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Overture


Bialowieza forest, on the border between Poland and Belarus


He was walking deep in the forest, through the blizzard and snow. It was so cold his teeth were chattering. Ice crystals clung to his eyebrows and lashes; his down ski jacket and the damp wool of his cap were crusted with snow, and even Rex was having trouble making headway through the thick snowy blanket, sinking up to his withers with every leap. The dog barked at regular intervals, no doubt to convey his disapproval, and the sound echoed all around them. From time to time he stopped to shake himself as if he were emerging from water, sending a cloud of soft snow and sharp icicles flying from his fawn and black coat. His muscular paws made deep tracks in the white shroud, and his belly left a curved imprint along the surface, like that of a plastic sledge.


Night was beginning to fall. The wind had risen. Where was it? Where was the hut? He stopped and caught his breath. He was puffing hoarsely, his back soaked in sweat beneath his clothes. The forest was a living organism – the rustling of branches heavy with snow, swaying in the wind; the sharp snapping of tree bark cracking in the biting cold, the whispering of the bitter wind that, from time to time, seemed to swell immeasurably in his ears, the crystal-clear babbling of a nearby stream that had not yet frozen over. And then the smooth crunching of his steps, the rhythm of his progress, as he lifted up his knees, making an ever greater effort to extract himself from the grip of snow. Good God it was cold! He had never been so cold in his entire life.


Through the grey twilight and the snowflakes stinging his eyes he thought he saw something in the snow up ahead. Glinting like metal, two jagged hoops … A trap … A dark shape caught in its metal jaws.


For a few seconds he succumbed to an indefinable malaise: whatever was in that trap no longer resembled any living creature. It had been devoured, ripped apart. Sticky blood mixed with fur stained the snow around the trap. There were also little bones and pinkish viscera covered over with a fine layer of frost.


He was still gazing at the trap when he heard the scream, and it went through him like a rusty blade. He could not recall ever having heard such a cry – so filled with terror and pain, an almost inhuman suffering. No human being, anyway, could have made such a sound. It was coming from the heart of the forest, straight ahead of him. Not far from here. His blood ran cold when the scream again broke the evening air, and every hair on his body stood up straight at the same time. Then the cry faded into the twilight, borne away on the polar wind.


The silence seemed to return for a moment. Then other screams echoed the first one, more modulated, further away: to the left, to the right, everywhere – emanating from a forest overcome by darkness. Wolves. A long shiver went down his spine. He began walking again, lifting his knees even more vigorously, with a desperate energy, towards the place where the cry had come from. And he saw it. The hut. Its dark, huddled form at the end of a sort of natural avenue formed by trees. He covered the last few frozen metres practically at a run. Rex seemed to have sensed something, because he bounded forward with a bark.


‘Rex, wait! Come here, Rex! Rex!’


But the German shepherd had already slipped through the half-open door, wedged in that position by a high drift of snow. An unusual calm reigned in the clearing. Then a howl, louder than the others, suddenly rose from the depths of the forest, and a concert of yapping came in reply: guttural calls echoing each other. Getting closer. He climbed clumsily over the snowdrift and entered the hut. He was met by a light as warm as melted butter from the storm lamp illuminating the interior. He turned his head. Stood stock still. A needle of ice pierced his brain. 


He closed his eyes. Opened them again.


Impossible. This can’t be real. I’m dreaming. It can only be a dream.


What he saw was Marianne. She was lying naked on a table in the middle of the hut. Her body was still warm, literally steaming in the icy air. It occurred to him that Hirtmann must be close by. For a moment he was tempted to go after him. He realised that all his limbs had begun to tremble, that he was on the edge of a black abyss, about to pass out or go mad. He took a step. Then another. He forced himself to look. Marianne’s torso had been split open from the little hollow at the base of her neck down to her groin – and clearly she had been alive at the time, because there was a great deal of blood. Her executioner had then pulled apart her skin and thorax. Her organs seemed intact; only one was missing: her heart. Hirtmann had delicately placed it on Marianne’s groin before he left. The heart was even warmer than all the rest: Servaz could see the white steam rising in the icy air of the hut. He was surprised he did not feel any nausea or disgust. There was something wrong. He should have been puking his guts out at such a sight. He should have been sobbing. Screaming. He had succumbed to a strange stupor. And just then Rex growled and bared his fangs. He turned towards the dog. His fur was standing on end and he was looking out of the half-open door. Threatening and terrified.


Servaz felt a wave of cold go through him.


He went over to the door and glanced outside.


They were there. In the clearing. Surrounding the hut. He counted eight in all. Eight wolves.


Thin, and famished.


Marianne …


He had to get her back to the car. He thought about his weapon, forgotten in the glove box. Rex was still growling. He could imagine his dog’s fear, his stress, and he stroked him gently on the top of his head. He could feel Rex’s muscles trembling under his coat.


‘Good dog,’ he said, with a lump in his throat, as he crouched down and put his arms around him.


The dog’s eyes, as he turned to him, were such a gentle golden colour, so affectionate, that he felt tears welling. Servaz knew he had only one chance to make it out of there. And it was the saddest, most difficult thing he had ever had to do.


He went over to the table, took the heart and put it back in Marianne’s chest. He gulped, closed his eyes and lifted the naked, bleeding body in his arms. It was not as heavy as he would have thought.


‘Let’s go, Rex!’ he said firmly, heading to the door.


The dog let out a yelp of protest, but he followed his master, growling again, his hindquarters low to the ground, his tail between his legs and his ears flat.


The wolves were waiting in a semicircle.


Their yellow eyes seemed incandescent. Rex’s fur bristled. Again he bared his fangs. The wolves replied with even louder growls – their mouths gaping, snarling, showing their terrifying teeth.


‘Go, Rex!’ he said. ‘Go on! Attack!’


The tears were pouring down his cheeks, his lower lip was trembling, and his mind was screaming, No, don’t do it! Don’t listen to me! The dog barked several times without budging an inch. He had been trained to obey orders, but this one went too far against his survival instinct. 


‘Attack, Rex! Attack!’


But this was his master giving the order, the master he adored, and for whom no human being would ever feel as much love, loyalty and respect as he did.


‘Attack, for Christ’s sake!’


Now the dog could hear the anger in his master’s voice. And something else beneath it. He wanted to help him. To prove his attachment and his loyalty. However frightened he might be.


He attacked.


At first he almost seemed to have the advantage: one of the wolves – no doubt the leader of the pack – rushed towards him and Rex dodged skilfully and grabbed him by the neck. The wolf howled in pain. The others cautiously took a step back. Then the two animals were wrapped around each other. Rex himself seemed to have become a ferocious, bloodthirsty beast.


Servaz couldn’t wait any longer.


He turned away and started walking. The wolves were no longer paying any attention to him. For the time being. He went up the natural avenue between the trees, with Marianne in his arms, his down jacket soaked with blood and his face soaked with tears. Behind him he could hear his dog’s first cries of pain, and the renewed growling of the pack. His blood froze. Rex let out another cry. A shrill cry full of pain and terror. Rex was calling to him for help. He clenched his teeth and walked faster. Another 300 yards …


A last cry in the windy night.


Rex was dead – he could tell from the silence that followed. He wondered if the wolves would be content with this victory or whether they would come after him. He had his answer soon enough. He could hear the yapping coming closer. Some of the wolves, at any rate, had resumed the hunt. And this time, he was their prey.


The car.


It was parked on the path not a hundred metres away. A layer of snow had begun to cover it. He tried to walk even faster, crazy with fear, his lungs burning. He could hear the growling just behind his back. He spun around. The wolves had caught up with him. Four of the eight. Their yellow, faded eyes, like amber, staring at him, gauging him. He would never make it to the car. It was too far. Marianne’s body was growing heavier and heavier in his arms.


She’s dead. There’s nothing more you can do for her. But you can still make it out alive.


No! His brain refused to accept the thought of it. He had already sacrificed his dog. She was still warm. He could feel her blood seeping into his jacket. He looked up at the sky. Snowflakes were falling down on him like stars, as if the sky were coming loose, as if the entire universe were hurrying to bury him. He screamed with rage and despair. But it did not seem to impress the wild beasts. The skeletal wolves had waited long enough, they sensed there was no reason to be afraid of this solitary target. They could smell his fear – and above all the blood oozing from another prey. Two feasts for the price of one. They were too famished. Too excited. They moved closer.


Get out of here! Get the hell away! Bastards, go! He wondered if he had really screamed – or whether it was just his mind screaming.


Move it! Now! There’s nothing more you can do for her. Save yourself!


This time he listened to his inner voice. He let go of Marianne’s legs and her feet landed in the snow. He plunged his hand into her chest. His gloved fingers grasped the heart, firm and elastic. He pulled it out of the gaping wound and slipped it under his jacket right against his chest, right against his own heart. Then he dropped her body into the snow and it sank pale and naked into the white shroud with a muted hiss. He took three steps backwards. Slowly.


The wolves immediately leapt on her. He spun on his heels and hurried away to the car. It was unlocked, but for a moment he thought the cold had frozen the door. He pulled on the handle with all the strength in his blood-soaked fingers. He almost fell over backwards when the door opened suddenly with a groan. He collapsed onto the driver’s seat. His hand was trembling violently as he pulled out the key, and he almost dropped it between the seats. He glanced in the rearview mirror. And realised that there was someone sitting in the back seat. He knew he was going mad. It couldn’t be! And yet she opened her mouth.


‘Martin,’ she implored.


‘Martin! Martin!’


He shuddered. Opened his eyes.


He was slumped in the battered old leather armchair; Rex was licking his right palm where it lay on the armrest.


‘Scram,’ said the voice. ‘Go pester someone else! Martin, are you all right?’


Rex moved off, wagging his tail. Looking for someone else to play with. He would find someone quickly. Rex belonged to everyone and to no one; he was the true host of the place. Servaz was alone in the lounge, apart from Élise. He realised he had fallen asleep in front of the television, overcome by the building’s heat on that endless, torpid winter afternoon. He looked over at the picture window, where all morning the sun had been shining on the white landscape. For these few, ideal hours, with the smell of coffee drifting down the corridors, the laughter of the employees, the tall fir tree with its decorations and the dazzling whiteness outside, he had found some traces of his childhood soul.


Then not long after lunch in the common room, the sun had gone behind the clouds, a cold wind had risen, and the bare branches had begun to sway beyond the window while the outdoor thermometer plummeted from five to minus one. Feeling sluggish, he had slumped in an armchair in front of the television with the sound off, before dozing off into a sleep filled with nightmares. 


‘You had a bad dream,’ said Élise. ‘You cried out.’


He looked at her, still dazed. He shivered. Again he saw the vast snowy forest, the hut, the wolves … and Marianne. The nightmare that was not a nightmare. What hope did he still have? The answer: none.


‘Are you sure you’re all right?’


In her forties, plump, with laughing eyes, even when she tried to seem concerned, Élise was the only employee at the centre that he liked. And probably the only one who could stand him. The others were former cops who had come for treatment before taking up their positions as the bosses of the place: they were known as health-care and social welfare police assistants. They treated the boarders with a mixture of openness, fraternity and compassion, which made Servaz think of something slimy. And they did not like him much at all. He refused to play along. To fraternise. To feel sorry for himself. To collaborate. Unlike them, Élise expected nothing from him.


‘Your daughter rang.’


Servaz looked at her, raising an eyebrow.


‘Since you were asleep, she didn’t want to disturb you,’ she added. ‘But she said she would come by again soon.’


He switched off the television with the remote and got to his feet. He glanced at his worn jumper, which was beginning to fray at the elbows and cuffs. He remembered that the next day was Christmas.


‘You might want to have a shave,’ she suggested defiantly.


He was silent for a moment.


‘And if I don’t?’


‘Then you will merely confirm what most people round here think of you.’


He raised his eyebrow again, almost to the middle of his brow.


‘Which is?’


‘That you’re uncouth. No one wants to mix with you.’


‘And is that what you think, too?’


She shrugged. ‘It depends on the day.’


He laughed, and she echoed his laughter as she walked away. But the moment she was out of sight Servaz’s laugh stuck in his throat. It was not that he cared what others thought, but he didn’t want Margot to see him in this state. The last time she had come to visit him here was over three months ago: he had not forgotten the sad, embarrassed look in her eyes. 


He walked across the entrance hall and up the stairs. His room was all the way up under the eaves. Hardly more than nine metres square, his bed as narrow as Ulysses’ when he returned in secret to Ithaca, with a cupboard, a desk, a few shelves with books: Plautus, Cicero, Livy, Ovid, Seneca. A Spartan décor. But the view onto the fields and the woods was beautiful, even in winter.


He pulled off his old jumper and the T-shirt beneath it, and put on a clean shirt and jumper, his down ski jacket, a scarf and gloves, then went down the stairs again to the back door, the one that opened out onto the immaculate expanse.


He walked silently across the white plain to the little woods, breathing in the cold, damp air. There were no footsteps in the snow. No one had come this way.


He happened upon a stone bench under the trees, brushed off the snow with his gloved hand and sat down. He felt the damp and cold beneath his buttocks.


Crows were keeping watch in the sky, which was almost the same colour as the rest of the landscape.


As for his thoughts, they wore the same dark plumage as the crows. He leaned his head back and took a deep breath, while her smile came once again to his memory. Like something printed permanently on his retinas. He had stopped taking the antidepressants the previous month without consulting the doctor, and he was suddenly afraid that the darkness might swallow him up again.


Maybe he was going too quickly.


He knew the illness he was suffering from could kill him; that he was merely struggling to survive. Six months earlier UPS had delivered a package to his home. The sender was a certain Mr Osoba, residing in Przewloka, a village in eastern Poland in the middle of the forest near the border with Belarus. The cardboard box contained a second package – insulated this time – and Servaz had felt his pulse begin to beat faster when he broke the wax seal with a kitchen knife. He no longer remembered what he’d expected – no doubt that he would find a severed finger, or even a hand, given the size of the parcel. But what he had found was far worse. It was red, the fine shiny colour of fresh meat, in the shape of a large pear. A heart. Quite clearly human. The note accompanying it was not in Polish but in French:




She broke yours, Martin. I thought you would feel free after this. Of course you will suffer in the beginning. But you won’t have to keep looking for her or hoping. Think about it.


Warm wishes,


J.H.


One last hope. Tenuous, flickering.


The hope that it might be a bad joke, a terrible joke: someone else’s heart. Police forensics had run a parental DNA test using DNA from Hugo, Marianne’s son. Science had handed down its verdict, and Servaz had felt his reason falter. The address was that of an isolated house at the heart of the vast Bialowieza forest. DNA samples confirmed that Hirtmann had stayed there. So had several women who had disappeared from various countries in Europe over recent years. Including Marianne. Servaz had also found out that the name Osoba means ‘person’ in Polish: Hirtmann had read his Homer, too.


Of course, after that the trail ran cold.


Servaz had been sent on sick leave one month later to this centre for depressive cops, where they obliged him to do two hours of sport a day and to perform various everyday tasks such as sweeping up dead leaves. He did his chores without complaining; he refused, on the other hand, to attend the group counselling sessions. Just as he avoided the company of the other boarders: whether it had something to do with what they had been through or some atavistic inclination, they were nearly all alcoholics when they arrived. Cops who, after years spent up close to the most sordid aspects of life, had eventually cracked. Who couldn’t stand being called rozzers and pigs and bastards and scum all day long, and seeing their kids get bullied in the playground simply because their fathers were policemen, or watching their wives leave them because they were fed up, or spending their entire life being despised while the real scum were lolling about at outdoor cafés or in their beds. Most of the cops who were there had already, at least once, put the barrel of their service gun in their mouth.


Among its other effects, depression left you incapable of performing even the most minor tasks. Stehlin, Servaz’s boss, had quickly seen that Servaz was no longer in a fit state to perform his job properly. Something Servaz himself could have confirmed if they had simply asked him: he couldn’t give a toss now about murderers, rapists or all those other bastards. He cared as little about that as about anything else: the taste of food, the news, the state of the world – even his beloved Latin authors.


And Mahler’s music.


This last symptom was the greatest cause for concern. Was he on the road to recovery? He wasn’t sure. But for a while now, as if there were a slow thaw, little buds were beginning to sprout in the dreary, desolate landscape his life had become, and the blood seemed to be flowing in his arteries again. Recently, too, he had begun to notice an itchy feeling whenever he talked about a certain file that was waiting on his desk. He had even asked Espérandieu about it – his assistant and only true friend. The young man’s face had lit up: ‘Well, well!’ and Servaz too had smiled. For all that Vincent listened to indie rock and read manga and felt passionately about things as soul-sustaining as video games, clothes and high-tech gadgets, he was someone whom Servaz listened to and respected. Espérandieu had filled him in on the latest developments in two particularly sensitive cases they had been working on together and which were still not solved, and his smile had spread like that of a kid who has just played a clever joke on someone, when he saw the little spark of longing in his boss’s eye. 


‘At the mid-point of the path through life, I found myself lost in a wood so dark, the way ahead was blotted out.’


‘Huh?’ said Espérandieu, frowning.


‘Dante,’ said Servaz.


‘Hmm … Did you hear, Asselin has left.’


Commissaire Asselin. He had been head of the Criminal Affairs Division.


‘What is the new bloke like?’


Espérandieu made a face. Servaz saw a sunlit forest in springtime. The ground was still frozen. He was lost in the woods, cold to the bone in spite of the feeble rays of sun between the branches. He banished the vision. A simple dream. In the not too distant future he would get out of the forest. And not just in his dreams.




ACT I


In everlasting torment


May your wicked soul perish.


Madame Butterfly




1


Curtain Raiser


I am writing these words. The last ones. And as I write them, I know it’s over: this time there won’t be any going back.


You’ll be angry with me for doing this to you on Christmas Eve. I know it is the worst possible insult to your bloody sense of propriety. You and your fucking manners. To think I believed your lies and your promises. The more words there are, the less truth there is: that’s the way of the world nowadays.


I really am going to do it, you know. That at least is not hot air. Is your hand trembling a little now? Have you broken out in a sweat?


Or maybe, instead, you are smiling as you read these words. Are you behind all this? Or is it your slut? Are you the ones who sent me all these operas? And the rest: was that you, too? It hardly matters. There was a time I would have given anything to know who could hate me so much, a time when I was desperately trying to find out how I could have caused so much hatred. Because it must have been my fault, obviously – that’s what I thought. But not any longer.


I think I’m going mad. Completely and utterly mad. Unless it’s the medication. And anyway, this time, I don’t have the strength. This time, it’s over. I’m stopping. Whoever it is has won. I can’t do it any more. I can’t sleep any more. Stop.


I’ll never get married. I’ll never have children: I read that somewhere in a novel. Shit. Now I understand what it means. There are things I will miss, of course. Life can be really lovely sometimes, no doubt to hurt us all the more later on. You and I might have ended up making a go of things, over time. Or maybe not … it doesn’t matter. I know you will forget me soon enough, you will file me away in the drawer of unpleasant memories, the ones you don’t like to bring up. You will tell your slut, with a penitent look in your eyes: ‘She was crazy, depressed; I hadn’t realised how much.’ And besides, you will move on quickly to something else. You will laugh and you will fuck. I don’t care: you can die. In the meantime, I will.


Have a happy Christmas all the same.


Christine looked at the back of the envelope: no sender. No stamp, either. Not even her name, Christine Steinmeyer. Someone had left it directly in her mailbox. It must be a mistake. It had to be a mistake: the letter had nothing to do with her. She looked at the rows of mailboxes along the wall, names handwritten on the labels; whoever had slipped the envelope through the slot had picked the wrong box, that was all.


The letter was meant for someone else … someone else in the building.


Then a thought went through her mind that almost took her breath away: is it really what it seems to be? Oh, dear Lord. The only tangible sensation she noticed was a momentary loss of balance. She looked again at the tightly folded piece of paper: and if it is, then someone must be notified. Yes, but who? Christine thought about the person who had written the letter – the state she must be in, what she might be doing at that very moment – and she clutched her stomach, her fingers icy. She read the penultimate line again, slowly, analysing every word: You can die. In the meantime, I will. There could be no doubt: this letter was from someone who intended to put an end to her life.


Shit …


On Christmas Eve, someone in this town, or not far away, was preparing to kill herself – or perhaps she had already done it – and Christine was the only one who knew. And there was no way around it, because the person who was supposed to read the letter (and the letter was, quite clearly, a call for help) was not going to read it.


A hoax. It had to be a hoax.


If only there were a first name, something, she could have gone around knocking on every door, asking, ‘Do you know so-and-so?’


The automatic timer went off, plunging the hall into darkness, a darkness broken only by the light from the street that came through the double glass and wrought-iron door. She gave a start and looked towards the door, as if whoever had put the envelope in her mailbox might reappear at any moment. On the pavement across the street, the artisan boulangerie had decorated their window, and through the snowflakes she could see Santa Claus’s sleigh. She shivered, and not just because of the letter: the danger of darkness, to her, was as terrifying as a razor’s edge.


Just then her mobile began to vibrate in her pocket.


‘What the hell are you doing?’


She slammed the heavy door behind her. Out on the pavement a cold wind tugged at her scarf. Her cheeks were wet with the snow that had begun falling again; a fine layer was already covering the tarmac. She looked up and down the street until Gérald flashed his headlights at her.


There was a blast of Nick Cave singing ‘Jubilee Street’, a pleasant smell of leather, new plastic and male aftershave when she opened the passenger door. She collapsed onto the seat of the bulky white SUV, but left the door slightly open. Gérald turned to her with a special Christmas smile on his lips, and when he leaned over to kiss her, a soft grey silk scarf tickled her chin. She felt the warmth radiating from his body and smelled the pleasant scent wafting from his clothes. Like a shot of heroin: she felt the addiction biting, the jab of need deep in her guts. 


‘Are you ready to face Monsieur Things-Were-Better-in-the-Past and Madame Why-Aren’t-You-Eating-My-Dear?’ he asked, leaning over to her with his phone. He opened the photo app.


‘What are you doing?’


‘Look, I’m taking your picture.’


His voice warmed her like a smooth sip of Irish coffee, but she was finding it hard to smile sincerely.


‘Take a look at this first.’


She switched on the overhead light and handed him the letter and the envelope.


‘Christine, we’re late already.’


His voice was like a caress, but firm: a mixture of gentleness and authority. This was what had struck her when they met, much more than his looks.


‘Take a look all the same.’


‘Where on earth did you get this?’


His tone was almost disapproving, as if he held her responsible for having found the message.


‘In my mailbox.’


In spite of the dim light, she could read the intense surprise behind his glasses. And the annoyance: Gérald did not like the unexpected.


‘Well?’ she urged. ‘What do you think?’


He shrugged. ‘It’s got to be a hoax. What else could it be?’


‘I don’t think so. It sounds real.’


He sighed, pushed his glasses higher up his nose, and in the pale glow from the overhead light looked again at the sheet of paper in his gloved fingers.


‘Then in that case, it’s a mistake,’ he concluded. ‘The letter was meant for someone else.’


‘Precisely.’


He looked at her again. ‘Right, listen, we’ll get to the bottom of it later. My parents are already waiting for us.’


Yes, yes, of course: your parents. Christmas. Who cares if a woman tries to commit suicide tonight?


‘Gérald, do you realise what this letter means?’


He took his hands away from the steering wheel and placed them in his lap.


‘I think so, yes,’ he said solemnly, but a trace half-heartedly. ‘What – what do you think we should do?’


‘I don’t know. Don’t you have any ideas? We can’t just sit here and do nothing.’


‘Listen.’ Again that disapproving tone, which seemed to say, No one but you would go stirring up such a hornets’ nest, Christine. ‘We’re expected at my parents’, darling: this is your first meeting with them and we’re already nearly an hour late. This letter may be real, or it may not. We’ll deal with it once we get there, I promise you, but now we really have to get going.’


He had spoken calmly, in a reasonable voice. Too reasonable: it was the tone he used when she was getting on his nerves, which seemed to be more and more frequently lately. The tone of someone saying, Have you noticed how incredibly patient I am? She shook her head.


‘There are only two possibilities: either it’s a call for help which won’t be heard because the person who was meant to read the letter won’t read it, or someone really is going to commit suicide this evening – and in either case, I am the only one who knows.’


‘So … what?’


‘We have to inform the police.’


He rolled his eyes.


‘But the letter isn’t even signed! And there’s no address! Even if we go to the police, what do you want them to do? And can you imagine how long it will take? It’s going to completely screw up our Christmas Eve!’


‘Our Christmas Eve? We’re talking about a matter of life or death!’


She could sense him stiffening with exasperation. He let out a sigh, like a punctured tyre.


‘What the fuck, what the hell do you want us to do?’ he shouted. ‘We have no way of knowing who it is, Christine! No way at all! And besides, there’s every chance the person is bluffing: you don’t go putting a letter in a mailbox when you’re at the end of your tether, you leave a note where it can be found! It’s probably just some delusional woman who’s alone on Christmas Eve and this was the only thing she could think of to attract attention. She’s calling for help, but it doesn’t mean she’ll go through with it.’


‘So you want us to go and celebrate as if nothing had happened?’


‘For Christ’s sake, Christine, what the hell do I know! This will be the first time you’ve ever met my parents. Can you imagine the impression it will make if we get there three hours late!’


‘You make me think of those morons who say, “Couldn’t he go and commit suicide somewhere else?” when their train gets delayed.’


‘Are you calling me a moron?’


His voice had gone down an octave. She stole a glance at him. He was pale: even his lips had drained of colour.


Shit, she’d gone too far. She raised her hand in the hope of a truce.


‘No, not at all. Of course not. Forgive me. Listen, I’m sorry. But we can’t just pretend nothing happened, can we?’


He sighed, furious. And thought about it. His hands in their leather gloves gripped the steering wheel again. The strange thought suddenly occurred to her that there was far too much leather in his car.


He sighed once again.


‘How many flats are there in your building?’


‘Ten. Two on each floor.’


‘Here’s what I suggest. We’ll knock on every door, show them your letter and ask the tenants if they have any idea who might have written it.’


She looked at him carefully.


‘Are you sure?’


‘Yes. Anyway, I’ll bet you that half of them will have left to celebrate Christmas elsewhere, so it won’t take that long.’


‘And what about your parents?’


‘I’ll ring them and explain what’s going on and that we’ll be late. They’ll understand. And we can limit our search even further: the letter is obviously addressed to a man. How many men are there who live alone in the building, do you know?’


She did know. It was an old building, and for the most part had been divided up into studios and one-bed flats by the previous owner, eager to make as much money as possible off his investment. There were only two big family flats, on the floors below her own.


‘Two,’ she replied.


‘In that case, it will only take us a few minutes. Even supposing they’re in.’


She realised he was right. She should have thought of this sooner.


‘And we’ll ring at the other doors too, just in case,’ he added. ‘It shouldn’t take too long. And after that we’ll go straight to my parents’.’


‘But what if we don’t find anything?’


He shot her a look that said, Don’t push your luck.


‘Then I’ll call the cops from my parents’, and ask them what we should do. Christine, there’s nothing more we can do. And I’m not going to ruin Christmas because of something that’s probably a hoax.’


‘Thank you,’ she said.


He shrugged, and glanced into the rearview mirror before opening his door and stepping out into the cold night, leaving behind a ghost of male warmth and scent.


Nine twenty-one p.m., 24 December. For once it was snowing hard in Toulouse. The night sky was full of clouds, and the crowd hurried by in a whirlwind of shapes and glimmering light while the Christmas decorations gleamed on ever-whiter pavements. She had changed the station on the car radio. Her colleagues from Radio Five seemed as excited as if they had announced the end of the world or World War III. All around them cars were blowing their horns, people were shouting, the place was buzzing with an electric mixture of general impatience and overexcitement. Gérald himself was fuming, but silently: they were over two hours late.


She thought about the letter again. The person who had written it.


Of course they hadn’t found out a thing. All the single people had gone out for Christmas Eve, and so had the couples. Only the two families in the building were at home, one of which had four kids who were as overexcited as the rest of the population, shouting so loudly that Gérald had to raise his voice as he brandished the letter in their parents’ faces. At first neither the husband nor the wife seemed to get what he was saying. Then when understanding finally dawned, Christine thought she saw a gleam of suspicion in the woman’s eyes as she looked at her husband. But his cluelessness and stupefaction seemed sincere. 


The second family was a young couple with a child. They seemed very close, very together, and for a moment she wondered whether she and Gérald would look like that someday. They had seemed sincerely shocked by the letter: ‘My God, what a horrible story!’ cried the young woman, who was very visibly pregnant – and for a moment Christine thought she might burst into tears. After that, she and Gérald went back downstairs in silence.


She stole a glance at him. He was clenching his jaw as he drove. He hadn’t said a word since they’d set out. And on his forehead was that almost painful line which she was sometimes surprised to see there. 


‘We did what we had to do,’ she declared. 


He didn’t answer, not even to nod. For a moment she was angry at him for trying to make her feel guilty. Because that’s what he was trying to do, wasn’t it? Shouldn’t they have felt guilty, rather, for the sake of that person they wouldn’t manage to save? She wondered whether it was just her imagination, or whether the more serious things got between them, the more he told her off and contradicted her. Then he erased everything with a smile and a kind word, but still: his behaviour had changed lately. She knew when it had started. When the word marriage had first been uttered.


Christmas. Shit. Our first Christmas Eve. His parents tonight and mine tomorrow. Will they like him? Is he going to like them? You shouldn’t get so worked up: everyone likes Gérald. His colleagues, his students, his friends, his mechanic, even your dog. That’s what you thought the first time, wasn’t it, at the reception at the Capitole? Remember? There were prettier women there, with better figures, slimmer and even, I’m sure, more intelligent – but you’re the one he went up to; even when you gave him the brush-off, he returned for another shot. And then he said, ‘Your voice sounds familiar … where have I heard it before?’ Even when you went on about your job at Radio Five a bit too long, he listened. Really listened. You wanted to be funny, witty, but in the end you weren’t, not all that much. Except where he was concerned: he seemed to think everything you said was ever so amusing and entertaining.


Maybe everyone liked Gérald – but her parents were not everybody. Her parents were Guy and Claire Dorian. The Dorians who used to be on TV … Who knows what it would take to get yourself liked by people who had interviewed, among others, Arthur Rubinstein, Chagall, Sartre, Tino Rossi, Serge Gainsbourg and Jane Birkin …


That’s the thing, added the little voice she had learned to hate and obey at the same time, as the years went by. Papa will neither love him nor hate him: he won’t care. Quite simply, my father is only interested in one thing: himself. It’s not easy to have been one of television’s pioneers – a guy who spent all his time on the small screen – then to become anonymous all over again. My father is constantly marinating in nostalgia and memories, and drowns his ennui in alcohol and doesn’t even try to hide it. And besides – so what? He’s free to destroy the final days of his existence if he feels like it: I’m not going to let him destroy mine. 


‘Are you all right?’ asked Gérald.


In his voice there was a faint hint of contrition. She nodded.


‘You know, I understand you felt bad because of that letter.’


She looked at him. Nodded ‘okay’. And thought, Of course you don’t, you don’t understand. They had slowed down; she looked at a huge poster inside a bus shelter: an ad for Dolce & Gabbana. Five strong young men surrounding a woman lying on the ground. Their bodies were muscular, oiled, gleaming. Handsome. Hypersexual. The men were bare-chested and one of them was pinning the woman to the ground. A cheap come-on for zombie consumers, she thought. Poster-women, trophy-women: public space was saturated with women’s bodies. Christine had invited the director of an association for victims of domestic violence onto her programme. Seven days a week she received calls from battered wives, wives who were not allowed to speak to their neighbours, let alone any men other than their husbands, wives who were terrified that the dinner might be overcooked or too salty, wives whose bones bore the traces of fractures and blows, wives who had no access to either a bank account or a doctor, wives who – when they found the courage to go to the association – had an empty, desperate look in their eyes.


One day, when she was still just a child, she herself had witnessed a scene … That was why she felt the need to invite strong, exemplary women onto her programme, women who were bosses, activists, artists, politicians – and that was also why she would never let a man tell her how to behave.


Are you absolutely sure?


Gérald was no longer paying any attention to her. Staring straight ahead, he was lost in his thoughts, and she had no idea what they might be. Who was the author of the letter? She had to find out. 
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Score


She dreamed about the woman. It wasn’t a pleasant dream. The woman was standing in the moonlight in the middle of a lane lined with dark yew trees, not unlike the entrance to the cemetery: further along there was a gate with two tall stone pillars, one on either side. It had snowed and the night was very cold, but the woman was wearing a light nightgown with only two thin straps over her bare shoulders. Christine wanted to continue to the cemetery, but the woman was blocking the way. ‘You did nothing,’ she said. ‘You let me down.’


‘I tried,’ she moaned in her dream. ‘I swear I tried. Let me go past now.’


But just as she was walking by her, the woman’s head pivoted at an angle that made it impossible to keep looking at her, and her eyes filled with ink. A huge flock of black birds began to whirl in the sky, shrieking in the most horrible way, and the woman began to laugh – a hysterical, ugly laugh which woke Christine up. Her heart was racing like a horse. 


The letter.


She was sorry she had left it in the car; she would have liked to read it again. To think it over. To try and guess who had written it, and to what purpose. A blue night light was glowing on the night table, vaguely illuminating the ceiling. Through the open door, the light in the corridor was shining, its glow extending along the floor. She ventured one leg outside the duvet and felt the icy air on her bare foot. It was freezing cold. Beyond the blinds it was still pitch black, but a rumble of traffic was already audible beneath her window – a web of sound made of cars, scooters and delivery vans. She looked at the clock radio. 7:41 … Shit! She’d overslept! She threw back the duvet and gazed at the empty room, which could easily have been a hotel. A place to sleep, nothing else. And yet when she’d first seen the flat a year ago she had succumbed to its charm, its high ceilings, the marble fireplace in the sitting room. And the neighbourhood that was both secretive and trendy, where she immediately felt at home, with its narrow medieval streets, its restaurants, its bistros, its health food store, launderette, wine shop and Italian deli. Naturally the price was steep. She’d be in debt for thirty years. But she had no regrets. Every time she woke up she thought it was the best decision she had made in years. 


Iggy’s little claws clicked on the floorboards and he jumped up on the duvet and crossed the bed to come and lick her with his little pink tongue. Iggy was a mongrel with a caramel and white coat, pointed ears, and big brown eyes that were round and watchful and reminded her of a famous rock star – hence his name. He tilted his head to one side to gaze at her; she ruffled his fur with a smile and got to her feet.


She put on an old cashmere polo neck and a pair of thick woollen socks and followed him into the kitchen-sitting room.


‘Hold on a sec, Mr Furry,’ she said, while he was already scrabbling imperiously in his bowl as she tried to empty the tin of food.


The room was bare, apart from an old leather sofa, an IKEA coffee table and a flat-screen television on a stand next to the fireplace. Only the kitchen area had been decorated. A solitary rowing machine had pride of place, with weights next to it. Christine liked to exercise while watching television. A breakfast show was currently playing, with the sound muted. The television had stayed on all night – like every night. There were piles of books, newspapers and magazines on the floor by the fireplace: Christine was one of the star presenters on Radio Five, a private radio station; her time slot was from nine to eleven a.m. every day except Saturday – when the programme was pre-recorded – and Sunday. Mornings with Christine was a cocktail of news, music, games and comedy – with decreasing news coverage and more and more comedy as time went by. In less than an hour she had to be at the studio for the Christmas special. 


She wondered if this would be a good opportunity to mention the letter to someone. She had a friendly rapport with Bercowitz, the psychiatrist. He took part in the programme once a week, generally on Wednesdays, though this week they had brought his feature forward a day to have it on Christmas. Because he was good. Because he sounded good on air.


Yes, Bercowitz would tell her whether he thought the letter was authentic or not. Perhaps he might even know what to do.


But he might also criticise her for not doing anything – for the very fact that she’d waited too long. In the end, she and Gérald had not notified the police. She hadn’t had the courage to spoil the evening any more than she already had. Gérald’s parents had clearly tried to make everything perfect. They did not seem to be upset when they arrived two hours late. Gérald’s father was an older version of his son, a model that had improved with the following generation but whose principal characteristics were already present in the original concept: elegance, sturdiness, self-control, warm brown eyes, a direct enveloping gaze, a discreetly charming temperament. A brilliant mind, but one that could be rigid, too, with little inclination towards subtlety or lightness. And an unfortunate tendency to view women as subservient to men.


His mother’s genes had visibly had a harder time finding their way into the boy’s DNA, but Christine wondered whether the fact that his mother never dared contradict his father, and the way she always agreed with her husband, explained why Gérald so disliked being contradicted – particularly by his future wife.


They had showered her in presents. A tablet computer, a Bluetooth dock that enabled her to directly connect her phone to loudspeakers (she suspected these presents were her future father-in-law’s idea, because he was just as avid as his son about technology), a sweater (Gérald’s mother). And they seemed enthusiastic about everything she said. Only Gérald’s gaze (which she had caught watching her several times while she spoke) had seemed to her a touch more critical.


It was surely because of their argument in the car … you should have been less pushy …


Once Iggy was noisily poking in his bowl, she went over to the counter and prepared a cup of coffee, a glass of mango and passion fruit juice, and spread some low-fat butter onto pieces of Swedish crispbread. She was perched on one of the stainless steel bar stools, dipping them in her coffee, when she heard the little voice in her head again: If you actually believe your parents are going to make things easier for you, you really are kidding yourself. You will never be Madeleine, Chris. Never …


A sudden rush of acid, a cramp in her stomach.


Childhood: it doesn’t last long but you never get over it, the voice went on. That broken child is still there inside – isn’t that so, Christine? 


The child who is afraid when night falls … the one who saw what she should never have seen …


Her glass of fruit juice shattered on the tiles at her feet, and she jumped off the stool to pick up the pieces of glass. A sharp pain when a tiny splinter as brilliant as a diamond lodged in her forefinger. Shit! Her finger immediately began to squirt blood. It mingled with a puddle of fruit juice like a cloud of pomegranate in a cocktail. She instantly felt her heart begin to beat faster. Her mouth went dry. Tiny drops of sweat formed on her forehead. Breathe. She couldn’t stand the sight of blood. Breathe. Bercowitz had taught her an abdominal exercise. She closed her eyes, let her diaphragm relax and her thorax open to the maximum, then she exhaled without forcing it, pulling in her stomach. She stood up straight and tore a paper towel from the roll with a trembling hand, then fashioned a bulky bandage, careful not to look at her finger. After that she grabbed the sponge and wiped the spot from the floor, also without looking.


Then she peeked at her finger. And immediately regretted it.


The large makeshift bandage was already soaked with red. She gulped. Good job you’re on the radio and not the television.


The clock on the wall said 8:03. Get a move on!


She hurried to the bathroom, pulled off her sweater and her socks. The globe light on the ceiling was blinking: the bulb was about to go out. Every tiny moment of darkness was like an infinitesimal cut with a razor on her skin, every flicker of light a splinter in her flesh. Phobias, said the exasperating little voice. Not only a phobia of blood, but also of the dark, of needles, vaccinations. Injections, pain … Nyctophobia. Algophobia. And they each had a name. And the ultimate fear: of going mad. Because of all these fears. That too had a name: dementophobia – the fear of mental illness. She had managed to control these phobias, to keep them within reasonable bounds with the help of tranquillisers and therapy, but she had never managed to banish them completely. They were there, somewhere, always ready to resurface. She clenched her teeth. She was only half pleased with what she saw in the mirror, distorted by the strobe effect: a woman in her thirties. Chestnut hair, one blonde strand falling to the side of her face, short behind the ears. Green eyes. She was pretty, there was no doubt about that. But her features had hardened over time. And there were little wrinkles, still faint, at the corner of her eyes. Her body, however, was exactly as it had been ten years earlier: narrow hips, flat chest.


She slipped into the shower, careful to keep the bandage away from the spray. The hot water relaxed the tension in her muscles. She thought about the letter again. About the woman who had written it. Where was she? What was she doing right now? She felt a gnawing ache of apprehension in her belly. Ten minutes later, after she had gratified Iggy with one last caress, she was locking her door, her hair still wet from the shower.


‘Good morning, Christine,’ said Michèle, her neighbour from across the landing.


She turned to the little woman – exceptionally slender, weighing less than fifty kilos – standing in the shadows. She had long grey hair, far too long for her age. Christine knew she was retired, and something about her bearing, her diction, and her vision of the world made Christine think she must have worked for the Ministry of Education. Since retiring, Michèle had been spending her days as an activist, campaigning for associations in support of undocumented immigrants or the right to housing, and she took part in all the demonstrations denouncing the city’s policies for being not far enough to the left.


Christine was sure that Michèle and her friends criticised her programme behind her back, because she gave equal time to both union leaders and company bosses, or to council representatives and even the local right wing, and – and this was something she herself deplored – serious topics were becoming increasingly rare.


‘What is the topic of today’s programme?’ asked her neighbour, in an astonishingly loud voice.


‘Christmas,’ answered Christine. ‘Along with solitude, for people who dread this period. Merry Christmas, by the way.’


She immediately regretted her effort to defend herself. Her neighbour shot her a sharp glance.


‘In that case, you should have broadcast from the squat on the rue du Professeur Jammes. There you would have seen what Christmas really means to families who have neither a roof nor a future in this country.’


Fuck off, thought Christine. It occurred to her that her pint-sized neighbour might have a tiny little mouth, but far too much came out of it.


‘One day I’ll invite you, don’t worry,’ she called as she hurried down the stairs without waiting for the lift. ‘And you’ll have all the time you like to express your views, I promise.’


The cold outside air did her good. It was roughly minus five degrees, and she nearly went flying on the slippery pavement. The smell of exhaust and pollution lingered in the air. There was snow on the roofs of the parked cars, on the windowsills and the dustbin lids, and yet there the homeless man was still, manning the fort on the opposite pavement. Amid his pieces of cardboard. Even in this kind of weather he preferred to sleep on the street than in a shelter. He peered out of his cocoon of rolled blankets. His beard was white on the sides and black in the middle, like the coat of an old animal. How old was he? It was hard to say. Between forty-five and sixty … He had been sleeping in the doorway of the building across the street for some months. She seemed to recall he had shown up in the spring. When she had time, she took him a hot coffee. Or some soup. But not this morning. Nevertheless she crossed the road, a coin in her hand.


‘Good morning,’ he said. ‘Not too warm today. Mind you don’t slip.’


He held out his hand. His fingers and short nails were almost the same colour as the black fingerless glove he was wearing. Not twenty centimetres from his pieces of cardboard and the bulbous pile of plastic bags, the pavement was covered in snow.


‘Go and get yourself something hot to drink,’ she said.


He nodded. A shrewd gleam flickered in the grey eyes beneath thick black brows; he gave a slight frown, which formed an entire network of sooty creases around his temples.


‘Are you sure you’re all right?’ he said. ‘You look preoccupied to me. It’s the weight of all those worries, isn’t it? All those responsibilities …’


She could not help but smile. He was sleeping outside and it was minus five, he had nothing but a few meagre possessions crammed into black bin liners which he dragged around with him wherever he went like a snail with its house, with neither family nor roof over his head, and an even bleaker future, as far as she knew – and he was worried about her. That was what had surprised her, the first time she went up to him to give him some change. He had spontaneously struck up a conversation, and she had been floored by his poised, clear, quietly self-assured voice. The sort of voice you want to listen to in the middle of a hubbub of conversation. The sort of voice that indicates a certain level of education and culture. He never complained. He often smiled. He spoke about the weather and the news with her as if they were old neighbours. Thus far she had never dared ask him where he came from or how he had ended up here, what his story was. But she had promised herself she would one day, if he was still in the neighbourhood.


‘Are you sure you want to stay here? Isn’t there an emergency shelter somewhere?’


He smiled at her indulgently.


‘I don’t suppose you’ve ever set foot in a shelter. Don’t take it the wrong way, it’s just that those places aren’t very … you know what I mean. Don’t worry about me. I’m as tough as an old coyote. And the good weather will soon be here again, it’s just a rough period to get through, my fine lady.’


‘See you this evening then,’ she called as she walked away.


‘A good day to you!’


She went to her car, which was parked in a nearby street, treading carefully (I’ve had enough to worry about already), opened the passenger door and reached for the de-icing spray in the glove compartment. It had not snowed a great deal overnight; the layer on the body of her old Saab 93 was no thicker. She walked around the bonnet.


And froze. For half a second, she stood with her arms limp at her side, her breath coming out in little white clouds. In the film of snow covering the windscreen, a finger had written:


‘MERRY CHRISTMAS, YOU FILTHY BITCH.’


Christine shuddered. Then looked all around her, slightly dizzy. The panic returned: the evil finger that had written those words must belong to someone who knew that the owner of the car was a woman.


She squirted the de-icer onto it. Then put the canister away and locked the Saab. She didn’t have time to make the journey by car, in any case. Not with this snow. She rushed towards the nearest Métro station, careful not to slip. She was late. In seven years, this had never happened.


Not even once.
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Chorus


Eight thirty-seven. She came through the door of Radio Five almost at a run. The building where the radio station was based, at the top of the allées Jean-Jaurès, was much more modest than the shadowy giants leaning irritably over a runt that taunted them with its slogan:


BE VOCAL, BE POWERFUL


In the entrance by the lifts a sign indicated that Radio Five was the second most popular radio station in terms of listeners in the Midi-Pyrénées region. Before they even reached the floor where the studios and editorial offices were located, visitors were already fully aware of the importance of the mission being fulfilled here. If the mission was so important, why was she so badly paid? On the ground floor she nodded to the receptionist, then when she reached the second floor, hurried into the little glassed-in room which contained the coffee machine and water fountain to make herself a ‘One hundred per cent fair trade Arabica’ macchiato.


‘We’re late,’ whispered a voice in her ear. ‘So we’d better get a move on. The boss will blow a fuse.’


A familiar perfume, ‘Little Black Dress’, and a presence very near – too near – her back. 


‘I overslept,’ she replied, dipping her lips into the froth.


‘Hmm. Having a good time, was that it?’


‘Cordélia …’


‘Oh, you don’t want to talk about it?’


‘No.’


‘Did you know you’re very secretive? I’ve never met anyone so secretive. You can tell me everything, you know, Christine.’


‘No, I don’t think so.’


‘We’ve been working together for ten months and I still know nothing about you. Apart from the fact that you’re a very professional, hard-working, intelligent and ambitious woman. Ready to do anything to climb the ladder. Like me, basically. Except that in my case, it’s you I’d like to—’ 


Christine spun around to face a woman roughly one metre eighty in height but who weighed no more than sixty kilos.


‘You know I could have you sacked for that?’


‘For what?’


‘For saying things like that: it’s called harassment.’


‘Harassment? Oh my God!’


The young intern looked deeply shocked, her lips forming a comical round O, punctuated by two tiny steel beads planted in her lower lip.


‘Oh my God! I’m nineteen, I’m an intern! I earn peanuts! You wouldn’t really do that, would you?’


‘You’re not my friend, you’re my assistant. And at your age, I didn’t meddle in the lives of adults.’ She stressed the word adults.


‘Times have changed, babe.’


Leaning forward, Cordélia put her arm around Christine to drop a coin in the machine behind her. She pressed the cappuccino button. Their faces were nearly touching. Her breath smelled of coffee and tobacco.


‘What have you done to your hair?’ asked Christine, hurrying to finish the coffee, burning her tongue.


‘I dyed it. The same colour as yours. Do you like it?’


Before, Cordélia had had platinum blonde and black hair. She also had a cigarette perpetually tucked behind her ear, like an old lorry driver, far too much kohl around her eyes, and wore long-sleeved T-shirts that declared things like Even the Paranoid Have Enemies.


‘Does it matter if I like it?’


‘You have no idea,’ replied the young woman, pushing the glass door open, her coffee cup in her hand.


‘Have you seen the time?’


Guillaumot, the programme director. Guillaumot didn’t work for the radio: he had married the radio. In other words, he had married the owner of Radio Five before becoming programme director. As his superior and the person who paid his salary happened to be his wife, he had developed an ulcer, which he treated with sucralfate. He had also gone bald and wore a toupee worthy of the Beatles circa 1963. From Christine’s perspective, as an unmarried woman between the ages of twenty and sixty, he was anything but attractive. He was even a bit repulsive.


‘Happy Christmas to you, too,’ she replied, rushing towards the noisy labyrinth of the editorial room. ‘Where do we stand with the press review?’ she called to Ilan. ‘Happy Christmas, by the way.’


‘Happy what?’


Ilan was seated at his desk, next to Christine’s. He flashed her a smile. Then he pointed to the articles cut out and pinned up next to the clock on the wall, where the seconds ticked by in the form of luminous dots.


‘It’s ready,’ he answered. ‘We were just waiting for you.’


She grabbed a felt tip and a biro and quickly read through the material. As usual, Ilan had done a great job. ‘That’s very good,’ she said, reading the article from Le Parisien which described a maternity ward in Bethlehem located a stone’s throw from the Church of the Nativity and run by a Catholic order, where ninety per cent of the patients were Muslim Palestinian women. She leafed through the other articles. Foie gras banned by the House of Lords in England (‘God Save the Queen’ by the Sex Pistols as background music). A giant Christmas speed-dating event in South Korea (‘Any idea what all these singletons asked for from Santa Claus?’). Several dozen flights cancelled due to bad weather at Blagnac airport (‘Check with your carrier before you travel’).


‘A branch of the Popular Relief has been threatened with closure – aren’t you interested?’ barked someone behind her.


She swung around on her seat. Becker, news director. He was peering up at her from the full height of his one metre sixty. Stocky, muscular, but also some fat beneath his brown sweater. He was going bald, too; but he didn’t wear a wig. Like all radio journalists, Becker was of the opinion that he represented the true nobility of the profession, and he was on a mission: to his mind, presenters were merely entertainers, public clowns. Moreover, there were no women on his team.


‘Hello Becker, happy Christmas to you, too.’


‘The words “solidarity”, “exclusion” and “generosity” are not part of your vocabulary, Steinmeyer? Or maybe you’d rather talk about the stampede of gift buying, or who’s made the most beautiful crib?’


‘That branch of the Popular Relief is in the north of the country, in Concarneau, not Toulouse.’


‘Oh, really? Then why is it that even the TV news of a nationwide channel reported on it? I suppose it isn’t funny enough for your listeners. Nor did I hear anything about the authorisation of the sale of prescription drugs on the Internet, or about the total ban on the sale of alcohol to anyone under twenty-five.’


‘I am delighted to learn that you listened to my press review.’


‘You call that a press review? I call it a joke. The press review should be done by real journalists,’ he said and his gaze went from Christine to Ilan, then up to Cordélia, where it lingered. ‘That’s the problem with this bloody station: people forget that radio is, above all, about news.’


She watched him walk away and felt no emotion. Radio Five was no different from any other radio station or television channel on the planet: the relationships between the newscasters, programme directors and star presenters were often tense if not downright hostile. They denigrated each other, were full of scorn and insults. And the more the Internet got in the way, the more conflicts were likely to arise.


She sighed, collapsed into her chair then swung round to face her assistants.


‘Okay, let’s go. Ready?’


‘What’s our headline?’ asked Ilan.


He had his back to her. She could see his yarmulke. Christine smiled: he was wearing a ‘holiday’ one with smileys on it, out of solidarity with his colleagues.


‘“Not only Jesus was born in Bethlehem”,’ she replied.


He nodded enthusiastically.


‘Oh, by the way,’ he said, ‘this came for you.’


She followed his gaze. A padded envelope on the corner of her desk. Christine opened it. Inside was a CD: an old opera CD. Verdi’s Il Trovatore. She hated opera.


‘This must be for Bruno,’ she said.


Bruno was the music programme planner.


‘With us is Dr Bercowitz – neurologist, psychiatrist, ethologist, and psychoanalyst, author of many definitive works. Good morning, Dr Bercowitz. Today you are going to speak with us about people for whom Christmas is an ordeal.’


One minute past nine, 25 December. In the studio, the psychiatrist waited for Christine’s question before speaking; Bercowitz was a professional, at ease with radio appearances. A specialist in communication. He liked what he was doing there and you could hear it in his voice, which suggested a warm personality and indisputable authority; his vocabulary was neither too professorial nor exaggeratedly familiar. But above all he knew how to create a bond with his listeners – as if he were in their kitchen or sitting room and not behind a microphone. Bercowitz was the perfect guest and Christine knew he had recently received an offer from a nationwide broadcaster.


‘Doctor,’ she began, ‘it is holiday season once again. Lights, children’s eyes shining with joy … But it’s not only children’s eyes that are shining, the adults’ are too: why does this time of year get us so emotional?’


She hardly listened to his answer. His opening argument was sufficiently slow for the listeners to get used to his voice. Christine only heard bits of what he said: ‘Christmas reminds us of our own childhood’; ‘the fact that almost everywhere on the planet billions of people are celebrating the same thing at the same time gives us an exalting and reassuring sensation of being connected to others’; ‘that same feeling of communion that one feels at major sporting events, or even sometimes with events as terrible as war’. As usual, his tone was just a fraction too self-satisfied, she noted, but that wasn’t a problem: she was already concentrating on the next question.


‘Can you explain to us why this period, which is a source of joy and celebration for most of us, can lead to anxiety and torment in others?’


‘Paradoxically, it is because people feel connected to one another that the feeling of exclusion is equally strong for those who are alone,’ he replied with a touch of carefully measured compassion. ‘We mustn’t forget that our senses are called on more than usual during this season, with shop windows, street decorations, advertising … Our subconscious is bombarded with stimuli. For people who don’t like Christmas because they know they will be alone – because they are separated or widowed or have no means of support – these stimuli are a permanent source of conflict between society’s injunction to be jolly and their actual situation. Moreover, it is not only the joys of childhood that Christmas brings to the surface, but also its shadows.’


At these words, she felt a little seismic tremor in her gut.


‘Obviously, you can’t go to sleep on 23 December and wake up on 2 January,’ she emphasised. ‘So what can people like this do, in spite of everything, to get through this period without becoming too depressed?’


‘Above all, they must try not to be alone on the day. They can find themselves a substitute family. They can celebrate Christmas with friends rather than family, or with neighbours with whom they get along well. If the people you are close to enjoy your company, no doubt they will be only too pleased to invite you. Providing, that is, that they know you are alone: don’t be ashamed to tell them. You can also practise charity and solidarity: it will give you great satisfaction to feel useful, and to do something that matters. Charities, food banks, homeless shelters always need volunteers. Otherwise, you can always try a change of scene. Go away if you can. It will enable you to focus your attention on new things.’


Go away … go away rather than confront her parents, Christmas, the dinner. The shrink’s words fell heavily into her thoughts like coins in a collection box at church.


‘And what about people who have neither the means to go away nor friends to take them in, people who no longer have the strength or the health to become volunteers: is there something that we can do?’ she asked, her throat suddenly tight.


Shit, what was the matter with her? She saw the woman in her dream again: You did nothing.


‘Of course,’ replied Bercowitz, looking her straight in the eye, as if he had noticed that she was upset. ‘There is always something you can do.’


Behind the glass separating the studio from the technical cabin, Igor, the director, a bearded thirty-year-old with long greasy hair, leaned over his microphone.


‘A little faster, Doc,’ he said into the headphones.


The psychiatrist nodded. He turned to face Christine.


‘More than ever we must be on the lookout for signs of distress. A solitary neighbour. Ambiguous words that might be a call for help.’


You let me down, said the woman in her dream again. The room – a cage of four metres by four, with a glass wall separating them from the technical cabin and another wall hidden by blinds from the editorial room, with no other ventilation than the air-conditioning – suddenly seemed like an oppressive box. As if the temperature in the studio were rising.


Bercowitz was talking.


Staring at her.


His little lips were moving. But she didn’t hear him.


She heard another voice.


You did nothing.


‘Ten seconds,’ said Igor in the headphones.


She almost didn’t notice that the shrink had finished. For a split second she went blank. It was nothing on the scale of a day or a life. But to the listeners it was an eternity. Behind his glass Igor was staring at her. As was Bercowitz: at that very moment, he looked like a rugby player desperately waiting for his partner to get into position to receive the ball.


‘Um, thank you,’ she said. ‘Now we will, um, take a few questions from our listeners.’


Nine twenty-one. She blushed, stared at her Mac, while Igor, baffled, started the jingle. Three listeners were displayed on her screen, which was blinking impatiently: line 1, line 2, line 3. There were also text messages. The listeners could either ask their questions this way, or leave a message, or request to ask it live. In which case the coordinator would speak to them first in order to evaluate the quality of the connection, the pertinence of the question and their ease with expressing themselves, then she would add brief comments for Christine.


Christine immediately noticed number one on the list. Thirty-five years old. An architect. Unmarried. The coordinator had added an enthusiastic evaluation: ‘Intelligent, pertinent question, pleasant voice, speaks with ease, slight accent: perfect.’ As usual, she decided to keep him for last. She motioned to Igor to connect line 2.


‘First question,’ she said. ‘We are speaking to Reine. Good morning, Reine. You live in Verniolle, you are forty-two years old, and you are a teacher.’


The listener on line 2 provided a few basic biographical details, as requested, then she asked her question. The psychiatrist pounced on it eagerly. His voice was purring. Christine would be sorry when he left for his nationwide destiny. 


She asked the shrink to answer a text message. And then she called on Samia, on line 3.


‘Thank you,’ said Christine, once the shrink had answered yet again. ‘One last question? Let’s hear from Mathias.’


Line 1.


Nine thirty.


She motioned to connect the line.


‘It doesn’t bother you that you let someone die?’


For a fraction of a second, she was too stunned to move. His voice was powerful and ingratiating. Low-pitched, warm and deep at the same time, an inflection with a faint hiss. Without knowing why, she got the impression that the guy was speaking in the dark, from a place without light. A long shudder went through her and she wondered whether her brain was simply distorting much more innocuous words. No, because the voice continued, ‘For all your fine words of solidarity, you let someone commit suicide on Christmas Eve. Even though that person had called out to you for help.’


Her gaze met the shrink’s. He opened his mouth and closed it again without speaking.


‘What … is … your question?’


Her own voice seemed detached from her body. Toneless. It had nothing in common with the supple, compliant, almost erotic instrument she ordinarily played. 


‘So what sort of person are you, then?’


She could feel the sweat on her damp palms; she could see Igor’s eyes popping out of their sockets behind the glass window; she could see her own reflection, aghast. She finally raised a hand to tell him to cut off the line.


‘Um … Thank you … Thanks also to Dr Bercowitz for his insight … Happy Christmas to everyone.’


The theme music began to play: ‘Notion’, by Kings of Leon. She pressed her back against her seat, stunned, as if the blood refused to circulate through her veins. She couldn’t breathe. The small space was oppressive, the man’s words still echoed.


She saw Igor lean in towards his microphone. His voice erupted in the headphones:


‘Can someone tell me what the fuck is going on? Christine, for Christ’s sake, were you asleep or what?’


‘You should have cut him off right away,’ said the programme director, his tone full of blame. ‘Right from the start. When he took that familiar tone with you. You shouldn’t have kept him on the air.’ Guillaumot was giving her a dark look. His voice reached her through a filter, a thick layer of stupor.


‘Christine, what is the matter with you today?’ asked Salomé, the coordinator. ‘It was a real shambles.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘The way you behaved … Shit, you left a huge pause! You seemed completely absent!’ Salomé’s eyes were shining with reproach behind her glasses. ‘Don’t forget you are the image of this station, my dear. Or rather its voice. Listeners have to picture a cheerful, positive personality … someone professional, not someone who doesn’t care, and who has the same problems they do!’


Christine was nettled by the unfairness of her comment.


‘Thank you, but I’ve been doing this job for seven years. And the one time I screw up … Besides, who let that sick idiot on the air?’


She could see the fury shining in Salomé’s eyes. There had been a blunder; there would be a report.


‘Could I … could I listen to him again?’ she asked.


All their programmes were recorded. The recordings were kept for a month. Then sent to the broadcasting regulatory body. Any incidents were subjected to a debriefing like this one.


‘What?’ exclaimed Igor with a shake of his head to clear his long curly hair from his face. ‘What’s the point, for Christ’s bloody sake?’


The programme director gave Christine a suspicious look.


‘Do you know that person? Do you have any idea what he meant with this business about a suicide?’


She shook her head. Could feel them staring at her.


‘We have his telephone number on file. We’ll notify the cops,’ said Salomé.


‘And then what? What do you expect them to do? Arrest him for assault over the airwaves?’ said Igor. ‘Just drop it. It was only another lunatic. What was it Audiard said? “Blessed are the cracks, because they let in the light.”’


‘I am taking this very seriously,’ replied the programme director. ‘That was the Christmas programme, for Christ’s sake! And we get a guy live on air who accuses us of letting people commit suicide! In front of half a million listeners!’
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