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We cannot change our lives on our own
and being free in our dreams means nothing.


The problem of freedom concerns the entire herd.


Either all the herd will be free, or not a single beast will be.


JEAN GUÉHENNO




Part One
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It is a story that began before our time, that will continue for as long as we keep records, hold conversations, erect walls, dig with bulldozers, grow vegetable gardens, raise children, afford surveyors and engineers and workmen; for as long as it remains possible to meet in an air-conditioned room at the solicitor’s to print out a deed of sale in four copies. It’s a story that will carry on after we are gone, as long as there are couples to live there, to love and clean and do the place up and have people over – to live, in other words; for as long as they are fertile enough to reproduce, to give birth to a family with several members, and in this family there is you, the woman, M.A.


You are sitting at the kitchen table. Your gaze is absently deciphering the label on a jar of stewed apples that is standing on the plastic tablecloth. And in the early afternoon silence, the refrigerator compressor starts up.


It’s a built-in model, one metre thirty high by forty-five centimetres wide, consisting of a white door with a little plaque on it which says BREUND CONFORT; a green light is shining; to the left of the diode a knob in the shape of a stylised snowflake reads SUPER COOL. If you press it, you will hear a little rumbling noise to indicate the passage to a lower temperature. The door is covered with postcards and a dozen or so magnets; some are the size of a drawing pin – white, gold, silver, or black; there are larger ones: a square magnet with the drawing of a cat that says GATTO DI ROMA, and which must be a souvenir from Italy; a little wooden heart decorated with a flower and some sprigs of raffia; another magnet the shape of a camel; one an ostrich, and the last one, which must be from an African country, depicts a woman pounding grain. Several postcards are held in place by these magnets. On the uppermost one there is a sunset, with the inscription

EL PORT DE LA SELVA, COSTA BRAVA; beneath it there is one featuring a landscape that says LES CLOCHES DES PYRÉNÉES, another one with the Moroccan desert, one from Greece, one from Petra in Jordan. There is a postcard with a dolphin peering out of a translucent sea, and the creature looks as if it’s laughing; a second photograph is set into this first one, showing a beach full of bathers, and above the dolphin is written BONJOUR, and beneath it, DE CARNAC. On the fridge door there is also a photograph of three children and on it is written, “Happy Birthday, Mamie”. Further down there is an older, yellowed photograph of a child squatting in a paddling pool; the boy must be four years old or so, he’s having his bath, and he’s smiling, squinting in the bright light; to the right of the basin a toy has been abandoned in the grass; to the left of the photograph is the aluminium handle which opens the fridge.


We now know that these magnets were presents from family members; we know that these postcards have been here for months, even years; we know that they will be moved as soon as new postcards arrive in your letterbox; we know that the children on the photographs have grown up, become mothers, fathers, and homeowners, they are travellers long returned to tell of their holidays, in another kitchen.


Whereas you, in moments like this, you are on your own, and you remember.




I


When you were little you often got bored.


*


You had to walk for ten minutes to get home from school. Your parents lived in a house in a neighbourhood that people in the village of Terneyre referred to as “the housing estate”. The closest town was called Valvoisin, and the town council later renamed it Valvoisin-sur-Isère, but you didn’t go there often.


*


Occasionally on a Sunday your mother would put some lamb’s brains in a glass to soak; you were disgusted; you would turn your head to one side as you made your way through the kitchen.


“Oh, my . . . Such a sensitive child!”


*


On your papa’s lap: “A farmer went trotting upon his grey mare, bumpity-bumpity-bump . . .”


*


You remember the motor oil in your father’s garage. Six days a week he would hammer away on the cars, and you were proud as could be, because the family name was there on the sign.


When you stopped in to see him after school, you could smell that acrid mixture of oil, chains and tyres, and nothing seemed more beautiful to you than your papa in his overalls all smudged with black. He would take you in his arms and lift you up in the sky.


“Well, then, my little queen?”


“Come and give us a little kiss.”


“Go on, one more spoon and then we can have dessert.”


*


You were sitting on the schoolbench, rocking with laughter.


*


The taste of pencil lead between your lips. Your mother: “Stop chewing that, it’s poison!” That word, poison, how it just made you want to suck on the pencil even more.


*


Things your schoolmates said:


“Open your mouth and close your eyes.”


“I’m going to tell you something, but it’s a secret.”


“Liar, liar! She’s in love!”


*


The metallic toothpaste tube that your mother was carefully rolling against the edge of the sink:


“Mustn’t waste.”


“Mind you keep clean!”


“Be careful!”


*


Suddenly a spark flew out of the fire and burned you. Your father quickly cut open a potato and placed it against your skin; the accident allowed for a different order of things, usually all you heard was “Don’t play with your food.”


*


You counted the days until your birthday. The big candle for when you turned ten.


*


You got a fever. An adult’s hand on your brow.


*


On the kitchen table in Terneyre, vegetables brought home in the net of the string bag.


You remember the red-and-green-checked apron your mother used to wear over her skirt while she was cooking.


Her woollen dressing gown, how you liked to snuggle up against it.


*


Your pride when you overheard the adults talking about you. When they said, for example, “She’s working hard at school”, or “What a temper she’s got!”


*


How excited you were, those first evenings your parents left you at home alone. You went and searched their room, you put on one of your mother’s skirts, tried her lipstick. You pranced around in front of the mirror dressed like that, and lifted your hair up on your head. Suddenly the front door opened; quick, you hurried to take everything off. But even your fear was a pleasure.


*


Things your grandparents would say:


“He’s been poaching, one day he’ll get into serious trouble!”


“If we all keep to ourselves everything will be fine.”


“Poor woman, her husband drinks.”


*


Your bedroom window overlooked a very narrow, very green garden.


The vegetables down at the end, a swing that no-one used anymore, a few hens that had disappeared by the time you reached your teens.


“They’re too much work.”


“And besides, they’re filthy creatures.”


*


Drawing flowers on blank pages, always the same drawing.


“She’s a regular little woman.”


“You’ll end up making her depressed.”


*


“Sometimes she answers back,” said the French teacher to your mother, and they told you you were insolent. You asked what you were supposed to do after someone asked you a question, was it so bad to answer?


“Do you think we’re stupid?”


“Go to your room.”


“Don’t you speak to me like that.”


*


The magazines you bought in secret with your pocket money.


*


You listened to the radio in your room, your heart pounded as you watched the films on television.


*


You collected pictures of horses.


*


You were bored.


*


Then you left for the city to study. You ate sandwiches that cost ten francs, you got to know the names of the classrooms and lecture theatres, you smoked cigarettes, you could not sleep the night before an exam, you waited for buses and metros, you learned to order a pint and to join in the conversation when you were sitting around a table with a dozen friends or more, you read books in tiny print, you drew charts, you came to realise how expensive life was, for the first time you fell ill and your mother was not there by your side, on Friday evenings you’d go home with your load of washing, your parents seemed to be moving more slowly, their faces had aged, you couldn’t wait to leave again, you took part in a general meeting calling for a strike, you went to a strange party, you gave sanitary towels to your girlfriends, you thought you were poor, since no-one was watching you ate your noodles straight from the pan, and then one day you got your degree.


*


But – before that, you had to settle on your future.


Your teenage self had neither the soul of an artist nor the vocation to help others, according to the careers adviser at the lycée in Valvoisin-sur-Isère. She suggested you study economics at a faculty in Lyon: as a rule, thought the civil servant, this went down rather well in your sort of family. “I think I’ve settled on a profession,” you said, very excited when you went back to Terneyre that evening, and no-one found any reason to protest. A new world was opening up to you, a world where you would no longer have to listen to your father slurping his soup.


You would never go on what are called business trips, but your degree in economics meant you would be hired by the Bédani Company in 1978, then by Coead in 1995. Thanks to this degree – quite sought-after back then – you would find your place in a market economy, and in those days, that meant a job that was done thoroughly and meant to last. So your life as a student was only a stage; difficult mornings after “the wild party last night”; shopping at the Prisunic; your first joint; losing your virginity; arguments with the neighbours, everything you would go through; just a necessary stage before you were hired to work in furniture manufacturing at Bédani, and later you were hired to monitor I.T. suppliers.


(We might note here that with that sort of university background you could easily have found yourself working in:




baby food,
egg noodles,
telephone cables,
industrial stationery,
luxury lingerie,
or atomic reactors.)





Because she was good at her studies, that little girl who only yesterday found all those forms her parents were filling out so mysterious; forms for their retirement plan, for the Sécurité Sociale, for credit; the little girl who had asked one day whether there was “a school for becoming an adult” would in the space of only a few years become a tenant, a student, an intern, an employee. You would move into a two-room flat and do what you had to do to have running water and a hook-up to the city gas line, since all it took was a few trips to the counter to obtain access to all the mod cons, you would make the most of them; without ever pausing to wonder how the pipes that warmed you in your flat had actually made their way from the lower echelons of some societal public works.


But for the time being: you were still an adolescent in your room with yellow walls in Terneyre. Everything around you seemed mediocre – your father’s pleasantries with the neighbour, his arm across the hedge as he handed over half a kilo of green beans.


“We had a bumper crop this year. I’ve never seen the likes in ten years or more.”


“Well, when you think of all the rain we’ve had!”


Getting the baccalaureate was what it would take to get away from there. You studied every night. But you were already having trouble concentrating; you stretched out on the bed. You were seventeen and melancholy and you stared at the ceiling. Outside the window, a car drove by. You took out some purple paper and began a letter to Catherine, a girl you had met in the first year of lycée who became your friend, until her father was transferred to Paris. Writing to each other had added another dimension to your friendship, something which elevated you above the common herd. You were not the only girl in the neighbourhood who found relief from boredom through this type of correspondence, but your letters were particularly touching. The lycée, the composition you had to hand in on Monday, and the latest argument with your mother featured large, but a few paragraphs further down you would go into the description of your ideal life: you would live at night and sleep during the day, you would go around the world and marry a dark handsome man you would travel a long way to be with; then; with a little ginger dog yapping by your side, you would run naked along the beach, rolling in the sand, returning at twilight to an immense house overlooking the ocean, and you “would be happy, infinitely happy” – you ended your letter with a joking aside to say that you were no fool.


Catherine’s letters were laden with the particular mystery of her home in Paris. You watched and waited for the postman. Just the sight of the postmark paris-massy allowed you to envisage the Métro, the crowds, Brigitte Bardot . . . With the envelope in your hand you would rush upstairs, lock your door and, lying on your stomach on the bed, you would greedily decipher her handwriting. Catherine thanked you for your letter, she told you about her move to the capital, her new lycée, she told you she’d been to see the Eiffel Tower, the Trocadéro, Notre-Dame, the place de la Concorde, that she’d wandered around the Latin Quarter; you could hear all sorts of different languages spoken; this amazing city never slept. She swore to you that despite the distance you would be friends for life, “sisters of the heart”. Your mutual pledges gushed forth in a burst of sincerity which you took for emotional depth, for love; because during adolescence one believes it’s enough to cloak friendship with grandiloquent promises for it to exist in that form, and to endure in that form, and never become misshapen, consumed or eventually broken by life. You entrusted Catherine with your desire to escape your bloody bedroom, she scoffed at her old parents, told you that she wanted to run away “for real” . . . and your letters filled your hearts with dreams of freedom that echoed identically from Paris to Terneyre: after the baccalaureate, life will be ours!


The country was booming, it was a time for pleasure, and there was work to be had for anyone prepared to do their bit, as your young physics teacher enthusiastically informed you; but, above all, Lyon was only seventy kilometres from Valvoisin. What a joy it would be to get to know this great industrious city, to wander alone through the streets, to go to the cinema and then have a yoghurt for dinner if that was what you felt like. Ah, you wrote on the purple paper, you couldn’t wait for the day when you could finally leave this rotten hole where the neighbours were always asking you about your latest marks at school. Worst of all were the ones who would call out to you as you walked home from school:


“Tell your papa that I’ll come for the motor on Tuesday. Hey, you won’t forget to pass it on?”


In the kitchen, more and more often, dinner ended in an argument.


“You’re never happy!”


“Nothing is good enough for you!”


The door slammed, and there you were in tears, in your room. Major strikes all over France; in moments like that, your isolation seemed all the crueller, you would have liked to be with them – not the workers with their glum expressions, but the gang of long-haired Parisians, the very ones your father insulted in front of the telly; you went on sobbing with rage in your room, and now you pictured yourself as some poète maudit heading off down a dusty road with your pack on your back . . . Anything rather than stay here, engulfed by conversations about engines to repair and other things such as:


“Could you tell Renée to come and fetch her soup tureen.”


“Hand me those socks so that I can darn them.”


Sometimes it was so suffocating that you were haunted by the thought of suicide. You hurled yourself from the balcony and then came the terrible moment when your body was found, your parents’ sorrow and remorse, the funeral and everything that people would say about you, how your destiny had been exceptional, misunderstood . . . These imaginings absorbed you, and you forgot about the pain that had caused them and which overwhelmed you again the moment you came to the end of your funeral. You curled up in a ball on your bed. If only you’d had brothers and sisters! Together you could have dressed your dolls, and played cowboys and Indians, and climbed trees, and at bedtime you would have read them fairy tales . . . Oh, it must be wonderful to be pregnant, you wrote to Catherine, it must be so sweet to touch your belly and feel a little thing moving. You would have several children, four at least, you would hold them tight so they would never be cold, you would all go for a walk in the wind, then have a delicious meal in the white house with their papa, the same one by the vast ocean, with the little ginger dog.


Otherwise, there was always reading: it alleviated the boredom. A schoolfriend had given you L’Astragale, you pictured yourself as a delinquent, chasing anything in trousers, but after an hour you’d grown bored and you went back down to the living room. You watched soaps on telly in which rich Americans made babies with women who had long cascades of blonde hair, then they married them in a convertible. In the kitchen your mother was mending a pair of overalls. She shouted at you, said you’d do better to do your homework than watch that rubbish. You replied, surly as could be, that you’d already done your homework, and anyway, what did they know.


The next day you got up at seven. Your father had already left for the garage. Your mother couldn’t help it:


“Sure you’ve got everything? Have you put it all in your schoolbag?”


“Maman, I’m not eight years old.”


“I can never say anything to you!”


“Have to go, the bus is coming . . .”


*


Your first romance, at the sports complex in Valvoisin. Your mother had signed you up for gym class, because she was of the opinion that physical exercise was part and parcel of a decent upbringing (and because it was cheaper than her other idea, piano lessons), and your class was under the influence of girls who had lost their virginity quite early on, and who tried to outdo one another with snide remarks that were terrifyingly precise. You remember the oldest one, a regional balance beam champion whose breasts bobbed abundantly during the exercises; in the evening her boyfriend used to wait for her on his scooter outside the stadium; he had long hair and wore a leather jacket and the girl would swing one long leg over the seat to straddle it before clinging to his back. The other schoolgirls like yourself watched them ride off, and quivered.


You started watching what you ate. You hid a lacy bra in a drawer, you shaved your legs over the bidet; you would have your first kiss with a boy called Antoine, a member of the regional athletics team. You liked his smile, the way he walked, the way he carried his backpack. He stood there with you at the stop for the number 6 bus, a little stretch of pavement that became as romantic to your fifteen-year-old self as any Shakespearean balcony. You stayed there and let the buses go by as you embraced, and held hands, sharing the silly secrets of people of your age; and it was there that for the first time you would know the sensation of a tongue that wasn’t your own inside your mouth, and that, for the first time, you felt a warm tide spread beneath your skin, delicious, paralysing.


Back in your room, you wrote page after page to Catherine; how eager you were to see Antoine again the following Wednesday, what he had said to you last Wednesday and, above all: was he in love with you? From the ground floor, your mother shouting:


“Dinner!”


That first love: scenes in your memory.


The day Antoine asked you whether he could be “more than a friend to you”.


The day you went together in secret to the cinema.


The day he invited you to his house to “show you something, you won’t regret it”. He took you up to his brother’s bedroom. You followed, a little afraid to be alone in a strange house, and then you saw a basket with a cat and her four kittens.


“Oh, they’re so sweet!”


“They were born ten days ago.”


The cat purred among her litter. You held your hand out to her.


“Can you pick one of them up for me?”


The boy crouched down and handed you one of the kittens. The warm, delightful feel of it on your skin. You caressed its little head, its tiny ears, and with a stiff neck the creature lifted its pink head, as if its blind eyes were hunting for your hand again.


“He’s so funny!”


You were on your knees on the tiled floor, Antoine next to you. You could feel his arm against your shoulder, you could smell his breath and other scents emanating from his torso; then the delicious tide returned, with a violent rush, flooding your face, your legs, your entire body. So this was desire! And you thought only men could feel it so strongly. In a panic, you got to your feet:


“So, are we going to the cinema?”


Your little romance lasted a few weeks. Antoine wrote passionate letters. You still have them, to this day, in your room. All you have to do is open a shoebox and there they are, overflowing with words like:




My love. I can’t help but curse this pen and paper because all they do is remind me, so painfully, of the distance between us. I would like to take you in my arms and look at the stars. If you only knew how much I miss you: your face, your hands, the smell of your clothes. That was a good talk we had the other day. After I saw you at the stadium I danced all over my room, jumping up and down, I was that happy. How can I forget the sweetness of your skin? I’ve almost never had the chance to meet someone so gentle and beautiful at the same time. I can’t wait to see you again. I just wanted to tell you that I miss you a lot and grow fonder of you every day. Lots of kisses, more and more, and then some more.





One day Antoine caressed your breasts. You let him.


One day he said, “Have you ever made love?”


You were speechless. Then he hurried to add, “I haven’t, ever. But my brother has.”


“Your brother is seventeen. It’s not the same.”


You thought you had to justify yourself.


“I think you can make love only if you’re really, really in love.”


In the end; the terrible sorrow that left you crying for an entire afternoon, because you thought that Antoine had been unfaithful to you with another girl from the gym; a young girl’s sorrow . . . But very soon you would have other boyfriends. It was like a new game: walking on the beam and attracting boys. Until the day you met with rejection. That same evening you looked at yourself naked in your bedroom mirror, running your hands through your hair and lifting it from your neck, putting a hair slide in the mass of curls, only to have it fall down again. You gazed at yourself and tried to determine whether you absolutely were pretty (everyone said you were) and why that student from the final year didn’t want to go out with you. You were no longer looking for one boy in particular, but for the warm wave that expanded your chest and made you so powerful.


From downstairs, insistently:


“Dinner, I said!”


You put on your sullen face, the face of a princess who is about to refuse to eat buttered noodles.


“You criticise everything! We’ll see how you get on the day you have to cook for yourself.”


Dixit the mother.


“Not to mention the fact that it may be you catch a man with what’s below his belt, but you keep him with what’s behind it.”


Dixit the father.


Soon you would be sheltered from all this vulgarity. You had just obtained your baccalaureate. With very good marks. So you had surpassed your parents, and you’d be setting off down a path they hadn’t been able to take when they were young; all they ever did was secretarial or low-level management work, putting their money aside for you, conceiving an only child in memory of their poverty: this child would be going up a rung. They could see it in your expression, that trace of scorn linked to your ambition. They talked about it in their room at night, they were proud of the way you were setting out to be successful at what you did; even if it meant they must be fearful for your sake; just as later on you would fear mistakes along the way where your own children were concerned; even if, as the years went by, they gradually stopped asking questions, since they couldn’t understand what this job was that you’d been so highly trained for, but they trusted you; just as you wouldn’t understand, in later years, when your son tried to explain his job to you, but you would trust him – because a time always comes when the work of raising a child is over.


But for the moment nothing had changed. On the telly there was the Tour de France. Your parents were celebrating your baccalaureate, your mother had cooked a good meal, without “making a fuss” either.


“We mustn’t let her get all worked up.”


“Now she’s got to study hard at university.”


To prepare your move to the city, your mother went with you to Lyon and back. It was a special time. You had to enrol at university and find a room. She surprised you by buying you some new clothes; they were almost fashionable.


“Because you’re a big girl now, you can’t go round wearing just any old thing.”


Dinners in Terneyre were spent drawing up lists of all there was to pack, all there was to eat or not eat, say or not say, be polite to the professors, don’t stand out . . . You lost your temper again. When it wasn’t you they were talking to, it was the neighbours: “My daughter’s off to study economics!” you heard, in the midst of the green beans.


You lay on your bed leafing through a magazine, scribbling the same old flowers on one page and thinking about the man who would love you for ever and never smell of sweat. Everything was too small for you here, that was for sure, and as your body sank into the winding folds of the bed you abandoned yourself to dreams of glory; you were silent, relaxed, satisfied, while night fell upon the neighbourhood. The tractors were back from the fields. The next day was a Monday. You gave Catherine your new address. Soon everything would be ready. These were your last nights in the family home, you switched on the radio to the programme where girls talked about their “passionate love affairs”. Only a few more weeks and you’d be gone, you thought to yourself with a sigh – when you heard the old box spring bed creaking in the next room. You blocked your ears, disgusted. What?! Those two, who never touched, never shared a tender word, how dare they do something only lovers must do? You were outraged; to think that at their age something sexual could still happen, as demonstrated by the creaking of the old springs; and you turned up the volume on the transistor, trying to forget as quickly as you could the shameful agitation of the parental bedroom.




II


And then one day there you were, in the city. Your father had just bought the latest model Renault, a two-door saloon car with an extraordinarily roomy boot for such a small car, he had paid ten thousand francs, after all, but the dealer had given him a discount – and besides, as you assured him, it made him seem young. In those days there were only fourteen million cars in France. You were pretty excited, the three of you, sitting inside. But irrespective of the reason for the removal, and what makes it significant, in this case a child leaving home, in others a couple separating, or the death of a loved one, or the loss or change of one’s job, a day like this, in the end, consists in transporting objects from one place to another. Your suitcases were loaded in Terneyre, then unloaded in Lyon.


“It’s a very nice flat.”


After checking the electricity meter, your father took you both out for a drink, and on the way he spotted other Renault 5s.


“It’s true that in the city, it’s convenient for parking.”


You went into a real Lyon bistro, with checked tablecloths and a grumpy waiter. You looked at everything and spoke a lot. Your parents listened. You explained your university curriculum, they didn’t understand, but they smiled, somewhat stiffly; exactly the way you would smile at your son thirty-five years later when you asked him what “exactly” his job consisted of, and he said:


“Well, in a way, the general coordinator is the one who’s the interface between the accountant and the manager, who lines the objectives of management up with the available financial resources, and his role is to ensure maximum rationalisation of the company’s efficiency. It’s both notification and analysis, in a way. What I like about it is that the general coordinator can even operate as a pilot, or [added Xavier when you looked at him, nonplussed] co-pilot, like on a plane . . .”


But it was already time to say goodbye. The next holidays were not any time soon, and they said you mustn’t hesitate to come back for weekends, they’d go and fetch you at the station, because even if you were grown-up now you must never be ashamed of asking your old parents for help. The sound of the engine. Maman and Papa were gone.


You took a few dancing, gymnastic steps. You gazed out of the window – your gaze not yet blunted by habit – as the city began to twinkle with lights, and you felt a joyful urge run all through you, electrifying, irrepressible: a desire to go out and wander through the streets. These streets were cobbled, you’d noticed; the river Saône was beautiful; you would have to go and visit that park over there; come back for a coffee at this pavement café; but it was getting cool . . . Half an hour later, the fatigue of the long day made you turn back. You wanted to be on your street, in your building, to take the lift and turn the key in the lock. Silent, your flat was waiting for you.


And suddenly on that first evening as you were eating supper alone, rid at last of your father’s odours, your mother’s curlers, and assorted village gossip, instead of feeling free, suddenly you were afraid.


Solitude: that was your enemy.


*


Every morning when you got up one of the first things you did was to hold the electric coffee grinder between your thighs and press the red button; the grinder vibrated, making a shrill noise. Years later the slightest shrill sound grating harshly in your ears still reminded you of those mornings, those early days. The water boiled on the gas behind you. You scooped coffee into the filter, placed it over the coffee pot and poured the hot water into the filter, three times. The first time a crater formed inside the grounds, the second time you filled the water up the sides. You were haunted by that smell of coffee and the cold air, the unpleasant noise in your ears, those mornings as you waited for the water to drip, your gaze drifting to the linoleum kitchen floor. The third time you gave a circular twist of your wrist to empty the saucepan from higher up, and the grounds now formed a solid mass at the bottom of the filter. You yawned, thinking nothing, still waiting for the water to run through.


You took your time putting on your make-up; at least your mother wasn’t there to watch you. Quick down the stairs, and you trotted elegantly as far as the Rhône and into the university building, your brain ready to be filled with the major economic stakes of the future. The air smelled of the refinery at Feyzin.


Mornings passed quickly. At the noon break you had to decide. If you had only an hour, you would eat a snack on a bench, then hang around in the corridors. If you were off for two hours, you would go home; but in that case, as you prepared a makeshift meal, between the fork and the knife as you sat down to eat, you felt a sudden malaise. You ate quickly. In the time that remained before heading back to class you took a nap, of sorts. It was a time of day when the sun shone too brightly on the dirty white surface of the sink, and a knot in your stomach made you listen out for the slightest sound from outside – the neighbour walking about upstairs, a car horn blaring below. You worried that you might be late, so you grabbed your satchel and took the same route as that morning, more sluggishly. A month went by. You knew all the streets in the neighbourhood, your curiosity was waning, you didn’t have the courage to embark on long walks through the city centre, the only thing that became a regular temptation was window shopping along the rue de la République, but what was the point on such a tiny budget. You were seen working at the university library; there were some fine-looking boys.


Once you were back in your flat, at six o’clock, the loneliest time began. You could fill it doing the odd bit of shopping, or tidying the flat, or reading your Roneo’d course material. The ideal thing would have been to go to the cinema, but you didn’t have the heart to go back out alone. You poured some rice into a pan, it was sure to swell, and every evening you re-enacted the disappointment of dinner. Whether you sat down to eat at seven or at midnight, whether you started with dessert, or didn’t eat at all, there was no ritual to respect anymore, and this very vagueness made you lose your appetite. You chewed your grated carrots while staring out at the same urban landscape beyond your single window. Even if you listened to the radio, the absence of another plate beside yours left a shadow over your heart that you could not get used to.


At the entrance to your building there was a wide, tiled corridor, pale green and dark green. The tiles covered the walls to a height of two metres and ended in a scalloped frieze. You went up to a glass door and pushed it open. Beyond it were the building’s letterboxes, and yours was on the bottom to the right, you didn’t have any post, you walked up to the lift, parted the metal gates and pressed button 4. And then, borne upward by the mechanism, you relaxed. The brightly lit stairwell allowed a faint light into the lift: as it passed through the metallic bars, the light refracted onto the woodwork inside, tracing thin yellow rays, some rising, others falling, as the lift made its way past each consecutive landing. These interwoven rays also lit your face briefly, in the form of broken or continuous lines, and it was like a neutral time; the lift was slow, and you looked at your face in the mirror as it was latticed by these rays of light, and you went past each threshold with the strange impression that you were about to go straight through the ceiling. A few steps left to climb up to your floor, and you were home.


Dinner was eaten, dishes were washed, you curled up in your blankets, switched off the light but could not sleep. You felt better if you’d spoken to someone during the day, anyone. All you needed were a few words for your malaise to fade away: it could be the ticket-puncher on the tram, a lecturer, a fellow student; someone looked at you and your loneliness dissolved. But if, during that autumn when you discovered your own extreme shyness, you spent an entire day without speaking to anyone, your big eyes stayed open wide in the dark – because it is hard to fall asleep in a house where no-one else, in no other room; no child, no friend, no relative; is there to vanish with us into the night.


As you tried to fall asleep in that flat without a past, you remembered those festive meals, as a tiny girl, when you would fall asleep on a chair in the middle of the room where the adults were dancing, and someone – your mother or father or an uncle – would always pick you up in their giant’s arms and take you into a room where the other children were already sleeping; the adult would place you delicately on a bed, remove your shoes and tuck you in, and your last image was of that person going out and closing the door, leaving behind a feeling of deep security, a breath of sovereign warm air beneath which you immediately fell asleep again.


You moved. You pulled the blanket up to your chin. The monotonous roar of traffic resonated from the riverbanks. You stared at the dark spot left by a poster on the wall. Then the fatigue, a sort of despair or disappointment, and everything fractured. And you wept in your bed, as sad as a punished child. In the morning the alarm rang. No-one had made you any coffee and no-one had bought you any croissants. The weekends left you at an ever greater loss as to what to do.


So those early weeks in Lyon have been erased from your memory as surely as the dreary ennui of a nameless dentist’s waiting room; since these were moments with neither charm nor use nor meaning, moments with which there was nothing to be done, they faded into a sort of cottony substance, to disappear from memory as soon as the day was over. The malaise, the fear remained, and you hid it from your parents whenever you rang them from a telephone box. You told them that everything was fine, that your flat was nice, and the city was “beautiful and misty”, but in fact, Chloé would eventually erase those early weeks, Chloé, your fellow student and friend who was suddenly there in your life. And time, at last; what you’d been dreaming of; time at last began to pass more quickly.


*


The first picture of Chloé was of a girl with long hair sitting high up in the lecture theatre, a girl with a ringing laugh that got her noticed, by the lecturers too. A number of boys gravitated around her, and very quickly they formed a distinct little troupe. At noon they ate tuna sandwiches and discussed social issues. There was something superior about Chloé; you thought she was from Lyon, and for that reason, you didn’t dare speak to her. But she had noticed how pretty you were, and how some of the boys from her group were glancing your way. It was she who, one day, complimented you on your skirt, saying it had “an unusual cut”. Without thinking, you replied that your mother had made it. Contrary to what you had feared, she was all the more admiring.


“My mother never got any further than the laundry!”


It began with laughter during the breaks between classes, and coffees at the bar, then lunch at the student cafeteria, she came to your place, you went to hers, you became inseparable. The entire city was changed. At last you had someone to walk around with in the evening, someone to wait for you outside room number 6, to talk about the dishiest boys and the meanest lecturers. Chloé had you try on her clothes and gave you advice on how to be “even prettier”. You told her about your father and his garage, the gym, Antoine and your first kiss. She listened as she made tea on the electric hot plate, and said “Oh, crumbs”, or “That’s fabulous”. Chloé wasn’t from Lyon after all, but from a province even more remote than yours, Savoie. But she had been born in Paris, and it started both of you daydreaming.


“Do you remember anything?”


“We left after they got divorced, my sister was four, I was two: no memories at all.”


“If I lived in Paris, I would never leave.”


“Absolutely! If you knew what yokels they are, where I live now . . .”


She in turn told you how her father had left her mother, how she had smoked her first cigarettes, how you cannot possibly mess up crêpe batter. You remember; how you talked endlessly, drinking cheap wine, while the slightest rumour, the slightest urge to travel, an upcoming assignment, a wink in the lecture theatre, everything was dissected in that intoxication of speech you had missed so much. When the bottle was empty, you put on a record and sang refrains such as Tell me you love me, I’ll be waiting for you, But what are you doing here? In those days all you had to do was take an L.P. from its sleeve and put it on the turntable.


*


You wanted to move in together with the start of the next year. In Terneyre they were afraid of being “ripped off”, so they called Chloé’s parents. And given that they were more or less from the same social background, it all went well. You had passed your exams, surely your parents could trust you.
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