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To my parents.


To my brothers.











I meant to write about death, only
life came breaking in as usual.


Virginia Woolf












Can my whole life really come down to that one day?


It was the most beautiful, the most terrible, the most definitive day. Seminal yet destructive. Confronting me, in a sudden unbearable onslaught, with the incandescent breath of life and its exact opposite.


Oh, I lived that day. But I’ve never described it. Not to anyone.


And yet the memories are so vivid. Bitter. Brutal. But the wounds have healed over. Knitted together. It was a long time before I felt beauty was within my grasp again. Before it broke away from the unendurable images that I can’t stop seeing every time I close my eyelids, however fleetingly.


To this day, my heart – and how could it do otherwise? – continues to hammer home the fact that I did what had to be done.


I’m sorry.









Part 1


Years
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My life


‘Yes, sir. I’ll make sure it’s done. My best wishes to your good lady wife.’


I put down the phone, amazed at myself. Does anyone else use that expression? It was already out of date last century.


I sound like an old woman, live like an old woman and only talk to old people. I am old. Old and lonely, that sums up my life.


But let’s begin at the beginning.


My name is Romane, I’m thirty-nine and I’m a GP, specializing in hypochondria with paranoid tendencies. It’s a niche specialization, but I apply it to myself alone – my patients can rest easy. More out of habit than choice, I live in Paris where I was born. I don’t travel much, because I’m frightened of almost anything that can take you further than a ten-kilometre radius. Getting into a car is an ordeal. As for a train, a boat or a plane – let’s not go there. I know the statistics: one crash for every twelve million flights, you’re less likely to die in an aeroplane than to win the lottery. Well, I find that terrifying because there may not be many of them, but lottery winners definitely do exist. I also don’t travel much because I’m frightened of spiders, snakes, anything that stings, bites or scratches, malaria, dengue, chikungunya, rabies, avian flu, being kidnapped by a mafia-like organization, having a heart attack a long way from a top-class hospital and dying of dehydration from a simple case of dysentery.


My panic attacks have been getting worse recently. To the point of obsession, some would say (including my psychiatrist). For six months now I’ve had bouts of what’s called hyperventilation. The minute something stresses me, I have this sense of imminent danger and I have to breathe into a small paper bag to get it under control. Picture the scene in the fruit and veg aisle of my local supermarket: a woman sitting next to the courgettes, suffocating because her hand happened to alight on a mouldering piece of fruit, and she thinks she’ll succumb to a hideous bacterial infection within the hour . . . that’s me. I have the pleasure of morphing into a panting little dog several times a day, and Air France sick bags have become my most trusty companions. By an extraordinary twist of fate, my friend Melissa is an airline pilot, and she’s become my official supplier.


Old, lonely, ridiculous and a hypochondriac.


I could add ugly, but to be honest, that’s not true. I get to see a lot of bodies every day, examining them with perfect safety thanks to my latex gloves, and I’m well aware that mine’s not the worst. But I still can’t help the fact that I don’t like my body, so I hide it under bland clothes.


I’m discreet, almost invisible. That’s what people like. People, not men. But then, the only man in my life is my father. I grew up with just him, protected by him, I’ve always followed the path he set out for me, and until six months ago I still lived with him. That’s how much I love my father. It almost chokes me. My therapist says my hyperventilating is just a somatic manifestation of my need for air, to break away from my father. ‘Wouldn’t you say there’s a disturbing connection between your breathing problems and your decision to move away from him?’ he asked pointedly. He’s probably right, particularly as the breathing hasn’t got any better, despite the move. On the brink of turning forty, I decided to learn to live without my father. I cut the ties. My psychiatrist assures me it was a good decision, and it was high time.


It was high time, but it was late coming. Far too late for my father to accept it calmly. I have tried to tell him that normal people with normal lives see their parents three times a year, and call them once or twice a month, so we don’t have to be so extreme, and yes, we can manage the transition from living under the same roof to different roofs, from constant surveillance of my every decision to a weekly phone call, and anyway it’ll spare him long years of hormonal upheavals and assorted mood swings . . . so he should be grateful, shouldn’t he? No, of course not. As far as my father’s concerned, this radical change in our daily lives is both incomprehensible and unacceptable.


For a few months now he’s only talked to me when he absolutely had to. It sometimes feels as if I’m dealing with a sulking sixty-five-year-old child who’s disappointed because he’s lost his favourite toy. His reaction hurt me at first – it was too harsh, too drastic – but then I got used to it. I actually think this temporary distance is what’s needed, it’s doing us both good. It’ll take time for my father to accept the new situation, but he’ll get there. Once he’s over the shock, our relationship will be more normal. More regular. And so will my breathing.


I’ve just realized that I’m talking about this like a lover’s break-up. You’re in really bad shape, girl. This is your father, there’s no break-up, this is a healthy move away. Breathe, Romane. Breathe.


Old, lonely, hypochondriac, pathetic, but I can heal myself. Or at least I’m trying.


*


After ending the call with my patient I allow myself a few minutes to have a glass of water and freshen up my face. It’s a blisteringly hot day and I have the unpleasant impression I’m in a hammam, minus the massage and the Middle Eastern pastries. I’m keeping my little paper bag within reach because the humidity is oppressive. My clothes cling to me, my patients cling to me, my gloves cling to me. On the radio this morning they said it would get to thirty-eight degrees. A record in Paris, even for the 15th of July. I’ve booked some time off at the end of the week and I still don’t know what I’m going to do. Nothing scares me more than ending up on my own – and God knows I’m scared of enough things. But I do have to take this time off: Paris empties significantly at this time of year, so keeping the surgery open doesn’t make any sense. As motivation to get out of this oven of a capital, I keep telling myself that having some rest is bound to bolster my immune system. At least there’s that.


Flippedy flip, it’s hot! Yes, that’s how I talk. In my head I’m saying, Fuck, I can’t fucking take this shit-hole heat, but the idea dissolves before it passes my lips. I’ve bought a fan for the surgery, and one for my bedroom. Last night – thanks to the Bastille Day celebrations – I hardly slept at all. With my windows open, I heard the drink-fuelled altercations of the local soaks, and couldn’t help imagining some individual with unsavoury intentions looming into view at any moment. Even though I live on the fifth floor, so unless Spiderman has an evil twin, the risk of intruders is pretty limited. All the same, I couldn’t relax. I woke dripping with sweat several times. Which means people had better not push me too far today. That’s what I think to myself – like I’d actually clobber anyone who wound me up. As if. The truth is, I’m the same today as every other day: agonizingly polite.


I peel my blouse away from my back one last time and open the door. Madame Lebrun – seventy years old, such black hair it’s getting worrying and such perfect teeth they’re getting suspect – steps into my office.


She’s been a patient a long time and, according to my father, she’s an acquaintance of his: I know he saw her regularly when he worked as a park-keeper at Buttes-Chaumont. At one point I suspected they knew each other much better than they admitted.


Madame Lebrun, normally such a talkative woman, sits down without a word. I’m amazed by her silence. Worried by it.


‘Romane, dear, we need to talk, you and I.’


Madame Lebrun peers at me with her small dark eyes. She’s clutching her handbag on her knee, her face is unreadable. She’s never looked at me like this.


I don’t know this yet, but Madame Lebrun is about to change the course of my life.


In a few minutes’ time, nothing will be the same again. Ever.
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I’m fine


Madame Lebrun is always clear, distinct, precise. It’s my personality, you know what I’m like, Romane, dear. I certainly know her well enough to be sure she always means well. Not the sort to spread gossip or freight her words with hidden meaning regardless of the consequences. So when she asks cautiously if everything’s OK, it makes me shudder. My body tenses.


‘Of course everything’s OK. But I’m the doctor around here, I should be asking you. What brings you here?’ I ask, trying to hide my anxiety behind forced jollity. Madame Lebrun takes a deep breath and looks me in the eye.


‘I won’t beat about the bush, Romane, dear. You know how fond I am of you. You know I don’t have any children and . . . and I’ve always thought of you as . . . important.’


Pause. Too long a pause. My paranoid nutcase tendencies nudge me towards thinking the worst. Madame Lebrun is going to give me terrible news; Madame Lebrun is dying. She looks perfectly healthy but I know just how sneaky illness can be.


‘I was in Marseilles last weekend, Romane.’


What can your little trip to Marseilles possibly mean to me? I think, but I obviously don’t say anything.


‘My sister’s broken her hip,’ she continues. ‘I went to visit her. She’s in hospital, the Hôpital Nord.’


‘I’m so sorry to hear that. I’m sure everything will sort itself out soon enough. She’s still young, I seem to remember. You mustn’t wor—’


‘My sister isn’t the problem, Romane, she’ll recover. You’re the problem.’


Did she just interrupt me abruptly? That’s not like her at all.


‘I’m not sure I’m following this . . . What problem do you mean?’


‘I saw you, Romane. In Marseilles. I nipped down to buy a magazine in the hospital shop and I saw you come in.’


Flippedy flip, Madame Lebrun’s lost the plot.


‘I was intrigued because your father hadn’t said anything about you going there, but mostly . . .’


‘Mostly what?’


‘Mostly . . . because you were in disguise. You’d put on a red wig and a dress that was a bit too low cut to my mind, but well, it’s the sort of thing people wear these days. So I followed you, without a word. I wanted to know.’


‘What are you talking about, Madame Lebrun? I’ve never been to Marseilles in my life, and I stayed at home last Saturday binge-watching an American TV series. You saw someone who looked like me and you came up with some improbable scenario, that’s all . . . How are you feeling? Are you having headaches at all?’


‘Romane, dear, don’t make fun of me. I may be old but I’m not stupid. I’m very well, thank you, and I’d like to be able to say the same of you . . . I just wanted to remind you that . . . if you need anything, I’m here. I haven’t breathed a word to your father, of course. My lips are sealed.’


She seems to be genuinely upset, worried about me.


‘This is ridiculous. I don’t know what sort of story you’ve whipped up about me but I can assure you I’m absolutely fine. Stop fretting about me, I get plenty of that from my father.’


‘But, Romane, I saw you, for goodness’ sake! At the other end of the country, so no one would know. I followed you, I saw the doctor show you into his office. I saw the serious expression on his face, I saw you coughing. I waited for you and half an hour later you came out with your file under your arm, and you burst into tears. You put sunglasses on to hide the state you were in. You looked dazed but you hurried away. I went over to the doctor’s door and on the door it said . . .’


I don’t understand a word of what Madame Lebrun is saying. I can feel a panic attack coming on, my breathing’s accelerating. She notices, gets to her feet and puts a hand on my shoulder. She hesitates for a moment, then makes up her mind to challenge me.


‘Romane, why did you see the head of pulmonology at the Hôpital Nord?’


*


After that I lost track of the conversation. My mind went into limbo.


Madame Lebrun put so much effort into persuading me that I really was ill that I gave up trying to contradict her. I needed to get her out of my consulting room, and quickly. The heat was catching at my throat. I was suffocating. I needed to breathe into my little bag but I didn’t want to do it in front of her, I didn’t want to encourage her bonkers hypotheses with concrete actions and images. I thanked her and she promised, again, that she wouldn’t say anything to my father, it would be just between the two of us. She reiterated her support and I shovelled her towards the exit.


Once the door was closed, I sat on the floor, and it took a good ten minutes to settle my breathing.


I dealt with the next four consultations in under an hour and cut short the day. I couldn’t concentrate and needed to get home. To think.


Madame Lebrun saw a distressed woman who wasn’t me, because I know perfectly well where I was last Saturday. Flippedy flip, that crazy old woman’s putting the weirdest words in my mouth – it wasn’t me, end of story, I don’t need to add justifications. But Madame Lebrun isn’t crazy, that’s the point. Her conviction has got to me because she seemed to be in full possession of her faculties. One detail of her story gets to me more than all the rest of it: she mentioned a red wig. I’ve had brown hair since my teens, but red is my natural colour. I don’t think Madame Lebrun has ever seen me with red hair. Obviously, I’m not the only redhead on the planet, and of course my father could have mentioned my colouring. It’s a coincidence or a pack of lies, that’s all, Romane.


The way my mind has concentrated on the colour of this Marseilles woman’s hair over the course of the evening has allowed a hypothesis to emerge gradually. And it’s as whacky as it’s exciting. What if she’s a member of my family? That would explain the vague similarity. What if Madame Lebrun’s curiosity was finally giving me an opportunity to meet one of the relatives my father always refuses to talk about, having cut off all ties with them after Mum died?


My mother’s death. The event – I’m convinced of this – that provoked my weaknesses, my fears, my father’s fears, my isolation, my co-dependent relationship with him that’s so hard to escape, my life . . . my absence of life.


My mother died when I’d just turned one.


In the most tragic way – saving me.


I have absolutely no memories of her, or of that winter afternoon. Could there be impressions and sensations imprinted somewhere in the convolutions of my brain? Nothing conscious, anyway. I was so young.


My father has always told me it was a beautiful day. It was the least you could ask, ‘for a goddess’s last day’. It couldn’t fail to be. So I’ve always had an irrational aversion for sunshine on crisp, cold days. Those rays of light are blades that cut right through me and endlessly reflect my mother’s death. And even though my father has always insisted fatalistically that it couldn’t be helped, that ‘it was nobody’s fault, just bad luck’, I’ve always felt responsible. She gave her life for me. If she hadn’t lunged to push the buggy onto the pavement, I would have died. My psychiatrist now sweeps aside this searing guilt with a flick of his hand. After all these years of therapy I need to move on. But I just can’t. When I look at photos of Mum, she’s so smiley, so beautiful, so much better than me, I can’t help feeling her life deserved to go on longer.


My father concentrated all his hopes, all his attention and all his love on me. That’s why it’s so difficult for me to break away completely. We’ve always been a family of two. My father’s turned the page on the past, scrupulously. I’ve never met so much as a great-uncle, not one great-aunt, no one, ever.


And now, out of the blue, Madame Lebrun is offering me a new possibility. A different outlook. It’s probably unfounded, but who knows? I must have some distant cousins, I wasn’t conceived by the Holy Spirit, despite my parents’ names: Mary and Joseph. I’ve always thought that if I’d been a boy, they’d have called me Jesus . . . so that was a narrow escape.


But that’s another story. Let’s get back to what I’ve been obsessing about since Madame Lebrun’s revelation: I want to meet this woman. I need to know. To be sure one way or the other.


I’m lying on my bed but sleep is out of the question.


Madame Lebrun has needled me. She’s stirred up something in me that goes way beyond curiosity. She was so sure of herself, so sure she’d seen me, it’s worrying. And exhilarating. How long is it since something this exciting has happened to me? I try to gather my thoughts; they’re pinging off in every direction. Some of them morbid. Most of them intoxicating.


Two in the morning, I’m still not asleep.


I go back over what Madame Lebrun said, fast-forwarding it, rewinding it and playing it in slo-mo in my mind.


It’s unbearably hot in my apartment. I decide to have another shower. A cold one. The icy water jets into my face and I suddenly know what to do. I race out of the bathroom with a towel knotted around my chest. I’m still soaking but who cares.


It’s the middle of July, I’ll be off work in three days’ time and I still don’t have any plans. I’m free as a sea breeze, and surely one of those would do me the world of good. I’ll go to Marseilles. Really explore this city I’ve never set foot in.


I turn on my computer and start organizing my holiday. Frenetically.


I don’t think I’ve been this excited for a long time.


I’ll see the rugged Calanques cliffs, the Canebière high street, the city’s oldest ‘Panier’ quarter, the modernist Cité Radieuse . . .


And the Hôpital Nord.
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Marseilles


I alight at the city’s Saint-Charles station and am hit by the stifling heat. Having shivered for three hours in a carriage with too much air con, the contrast is almost painful. I thought this intensity of heat only happened in places far inland, but it turns out it’s just as punishing on the shores of the Mediterranean.


I’m relieved the train arrived without incident. I took a muscle relaxant just before it set off, thinking this would help me drift off to sleep. Well, that wasn’t happening – the train was overflowing with children whizzing about in every direction. I had plenty of time to imagine scenarios of major rail disasters, jumping almost out of my seat every time we hurtled into a tunnel. I’m far happier confronting the scorching Marseilles air, with my feet firmly on the ground.


The whole area around the station is swarming with families, bulging suitcases and exuberant gangs of teenagers enjoying the monitored freedom of summer camps that they’ll look back on fondly – or not, if like me they shudder at the thought of showering surrounded by their fellow campers’ pubic hair. It’s Saturday, 18 July, one of the peak dates to set off on holiday in France. I hadn’t appreciated the full horror of this, or I’d have thought twice and deferred leaving for a couple of days. But here I am.


As I elbow my way to the taxi queue, I hear a volley of abuse coming from a black saloon with tinted windows: an Uber driver is treated to a selection of the most handsome local insults, reinforced by delightful gestures. I can’t help smiling to think I’m in Marseilles, a city that the media caricatured as dangerous, dirty and abandoned for a long time. In the last few years I’ve seen a flurry of articles about its beautiful scenery and its cultural revival. I’m in Marseilles and I’m delighted. I formulate this thought clearly, and the fact that I’ve applied that simple adjective – delighted – to myself is sufficiently rare to be worth mentioning.


I’ve allowed myself a little extravagance . . . well, if I’m going to have a holiday, I might as well book myself an amazing room. So I chose a recently renovated luxury hotel with giddying views down over the old port, the big wheel and the Basilica of Notre-Dame de la Garde. The place is incredible, the view breathtaking and the temperature in my sumptuous room perfect. I catch myself smiling. Trying to imagine what my life would be like if I lived here, in the far south of France. Would the pace of things be the same? Would my everyday life be easier? I could spend hours gazing at the views. I could, but that’s not what’s going to happen, not at all.


In theory, I’ve set aside the weekend to relax and rest, waiting till Monday before I go to the Hôpital Nord. As if this really were a holiday. But of course, that’s not what I want now. Did I ever really think I would? All my resolutions went out of the window as soon as I set foot on Marseilles soil. I might as well be honest with myself: I came here with one clear aim, and I’ll never make it through a whole weekend without thinking about this woman who I have been obsessed with for three full days. I get changed, knot a plain grey scarf in my hair, spritz myself with perfume, try to make myself as presentable as possible, deem that I’ve done OK and set off down the steps of my magnificent hotel. I’ve got my stash of little paper bags with me but I haven’t used a single one since arriving in Marseilles. I hail a taxi and, feverish with excitement, head towards the north of the city.


A stark change of scenery. Rows of low-rise buildings, grim concrete. In amongst all this, though, there’s a bubbly, cliché-defying atmosphere of happy hard-working people. The charming driver runs out of superlatives singing the praises of his city and tells me how unbelievably lucky I am to be discovering it, seeing it for the first time. He drops me outside the hospital, which looks exactly like the residential tower blocks all around it, but even here the cicadas sing deafeningly. It’s no lie, these insects chirp the whole time, giving a touch of sun-kissed charm to places that are cruelly lacking any of their own. It’s the first time I’ve heard them sing for real, not in a film, and I think it’s beautiful, and moving.


Once inside the building I spot the shop in the main concourse and find I’m looking out for Madame Lebrun. Obviously, this is absurd, but I know intuitively that she’s just the sort to carry on watching me until I’ve admitted that I’m ill. I go over to reception and ask where the pulmonology department is, thank you madame, have a nice day madame.


One hospital is really very like another: the same frenzied activity everywhere, the same strained faces. Hospitals are short of funding; time is too rare a commodity for all these men and women who devote their days and nights to comforting, saving and improving whoever and whatever they can. I admire them and I resent the political leaders who sit on their hands, always give in to the power of finances, and do nothing to improve the working conditions of thousands of medical staff, and the living conditions of thousands of patients. Even though good health is the first thing we all want for our loved ones, and the most wonderful of gifts. But good health is becoming a luxury. It makes me sick.


After I qualified as a doctor, I decided to focus on what’s known as ‘general practice’ (words that are sometimes said with a whiff of contempt, an implication of inferiority in comparison with ‘real’ medicine, the sort that goes on in university hospitals). I personally think they’re two sides of the same coin. Complementary, indispensable. I’m far too aware of human suffering not to take the time to listen. So I sit there in my little consulting room and listen. I’m one of those doctors who favours quality over quantity. At least, I try to.


The pulmonology department is buzzing with people. I hang around the admissions desk for a while, trying to find the waiting room. I don’t have a plan of attack, nothing. Well, actually, I have a very simple game plan – I’m going to sit and watch. I know that patients always have their own habits: some call my office several weeks in advance to be sure they’ll get that slot at 8.30 on a Monday morning, and when I ask them why they’re so keen on that slot, they invariably say that it’s just theirs, end of story. So I’m thinking Saturday may be the chosen hospital appointment day of this woman who looks so like me. I’ve got my iPad with me, the department is air conditioned, and I have all the time in the world. If nothing happens today, then I’ll think again.


I’m about to sit down when a young medical secretary waves me over to the desk. I suddenly feel slightly shaky. What does she want?


‘That’s lucky, I thought you’d already left the building. You forgot your social security card after your appointment earlier. Here. Enjoy the rest of the day.’


I mumble some thanks, turn around, pause, then hurry off, clutching the card I’ve just been given. My heartbeats reverberate right into my limbs. It’s perfectly obvious what’s just happened: the young secretary mistook me for the woman I’m looking for. She didn’t have a moment’s hesitation. So Madame Lebrun’s not the only one; we must be very alike. I wasn’t expecting such instant progress.


I can feel a dizzy spell coming on. My breathing’s getting choppy – I’m a thief on the run. I glance around furtively; it feels like everyone knows I’ve stolen someone else’s health insurance card. I think I can see disapproving looks. I’m walking quickly, very quickly. I still haven’t looked at the card in my hand, and I really hope it’s the new kind, with a photo. I’m just about to see this face which is apparently so like mine.


I come out of the building and slump down onto a low wall, near a couple of ambulancemen having a cigarette break. I take out my best paper bag and bring it up to my mouth, while they watch with some embarrassment. They stub out their cigarettes and cut short their break; I feel bad for driving them away, I hadn’t thought of that. I hadn’t thought of anything much, to be honest. I wish I could be tiny, disappear down a mouse hole, but I need to sit here and catch my breath. Then I can look at the card.


I count one, two, three . . . then look at it.


Shit shit shit shit. It’s one of the old ones, without a photo. I scan it for a name: Juliette Delgrange. Totally unrelated to my father’s name, or my mother’s. A nice name but it’s nothing to do with me. I’m disappointed. The soufflé collapses. Any hope that this woman is a distant relation is fading. My breathing goes back to normal. I’m annoyed with myself for being so naive, annoyed with myself for thinking something even remotely interesting could happen to me.


I automatically read the sequence of impersonal numbers on the smart card and, all at once, some of my deadened neurones fire up again.


I shudder. These health cards aren’t like other cards. The first few numbers are coded to indicate the holder’s gender, year of birth, date of birth and region of birth. I’m terribly thirsty and can’t concentrate any more. I run over to the nearest drinks machine, gulp down a whole bottle of water, gather my wits and peer at the card till my eyes ache.


The first seven numbers of Juliette Delgrange’s health card tell me that she’s a woman born in Paris in January 1976.


Like me.
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Impossible


I stay sitting on that wall for a long time, reeling. A male nurse asks me if I’ve got a light and tries to strike up conversation. I show him my little paper bag and pretend I don’t speak French. He doesn’t believe me but gets the message. I sit there, staring straight ahead, not seeing a thing. Shaken to the core.


On the way back to the hotel I find out as much as I can about this Juliette Delgrange who’s become astonishingly real now that she has a name. What I want more than anything else is to find a picture of her. To see her with my own eyes.


The search engine on my smartphone leads me straight to Facebook. There are three Juliette Delgranges. I’m not on Facebook myself – for obvious reasons of personal safety – so I can only see their profile pictures. Which is plenty as a starting point. I click on the first profile, feeling the blood pounding in my temples. A photo appears. Nothing like me. At least, I hope no one would confuse me with this monster, that would be a blow to morale . . . Yes, I can be a bitch sometimes – but it goes without saying, it all stays inside my head. The second profile doesn’t have an image, which is super rare these days. I’m worried it’s her, but she’s quite right to protect herself, the web’s riddled with every sort of pervert.


I try the third profile. The last one. My right hand’s shaking like a leaf so I steady my phone with my left hand, wedging my arm against the door. The image takes a long, long time to appear. I’m in a taxi, the signal on my phone is unreliable. I pin all my hopes on the screen. For a moment, I picture myself as a child, at night, in all the expectation of the presidential elections. The new president’s face appears slowly on our cumbersome old TV, from the top down, spinning out the suspense for thousands of half-wonderstruck, half-infuriated viewers. At this precise moment, in this taxi that’s travelling far too quickly, I’m kept on tenterhooks as Juliette Delgrange is revealed millimetre by millimetre.


When her face appears, I cry out, bring my hand to my mouth and burst into uncontrollable tears. I turn the phone away, as if the image could hurt me. I let that first shock consume me for a moment, sitting in silence, with my eyes closed. Then I look at the picture again, zooming in and analysing it in detail. How’s this possible?


The photo’s slightly out of focus, at an angle, probably not the best one there is of her. I don’t trust images: every ugly duckling can be turned into a sex symbol in three seconds flat these days. Filters distort the colours, alter reality. But Juliette Delgrange’s face is incredibly like mine. Her hair does look red, there’s no doubt about that. A red that’s so familiar to me. The thick, dense texture of her hair looks similar too. I can’t see the colour of her eyes because of the angle. Mine are blue, a blue that I’ve always thought hard, making the rest of my face bland. And my face itself is too white, smattered with freckles so that I’ve always looked like a poor man’s Emma Stone. At school they sometimes nicknamed me ‘Freckle’ or ‘Carrot-top’. Was Juliette Delgrange taunted like this? Did she cope with it better?


I can’t take my eyes off her face. I think it’s beautiful. With a natural, obvious beauty. I’ve never seen myself as attractive, I’ve always thought I have no charm of any sort. How come I see her so differently when we’re this alike? What’s altered my perception so drastically? The distance, the fact that it’s not me, of course. But not just that. In this photo, Juliette Delgrange has an aura, a charisma that I’ve never had, and never will. She’s smiling, she looks happy, sure of herself. She looks as if she feels beautiful. And that changes everything.
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