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Chapter One

During their life, everyone meets thousands of people. Some of these encounters are fleeting, like the person you ask for directions in the street, and others last a lifetime. Each of them, as short or as long as it is, can change your life for the better or for the worse.

I’ve encountered maybe two hundred people. And that’s with a generous margin for error. A very generous margin. And yet I’m thirty-four and should have met a lot more. If I haven’t, it isn’t because I don’t want to, on the contrary. If I only consider the meaningful encounters, well, I’m down to a figure I can easily display with my fingers. The last one took place two years ago. His name is Pascal, and he made my life better. A whole lot better. We met through the Internet, the way of getting in touch with people I’m most comfortable with. Taking our time, we got to know each other, and he became an important part of my life. It wasn’t always easy for him, but he managed to accept my difficulties, and for the first time in my life I discovered what being in a relationship was really like. We weren’t quite ready yet to live together, but we were getting close.

And then, six months later, he dumped me. There was no fight, no argument, but it devastated me all the same. My problems had eventually gotten too tiresome for him. He simply couldn’t cope anymore, and I don’t think any less of him for that. Living with someone like me isn’t always easy. Quite the opposite. He had done all he could, but it hadn’t been enough.

My relationship with Pascal helped me understand one thing: I will spend my life alone. I’m not being dramatic; it’s just a simple observation. Even I can’t bear myself at times. If I can’t, who could?

What is my problem? To make it easy to understand, let’s say I am unable to interact with people. It probably sounds stupid put like this, but when sarcasm, irony, implied speech, and body language—well, all those elements that allow a conversation to take place—are completely foreign to you, a simple discussion with another human being can be quite hazardous to negotiate. And if on top of that you really cannot stand physical contact and noise, like me, you’re on a slippery slope toward the deepest pit of hell. I begin to slide as soon as I have to say hello…

When I say I have autism, in a desperate attempt to evade embarrassing situations, here are some of the answers I usually get:

“But it doesn’t show.”

Or

“Can it be cured?”

Or the most common reaction:

“That’s great! Can you count playing cards?”

No, I am not Rain Man, and most of the people who suffer from the same problem—Asperger syndrome—don’t have any kind of superhuman capabilities. And you can’t cure it. It would be like asking a one-legged man if he can be cured. No, it’s just a part of me. That and the fact you can’t see it when you look at me only makes it more difficult for people to understand. A one-legged man doesn’t have to explain that he only has one leg. A white cane or a service dog is usually enough for a blind person to be recognized as such.

I always have to justify myself.

Luckily for me, I’ve been going to a psychologist once a month for years. His specialty is autism, including Asperger syndrome. He helps me learn all those social rules that completely elude my grasp, and cope with my difficulties.

But it’s also because of him I’m standing here.

It’s a fine day. The weather is nice, the street is mostly empty. Although it’s almost noon, a few people pass by, and they walk purposefully, taking no notice of me except to avoid me. I’m standing still, almost stuck to the wall behind me, a white-stone building blackened by years of pollution. The sidewalk is barely wide enough for two people and gives way to a long line of parked cars and then a two-way street. On the other side is the same chain of cars, the same sidewalk, and the same dirty façades.

Despite all this, this part of the city welcomes lots of tourists, but this particular street is a little too far from the main avenues and the famous monuments to get their attention. If it were to be described by a saying, it would be “a secret life is a happy life.” Maybe that’s the reason why I like it. Because it likes to stay hidden. Just like I do. And this is definitely one of the reasons why I’m standing here right now.

The other reason is the small restaurant facing me. I’ve been looking at it for a little while now. The frontage isn’t very long, but a wide French window occupies almost all of it. Painted on the glass, blue letters spell out the words “The Scullion Restaurant–Traditional Cooking”. The text isn’t perfectly centered. It is about three inches too high for that, and the “C” and the “U” of Scullion are slightly too close to each other. The first “T” of Restaurant is also slightly tilted.

I am pretty certain no one else notices these imperfections, but they kind of jump out at me. I wonder if I shouldn’t have chosen another place.

But I’ve thought about this choice for a very long while, and I’ve even had to negotiate bitterly with my psychologist. The objective of the test is simple enough: having lunch at a restaurant. But he knows me too well to stop at such a simple goal. Without any further rules, I would have chosen the worst restaurant in the city, in a deserted part of town, to make sure there would be as few other clients as possible. I would even have gone in the early afternoon, when all the NTs have long since finished their meal—NT is short for Neurotypical, “normal” people as opposed to Aspies, the nickname for people like me with Asperger Syndrome—to have the greatest chance of seeing no one else other than the waiter, which is quite enough for me.

Knowing if he let the reins go I would choose an empty restaurant, which I have to admit would have rendered the exercise moot, my psychologist fought hard until we reached a compromise (more acceptable for him than for me) and chose a popular but small venue and a “normal” lunchtime.

This negotiation took place two days ago, and I’ve been anxious ever since. This morning, I woke up with my insides twisted. I almost broke into tears thinking about having breakfast alone at my place because it reminded me that my next meal would be a trial. When I was about to leave home to come here, instead of opening the door, I was sorely tempted to make sure it was safely locked and go hide in my bedroom under my blankets.

But here I am, in front of the restaurant. Inside, I feel like a gelatinous blob mounted on a drill. I still evaluate the chance of my running away before the time comes to enter at one in two.

I take a look at my watch.

12:58

My psychologist made the reservation—one of his dirty tricks to prevent me from bailing out—for one o’clock. He knows perfectly well I can’t stand lateness (or earliness) or an appointment cancellation without calling beforehand, and, as a consequence, I would never do that to someone else.

12:59

It’s too late to call the restaurant and cancel now. I stifle an emerging sob and move to the pedestrian crossing on my right. There are no cars passing, but I never cross a street elsewhere.

Just like every time I’m nervous, I’m tempted to embrace my old habits again. Right now, this means not stepping on the white paint of the crossing. I don’t know where I got that from, but it took me several sessions and a lot of training to be able to ignore the color of the ground I walk on.

I bite my bottom lip and stare straight in front of me so I can’t see my feet. I reach the other side of the street without further ado and walk the short distance to the entrance of the restaurant.

12:59

13:00

I open the door with a racing heart and step into my worst nightmare: a crowded public place.


Chapter Two

The little boy, who was putting back the felt pen he had used for his drawing, looked like any other boy in this infant school, except he was doing it with a special care that was totally unnecessary, according to the teacher. Hervé arranged all the pens the same way, stopper down, slowly, one after the other, storing them by color, like a rainbow with more shades, including brown and black. Once they were all in place, he made a great effort to ensure they all stood perfectly straight, none of them tilting one way or another.

The teacher was incensed by this obsession since it took an insufferable amount of time, but she refrained from intervening. At the beginning of the school year, the boy’s mother had come to talk to her and had told her about the difficulties her child had. The teacher had listened politely, convinced the mother was making up an illness so her boy got more of her attention than the other pupils. Usually, when parents told her their child required more care, she reassured them, and it stopped there. She had been a teacher long enough—over fifteen years—and knew how to take care of a child. From time to time, a parent was more adamant, making up an alleged ailment to reinforce their case. As a good professional, she nodded patiently. Of course, it sometimes happened that a child really needed special treatment, and when it happened, she always took great care of them.

That’s why, when this mother had said her kid was autistic, as a good teacher, she had assured her she would do her best. Once the soothed mother had left, the teacher had observed the boy. He didn’t appear any different than the other children. He was more reserved, that was obvious, to the point he didn’t even dare look at her face. But when she had asked him to pick up a pen and draw his house, he had done it like any other child would have. She had seen autistic children, boys and girls who never said a word and threw tantrums whenever one touched them, who spent their time swaying back and forth, empty-eyed. This kid might be atypical, but claiming he was autistic was quite a stretch.

The first time Hervé had put the pens back, noticing how long it took him, she had asked him to go back to his seat. He had completely ignored her order several times, until she decided she had to act to assert her authority and took his hand to pull him back to his place. He had thrown such a frightening tantrum she had had to call his mother.

Since then, she let him do as he pleased.

A girl approached Hervé and unceremoniously put her pens in the box next to his. He had just finish arranging his pens, but the brisk movement shook the shelf and had him start over again. When, at long last, he came back to his seat, Leo, who was sitting next to him, gave him his pens.

“There. They are your pens now. You have to put them back.”

“Leo!” the teacher snapped. “I already told you that you have to put your own pens back. Not Hervé. Do it right now!”

Leo obeyed, chastised. That short scene could have been meaningless. But she had seen how Hervé always complied. She sometimes wished the other children were a bit more like him, obeying without discussion or delay. But Hervé’s obedience was extreme to a fault. He deferred to the other children who, if she let them have their way, would make him do all their chores.

She still didn’t believe Hervé was autistic, as his mother pretended. But he was different. He didn’t run around with the others, didn’t shout. On the contrary, he tended to avoid noisy groups. He was calmer than the others and simply observed them as they played. A few times, he had tried to join in with them, but each time the others had rejected this freaky boy. They sensed he was different. And they knew how to use it.

No. If you asked her, Hervé wasn’t autistic. He was simply dumb. But that wasn’t something she could tell his mother, was it? If she preferred lying to herself rather than facing the truth, so be it. Her job as a teacher was to take care of the children. Not of their parents.


Chapter Three

The door closes behind me with the little tinkle of a bell, and I stay there, dazed by the realization of my mistake. I’ve just entered the Tardis. I had been so absorbed by the letters on the front window I didn’t notice this treacherous restaurant doesn’t limit itself to the few meters of said narrow window. The room inside is much bigger, sprawling through the adjacent buildings.

This tremendous dining room is not full, but more than half the tables are occupied. I have no idea how many people are packed in such a confined place, but it’s definitely too many for my taste. In fact, all my senses are overloaded: my hearing with all the infernal and continuous hubbub; my smell by all those scents emanating from the food, the perfumes, the perspiration and I don’t know what else, so overwhelming I have to close my mouth to protect my taste buds; my sight by the numerous scorching lights and the colored patchwork of clothes worn by…a chill runs through me…people; my touch by that space closing up upon me. I have the sudden urge to tear off the clothes that oppress me. My instincts shout at me to flee.

“Would you like a seat, sir?”

Drat! Now, it’s too late to leave. The waiter is a man in his thirties, slightly taller than me with a very thin scar on the right side of his nose. If his question shakes me out of my shocked condition by forcing me to concentrate on his voce, it also befuddles me. Should I say hello when he didn’t? Do I need to tell him I have a table booked when he didn’t ask?

I simply answer him with a short yes, befitting and concise.

“Please, come with me.”

Now, panic seizes me. What about the booking? If I follow him, he will seat me at the wrong table.

Noticing I haven’t moved, the waiter stops and turns toward me.

“Sir?”

I take the plunge.

“Doctor Cariz booked a table for me.”

“One moment, please.”

The man walks away, and I wonder if I did something inappropriate. He comes back a few seconds later.

“I am sorry, but I have no booking under this name.”

I’m mortified, and I feel a panic attack rushing forward. I checked the date and time over a dozen times before coming. I was certain I hadn’t made a mistake, but a doubt emerges. Or could it be that Dr. Cariz didn’t make the booking when he said he would? I must have misunderstood. Or else…

“He might have booked under your name?”

Blessed be this waiter who must have seen me falling apart and comes to my rescue. What an idiot I am! Of course, he reserved the table under my name!

“Hervé Ballange,” I say too quickly, realizing I’ve just interrupted the waiter who had begun another question I will never hear.

He smiles and walks away again.

“Here, please.”

He leads me to a small table at one end of the room. I sit on the bench, my back to the wall. I’m so relieved he didn’t place me at one of the central tables.

As soon as I’m in my seat, he hands me a menu and describes to me the Menu du Jour: a fresh garden salad, then cod fillet with gratin dauphinois, and for dessert, cheese, an île flottante—a meringue floating in vanilla sauce—or chocolate fondant.

Happy to be presented with an option that doesn’t require the waiter to come back later, I immediately choose this menu. Besides, I very seldom cook any fish at home, although I like it. But I try to avoid shops as much as I can, especially fish shops that always emit an overwhelming smell… Just the idea of it gives me the creeps.

He takes the second plate, cutlery, and glass from the other side of the table and leaves. At long last, I’m alone, or I should say as alone as I can be in the middle of a crowded place. I sometimes compare myself to an animal in a zoo: the people around see me and I see them, but between us is a very thick sheet of glass preventing any contact.

I study the table. The cutlery is clean, but the knife is slightly farther than the fork from the plate, which is not quite centered on the gray paper placemat. Meticulously, I correct all these defects. They wouldn’t have prevented me from eating, but I need something to do. Any task on which I can concentrate, as futile as it may be, helps me ignore the noise and the crowd surrounding me. It also prevents me from having to choose an expression so as not to look weird until my salad is served.

The entrance bell rings again, but I don’t look up, too busy studying the geometrical figures printed on the placemat. I’ve noticed five different patterns, and quite easily, I find the method used to repeat them all over the paper while giving a fake feeling of randomness at the same time: the main pattern is printed once, then turned 90 degrees counterclockwise and moved to the side.

Almost sad to have solved the problem so quickly, I’m looking for a new activity when the hubbub surrounding me changes. The voices are softer, but the whisperings are more urgent. One of the couple at the table in front of me—two people in their seventies who I noticed when I walked by them because their clothes are much too warm for the season—mutters an audible and scandalized “How dreadful!” before adding, just as indiscreetly, that he should stay at home rather than come here and take away everyone’s appetite.

I find the comment rather strange, but I’ve never been one to listen to gossip, and don’t even glance in the direction of the subject of all this. But the waiter’s voice booms through the whole restaurant, as if he wants everyone to hear.

“I am sorry, sir, but all our tables are booked.”

The blatant lie shocks me, and I decide to look up. The waiter stands as straight as he can, blocking the path of the client who just came in. The man is tall, with quite a lot of muscle, if I had to guess, which is pretty difficult because of the baggy clothes that hide him as much as they dress him. His cargo pants and hooded sweatshirt seem to be of good quality—I even notice a little arrow on each of them, the logo of a very fashionable Italian brand that can only be bought in Italy or on a few internet sites, and whose prices are as high as its quality—but are two, or maybe even three, sizes above what the man should be wearing, giving them an air of camouflage. It is most strange as he is a well-built guy with short brown hair who, despite the scars I can see on the side of his face, should attract attention.

“I’m sorry. I’ve seen empty tables.”

His voice is so low it’s almost a whisper, tainted with so much sadness I feel brokenhearted. He appears embarrassed and hesitant, looking down as if he wants to excuse himself for having insulted the waiter by thinking some of the empty tables were indeed available. He throws another quick glance around, toward the twelve unoccupied tables, all set up for hypothetical clients.

I would have believed the waiter if, just a few minutes earlier, he hadn’t tried to lead me to a table even before knowing I had one booked. I feel really bad for this man.
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