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For Doctor Muriel Salmona,
for the long-haul investigator,
for all victims of violence,
my heroines.






When crimes begin to pile up they become invisible. When sufferings become unendurable the cries are no longer heard. The cries, too, fall like rain in summer.


BERTOLT BRECHT
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DID SHE WIPE HER MOUTH with the back of her hand, run her tongue over her teeth, tidy her hair a bit? Was it her or him who pulled up her knickers, straightened her red pinafore dress, tucked in her white blouse? She looks at him, nodding like one of those little dogs on the back ledges of cars. “I’m a good girl, I’m pretty, I like it, you’re my friend, you like my big bottom, you’re nice to me, I’m greedy, I won’t tell anyone, it’s our secret, I promise you, I won’t tell.” Words he said to her and which she doesn’t remember, just as she doesn’t remember what he did to her.


She picks up the white paper bag of Carambar toffees and the container of goldfish flakes she had put down on the naked corner of a step.


Something has toppled over, she can’t work out whether it’s the floor or her, she needs to concentrate to climb the stairs.


She turns round on the landing when he calls her, promises again by nodding her head.


*


She is lying on her bed, she tries to catch a tear with the tip of her tongue. The floorboards in the hallway creak, she grabs her book. Nobody’s Child, by Hector Malot.


“Is the book making you cry?” her father asks, no doubt alarmed that she slipped from the front door to her bedroom like a shadow, without the ritual booming “Hello my dear family I love and cherish”, without slamming the door to the apartment, without coming to tell them anything.


Her head moves. Left. Right. Right. Left.


“Has something happened?”


Her head moves. Up. Down. Down. Up.


*


She is sitting between her parents on the maroon sofa in the living room, her brother and sisters have disappeared. She looks at the walls covered in fabric, she doesn’t recognise them, just as she doesn’t recognise her own parents. Everything has changed suddenly, but she can’t understand what. They talk to her, she struggles to hear them, to understand them. She’s floating.


*


She is sitting in the back of the police car, next to her father. The policemen put on the flashing lights to make her smile. She smiles. She is a good girl. She is no longer there. She is dead. No-one seems to realise.


*


At the police station, a policewoman asks her questions, she must answer yes or no, she nods or shakes her head accordingly. She feels nothing. The policewoman notes, “He touched my bottom: front and back. He took my left hand and put it on his willy.”


They tell her she is “reporting unwanted sexual contact” and that the man in the stairwell is a “paedophile”. She nods.


*


She does not feel the jellyfish slither into her that day, doesn’t feel their long transparent tentacles penetrate her, doesn’t know that their venomous filaments will gradually drag her into a story that is not her own, that is not about her. She doesn’t know that they will cast her off her path, draw her down into deserted and inhospitable depths, obstruct her every step, make her doubt her strength, shrink the world around her, year after year, to a little air pocket with no way out. She doesn’t know that she is at war now, and the enemy army is living inside her.


Nobody warns her, nobody explains this to her, the world has gone quiet.


*


The years will pass. They will forget that sunny Sunday in May, or rather, they will never speak of it again. And she will never think about it either.
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OF COURSE, BEFORE THAT, you’d had your share of fights, sadness, anger, defeats and funerals. You had already learned that loving someone with all your might doesn’t stop them from dying, but you can continue to talk to them afterwards, just like you used to talk to Grand-Père, under the plum tree. You knew there were illnesses that no-one recovers from and questions to which there are no answers. But answers were there in the spiderwebs sparkling with dew that no words could contain. God lived in the depths of your heart and in the buzzing of insects in springtime. You climbed up to the tops of trees to feel yourself sway with them in the breeze. You had a boyfriend who was a fencer and you drew him a picture of the twelve children you would have together one day. You would throw earth-shattering tantrums and sit down on the pavement and flatly refuse to get up. You used to collect pretty words and crazy words in your notebooks. You wanted to become a firefighter, to save the world, to be a great writer. You couldn’t care less about mirrors and appearances. You were nine years old.




I
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THE NEXT DAY, SHE TELLS her boyfriend about it. The bell rings at the end of playtime, they are standing next to her desk – I can’t quite remember what she said, what words she used – she sensed that nothing would ever feel the same again, and she ought to tell him. She doesn’t wait for his answer, she goes and sits down, nice and straight.


*


She starts eating more, she was greedy before – I don’t know whether she realises it, but from now on she will no longer eat for sustenance, but to calm herself down.


*


She has everything she needs to be happy. She has a very privileged, sheltered childhood. She is in good health, she is pretty, she is intelligent. She lives in Paris. She skis in the winters, swims in the summers, and visits museums abroad. She is from a good family living in a fine neighbourhood, she is well brought up, she knows how to behave in company. She is white, French since the time of Morvan I, King of the Bretons, and Charlemagne, raised in the Catholic faith and to have concern for others. One of her grandfathers was a decorated war hero, fallen for France. Her father has made a success of his life, her mother too. Parents with fascinating, responsible, high-profile professions, with a hectic and fulfilling social life. Parents who are busy, awkward, tender and profoundly loving.


*


When she is alone, she talks with an enormous white yeti, which only she can see, and with Pandi Panda, her old bear from China. They protect her, reassure her, and when she is with them, she can settle herself. She still sucks her thumb. Sometimes she grabs the yeti’s hand, on the street, or when there are too many people around and she just can’t keep track of them all by herself.


*


Some days, the objects around her hold conversations and she can spend a whole hour in the bathroom, immobile, listening to them talking inside her head.


*


Some nights, year after year, she is dreaming, then something interrupts the unfolding of her dream, something, a particular place she notices on her body that starts spinning, spinning faster and faster, the whirlwind grows bigger and sucks her in, the edges of her body crumble away, they disappear little by little, she cannot turn her eyes away, her body is a sandy desert that swirls and sinks, the sand is squishy, it fills her mouth, nothing to hold on to, she slips, she dissolves, and when the whirlwind has taken over all the space in the dream, when she is about to disappear, she screams. She wakes up with a start. She listens. She is frightened that she might have actually screamed, might have woken her parents. There is something horribly dirty in this dream, something that she must not talk about.
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IN THE SPRING OF THE following year, she is ten years old and has a white hooded T-shirt. She is happy to get away from round collars and smocked frocks for once. One of the show-off girls from the playground elite compliments her on her outfit, and her heart suddenly fills with delight, her heart overflows, she always feels so useless so ugly so fat, she doesn’t even know how to look at herself anymore except through other people’s eyes.


*


At a friend’s birthday party, everyone is playing hide-and-seek. Her boyfriend pulls her behind one of the heavy curtains in the living room. They look at each other, she blushes, he moves his little lips closer, she’s short of breath, she shuts her eyes and suddenly, she freezes. Something has slipped into her and grabbed her, a disgusting thing, a sensation throughout her whole body, a chill that is too terrifying to describe.


Disappointed, he goes to find another girl to kiss.


*


Her mother takes her to an aunt who is a nutritionist; she has gained a lot of weight. She must record everything she eats in a little notebook, but there are things she would rather not write down, quantities she doesn’t mention. She’s the one who finishes everybody’s plates when nobody is looking, who gobbles up the leftovers instead of throwing them away, who is the first one up to clear the table, who is always smiling, always ready to lend a hand, always running to the kitchen to stuff herself until she goes numb.


*


As the days pass, the jellyfish multiply.


*


Her mother takes her to a large police station on the banks of the Seine. The police officers hand her a file crammed full of photographs of men, she has to look at them carefully, one by one. She would like to be able to say, “that’s him”, but none of these anonymous faces are familiar, none of them remind her of anything. She doesn’t dare ask whether all these men, all these hundreds of paper men looking at her, are “paedophiles” too.


*


In sixième, the history teacher asks volunteers to give presentations about a period of their choice. She chooses the Holocaust. She spends hours in the local library, looking at kindly skeletons in striped pyjamas with lifeless eyes, offering their toothless smiles to the Red Army photographers. She doesn’t tell her parents she has borrowed “Night and Fog”, she waits until she is alone one afternoon to watch it. Her presentation is so detailed that it stretches over four class periods and the history teacher is so worried she talks to her parents.


*


She is lively and cheerful when she’s in company, and as soon as no-one is watching, she eats. She still laughs, maybe even more than before – her heart is just so heavy that when joy comes to find her, she dives deep into it.


*


She goes back with her mother to the large police station by the Seine. A policeman shows her into a dark room: on the other side of a partition that is partly glass, five men with closed faces are lined up in front of her, looking at her. She is very frightened. The policeman reassures her, “It’s a two-way mirror, they can’t see you.”


She doesn’t understand, “a 2A mirror”, she forces herself to smile, to come closer to the glass, to stare at the men. She wishes she could be helpful, but she still doesn’t recognise any of those faces.


That day, or maybe another time, she has to describe the face of the man in the stairwell. “What was the shape of his face? Oval, long? And his hairline?” On the screen of the big grey computer, they scroll through a strange catalogue of separate parts, chins, noses, eyes, foreheads, cheeks, mouths, ears, eyebrows, so that in the end, after a long joint effort, a face appears, a strange sort of face, a corpse’s face, a nobody face, a nothing face. Another face she doesn’t recognise.


*


She receives a Catholic education, from which she retains the Devil and his temptations, sin, the omniscient eye of God fixed upon her, Hell. She hears about the hatred of the body and the rejection of the senses in sermons about the primacy of the spirit. This reassures her. She despises her body and feels as though it is an imposed vessel, a cesspit. She hopes to have a pure and virginal soul, united with God, dismembered from this body where Satan dwells.


She often masturbates, in the Latin sense, manus stupratio, she soils herself with her hand. She doesn’t remember when it started or where the movements came from, always the same ones. She doesn’t know what to call them. All it takes is for her to be alone, then the Devil comes to her and goes down into her pants. So she hits her vulva, mechanically, compulsively, until it is inflamed and sore, until she falls into a numb, jelly-like stupor. She doesn’t tell anyone about it, she knows it’s bad, she just can’t stop herself. She needs the floaty feeling that comes afterwards. In church, she avoids looking into the hollow eyes of the little devils sculpted on the column capitals, they are watching her, sniggering at her. She is one of them. She punishes her body by stuffing it, hitting it, she tries to exist outside of it, and she prays, de profundis clamo ad te Domine, she prays with all the fervour of her young heart that God will come to help her. De profundis clamo ad te Domine. De profundis clamo ad te Domine. De profundis clamo, clamo, clamo ad te Domine. De profundis.


*


She reads Les Misérables, and it isn’t Cosette’s childhood or Gavroche’s death that upset her most, no. She sobs with gratitude all the way through the chapter where Victor Hugo explains how the sewers of Paris might be used to fertilise the countryside.


*


During long trips sitting in the back of the family car, she keeps her forehead glued to the window, her eyes staring into the distance, sinking down inside herself, somewhere in the depths where her thoughts disintegrate and escape her, where her daydreams have neither head nor tail, and while her parents are listening to Radio Classique in the front seat, and her brother and sisters are squabbling in the middle, she is gone.


*


On the weekends, she locks herself into her silent room at their country house, and reads. She reads everything, and lots of it. Sometimes, she extricates herself from her current book, feeling sore, her throat is sore, her jaw is sore, so sore she buries her head in her cushions, so she can shout, so she can vomit the great scream, so she can spit it out, so it gets out of her at last, she opens her mouth as wide as it will go, she exhausts herself, but nothing ever comes out, not a breath, not a sound, nothing. So then she swallows the pain, and takes up her reading again, feeling sick to her stomach. Page after page, she comforts herself, she forgets herself, she escapes herself.


*


She tries to be a good girl, not to disappoint. She feels sadder and sadder, she doesn’t know why. She smiles, she lies, she pretends. She is ashamed. Above all, no-one must ever realise anything, no-one must ever guess, nothing must ever be noticeable.
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SHE IS THIRTEEN, A boy snogs her at a party. She can’t believe she is the one he chose, she does her best, to the point of getting an aching tongue and chapped lips, but it bores her. She writes him ardent messages that he never answers, she can’t feel the mismatch between her burning words and her tense jaw.


*


She is very close to the sister who is three years older than her. Some nights, she helps her sneak out, she distracts their parents at the critical moment when her sister slips from the piano to the front door. She wakes up when her sister comes home, and rushes to nestle at the end of her bed and listen to stories about her night, about their tricks for getting into clubs when underage, about what everyone was wearing, about boys, about couples getting together, then breaking up, about the hesitations of the heart.


*


She takes drama classes and gradually develops a passion for the stage. She tells anyone who will listen that she’s going to be an actress when she grows up. On stage, she allows herself to become a thousand faces, she doesn’t need to pretend anything, she throws herself completely into someone else’s arms, becomes incarnate. On stage, she tastes an intensity, a clarity of feeling she has never known anywhere else, and which might just be the warmth of life.


*


She doesn’t collect words anymore. In her ancient Greek class, she learns how to take them apart, to follow their roots, which are entangled with the history of mankind.


One day, stunned, she understands “paedophile.” Someone who is friendly towards a child. A sentence comes brutally back into her memory, like a slap in the face, an upside-down sentence, from the man in the stairwell.


I am your friend.


She would like to smash up her desk, burn the dictionaries, scream that words are liars, but this time, like so many other times, as soon as the fire rises, she puts it out. She is too frightened of these sudden rages to take the time to understand them, she smothers them as soon as they appear, then she rushes to the kitchen or the bakery to seal them away under soft bread.


She discovers that some words mean the opposite of what they claim to mean, but she doesn’t yet wonder why these are precisely the words that are used.


*


During the Easter holidays, she goes with her family to visit the former East Germany. They spend a day at the Ravensbrück concentration camp and, as she reads the testimonies of the survivors, the reassuring illusion that evil and violence are specifically masculine traits comes tumbling down. Having learned only about men’s wars from so many history books, she had naively protected herself from violence by considering it as exclusively male. At Ravensbrück, the tales of the cruelty and perversity of the female guards chill her to ice. Maybe it isn’t Satan who keeps whispering dirty ideas to her, maybe it is she herself who is Satan.


*


Some days, sitting in silence on her bed with what seem like someone else’s legs stretched out, she examines this body of hers with a sense of perplexity, she pinches it to check whether it can really hurt her. She does not recognise it.


And often, when her mind is on something else, she sees it, lying on the ground, dismantled, a few metres away from her. These invasive images don’t affect her in any way, she doesn’t question them, doesn’t put them into words. She manages somehow.


*


In P.E. class, her body is a burden, she hates the taste of blood at the back of her throat when she runs, she hates her mottled red cheeks, she hates having her mind flooded with physical sensations that stop her from thinking. She hardly ever manages to catch a pass, when the ball is flying towards her she freezes. In dance class, she is absent from herself too often to be able to remember the choreography, so she slips to the back, where she can copy the others’ movements without anyone noticing.


When the girls go to the stadium – I say the girls, it’s a private Catholic middle school where the great majority of students are girls, and where the few boys have the status of demi-gods – so when the girls go to the stadium, at the edge of the Bois de Boulogne, often the same two or three flashers come to show their penises to the genteel young ladies.


On those days, she prays there won’t be a long-distance race, that the teacher won’t start the lesson with a few mumbled words, “Alright, O.K., so, when you get to the end of the track, you won’t look, will you?” Because then, with every step that brings her closer to them, as she imagines their eyes upon her, she imagines, because she doesn’t see them, because her own eyes are fixed on the ochre ground, and she feels dirty, so dirty, her red skin sizzles and exposes her to everyone, to them, as they smack their lips, around the first curve, she hasn’t raised her head, it’s hell just to keep breathing, she passes in front of them, she can feel their leering eyes hard hands moist penises, although they haven’t moved, they are still there on the other side of the fence, she keeps running, she feels like she’s in slow motion, like she has to tear her soles from the ground, another curve, she hates her buttocks wobbling so much, hates letting them see that wobble, and the further she moves away the better she can breathe, one more curve, then another, and then the whole thing starts all over again, passing in front of them again and again. Soon she doesn’t feel a thing, and wonders how her legs manage to keep running without her.
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IN SECONDE, SHE GOES out with an older man, a boy from première. They are alone at his place, he takes her into his parents’ room, they lie down awkwardly on the bed, they kiss, they press together, they breathe each other, they are afraid, they are hot, they want it, he pulls down her pants, he touches her vulva. The moment he slides her pants down her thighs, she tenses up, something is broken, something disgusting spreads throughout her groin, her throat, the moment he touches her vulva she feels such a sudden hatred she could bash him to death. A second later, she is no longer there. He stops, flustered by her inert body. She apologises, gets dressed, and leaves. She breaks up with him over the phone the next day.


*


There’s a new girl in her class, Sigrid. Purple Doc Martens and wicked sense of humour. Along with Marine, who has been held back a year, and whose father, as everyone knows, killed her mother with a shotgun when she was little and who is admired by everyone for her witty repartee and insolence, they make a hell of a trio. They all belong to different friend groups, but they often escape to spend a few hours together, just the three of them, in a café, smoking cigarettes, setting the world to rights, sharpening their rebellious spirits, and laughing – laughing about everything – they understand each other so well, they loved each other immediately.


*


Marine never talks about her childhood, with its regular prison visits, or about the murderous father’s return home a few months earlier. Marine is a bonfire of joy and intelligence.


*


Adélaïde doesn’t say anything about the man in the stairwell, she never thinks about him, she lives a few metres further up, on the next floor, every day she is more joyful, more daring, she spins, she laughs, she can’t keep still.


*


Sigrid confides that her older sister was raped and murdered by the East Paris Killer, five years earlier. She doesn’t seek consolation, she is not waiting for answers, she mentions it once, just to be honest.


*


Marine, the sparkling one, dies two days after the end of the school year, of anorexia, alcohol, sleeping pills and sadness beyond repair.


*


Sigrid changes schools, they lose touch.


*


Years later, the National Automated D.N.A. Database, which Sigrid’s father helped create, will transform my life.


I’ll remember our unlikely trio, our daredevil desires, our tousled dreams, our pure, insatiable joys.
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AT THE VERY END of the summer holidays, she is riding a moped, with her best friend hanging on the back, when a florist’s van suddenly appears around the bend of the country road. Fractured skull, fractured wrist, brain injury, five missing front teeth, unresponsive body. Her friend is unscathed and distraught.


*


She goes into intensive care. In the ward, divided by drawn curtains, she can hear her neighbours without seeing them, and the hours tick past to the reassuring metronome of hearts beating together in the same hospital. One day, a few metres away from her, a heart goes haywire, footsteps hurry, the heart stops, the bed is moved away. And one night, she is the one who leaves.


*


No words can encompass the in-between-two-worlds which, for want of a better term, is called a near-death experience. I’ve sometimes tried to talk about it, but how do you describe something timeless, tender, infinite, inalienable, how do you put it into a sentence, how do you grasp it without crushing it, without shutting it away, without domesticating it. And so, yes, it was the happiest moment of my whole existence, and knowing that I’ll return there is a great consolation on bitter days.


What drew me back to life that night was that I felt, so acutely that all my senses brimmed over, I felt, in my mouth and in my throat, the fireworks of an apple crunching in my teeth, I felt, in my nostrils and down my windpipe, the smell of pine needles rolling between my fingertips, I felt, in the palms of my hands, the moist, vibrant warmth of fistfuls of rich earth.


And then I fell into a thick sleep.


*


When she awakes, her body recovers its motor functions, without any possible explanation. When she awakes, she is afraid. Feeling like you’re God, that’s for crazy people. She barricades herself. What she caught a glimpse of, that night, is just not possible. So, now what? So, she’s crazy. She seals up and locks away the loving light and the softness of infinity. When she awakes, she tells no-one about it.


*


Her condition stabilises, she is moved from intensive care to a room on the neurology ward. She’d like to see what she looks like, but her mother says she has left her powder compact at home, and the nurses point out that all the mirrors on the ward are screwed to the walls.


One night, she manages to slip out of bed, holding on to her drips with shaking arms, she turns on the light in the bathroom. Someone is looking back at her from the mirror. Someone with a weird, swollen, blue face and a bloody mouth, a mouth that is now a gouged, gaping hole.


*


She says goodbye to her smile with a set of false teeth, which forces her, aged fifteen and a half, to stop sucking her thumb. Her mother had tried everything to get her to break that “big baby” habit: bitter nail polish, little bandages, and even a guinea-pig – a present contingent on a complete withdrawal. But the guinea-pig came to an early demise in the stomach of a country cat, and she started finding solace in her thumb again, ashamed and relieved to have this comfort within easy but now impossible reach.


*


Back in high school, she swaps her tight jeans and first pair of heels for floppy pullovers, wide trousers and lumberjack shirts she is constantly yanking down over her bottom. She pulls her strawberry blonde hair back in a tight bun.


Every time she passes a window or a mirror, she insults herself. When her mother and sisters take her shopping, she bursts into tears in the changing rooms. She’d like to look like them, but as soon as she tries on a pair of trousers, she can’t do them up, they are always too tight around the bum, or else if she can do them up, they gape at the waist, even a belt won’t fix it. Nothing fits.
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