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      I dedicate this novel to my father, JOACHIM ALBERT WOLFGANG GEORGE, known as Broad Jo. 20 March 1938 (Sawade/Eichwaldau)–4 April 2011 (Hamelin).

       

      Papa,

      you were the only person who read everything I ever wrote from the moment I learned to write. I will miss you at all times. I see you in every ray of evening light and in every wave of every sea.

      You left in midsentence.

       

      NINA GEORGE, January 2013

      And to those who go on loving them.
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      How on earth could I have let them talk me into it? 

      The two generals of number 27 Rue Montagnard – Madame Bernard, the owner, and Madame Rosalette, the concierge – had caught Monsieur in a pincer movement between their ground-floor flats.

      ‘That Le P. has treated his wife shamelessly.’

      ‘Scandalously. Like a moth treats a wedding veil.’

      ‘You can hardly blame some people when you look at their wives. Fridges in Chanel. But men? Monsters, all of them.’

      ‘Ladies, I don’t quite know what …’

      ‘Not you of course, Monsieur Perdu. You are cashmere compared with the normal yarn from which men are spun.’

      ‘Anyway, we’re getting a new tenant. On the fourth floor. Yours, Monsieur.’

      ‘But Madame has nothing left. Absolutely nothing, only shattered illusions. She needs just about everything.’

      ‘And that’s where you come in, Monsieur. Give whatever you can. All donations welcome.’

      ‘Of course. Maybe a good book …’

      ‘Actually, we were thinking of something more practical. A table, perhaps. You know, Madame has—’

      ‘Nothing. I got that impression.’

      The bookseller could not imagine what might be more practical than a book, but he promised to give the new tenant a table. He still had one.
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      Monsieur Perdu pushed his tie between the top buttons of his white, vigorously ironed shirt and carefully rolled up his sleeves. Inwards, one fold at a time, up to the elbow. He stared at the bookcase in the corridor. Behind the shelves lay a room he hadn’t entered for almost twenty-one years.

      Twenty-one years and summers and New Year’s mornings.

      But in that room was the table.

      He exhaled, groped indiscriminately for a book and pulled Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four out of the bookcase. It didn’t fall apart. Nor did it bite his hand like an affronted cat.

      He took out the next novel, then two more. Now he reached into the shelf with both hands, grabbed whole parcels of books out of it and piled them up beside him.

      The stacks grew into trees. Towers. Magic mountains. He looked at the last book in his hand. When the Clock Struck Thirteen. A tale of time travel.

      If he’d believed in omens, this would have been a sign.

      He banged the bottom of the shelves with his fists to loosen them from their fastenings. Then he stepped back.

      There. Layer by layer, it appeared. Behind the wall of words. The door to the room where …

      I could simply buy a table. 

      Monsieur Perdu ran his hand over his mouth. Yes. Dust down the books, put them away again, forget about the door. Buy a table and carry on as he had for the last two decades. In twenty years’ time he’d be seventy, and from there he’d make it through the rest. Maybe he’d die prematurely.

      Coward. 

      He tightened his trembling fist on the door handle.

      Slowly the tall man opened the door. He pushed it softly inwards, screwed up his eyes and …

      Nothing but moonlight and dry air. He breathed it in through his nose, analysing it, but found nothing.

      —’s smell has gone.

      Over the course of twenty-one summers, Monsieur Perdu had become as adept at avoiding thinking of—as he was at stepping around open manholes.

      He mainly thought of her as—. As a pause amid the hum of his thoughts, as a blank in the pictures of the past, as a dark spot amid his feelings. He was capable of conjuring all kinds of gaps.

      Monsieur Perdu looked around. How quiet the room seemed. And pale despite the lavender-blue wallpaper. The passing of the years behind the closed door had squeezed the colour from the walls.

      The light from the corridor met little that could cast a shadow. A bistro chair. The kitchen table. A vase with the lavender stolen two decades earlier from the Valensole plateau. And a fifty-year-old man who now sat down on the chair and wrapped his arms around himself.

      There had once been curtains, and over there, pictures, flowers and books, a cat called Castor that slept on the sofa. There were candlesticks and whispering, full wine glasses and music. Dancing shadows on the wall, one of them tall, the other strikingly beautiful. There had been love in this room.

      Now there’s only me. 

      He clenched his fists and pressed them against his burning eyes.

      Monsieur Perdu swallowed and swallowed again to fight back the tears. His throat was too tight to breathe and his back seemed to glow with heat and pain.

      When he could once more swallow without it hurting, Monsieur Perdu stood up and opened the casement window. Aromas came swirling in from the back courtyard.

      The herbs from the Goldenbergs’ little garden. Rosemary and thyme mixed with the massage oils used by Che, the blind chiropodist and ‘foot whisperer’. Added to that, the smell of pancakes intermingled with Kofi’s spicy and meaty African barbecued dishes. Over it all drifted the perfume of Paris in June, the fragrance of lime blossom and expectation.

      But Monsieur Perdu wouldn’t let these scents affect him. He resisted their charms. He’d become extremely good at ignoring anything that might in any way arouse feelings of yearning. Aromas. Melodies. The beauty of things.

      He fetched soap and water from the storeroom next to the bare kitchen and began to clean the wooden table.

      He fought off the blurry picture of himself sitting at this table, not alone but with—.

      He washed and scrubbed and ignored the piercing question of what he was meant to do now that he had opened the door to the room in which all his love, his dreams and his past had been buried.

      Memories are like wolves. You can’t lock them away and hope they leave you alone. 

      Monsieur Perdu carried the narrow table to the door and heaved it through the bookcase, past the magic mountains of paper onto the landing and over to the flat across the corridor.

      As he was about to knock, a sad sound reached his ears.

      Stifled sobbing, as if through a cushion.

      Someone was crying behind the green door.

      A woman. And she was crying as though she wanted nobody, absolutely nobody, to hear.
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      ‘She was married to You-Know-Who, Monsieur Le P.’

      He didn’t know. Perdu didn’t read the Paris gossip pages.

      Madame Catherine Le P.-You-Know-Who had come home late one Thursday evening from her husband’s art agency, where she took care of his PR. Her key no longer fitted into the lock, and there was a suitcase on the stairs with divorce papers on top of it. Her husband had moved to an unknown address and taken the old furniture and a new woman with him.

      Catherine, soon-to-be-ex-wife-of-Le-Dirty-Swine, possessed nothing but the clothes she had brought into their marriage – and the realisation that it had been naïve of her to think that their erstwhile love would guarantee decent treatment after their separation, and to assume that she knew her husband so well that he could no longer surprise her.

      ‘A common mistake,’ Madame Bernard, the lady of the house, had pontificated in between puffing out smoke signals from her pipe. ‘You only really get to know your husband when he walks out on you.’

      Monsieur Perdu had not yet seen the woman who’d been so coldheartedly ejected from her own life.

      Now he listened to the lonely sobs she was desperately trying to muffle, perhaps with her hands or a tea towel. Should he announce his presence and embarrass her? He decided to fetch the vase and the chair first.

      He tiptoed back and forth between his flat and hers. He knew how treacherous this proud old house could be, which floorboards squeaked, which walls were more recent and thinner additions and which concealed ducts that acted like megaphones.

      When he pored over his eighteen-thousand-piece map of the world jigsaw in the otherwise empty living room, the sounds of the other residents’ lives were transmitted to him through the fabric of the house.

      The Goldenbergs’ arguments (Him: ‘Can’t you just for once …? Why are you …? Haven’t I …?’ Her: ‘You always have to … You never do … I want you to …’) He’d known the two of them as newlyweds. They’d laughed together a lot back then. Then came the children, and the parents drifted apart like continents.

      He heard Clara Violette’s electric wheelchair rolling over carpet edges, wooden floors and doorsills. He remembered the young pianist back when she was able to dance.

      He heard Che and young Kofi cooking. Che was stirring the pots. The man had been blind since birth, but he said that he could see the world through the fragrant trails and traces that people’s feelings and thoughts had left behind. Che could sense whether a room had been loved or lived or argued in.

      Perdu also listened every Sunday to how Madame Bomme and the widows’ club giggled like girls at the dirty books he slipped them behind their stuffy relatives’ backs.

      The snatches of life that could be overheard in the house at number 27 Rue Montagnard were like a sea lapping the shores of Perdu’s silent isle.

      He had been listening for more than twenty years. He knew his neighbours so well that he was sometimes amazed by how little they knew about him (not that he minded). They had no idea that he owned next to no furniture apart from a bed, a chair and a clothes rail – no knick-knacks, no music, no pictures or photo albums or three-piece suite or crockery (other than for himself) – or that he had chosen such simplicity of his own free will. The two rooms he still occupied were so empty that they echoed when he coughed. The only thing in the living room was the giant jigsaw puzzle on the floor. His bedroom was furnished with a bed, the ironing board, a reading light and a clothes rail on wheels containing three identical sets of clothing: grey trousers, white shirt, brown V-neck jumper. In the kitchen were a stove-top coffee pot, a tin of coffee and a shelf stacked with food. Arranged in alphabetical order. Maybe it was just as well that no one saw this.

      And yet he harboured a strange affection for 27 Rue Montagnard’s residents. He felt inexplicably better when he knew that they were well – and in his unassuming way he tried to make a contribution. Books were a means of helping. Otherwise he stayed in the background, a small figure in a painting, while life was played out in the foreground.

      However, the new tenant on the third floor, Maximilian Jordan, wouldn’t leave Monsieur Perdu in peace. Jordan wore specially made earplugs with earmuffs over them, plus a woolly hat on cold days. Ever since the young author’s debut novel had made him famous amid great fanfare, he’d been on the run from fans who would have given their right arms to move in with him. Meanwhile, Jordan had developed a peculiar interest in Monsieur Perdu.

      While Perdu was on the landing arranging the chair beside the kitchen table, and the vase on top, the crying stopped.

      In its place he heard the squeak of a floorboard that someone was trying to walk across without making it creak.

      He peered through the pane of frosted glass in the green door. Then he knocked twice, very gently.

      A face moved closer. A blurred, bright oval.

      ‘Yes?’ the oval whispered.

      ‘I’ve got a chair and a table for you.’

      The oval said nothing.

      I have to speak softly to her. She’s cried so much she’s probably all dried out and she’ll crumble if I’m too loud. 

      ‘And a vase. For flowers. Red flowers, for instance. They’d look really pretty on the white table.’

      He had his cheek almost pressed up against the glass.

      He whispered, ‘But I can give you a book as well.’

      The light in the staircase went out.

      ‘What kind of book?’ the oval whispered.

      ‘The consoling kind.’

      ‘I need to cry some more. I’ll drown if I don’t. Can you understand that?’

      ‘Of course. Sometimes you’re swimming in unwept tears and you’ll go under if you store them up inside.’ And I’m at the bottom of a sea of tears. ‘I’ll bring you a book for crying then.’

      ‘When?’

      ‘Tomorrow. Promise me you’ll have something to eat and drink before you carry on crying.’

      He didn’t know why he was taking such liberties. It must be something to do with the door between them.

      The glass misted up with her breath.

      ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Yes.’

      When the hall light flared on again, the oval shrank back.

      Monsieur Perdu laid his hand briefly on the glass where her face had been a second before.

      And if she needs anything else, a chest of drawers or a potato peeler, I’ll buy it and claim I had it already. 

      He went into his empty flat and pushed the bolt across. The door leading into the room behind the bookcase was still open. The longer Monsieur Perdu looked in there, the more it seemed as though the summer of 1992 were rising up out of the floor. The cat jumped down from the sofa on soft, velvet paws and stretched. The sunlight caressed a bare back, the back turned and became—. She smiled at Monsieur Perdu, rose from her reading position and walked towards him naked, with a book in her hand.

      ‘Are you finally ready?’ asked—.

      Monsieur Perdu slammed the door.

      No. 
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      ‘No,’ Monsieur Perdu said again the following morning. ‘I’d rather not sell you this book.’

      Gently he pried Night from the lady’s hand. Of the many novels on his book barge – the vessel moored on the Seine that he had named Literary Apothecary – she had inexplicably chosen the notorious bestseller by Maximilian ‘Max’ Jordan, the earmuff wearer from the third floor in Rue Montagnard.

      The customer looked at the bookseller, taken aback.

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘Max Jordan doesn’t suit you.’

      ‘Max Jordan doesn’t suit me?’

      ‘That’s right. He’s not your type.’

      ‘My type. Okay. Excuse me, but maybe I should point out to you that I’ve come to your book barge for a book. Not a husband, mon cher Monsieur.’

      ‘With all due respect, what you read is more important in the long term than the man you marry, ma chère Madame.’

      She looked at him through eyes like slits.

      ‘Give me the book, take my money, and we can both pretend it’s a nice day.’

      ‘It is a nice day, and tomorrow is the start of summer, but you’re not going to get this book. Not from me. May I suggest a few others?’

      ‘Right, and flog me some old classic you’re too lazy to throw overboard where it can poison the fish?’ She spoke softly to begin with, but her volume kept increasing.

      ‘Books aren’t eggs, you know. Simply because a book has aged a bit doesn’t mean it’s gone bad.’ There was now an edge to Monsieur Perdu’s voice too. ‘What is wrong with old? Age isn’t a disease. We all grow old, even books. But are you, is anyone, worth less, or less important, because they’ve been around for longer?’

      ‘It’s absurd how you’re twisting everything, all because you don’t want me to have that stupid Night book.’

      The customer – or rather noncustomer – tossed her purse into her luxury shoulder bag and tugged at the zip, which got stuck.

      Perdu felt something welling up inside him, a wild feeling, anger, tension – only it had nothing to do with this woman. He couldn’t hold his tongue, though. He hurried after her as she strode angrily through the belly of the book barge and called out to her in the half-light between the long bookshelves: ‘It’s your choice, Madame! You can leave and spit on me. Or you can spare yourself thousands of hours of torture starting right now.’

      ‘Thanks, that’s exactly what I’m doing.’

      ‘Surrender to the treasures of books instead of entering into pointless relationships with men, who neglect you anyway, or going on crazy diets because you’re not thin enough for one man and not stupid enough for the next.’

      She stood stock-still by the large bay window that looked out over the Seine, and glared at Perdu. ‘How dare you!’

      ‘Books keep stupidity at bay. And vain hopes. And vain men. They undress you with love, strength and knowledge. It’s love from within. Make your choice: book or …’

      Before he could finish his sentence, a Parisian pleasure boat ploughed past with a group of Chinese women standing by the railing under umbrellas. They began clicking away with their cameras when they caught sight of Paris’s famous floating Literary Apothecary. The pleasure boat drove brown-green dunes of water against the bank, and the book barge reeled.

      The customer teetered on her smart high heels, but instead of offering her his hand, Perdu handed her The Elegance of the Hedgehog.

      She made an instinctive grab for the novel and clung to it.

      Perdu held on to the book as he spoke to the stranger in a soothing, tender and calm voice.

      ‘You need your own room. Not too bright, with a kitten to keep you company. And this book, which you will please read slowly, so you can take the occasional break. You’ll do a lot of thinking and probably a bit of crying. For yourself. For the years. But you’ll feel better afterwards. You’ll know that now you don’t have to die, even if that’s how it feels because the guy didn’t treat you well. And you will like yourself again and won’t find yourself ugly or naïve.’

      Only after delivering these instructions did he let go.

      The customer stared at him. He knew from her shocked look that he had hit the target and got through to her. Pretty much a bull’s-eye.

      Then she dropped the book.

      ‘You’re completely nuts,’ she whispered before spinning on her heel and tottering off, head down, through the boat’s book-filled belly and out onto the embankment.

      Monsieur Perdu picked up the Hedgehog. The book’s spine had been damaged by the fall. He would have to offer Muriel Barbery’s novel for a euro or two to one of the bouquinistes on the embankment with their boxes of books for people to rummage through.

      Then he gazed after the customer. How she fought her way through the strolling crowds. How her shoulders shook in her suit.

      She was crying. She was weeping like someone who knows that this small drama is not going to break her, but is nonetheless deeply hurt by the injustice of the here and now. She had already suffered one cruel, deep blow. Wasn’t that enough? Did this nasty bookseller really need to rub salt in her wound?

      Monsieur Perdu suspected that on her personal idiot scale of one to ten, she ranked him – the paper tiger idiot on his stupid Literary Apothecary – about a twelve.

      He agreed with her. His outburst and his high-handed tone must somehow be related to the previous night and to the room. He was usually more sanguine.

      He was generally unperturbed by his customers’ wishes, insults or peculiarities. He divided them into three categories. The first category comprised those for whom books were the only breath of fresh air in their claustrophobic daily lives. His favourite customers. They were confident he would tell them what they needed. Or they confided their vulnerabilities to him, for example: ‘No novels with mountains, lifts or views in them, please – I’m scared of heights.’ Some of them sang Monsieur Perdu children’s tunes, or rather growled them: ‘Mm-hmm, mmh, dadada – know that one?’ in the hope that the great bookseller would remember for them and give them a book featuring the melodies of their childhood. And most of the time he did know a book to match the songs. There had been a time when he sang a lot.

      The second category of customers came aboard Lulu, the original name of his book barge in the Port des Champs-Élysées, because they had been lured there by the name of the bookshop: la pharmacie littéraire, the Literary Apothecary.

      They came to buy wacky postcards (‘Reading kills prejudice’ or ‘People who read don’t lie – at least not at the same time’) or miniature books in brown medicine bottles, or to take photos.

      Yet these people were downright entertaining compared with the third kind, who thought they were kings but, unfortunately, lacked the manners of royalty. Without saying ‘Bonjour’ or so much as looking at him as they handled every book with fingers greasy from the chips they’d been eating, they asked Perdu in a reproachful tone: ‘Don’t you have any plasters with poems on them? Or crime-series toilet paper? Why don’t you stock inflatable travel pillows? Now that would be a useful thing for a book pharmacy to have.’

      Perdu’s mother, Lirabelle Bernier, formerly Perdu, had urged him to sell rubbing alcohol and compression stockings – women of a certain age got heavy legged when they sat reading.

      Some days he sold more stockings than literature.

      He sighed.

      Why was such an emotionally vulnerable woman so eager to read Night?

      All right, it wouldn’t have done her any harm.

      Well, not much.

      The newspaper Le Monde had feted the novel and Max Jordan as ‘the new voice of rebellious youth’. The women’s magazines had worked themselves into a frenzy over the ‘boy with the hungry heart’ and had printed photo portraits of the author bigger than the book’s cover. Max Jordan always looked somewhat bemused in these pictures.

      Bemused and bruised, thought Perdu.

      Jordan’s debut novel was full of men who, out of fear for their individuality, responded to love with nothing but hatred and cynical indifference. One critic had celebrated Night as the ‘manifesto of a new masculinity.’

      Perdu thought it was something a bit less pretentious. It was a rather desperate attempt by a young man who was in love for the first time to take stock of his inner life. The young man cannot understand how he can lose all self-control and start loving and then, just as mystifyingly, stop again. How unsettling it is for him to be unable to decide whom he loves and who loves him, where it begins and where it ends, and all the terribly unpredictable things in between.

      Love, the dictator whom men find so terrifying. No wonder that men, being men, generally greet this tyrant by running away. Millions of women read the book to find out why men were so cruel to them. Why they changed the locks, dumped them by text, slept with their best friends. All to thumb their nose at the great dictator: See, you’re not going to get me. No, not me.

      But was the book really of any comfort to these women?

      Night had been translated into twenty-nine languages. They’d even sold it to Belgium, as Rosalette the concierge had been keen to note. As a Frenchwoman born and raised, she liked to point out that you could never know with the Belgians.

      Max Jordan had moved into 27 Rue Montagnard seven weeks ago, opposite the Goldenbergs on the third floor. He hadn’t yet been tracked down by any of the fans who pursued him with love letters, phone calls and lifelong pledges. There was even a Night Wikiforum, where they swapped their news and views about his ex-girlfriends (unknown, the big question being: was Jordan a virgin?), his eccentric habits (wearing earmuffs) and his possible addresses (Paris, Antibes, London).

      Perdu had seen his fair share of Night addicts in the Literary Apothecary. They’d come aboard wearing earmuffs and beseeching Monsieur Perdu to arrange a reading by their idol. When Perdu suggested this to his neighbour, the twenty-one-year-old had gone deathly pale. Stage fright, Perdu reckoned.

      To him, Jordan was a young man on the run, a child who had been proclaimed a man of letters against his will – and surely, for many, a whistle-blower on men’s emotional turmoil. There were even hate forums on the Web where anonymous posters ripped Jordan’s novel apart, made fun of it and advised the author to do what the despairing character in his novel does when he realises that he’ll never be able to master love: he throws himself from a Corsican cliff top into the sea below.

      The most fascinating things about Night were the author’s descriptions of male frailties: he wrote about the inner life of men more honestly than any man had done before. He trampled on every one of literature’s idealised and familiar images of men: the image of the ‘he-man’, the ‘emotional dwarf’, the ‘demented old man’ and the ‘lone wolf’. A feminist magazine had given its review of Jordan’s debut novel the appropriately mellow headline MEN ARE HUMAN TOO.

      Jordan’s daring impressed Perdu. Yet the novel still struck him as a kind of gazpacho that kept sloshing over the edge of the soup bowl. Its author was just as emotionally defenceless and unprotected: he was the positive print of Perdu’s negative.

      Perdu wondered how it must feel to experience things so intensely and yet survive.
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      Next Perdu served an Englishman who asked him, ‘I recently saw a book with a green-and-white jacket. Has it been translated?’ Perdu figured out that it was a classic that had been published seventeen years back. He sold the man a collection of poetry instead. Afterwards, he helped the deliveryman transfer the crates of books he had ordered from the handcart onto the boat, and then gathered a few recent children’s books for the somewhat frantic teacher from the primary school on the other bank of the Seine.

      Perdu wiped the nose of a little girl, who was absorbed with Northern Lights. For the girl’s overworked mother, he wrote out a tax refund certificate for the thirty-volume encyclopedia she was buying in installments.

      She gestured towards her daughter. ‘This strange child of mine wants to have read the entire thing before she turns twenty-one. Okay, I said, she can have the enclyco … encloped … oh, all these reference books, but she won’t be getting any more birthday presents. And nothing for Christmas either.’

      Perdu acknowledged the seven-year-old girl with a nod. The child nodded earnestly back.

      ‘Do you think that’s normal?’ the mother asked anxiously. ‘At her age?’

      ‘I think she’s brave, clever and right.’

      ‘As long as she doesn’t turn out too smart for men.’

      ‘For the stupid ones, she will, Madame. But who wants them anyway? A stupid man is every woman’s downfall.’

      The mother looked up from her agitated, reddened hands in surprise.

      ‘Why didn’t anyone ever tell me that?’ she asked with the flicker of a smile.

      ‘Do you know what?’ said Perdu. ‘Pick a book you’d like to give your daughter for her birthday anyway. It’s discount day at the Apothecary: buy an encyclopedia and we’ll throw in a novel.’

      The woman accepted his fib without blinking and sighed. ‘But my mother’s waiting for us outside. My mother says she wants to move into a retirement home and that I should stop taking care of her. But I can’t. Could you?’

      ‘I’ll look after your mother. You look for a present, all right?’

      The woman did as he said with a grateful smile.

      Perdu brought a glass of water to the girl’s grandmother out on the embankment. She didn’t dare venture across the gangway.

      Perdu was familiar with such distrust from elderly people; he had many customers over seventy whom he gave advice to on dry land, on the very same wrought-iron bench where the old lady was now sitting. The further life advanced, the more protective the elderly were of their good days: nothing should imperil the time they had left. That was why they no longer went on trips; why they felled the old trees outside their houses so they didn’t come crashing down onto their roofs; and why they no longer inched their way across a river on a five-millimetre-thick steel gangway. Perdu also brought the grandmother a magazine-sized book catalogue, with which she fanned herself against the summer heat. The elderly lady patted the seat beside her invitingly.

      She reminded Perdu of his mother, Lirabelle. Maybe it was her eyes. They looked alert and intelligent. So he sat down. The Seine was sparkling, and the sky arched blue and summery overhead. The roaring and beeping of traffic drifted down from the Place de la Concorde; there was not a moment of silence. The city would empty a bit after 14 July, when the Parisians set off to claim the coastline and the mountains for the duration of the summer holidays. Yet even then the city would be loud and voracious.

      ‘Do you do this too sometimes?’ the grandmother suddenly asked. ‘Check on old photos to see whether the faces of the deceased show any inkling that they will soon die?’

      Monsieur Perdu shook his head. ‘No.’

      With trembling fingers dotted with liver spots, the lady opened the locket on her necklace.

      ‘This is my husband. Taken two weeks before he collapsed. And then, all of a sudden, there you are, a young woman in an empty room.’

      She ran her index finger over her husband’s picture and tapped him gently on the nose.

      ‘How relaxed he looks. As if all his plans could come true. We look into a camera and think it will all carry on and on, but then: bonjour, eternal rest.’

      She paused. ‘I for one don’t let anyone take photos of me any more,’ she said. She turned her face to the sun. ‘Do you have a book about dying?’

      ‘Many, in fact,’ said Perdu. ‘About growing old, about contracting an incurable disease, about dying slowly, quickly, alone somewhere on the floor of a hospital ward.’

      ‘I’ve often wondered why people don’t write more books about living. Anyone can die. But living?’

      ‘You’re right, Madame. There is so much to say about living. Living with books, living with children, living for beginners.’

      ‘Write one then.’

      As if I could give anyone any advice. 

      ‘I’d rather write an encyclopedia about common emotions,’ he admitted. ‘From A for “Anxiety about picking up hitchhikers” to E for “Early risers’ smugness” through to Z for “Zealous toe concealment, or the fear that the sight of your feet might destroy someone’s love for you”.’

      Perdu wondered why he was telling a stranger all this.

      If only he hadn’t opened the room.

      The grandmother patted his knee. He gave a quick shudder: physical contact was dangerous.

      ‘An encyclopedia of emotions,’ she repeated with a smile. ‘I know that feeling about toes. An almanac of common feelings … Do you know the German writer Erich Kästner?’

      Perdu nodded. In 1936, shortly before Europe sank into the black-and-brown gloom, Kästner had published a Lyrical Medicine Chest from the poetic medicine cabinet of his works. ‘This volume is dedicated to the therapy of private life,’ wrote the poet in the foreword. ‘It addresses – mainly in homeopathic doses – the minor and major ailments of existence and helps with the “treatment of the average inner life”.’

      ‘Kästner was one reason I called my book barge the Literary Apothecary,’ said Perdu. ‘I wanted to treat feelings that are not recognised as afflictions and are never diagnosed by doctors. All those little feelings and emotions no therapist is interested in, because they are apparently too minor and intangible. The feeling that washes over you when another summer nears its end. Or when you recognise that you haven’t got your whole life left to find out where you belong. Or the slight sense of grief when a friendship doesn’t develop as you thought, and you have to continue your search for a lifelong companion. Or those birthday morning blues. Nostalgia for the air of your childhood. Things like that.’ He recalled his mother once confiding to him that she suffered from a pain for which there was no antidote. ‘There are women who only look at another woman’s shoes and never at her face. And others who always look women in the face and only occasionally at their shoes.’ She preferred the second type; Lirabelle felt humiliated and misjudged by the former.

      It was precisely to relieve such inexplicable yet real suffering that he had bought the boat, which was a working barge then and originally called Lulu; he had converted it with his own hands and filled it with books, the only remedy for countless, undefined afflictions of the soul.

      ‘You should write it. An encyclopedia of emotions for literary pharmacists.’ The old woman sat up straighter and grew more lively and animated. ‘Add “Confidence in strangers” under C. The odd feeling you get in trains when you open up far more to someone you’ve never met than you ever have to your own family. And “Grandchildren comfort” under G. That’s the sense that life goes on …’ She fell silent, far away.

      ‘A zealous toe concealer – I was one. But he liked … he liked my feet after all.’

      As the grandmother, mother and girl said their good-byes and went on their way, Perdu reflected that it was a common misconception that booksellers looked after books.

      They look after people.
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      When the stream of customers abated around midday – eating was more sacred to the French than state, religion and money combined – Perdu swept the gangway with the stiff broom, disturbing a nest of bridge spiders. Then he saw Kafka and Lindgren sloping towards him beneath the avenue of trees that lined the embankment. Those were the names he’d given to the two stray cats that paid him daily visits on the basis of certain preferences they had developed. The grey tomcat with the white priest’s collar enjoyed sharpening his claws on Franz Kafka’s Investigations of a Dog, a fable that analyses the human world from a dog’s perspective. On the other hand, orange-white, long-eared Lindgren liked to lie near the books about Pippi Longstocking; she was a fine-looking cat who peered out from the back of the bookshelves and scrutinised each visitor. Lindgren and Kafka would sometimes do Perdu a favour by dropping off one of the upper shelves without warning onto a third-category customer, one of the greasy-fingered type.

      The two well-read strays waited until they could come aboard without fear of big, blundering feet. Once there, they rubbed themselves against the bookseller’s trouser legs, mewling gently.

      Monsieur Perdu stood totally still. Briefly, very briefly, he let down his guard. He enjoyed the cats’ warmth and their softness. For a few seconds he abandoned himself, eyes closed, to the unbelievably soothing sensation against his calves.

      These near-caresses were the only physical contact in Perdu’s daily life.

      The only ones he allowed.

      The precious interlude ended when, behind the bookcase in which Perdu had arranged books against the five categories of urban misery (the hectic pace, the indifference, the heat, the noise and the ubiquitous sadistic bus drivers), someone could be heard having an infernal coughing fit.
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      The cats slunk off into the half-light to search the galley for the tin of tuna Perdu had already set down for them.

      ‘Hello?’ called Monsieur Perdu. ‘Can I help you?’

      ‘I’m not looking for anything,’ croaked Max Jordan.

      The bestselling author stepped tentatively forward with a honeydew melon in each hand. His obligatory earmuffs were riveted to his head.

      ‘Have the three of you been standing there long, Monsieur Jordan?’ asked Perdu with exaggerated sternness.

      Jordan nodded, and a blush of embarrassment spread to the roots of his dark hair.

      ‘I arrived just as you were refusing to sell my book to that lady,’ he said unhappily.

      Oh dear. That was rather bad timing. 

      ‘Do you really think it’s that terrible?’

      ‘No,’ Perdu answered quickly. Jordan would have taken the slightest hesitation for a yes. There was no need to inflict that on him. What was more, Perdu honestly didn’t think the book was terrible.

      ‘Then why did you say I didn’t suit her.’

      ‘Monsieur … um …’

      ‘Please call me Max.’

      That would mean that the boy can call me by my first name too. 

      The last one to do so, with that chocolate-warm voice, was—.

      ‘Let’s stick to Monsieur Jordan for the moment. Monsieur Jordan, if you don’t mind. You see, I sell books like medicine. There are books that are suitable for a million people, others only for a hundred. There are even medicines – sorry, books – that were written for one person only.’

      ‘Oh, God. One person? A single person? After all those years of work?’

      ‘Of course – if it saves that person’s life! That customer didn’t need Night right now. She couldn’t have coped with it. The side effects are too severe.’

      Jordan considered this. He looked at the thousands of books on the freighter – on the bookshelves, on the chairs and piled on the floor.

      ‘But how can you know what a person’s problem is and what the side effects are?’

      Now, how was he to explain to Jordan that he didn’t know exactly how he did it?

      Perdu used his ears, his eyes and his instincts. From a single conversation, he was able to discern what each soul lacked. To a certain degree, he could read from a body’s posture, its movements and its gestures, what was burdening or oppressing it. And finally, he had what his father had called transperception. ‘You can see and hear through most people’s camouflage. And behind it you see all the things they worry and dream about, and the things they lack.’

      Every person had a gift, and his happened to be transperception.

      One of his regular customers, the therapist Eric Lanson, whose surgery was near the Élysée Palace and who treated government officials, had once confessed to Perdu that he was jealous of his ‘psychometric ability to scan the soul more accurately than a therapist who suffers from tinnitus after thirty years of listening’.

      Lanson spent every Friday afternoon at the Literary Apothecary. He relished Dungeons & Dragons fantasy, and would attempt to elicit a smile from Perdu by psychoanalysing the characters. Lanson also referred politicians and stressed members of their administrative staff to Monsieur Perdu – with ‘prescriptions’ on which the therapist noted their neuroses in literary code: ‘Kafkaesque with a touch of Pynchon’, ‘Sherlock, totally irrational’ or ‘a splendid example of Potter-under-the-stairs syndrome’.

      Perdu saw it as a challenge to induct people (mainly men) who had daily dealings with greed, abuse of power and the Sisyphean nature of office work into the world of books. How gratifying it was when one of these tormented yes-men quit the job that had robbed him of every last drop of singularity! Often a book played a part in this liberation.

      ‘You see, Jordan,’ said Perdu, taking a different tack, ‘a book is both medic and medicine at once. It makes a diagnosis as well as offering therapy. Putting the right novels to the appropriate ailments: that’s how I sell books.’

      ‘I get it. And my novel was the dentist when the lady needed a gynecologist.’

      ‘Er … no.’

      ‘No?’

      ‘Books are more than doctors, of course. Some novels are loving, lifelong companions; some give you a clip around the ear; others are friends who wrap you in warm towels when you’ve got those autumn blues. And some … well, some are pink candy floss that tingles in your brain for three seconds and leaves a blissful void. Like a short, torrid love affair.’

      ‘So Night is one of literature’s one-night stands? A tart?’

      Damn. An old rule of bookselling: never talk to authors about books by other writers.

      ‘No. Books are like people, and people are like books. I’ll tell you how I go about it. I ask myself: Is he or she the main character in his or her life? What is her motive? Or is she a secondary character in her own tale? Is she in the process of editing herself out of her story, because her husband, her career, her children or her job are consuming her entire text?’

      Max Jordan’s eyes widened.

      ‘I’ve got about thirty thousand stories in my head, which isn’t very many, you know, given that there are over a million titles available in France alone. I’ve got the most useful eight thousand works here, as a first-aid kit, but I also compile courses of treatment. I prepare a medicine made of letters: a cookbook with recipes that read like a wonderful family Sunday. A novel whose hero resembles the reader; poetry to make tears flow that would otherwise be poisonous if swallowed. I listen with …’

      Perdu pointed to his solar plexus.

      ‘And I listen to this too.’ He rubbed the back of his head. ‘And to this.’ Now he pointed to the soft spot above his upper lip. ‘If it tingles here …’

      ‘Come on, that can’t be …’

      ‘You bet it can.’ He could do it for about 99.99 per cent of people.

      However, there were some people that Perdu could not transperceive.

      Himself, for example.

      But Monsieur Jordan doesn’t need to know that right now. 

      While Perdu had been reasoning with Jordan, a dangerous thought had casually drifted into his mind.

      I’d have liked to have had a boy. With—. I’d have liked to have had everything with her.

      Perdu gasped for air.

      Something had been out of kilter since he had opened the forbidden room. There was a crack in his bulletproof glass – several hairline cracks – and everything would be smashed to pieces if he didn’t regain control of himself.

      ‘Right now, you look very … underoxygenated,’ Perdu heard Max Jordan’s voice say. ‘I didn’t mean to offend you. I merely wanted to know how people react when you tell them, “I’m not selling you this – you don’t go together.”’

      ‘Those ones? They walk out. What about you? How’s your next manuscript coming on, Monsieur Jordan?’

      The young author sank down, with his melons, into one of the armchairs surrounded by piles of books.

      ‘Nothing. Not a line.’

      ‘Oh. When do you have to hand it in?’

      ‘Six months ago.’

      ‘Oh. And what does the publisher think of that?’

      ‘My publisher has no idea where I am. Nobody does. Nobody must find out. I can’t cope any more. I can’t write any more.’

      ‘Oh.’

      Jordan slumped forward and laid his forehead against the melons.

      ‘What do you do when you can’t go on, Monsieur Perdu?’ he asked wearily.

      ‘Me? Nothing.’

      Next to nothing. 

      I take night walks through Paris until I’m tired. I clean Lulu’s engine, the hull and the windows, and I keep the boat ready to go, right down to the last screw, even though it hasn’t gone anywhere in two decades.

      I read books – twenty at a time. Everywhere: on the toilet, in the kitchen, in cafés, in the metro. I do jigsaw puzzles that take up the whole floor, destroy them when I’ve finished and then start all over again. I feed stray cats. I arrange my groceries in alphabetical order. I sometimes take sleeping tablets. I take a dose of Rilke to wake up. I don’t read any books in which women like — crop up. I gradually turn to stone. I carry on. The same every day. That’s the only way I can survive. But other than that, no, I do nothing.

      Perdu made a conscious effort. The boy had asked for help; he didn’t want to know how Perdu was. So give it.

      The bookseller fetched his treasure out of the small, old-fashioned safe behind the counter.

      Sanary’s Southern Lights.

      The only book Sanary had written – under that name, at any rate. ‘Sanary’ – after the erstwhile town of refuge for exiled writers, Sanary-sur-Mer on the south coast of Provence – was an impenetrable pseudonym.

      His – or her – publisher, Duprés, was in an old people’s home out in Île-de-France enduring Alzheimer’s with good cheer. During Perdu’s visits, the elderly Duprés had served him up a couple of dozen versions of who Sanary was and how the manuscript had come into his possession.

      So Monsieur Perdu kept on searching.

      For two decades he had been analysing the rhythms of the language, the choice of words and the cadence of the sentences, comparing the style and the subject matter with other authors’. Perdu had narrowed it down to eleven possible names: seven women and four men.

      He would have loved to thank one of them, for Sanary’s Southern Lights was the only thing that pierced him without hurting. Reading Southern Lights was a homeopathic dose of happiness. It was the only balm that could ease Perdu’s pain – a gentle, cold stream over the scorched earth of his soul.

      It was not a novel in the conventional sense, but a short story about the various kinds of love, full of wonderful invented words and infused with enormous humanity. The melancholy with which it described an inability to live each day to the full, to take every day for what it really was, namely unique, unrepeatable and precious; how that dolefulness resonated with him.

      He handed Jordan his last copy.

      ‘Read this. Three pages every morning before breakfast, lying down. It has to be the first thing you take in. In a few weeks you won’t feel quite so sore – it’ll be as though you no longer have to atone for your success with writer’s block.’

      Max thrust his hands, still holding the two melons, apart and shot him a look of terror through the gap between them. He couldn’t help bursting out: ‘How did you know? I really cannot stand the money and the horrible heat of success! I wish none of it had ever happened. Anyone who’s good at something is hated – or not loved in any case.’

      ‘Max Jordan, if I were your father, I’d put you over my knee for saying such stupid things. It’s a good thing your book happened, and it deserved the success, every last hard-earned cent of it.’

      All of a sudden, Jordan glowed with proud, bashful joy.

      What? What did I say? ‘If I were your father’? 

      Max Jordan solemnly held out the honeydew melons to Perdu. They smelled good. A dangerous fragrance. Very similar to a summer with—.

      ‘Shall we have lunch?’ asked the author.

      The man with the earmuffs did get on his nerves, but it had been a long time since he had shared a meal with anyone.

      And—would have liked him.

      As they were slicing the last of the melons, they heard the clatter of smart high heels on the gangway.

      The woman from earlier that morning appeared at the galley door. Her eyes were red from crying, but they were bright.

      ‘All right,’ she said. ‘Give me the books that are kind to me, and to hell with the men who don’t give a damn about me.’

      Max’s jaw hit the floor.
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      Perdu rolled up the sleeves of his white shirt, checked that his black tie was straight, took out the reading glasses he had recently started wearing and with a deferential gesture, escorted the customer into the heart of his literary world: the leather armchair with a footstool in front of a large plate-glass window that framed a view of the Eiffel Tower. There was, of course, a side table for handbags too – donated by Lirabelle. And next to it, an old piano that Perdu had tuned twice a year, even though he couldn’t play it himself.

      Perdu asked the customer, whose name was Anna, a few questions. Job, morning routine, her favourite animal as a child, nightmares she’d had in the past few years, the most recent books she’d read … and whether her mother had told her how to dress.

      Personal questions, but not too personal. He had to ask these questions and then remain absolutely silent. Listening in silence was essential to making a comprehensive scan of a person’s soul.

      Anna worked in television advertising, she told him.

      ‘In an agency with guys past their sell-by date, who mistake women for a cross between an espresso machine and a sofa.’ She set three alarm clocks every morning to drag her out of a brutally deep sleep – and took a hot shower to get warm for the coldness of the day to come.

      As a child, she’d taken a liking to the slow loris, a provocatively lazy species of small monkey with a permanently moist nose.

      During childhood, Anna most liked wearing short red lederhosen, to her mother’s horror. She often dreamed of sinking into quicksand in front of important men, dressed only in her vest. And all of them, every last one, were tearing at her vest, but none would help her out of the pit.

      ‘No one ever helped me,’ she repeated to herself in a quiet, bitter voice. She looked at Perdu with shiny eyes.

      ‘So?’ she said. ‘How stupid am I?’

      ‘Not very,’ he replied.

      The last time Anna had really read anything was when she was a student. José Saramago’s Blindness. It had left her perplexed.

      ‘No wonder,’ said Perdu. ‘It’s not a book for someone starting out in life. It’s for people in the middle of it. Who wonder where the devil the first half went. Who raise their eyes from the feet they’d been eagerly placing one in front of the other without looking where they’ve been running so sensibly and diligently all this time. Only those who are blind to life need Saramago’s fable. You, Anna, can see.’

      After that, Anna had stopped reading; she’d worked instead. Too much, too long, accumulating more and more exhaustion inside her. So far, she had not once succeeded in including a man in one of her advertisements for household cleaners or nappies.

      ‘Advertising is the final bastion of the patriarchy,’ she informed Perdu and the rapt Jordan. ‘Even more than the military. Only in publicity is the world as it always was.’

      Having offered up all these confessions, she leaned back in her chair. ‘So?’ her expression said. ‘Can I be cured? Give me the plain truth.’
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      Her answers didn’t affect Perdu’s book selection one bit. They were merely meant to familiarise him with Anna’s voice, its pitch and her way of speaking.

      Perdu collected the words that stood out from the stream of everyday expressions. The shining words were the ones that revealed how this woman saw and smelled and felt. What was really important to her, what bothered her and how she was feeling right now. What she wished to conceal behind a fog of words. Pains and longings.

      Monsieur Perdu fished out these words. Anna often said: ‘That wasn’t the plan’ and ‘I didn’t count on that.’ She talked about ‘countless’ attempts and ‘a sequence of nightmares.’ She lived in a world of mathematics, an elaborate device for ordering the irrational and personal. She wouldn’t allow herself to follow her intuition or consider the impossible possible.

      Yet that was only one part of what Perdu listened out for and recorded: what was making the soul unhappy. Then there was the second part: what made the soul happy. Monsieur Perdu knew that the texture of the things a person loves rubs off on his or her language too.

      Madame Bernard, the owner of number 27, transposed her love of fabric onto houses and people; ‘Manners like a creased polyester shirt’ was one of her favourite sayings. The pianist, Clara Violette, expressed herself in musical parlance: ‘The Goldenbergs’ little girl plays only third fiddle in her mother’s life.’ Goldenberg the grocer saw the world in terms of flavours, described someone’s character as ‘rotten’ and a job promotion as ‘overripe’. His youngest girl, Brigitte, the ‘third fiddle’, loved the sea – a magnet for sensitive dispositions. The fourteen-year-old, a precocious beauty, had compared Max Jordan to ‘the sea view from Cassis, deep and distant’. The third fiddle was in love with the writer, of course. Until very recently Brigitte had wanted to be a boy. Now, though, she desperately wanted to be a woman.
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