Patrice parks his car and the tractor, where Marion parks her car too, because obviously she has one, as everyone does in the countryside, all of them stuck by definition several kilometres from the city where they have to go from time to time and where she, for her part, goes every day. You need your own car if you want to get around freely, which everyone accepts without question except for Christine, who, by taking rides from other people or riding her bike, except when she decides to walk, which she usually does, continues to demonstrate without even trying that she’s not like the people from around here, an incurable city dweller stranded among the rurals, and even though she’s shared this life with them for so long it’s as though she wants everyone to know beyond any doubt that she’ll never be completely assimilable, no more than she was back in the heart of her Parisian life, always balking at any suggestion of belonging, as though she presumed, through signs as quiet and desultory as not knowing how to drive, to be able to escape the dominion of a community and the custody of a group.

         Past the shed, still going counter-clockwise, there’s the stable, next to the shed made of sheet metal and cinder blocks, then to the left of the stable a barn that serves as a dumping ground, whose roof will soon cave in if something isn’t done and which is being overtaken by rust because it rains abundantly on it all winter; old farming machines, a tractor – a vintage 1954 Babiole Multi Babi on which you can still see, here and there, cracked and burst, the sky-blue paint that hasn’t been devoured by rust yet – an old McCormick riding mower and a ping-pong table, two Peugeot 103s, a broken-down Motobécane 41; then coming back towards the gate and Christine’s house, onto which the courtyard opens, that thick wall, cracked 49over its entire length. And so, side by side, like twin sisters, Christine’s house and the Bergognes’, and hiding behind Christine’s, more independent, isolated, with its smaller and better-kept courtyard than the Bergognes’ – a real lawn, clumps of perennials, an English-style hodgepodge, a gravel path, trimmed fruit trees, a well that’s strictly decorative but whose stone has been cleaned and its ironwork repainted – another house, this one for sale, the former owners having just retired to a house by the sea, practically across from Fort Boyard – better than it looks on TV.

         
             

         

         At home, on the orange oilcloth on the kitchen table, Ida is about to do her homework; it’s high time, the minutes are rolling by, the hour is getting late, soon it’ll be evening. Ida left her two paintings at Christine’s house, thinking that in the end her father wasn’t wrong, there was no reason she had to choose between the two, her love for her mother was great enough to include a heart this big and a colourful flower garden at the same time. Ida has to do her homework, even if today she won’t give it the time or attention she should; she made the paintings for her mother’s birthday, which took her some time, and of course she messed up, had to start over, ruin three sheets of paper for nothing, then clean Christine’s paintbrushes and the table, and finally put everything away before crossing the courtyard to show her father the two paintings – or drawings, she says painting and drawing interchangeably because to her painting is still just a kind of colouring in of shapes that were drawn first – and then going back to Christine’s to put the totally dried sheets, which had started to crinkle, on the kitchen table.

         She picked up her backpack and ran back to her house. Ida set her backpack down on the kitchen table. She 50opened it and the folders slid out along with the school planner and two or three other things – a ruler, a pencil sharpener which she carelessly put back in her bag; she took the folder she needed and the ballpoint pen from her pencil case, she told herself she wouldn’t spend too much time on it, she couldn’t get it all done, or at least not very well, wouldn’t be the first time, nobody’s going to check, but at the very moment she was getting down to it, as though everything was arranged so she’d get to school tomorrow without having had time to do any of it – oh well – she doesn’t like conjugations anyway, and math even less – that blessed instant, as it were, delaying once more the moment she’d have to get down to it, was the second she heard the telephone ring out in the living room.

         Mum, is that you?

         Ida already knows her mother is going to tell her she has lots of work at the office that she’s behind on and that yes, she probably won’t be home before night falls – Ida imagines her speaking as she does when she’s on the phone at home, reflexively wandering towards the table after she’s pressed the mobile between her ear and her raised left shoulder, which she lifts as high as she can against her tilted head without even realizing it, already starting to speak, her tone transforming, cheerful all of a sudden, lively, amused or simply reinvigorated as though it’s just been roused by a breath of fresh air or a piece of good news, and without even noticing Marion takes her pack of cigarettes and her lighter from the table, she rushes outside as though fleeing this house where her family life is keeping her locked up inside the all-permeating love of Ida and Patrice, both of them too demanding or inquisitive for her, and now Ida imagines herself, as she talks to her, listening to her mother’s words and through them her breaths, her restarts, the sound of her sucking 51on her cigarette, the moment she breathes in and pulls on the filter, the smoke escaping from between her teeth and rising to dissipate in the sky – the motion of her neck when Marion lifts her head and seems to breathe out towards the clouds as if to push them further away – things she does without realizing it but that Ida knows by heart, like the inflection of her voice when she calls to say she’ll have to be home late because of work, always half joyful and half ashamed, not asking permission but waiting to be excused, her voice cheerful like it is every time, and like every time, and like today too, Ida answers her mother in the same cheerful and lively tone; she talks, restarts, recounts with that slight excess that yes, her day was great, yes, everything is good, and she forces that tonality of joy because she knows Marion wants to hear that everything is good, always good; they joke, as though the telephone’s primary purpose weren’t for Marion to announce that she’ll be back late, as though it were worth specifying, it happens so often, she has lots of work at the printing shop so she really has to, that’s how it is, like every time Ida knows what her mother is going to say, take your bath sweetie if you want us to have time to eat dinner together, or else you’ll have to have dinner all alone, there’s chicken in the fridge, or you can ask Tatie but you know how to manage by yourself, and if you prefer then take your bath.

         Like every time, Ida will talk about Tatie; this time it’ll be about that horrible red woman who strips her bare with those eyes that seem to have seen the end of the world or who knows what, she says, forcing herself to laugh gently at Christine, because she knows that with her mother she can mock Tatie gently, slyly, as if to bring them closer together, not to criticize or badmouth her, it’s not out of ill will or nastiness, it’s just for fun, Ida believes this without any ulterior motive. She’ll talk about the red woman and 52her mother will put on her offended voice, her scandalized tone – this will make her crack up, to hear her mother get up on her high horse – saying I don’t want you looking at such monstrous things at your age, who ever heard of such dreadfulness, making the little girl laugh, starting to laugh herself, knowing that neither one of them believes her anger but they enjoy the lie. This will last a few minutes, and like every time Marion will finally say she has to go, her boss is eavesdropping on her, which Ida knows, of course, if her mother is taking the time to call her it’s because she’s stepped out of her office, she’s in front of the entrance to the print shop with her cigarettes in one hand and her phone in the other, and she imagines that as she talks Marion must be raking the gravel with the tip of the sole of her shoe, tracing semicircles and lowering her eyes, occasionally glancing towards the reception area and the two girls at the front desk.

         Marion won’t tell Ida that once she hangs up the phone she’ll throw away her cigarette – what’s left of it, the butt too short, smoked almost to the filter, which she’ll grind out with a motion as furious as her smile will be fake when she passes her boss in the corridor, offering him – take a good look arsehole – a furious smile, knowing perfectly well that he’s ogling her – go on, take a good look – and that she’d only have to give him a look for him to feel entitled to cheat on his wife, to whom he swears his fidelity constantly simply because he doesn’t have the means or the opportunity to cheat on her. She knows he’s only looking at her so scornfully, so smugly, because he doesn’t have a chance with her – she knows this feeling, this resignation that rises up from very deep – he’ll say to her in the same fake-casual tone, so, Mrs Bergogne, another cigarette break? to which she’ll reply with the same rictus fixed to her lips, not teasing but sarcastic, playing 53the airhead he wants to see her as, oh you’re so sweet to look out for my health, giving him the finger as soon as his back is turned – fucking loser – like almost every day.

         Marion needs to get back to her two colleagues quickly; they’re behind on a lot of work and will need to buckle down, though in the meantime they’ll mess around too, Lydie saying, you know the guy we met at karaoke the other night? She’ll use the setup to say she thought he was pretty good-looking but then she realized – what an idiot she was, just terrible, no really, I swear, I realized he works at the same company as my husband. They’ll have a good laugh, resolve to go back to karaoke soon or go dancing one of these Friday nights. Maybe Lydie will complain that she can’t go out with her girlfriends, Nathalie might envy Marion’s freedom,

         I mean, how do you do it? He’s pretty chill, your man. He looks after the little one, lets you go out dancing with the girls – does he trust you or does he not give a shit?

         Marion might answer that she’s not going to let a guy make that decision for her, not him or any other, that’s all, she’s old enough to decide by herself. So yes, next Friday, we’ll all go out?

         And then, in conclusion,

         It’s my birthday tomorrow, we could at least treat ourselves to a bottle of champagne among girlfriends, no?
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            V.

         

         Resist,

         Prove that you exist,

         And, as she lets the song carry her away, she can barely make out the hamlet in the falling night, the sky turning from a pale blue with pink fringes to a deep midnight blue in which the hamlet is like a black smudge emerging from the flat grey of the fields; from her car she sees no lights to pierce the darkness of the hamlet, none at all, even though at Christine’s and at the Bergognes’ the lights were turned on long ago, but Marion isn’t paying attention, she’s probably not even looking, she’s singing,

         Go on and fight,

         the radio turned all the way up,

         Refuse this world of egoists,

         the bass,

         Resist,

         the car vibrating,

         Resist,

         Marion loves this France Gall song and at the same time Marion is singing it

         Resist, as though it’s about holidays or about love,

         Resist,

         without wondering whether or not she’s implicated by what it says, taking advantage of this moment alone in the car, this bubble of air, not very long at all – the distance from the print shop to the house – a few kilometres to herself, the length of two or three songs, no more, and now she’s already exiting the county road and turning onto the tiny road that leads to her house. She recognizes the vibrations of the bumpy road under the wheels, the cracked tar, the potholes, the ditches to the sides and the fields that spread out, pushing back the houses, the 55streets, the rows of trees, and soon there are no homes at all, no more streetlights with their succession of orange halos spreading over the road like sinister paper lanterns, that’s all behind her now, nothing but her headlights to illuminate this road she knows by heart, with the river on the left running towards the larger river it will flow into about thirty kilometres further on, the river behind the trembling row of poplars, and before long the path and the black and white sign announcing the three lone girls who seem to defy this man’s world and promise that solitude is not a punishment but a solution.

         Like every night, she drives very slowly through the metal gate that’s always open. She gets a brief glimpse into Christine’s house, because there’s a French door in front that looks straight into the kitchen and, even if Christine seems to never be there – still in her studio, no doubt – in the kitchen a light is on, cold and white, almost blue, visible very clearly from the outside; the French door opens up a bright space in which Marion sees only, most often backlit, the silhouette of the German shepherd, his ears perked up, alert, Rajah, who must have heard the car coming from a ways off or who’s just in the habit of waiting, like he does in the afternoon when he watches for Ida’s arrival. Maybe he’s just accustomed to Marion coming home at this hour, passing in front of her neighbour’s house without really paying attention, she doesn’t imagine Christine is concerned to hear her car coming into the courtyard, because she recognizes the sound of the engine, she knows the time, and only her dog seems to care about Marion’s arrival, because he’s also there to keep watch – he barks once or twice, lazy yelps without any particular conviction, just for the sake of it, to signal to his mistress that someone is coming. And maybe Christine, from the studio where she paints, or from the 56armchair in which she likes to sit, almost asleep, and listen to opera – Puccini and Verdi – but also contemporary music – Dutilleux, Dusapin – pretends not to hear her dog, or orders him to stop yelping and pawing the ground like he’s doing, scratching the tiles, slapping his tail against a chair, telling him it’s no use bothering her, look at the time, you know who it is. She says it fairly loud because the dog is in the other room, but she issues the order with a kind of gentleness and patience that she certainly wouldn’t show a human who dared disturb her for something so trivial.

         
             

         

         Marion will enter her house – their house – through the door that opens right into the dining room; she’ll hang her jacket on the coatrack and drop her handbag, which is hanging from her shoulder by a thin leather strap, onto the sofa in the living room, where she’ll glance at the television; she’ll hear the news, it’s already after eight, you haven’t had dinner? You haven’t eaten, kitten? Did you at least take your bath?

         And now she takes her daughter in her arms, Ida having come out to meet her, repeating no, Mum, you don’t say ‘eaten,’ you say ‘had dinner,’ we haven’t had dinner – Ida is a stickler and her father is so proud when she corrects them, him and Marion, on their mistakes and their imprecisions – Dad and I wanted us to all have dinner together, we were waiting for you. Patrice will come out of the kitchen, everything is ready, he gives her a kiss on the lips – well, not really on the lips – pretending not to notice that tonight again she’s turned her face slightly, just barely, he grazed the corner of her lips and then slid over to her cheek, that’s something at least; Patrice has made the meal, tonight like almost every night, and while he’s cooking – so to speak, mostly he reheats frozen 57foods – he doesn’t think to himself that his wife goes out of her way to come home late, as though trying to avoid the moment where it’s the three of them together, no, he pushes away this thought that sometimes tries to force its way past the barrier he’s built up against it, a fraction of a second every night, sometimes more than a second, a few seconds, then, when the thought gets loose and spreads across his mind, but each time he rejects this bad, this acid idea that would have Marion go out of her way to come home as late as possible, no, that’s not true, or at least only partly, because Bergogne knows she wants to see her daughter – on this point he has no doubt – and anyway doing the cooking doesn’t bother him, it’s not a burden for him, what’s so hard about opening some cans and emptying them into a pot, taking a salt cod puree out of its cellophane and removing its aluminium plate and putting it in an oven-safe dish? On the other hand, it’s always Marion who ends up serving at the table. He doesn’t like serving, can’t seem to bring himself to do it, as though he thinks it’s degrading or not a man’s job, even though he’s the only one in this house who wears an apron from time to time, because only he repeats the gestures of his mother and his grandmother when he roasts meats or game, because he’s spent enough time living alone to have had to learn to cook at least the basics, and besides he likes to eat, just as he likes to have friends over to share a nice Charolais beef, a good red wine, even though he doesn’t know much about it; so no, no problem cooking every day, even if he finds it impossible to go all the way to serving at the table, which remains something like a reality that doesn’t surprise him, that doesn’t surprise Marion either, who takes over as though she’s the one who prepared the meal, as though she’s the one performing, all the way through 58to the end, the motions that lead from the stove to the tablemat.
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