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Praise for Voyeur:


‘Unsettling, addictive, and razor-sharp, Francesca Reece is a devastatingly compelling new voice in literary fiction’ Louise O’Neill


‘A sultry, summery book . . . devastatingly witty, compulsively readable . . . like Sally Rooney meeting Martin Amis in Paris’ Francine Toon


‘Voyeur is a salty, sultry exploration of desire and aspiration. . . wry, funny and wild, yet warns us of the dangers of a singular narrative and shows us the importance of being the protagonist of your own story’ Jessica Andrews









About the Book


WRITER SEEKS ASSISTANT TO HELP WITH ARCHIVING/RESEARCH FOR A NEW NOVEL. Don’t bother to apply if your name is Shakespearean or classical.


PARIS AND SOUTH. PART-TIME.


Leah, a young woman who has found herself ‘ambitioned’ out of London, is now aimlessly adrift in Paris. Tired of odd jobs in cafés and teaching English to unresponsive social media influencers, her heart skips a beat when she spots an advert for a writer seeking an assistant.


Michael was once the bright young star of the London literary scene, now a washed-up author with writer’s block. He doesn’t place much hope in the advert, but after meeting Leah is filled with an inspiration he hasn’t felt in years.


When Michael offers Leah the opportunity to join him and his family in their rambling but glorious property in the south of France for the summer, she finally feels her luck is turning. But as she begins to transcribe the diaries from his debauched life in 1960s Soho, something begins to nag at Leah’s sense of fulfilment; that there might be more to Michael than meets the eye.









To my mother, and to Jess











One might simplify this by saying: men act and women appear. Men look at women. Women watch themselves being looked at. This determines not only most relations between men and women but also the relation of women to themselves. The surveyor of woman in herself is male: the surveyed female. Thus she turns herself into an object – and most particularly an object of vision: a sight


John Berger, Ways of Seeing


All of his portraits of me are lies. They’re all of Picasso. Not one of them is of Dora Maar


Dora Maar


Oui, quelquefois la vie est monotone et quotidienne, comme aujourd’hui où j’écris ces pages pour trouver des lignes de fuite et m’échapper par les brèches du temps


Patrick Modiano, L’Herbe des nuits












One


PARIS




She was bitterly conscious of her failure, at a couple of years over twenty, to build up a coordinated life for herself


Muriel Rukeyser, Savage Coast












1


Leah


My association with Michael Young began with an advert in FUSAC, the monthly listings paper known (and resented) by most of the Anglophone population of Paris. Its header (in a smug, paternalistic blue) symbolised unemployment, homelessness and a general cul-de-sac of misfortune. It was an endless grid of minuscule apartments you’d never get and the same three jobs on an infinite loop: English-speaking babysitter; waitress for a ‘diner-style café’ or the ubiquitous ‘manager of an Australian bar, ready to be part of a fun, crazy team!’. FUSAC was the leery expat landlord who would offer a rent reduction if you happened to be into reflexology. It was the greasy-haired bohemian youngest son of a Texan businessman who had come to Europe to start his fanzine on John Cassavetes and was touting for (unpaid) content. It was an unlikely zombie from the pre-internet age, and the original cornerstone of the gig economy.


Around that time I’d got into the habit of taking long, aimless walks around the city. I kept returning to the same places – my feet would carry me there mechanically – places I’d gone before, when I hadn’t felt so astronomically useless. They existed in a constellation around Paris, anchors that pierced through layers of time and could root me back to various landmarks in my memory. They existed as proof that time wasn’t some sort of horrifying linear and kinetic beast, hurtling past me in an unstoppable trajectory. I was three years out of university and I was floundering. I felt already like I’d peaked; like my promising adolescence had been an anomaly – or at the very least had given me false encouragement, because it had panned out in the provinces (for all my self-loathing, I was also a snob).


On Monday mornings I went out around the same time the real people left for work. We’d share pockets of time in the lift together from the top floor. They were generally men in sharp suits and foulards with expensive briefcases, normally attractive but almost universally depressed, with deep bags under their eyes. The speaker played snatches of a string quartet (the same three phrases on rotation, phrases that would inexplicably drift in and out of my mind years later, and that I’d hum all day before realising when it was that they had lodged themselves there). We’d greet each other with a nod or a half-smile, and sometimes I’d make a dull attempt at chit-chat: fait froid aujourd’hui, or j’ai toujours cet air dans ma tête! I wondered what they made of me. If they thought I was still a student, if I filled them with longing for scruffy youth, or if they just wondered how someone so shabby had made it into their building. At the front door we’d offer a curt bonne journée and exit swiftly from each other’s lives, existing on top of each other in mutual, wilful ignorance.


The streets were packed with more real people. I’d cut through them as if I too had a timetable and a tangible destination, over the buttes and south towards Abbesses, down Rue des Martyrs and then veering east into the 10th, with no particular plan and not much thought, just a faint instinct to carry on towards some kind of central point – to the Seine with its gravitational pull. On that particular Monday morning, I sleepwalked over the Pont des Arts and into Saint Germain-des-Près. On the boulevard I felt the pleasurable twinge of nostalgia that had become the point of these route marches. Here, across from the bottle-green awning of Les Deux Magots and its hordes of gaudy tourists, I could be a student again. Feeling full of the light absence of responsibility, I made my way down Rue des Saints Pères, and into a café where boys in blue shirts and red chinos with beautiful floppy hair and impeccable jawlines talked about the European Union and internships in New York.


I’d sloped in with my hands thrust deep into my coat pockets, like a spare uninvited guest skulking around the edges of a dinner party. The light was grey that morning. The Seine had been grey, the imposing buildings of Sciences Po, slicing the space of the street by half, had been grey. The only colour in the room besides the strip of muted neon along the zinc was the institutional blue of the FUSACs piled up by the door. I slipped one into the stack of papers in my bag and took a seat in the corner. I turned to the first page, Annonces d’emplois. A dull fog of the same words again and again: babysitting, business English, hostel receptionist. Then all at once my eyes found an inconsistency in the middle of the page – the block capitals of a grandmother writing a text message: WRITER SEEKS ASSISTANT.


‘Mademoiselle!’


‘Je prends un p’tit café, s’il vous plaît,’ I muttered, automatically.




WRITER SEEKS ASSISTANT TO HELP WITH ARCHIVING/RESEARCH FOR A NEW NOVEL. Don’t bother to apply if your name is Shakespearean or classical. PARIS AND SOUTH. PART-TIME. MICHAEL: 01. 14. 24. 60. 86.





I read the advert through about four times and felt the lump that rose in my chest every time something with potential presented itself. I started to invent tenuous reasons not to call the number. What did ‘and south’ mean? When was this issue dated anyway? This sort of thing would have surely been snapped up by now. Then, as it was prone to, my mind started swimming with good omens: 24 was my lucky number; ’86 was the year my parents were married; Michael was the name of the man who’d done my braces when I was thirteen – and my teeth had been largely successful ever since. It was a pleasant-sounding name. The As and Es looked good next to each other on paper, like the swell of a tiny bump in the pavement. On the other hand, if ‘Michael’ were in any way legitimate, why would he be resorting to an advert in a chronically naff listings magazine? I self-consciously circled the advert, relishing how cinematic the action felt, and stuffed the paper back into my bag, where my lack of actual action was out of sight.


‘Darling, the thing is, I do just feel like I’m a special person.’


I nodded in earnest agreement.


‘I’m just so open. Sometimes I feel like a new page in a notebook, just waiting for the world to write their ideas on me so that I can make them better.’ Romain stroked the silver chain around his neck between his forefinger and his thumb, and with his free hand shovelled a spoonful of lurid pink pomegranate into his mouth. ‘You know what I mean?’ he demanded insistently.


‘Totally,’ I said, having no idea what he was talking about. He pursed his lips and placed one of his sublimely moisturised hands on my knee. His muscles strained against the deep V-neck of his white T-shirt. ‘This is why you really are my perfect English teacher.’


I glanced down at the exercises I had painstakingly composed for him the previous evening and felt a fleeting pang of guilt at how little English he had ever learnt with me, and how, other than buzzwords like le marketing and un selfie, the only English to pass his lips in the entire two hours we’d spent together today had been ‘Ariana Grande is sexy dance girl.’


Romain was one of the three jobs keeping me afloat in what I considered to be this strange limbo period of my life. He was a minor celebrity fitness guru, whom I’d met at five o’clock in the morning in a cloakroom queue, his pupils dilated into big black pools in his pretty, vacant eyes.


‘T’as un accent,’ he’d said, grasping my hands and rolling his lips under his teeth in delight. I – in a similar state – had beamed in satisfaction and, stretching my hands towards the ceiling, marvelled at how kind human beings were, how great the music was, and how thrillingly tactile his leather trousers were.


‘Anglaise,’ I’d sighed, shoulders pushing against the tangible pulse of the beat and eyes closed in ecstasy.


‘Mais c’est trop bien!’ He grabbed my hands again. ‘I’m looking for an English teacher.’ (A pause to chew his mouth.) ‘I feel we have a real connection.’ I felt I had a real connection with everyone there at that point in the night – all of us bound together by the same divine beam of perfect human energy.


He’d thrust his phone into my hands and the keys had all seemed to jump around and shimmer before my eyes. On the third attempt I’d managed to type my number and had sealed my fate. Our schedule was erratic. Some weeks he’d try and convince me to spend multiple four-hour sessions with him at the Starbucks at Métro Saint-Paul; other weeks I’d hear nothing, and then, suddenly, a relentless onslaught of manic texts (often at three in the morning) insisting that we absolutely had to see each other, and how he absolutely had to be fluent in English within the fortnight and that his career absolutely depended on it. Our ‘lessons’ usually ended up in me translating messages on his Grindr account, watching YouTube videos of his workout routines or listening to his spiritual-lite meandering soliloquies, such as the one he was about to launch into.


Besides Romain, I was muddling along with one job in a hip café and another teaching a group of pre-teen girls ‘English through the medium of song’, which had allowed me to become frighteningly well versed in the oeuvre of Justin Bieber. I wasn’t unhappy at all. It was more that I constantly felt the burden of time. I felt keenly that I didn’t have a lot of it and more than anything I saw myself as out of step with the time to which I supposedly belonged.


Apparently though, my malaise was a distinctly millennial one. Most of my friends from university had stayed in London and were determinedly forging careers. They fell into two distinct groups: the ones who’d had parents to support them through endless unpaid internships and were now slowly starting to get textbook ‘cool jobs’, and then. the others, who’d disappeared seamlessly into the City and whose lives seemed more and more alienated from my own – Friday-night cocktails in Soho and Shoreditch, pristine wardrobes from COS, conversations that seemed to be made up entirely of snappy acronyms. That said, even the more enviable jobs left me cold, with talk of clickbait and reaching out to creatives; though in this instance I suspected that the coldness was probably underlined with a squeak of jealousy.


I’d moved back to Paris – where I’d studied in my third year – on the basis that here, I could get a cheaper room and work less than in London, thus freeing up vast swathes of time to ‘find myself’, or whatever it was I thought I’d be capable of doing. As time sprawled out in front of me, though, I was starting to get the impression that I was genetically unambitious, and in short, I was coming to terms with the fact that I really wasn’t that special.


I thought a lot at that time about how I would have done university differently. Although I’d been largely unaware of it then, I could see now that I’d spent the first two years in dumb awe. I’d arrived from a small village in Cumbria, a sad satellite of a town that was slowly dying – full of empty shops and bus shelters with sun-bleached obsolete timetables. The last time I spoke to my mother, she reported that they’d even shut the ATM.


It was the sort of place that wasn’t sufficiently glamorous in the midst of kids who’d grown up in places like Oxford, or Bristol, or Wimbledon, or even New England, and who had opinions on Russian novelists, kimchi, government legislation and the comparative merits of various long-haul flight operators. Their parents worked for the BBC or for NGOs. My mum worked in a primary school and my dad was one half of a ‘skidder team’ – a skilled and increasingly obsolete forestry profession that I romantically translated to ‘lumberjack’ for the benefit of my new friends. I still remember quite acutely how I’d worn that accolade like a badge of honour at freshers’ week, how it had been fetishised by the kids whose parents did jobs that I didn’t even understand. One son of Dulwich socialists had almost creamed his harem pants when he’d found out. ‘A lumberjack?’ he’d cooed. ‘Ah mate, that’s a real job – that’s getting back to the land.’


Having been an intensely productive and ambitious teenager, I found that the creative endeavours that had been the solace of my claustrophobic adolescence (the things like music and literature upon which I had hinged the very idea of my personality) became fraught with insecurity. I became an obsessive diarist instead, recording everything and reading voraciously in an attempt to catch up with my peers. I was still smarting from the moment when the boy I lost my virginity to (trilingual, international school stock) had judged my carefully curated film collection as ‘so clichéd’.


Losing said virginity had been like shedding an ill-fitting skin, only for it to be replaced with a straitjacket. I was terrified of my own body – of my pubic hair, of my untidy labia – and above all I was desperate to impress the boys who (as I saw it) deigned to sleep with me. I wanted so much to be seen as sexually liberated and naturally gifted that in the end my sole aim was that he (he being a whole parade of dazzlingly self-assured middle-class boys in baggy jumpers) should enjoy himself. I thought I was giving myself some kind of education, and I suppose in a way I wasn’t far off the mark. I think over the course of two years I had one single experience that hinted that sex could do for me what I could do for myself, but it was sordid and laden with guilt, with the ex-boyfriend of a friend on a creaky old sofa in his damp basement room on Chatsworth Road. The next morning when he’d walked me to the Tube, I’d felt almost as if my legs were going to give way through the shame of the act that I’d committed. I was overwhelmed by the desire to go home and wash.


In Paris, everything had changed. Removed from the veiled and insidious ache of the class system (which I’d only discovered still endured when I’d got to London), I had felt a swell of self-worth. I was approaching the city as a Londoner, not as a hick. Paris, which I’d initially viewed as a museum piece, suited me beyond belief, with its resistance to moving into the future; it was just about as stagnant as I was. I was doing almost no work at all, living off the novel bounty of my Erasmus grant rather than having to wait tables, and writing entirely for myself.


In Paris, I made my most important (and admittedly predictable) discovery: sex. Sex in France, especially when the days started to stretch out that little bit longer, was everywhere. It was the filter through which life panned out. I learnt that it was absolutely normal behaviour to undress someone with your eyes on the Métro, or for the man at the papeterie to say that the new spring day was only almost as beautiful as you were. French men were frank and unfazed, and I realised finally that I was an object of sexual desire – and that it was an asset that could be weaponised.


It was spring. Everyone was out on the terraces but still wrapped up in coats and ostentatiously large scarves. On the canal, the wisteria bloomed. Emma took a drag of the cigarette we were sharing. ‘So are you going to call?’ she asked.


Emma was one of my more successful friends; in fact, arguably the most successful, as she had managed to remain a human being despite becoming a fully functioning adult with both a cat and a live-in boyfriend. She worked for an online art media platform and miraculously didn’t induce homicidal leanings in me when she talked about watching the sunrise from the roof terrace of a Renaissance palazzo during the Venice biennale with ‘Pakistan’s second most important artist’. She was possibly the most stylish person I knew, despite that fact that every garment she wore looked like it was purloined from a reclusive octogenarian. On my right-hand side was Alex, who worked in a clothes shop that required a forward-thinking and well-curated Instagram profile to get so much as an interview.


I puffed out my cheeks in a gesture I’d learnt from the French that denied any scrap of responsibility or self-determination. ‘Well I don’t know,’ I sighed. ‘It seems a bit futile, you know?’


‘You should still call. It could be cool.’


In all honesty, given what Emma had described as the quasi-performative vagueness of the advert, none of us really knew exactly what the job even entailed. ‘Archiving/ research’ were suitably meaningless indicators. We had made our judgement based on the fact that it clearly fell under the nebulous umbrella of ‘a job in the arts’, and in our insular universe of arts and humanities graduates, that vapid categorisation gave it irresistible allure and status. We were all complicit in this bourgeois mania for fetishising jobs in cultural industries. For all we knew, Michael (we could assume that he’d dispensed with a surname altogether, à la Madonna) could be looking for someone to water his plants, make his tea, or even just massage his ego (still preferable to actual massage, after all). The point was, if I could introduce myself as a writer’s assistant at parties, my social capital (and presumably my self-esteem) would boom. Later, I would appreciate that it was this sanctification of a certain kind of labour that gave the arts establishment its dangerous power.


‘To be honest, the advert does make him sound like a bit of a wanker,’ Alex said, looking up from the screen of his phone, which he then dropped to his lap. ‘I mean, the Shakespeare bit? Really?’ Alex deemed most straight white males to be wankers.


‘No, no,’ I protested. ‘That’s the bit that really got me. Maybe he’s fed up with all the Cressidas and their relentless domination of the arts – with their unpaid bloody internships and their houses in fucking Stockwell . . .’ I could see from Alex’s grimace that he’d rather I didn’t embark on a social justice rant, and neither did I want either of my friends to suspect how deeply I’d already inwardly aligned myself with this absolute stranger. Over the course of forty-eight hours I’d imagined several different versions of our first encounter, only two of which involved the first hints of what would most certainly be a slow-burning seduction. As if reading my mind, Alex groaned. ‘Oh God, and if you do get it, you’ll obviously sleep with him – and he’ll be some smug dad-bod baby boomer . . .’


‘He probably has a daughter called Cressida,’ Emma added. I mustered up faux-indignation but could barely even convince myself.


‘But you should ring,’ Alex said after a moment’s silence. ‘I mean, it’s paid. Maybe this is your gateway out of the café?’


We often talked about my gateway out of the café, some kind of abstract deus ex machina moment over which I had pleasingly little control but that would miraculously transform my life into something more coherent: a job; a man. I’d even started buying scratch cards at the tabac on my street.


‘I know, I know,’ I said earnestly. ‘I mean I’ll definitely ring, at least.’


Duly, the second pichet of Corbières arrived. I was already feeling the delicious loosening of my limbs from the first. Emma passed me the end of the cigarette.


On the morning of Easter Sunday, I couldn’t quite bring myself to leave my apartment. I woke up late and hung-over, into one of those limp, sprawling days, and felt acutely that I lived alone. I put the radio on and listened to a slightly surreal feature about the female celebrities who supported the decision to hold an EU referendum. Apparently, sometime in the nineties, Ginger Spice had been less than enthusiastic about those dastardly bureaucrats in Brussels. I ate two boiled eggs, thought about Jesus and got through half of a slim French novel about a literary young man observing an appropriately non-verbal, enigmatic and troubled heroine. Finally, at about half past five, when I could no longer bear the space between my four walls, I made an emphatic decision to leave. The fat, amphibian husband of the concierge was hovering in the corridor in his greying wife-beater. I offered him a chirpy greeting and he looked vaguely offended by my existence.


‘You have to stop leaving your shoes outside your door,’ he grumbled. ‘Even if it’s raining.’


Monsieur et Madame la concierge held me in utter contempt because I lived in a tiny chambre de bonne in the eaves of the building and shared a squat toilet with my neighbour, Farouk, an amiable, chatty and largely absent student who, needless to say, the concierges also despised. The seventh floor was a necessary stain on this otherwise money-spangled co-propriété. I had often witnessed the concierges’ faces twitch into pained, unnatural smiles when greeting the sixth-floor families, so I knew that they were capable of social niceties. Madame was currently holding my post hostage to punish me for leaving my bike in the courtyard. I’d assumed that today of all days they’d have absented themselves in a fervour of religious devotion. No such luck.


Outside I walked briskly, past packed Sunday terraces and well-dressed children trailing trotinettes. I was listening to an old BBC interview with Morrissey, and as I slipped into the cemetery through the tall green gates, I lingered in his soft northern burr: I just can’t understand how people can do nothing with their lives when they know how finite time is. I felt momentarily persecuted, but then I didn’t really understand how a man who wrote such convincing lyrics about being gentle and kind could simultaneously write ones about keeping England for the English. It seemed to confirm my suspicion that successful people were all hiding disturbing perversions.


I was alone. The Cimetière Saint-Vincent was a twisted knot of roots, spindly iron and sun-bleached heads of cut hydrangea, a heap of spare parts left over from the necropolis down the road at Place de Clichy. I came here when I felt at my most adrift, because it reminded me of an ex-boyfriend. A long-haired grey cat eyed me briefly and I read the names emblazoned on the crypts (famille caillebotte, famille legrande). The ground was dusted with brown pine needles, like my grandparents’ garden had been when I was a child. Everything was some shade of dense green: the aquatic colour of the surface of a garden pond; or the ink-spill blotches of the lichen on the tombstones; or the tinge of light when it filtered through the stained-glass windows in the church at school service. I resolved to call Michael.


Perched on one of the high bar stools at L’Etoile de Montmartre, I went over all the possible outcomes of the phone call: A curt position already filled. Magnetic telephonic attraction (the faint impression that divine providence was at work, proven in a couple of snatched, chummy jokes). Heavy breathing, a couple of ludicrous phrases lifted straight from a porno and the realisation that I had been duped. I stared at my wine glass, swirling the purplish liquid around and around, and willed myself into action. Eventually, if only to avoid the advances of the middle-aged man next to me, poised to engage me in conversation, I dialled the number. The phone began to ring and after an eternity of seconds:


‘Allô?’ It was a woman’s voice. She wasn’t French.


‘Oui, allô, je vous appelle par rapport à l’annonce d’emploi. Pourais-je parler avec Michael, s’il vous plaît?’


‘He’s not here,’ she replied abruptly, in English, ‘and I’m afraid the position is no longer open.’


‘Ah.’ Disappointment – along with a cowardly twinge of relief – worked its way through my body, draping itself softly on my shoulders. ‘OK, well, thanks so much for your time anyway.’


‘Yes, goodbye,’ sighed the faceless voice, irked at the effort of the three syllables. She hung up, leaving the tone of the line to ring in my ears. I held the phone for a second as if she might ring back, and felt the silent weight of it in my palm.


‘Donc vous êtes Américaine?’ The man to my right had seen his chance.


‘British,’ I said, simpering sweetly. I swallowed the dregs of my glass and let a handful of coins drop on to the counter. ‘Ciao.’


After the abortive phone call, I wandered aimlessly around the quartier until well after sunset, trying to work out what on earth I could do with my life. The idea of working in an office filled me with legitimate horror, and by now I knew myself to be an intensely low-pressure creature. At the age of twenty-four I could still be swamped with paralysing guilt at the memory of letting a teacher down in secondary school. I thought about a friend working in financial PR who, bristling with pride, had told me that one day, the fortunes of entire companies would depend on her. I often felt that even having myself depending on me was pretty tedious. I came to a standstill, noticing that I was in front of a familiar wine bar, and I knew all at once exactly what would make me feel better.


I pushed open the door into a tightly packed little room that looked like someone’s back kitchen. The walls were yellow and sparsely decorated with old Deyrolle-style illustrations of things like the different species of grape, pig or poultry found in the various regions of France. The floor, where you could see it, was terracotta-tiled, and the lighting was low and intimate. I jostled through the crowded tables towards the bar at the back, making sure that it was indeed him working. A faint glimmer of recognition – or rather a question of recognition – flickered across Benoît’s face as he registered me sitting across from him.


‘Mademoiselle,’ he addressed me, shamelessly appraising my appearance. I asked for a glass of Saumur and took the paperback novel out of my bag. Five minutes later, he sidled over to my end of the bar. ‘What are you reading?’ he asked, in French. I showed him the Patrick Modiano novella I’d half finished that afternoon and he snorted. ‘Et alors?’


‘You know it?’ I asked. He smiled and, pulling out a dusty bottle from beneath the counter, filled up my glass and his own. ‘I can’t talk about books today, sweetheart,’ he said. ‘I’m far too hung-over.’


He had been hung-over the first and last time we’d met, about a year previously. I’d gone to the bar with the cemetery ex and Benoît had decided that we were going to distract him from his ‘Dionysian punishment’. That really was the way he spoke. He was in his thirties; tall, skinny and charismatic enough to appear infinitely more attractive than he actually was. He was a spectre of what I myself could surely become in a decade. He worked in bars and wrote films – though he hadn’t finished one for over five years. I’d told him I’d been a literature student. He had a master’s in philosophy and asked me who I liked to read. Once we’d proven ourselves conversationally, he began to top up our glasses freely until all three of us were fairly drunk – me more so than anyone else, as I was wont to be. Fortunately, it was a Sunday night, and after ten o’clock or thereabouts, the bar started to empty. Conversation had gone from literary to sexual, to all-out vulgar.


‘The reason your flatmate is having such loud sex is because he’s clearly sodomising the bird,’ Benoît said to us, piling paper-thin slices of saucisson onto the huge plate of cheese and charcuterie he was assembling. ‘You two just have to do it better and louder.’


At that juncture, a bawdy wink in my direction. He’d been unashamedly flirting with me in the same way that the best shoplifters steal plasma televisions from retail parks by carrying them brazenly through the shop door. When my ex had been in the bathroom, though, and Benoît had lit my cigarette – holding my gaze for longer than was comfortable – I realised how entirely sincere his intentions were and, drunk and flattered, had reciprocated whilst exhaling the first long draw of smoke.


‘You don’t recognise me at all, do you?’ I said now.


He narrowed his eyes, taking in the details of my face. ‘Help me out here.’


‘I was with someone last time,’ I said. ‘Business school type.’


He wrinkled his nose, and then the penny visibly dropped. ‘Yes! Yes. You’re the one who wants to be a bloody florist when she should be writing her thesis, aren’t you?’ I laughed. ‘Did you go to floristry school?’ he asked. I confessed that floristry had ended up as yet another abandoned dream in my vastly growing cemetery of ambition. ‘Good,’ he said definitively. ‘Est-il possible d’être revolutionnaire et d’aimer les fleurs?’


Five hours later, the place had emptied out completely and I was drunk enough to think that going back to Benoît’s apartment was an immensely appealing idea. As he closed up, I leant against the bar in a way that I imagined would be alluring and stabilising in equal measure; later, I stood out on the kerb in the cold, waiting whilst he dragged the metal shutter down across the vitrine.


‘T’as froid?’ he asked, seeing me shiver, arms folded tightly. I nodded, assuming he was going to gallantly drape his jacket over my shoulders. Instead, he slapped the jangling metal of the grate and turned to face me. ‘Bon,’ he said, and, placing an unsteady hand on my shoulder, pulled me close enough for his bottom lip to brush against my forehead. ‘We’d best get inside then.’ His face creased into a smug half-smile.


Around dawn: ‘What happened to your boyfriend then?’ he asked blearily, absent-mindedly trailing a finger along my forearm.


‘I can’t seem to keep boyfriends,’ I said into the mattress.


Benoît laughed. ‘Tant mieux.’ I was lying flat on my stomach, naked on his bed. The room was devoid of any decoration. Piles of books were stacked on the floor with dirty mugs and wine glasses, some lined with ash and yellowing cigarette ends, the one on the bedside table now serving as the receptacle for the flaccid knot of the condom. My gaze lazily registered the words on the spines: Boris Vian, Henry Miller, Philip K. Dick, Hermann Hesse. Norman Mailer’s smirking face on the top of the pile was half obscured by the torn Durex wrapper. Benoît’s index finger had reached the small of my back and he paused for a moment before, with a flat palm, slapping my arse. ‘T’as des très belles fesses,’ he enthused, and I felt a sharp stab of hollow pride, even if, from personal experience, an arse compliment was about as de rigueur as offering coffee the following morning.


‘Oui,’ he repeated, ‘des très, très belles fesses,’ before adoringly enumerating my composite parts in a sort of Ronsardian blason that would have rendered my nineteen-year-old self helplessly infatuated. I lay in silence with my eyes closed, wondering if it was normal to view my conquests with such indifference, bordering on contempt.


I didn’t think about Michael for a few weeks after that, and honestly, I probably would have forgotten about him entirely had it not been for Anna’s exhibition opening. It was Emma who had dragged me along, to save her from ‘the art wankers’. She’d sent me the event on Facebook, Anna Young: Lenses/Perspectives, along with an old article she’d dug up on her from the Guardian archive. It was dated 1998 and opened with a description of her studio: At first glance, it would be easy to mistake Young’s studio as one of the pioneering new restaurants in the area, valiantly attempting to bring focaccia and grilled vegetables to SE1. All I wanted to do was lie on my bedroom floor listening to Lana del Rey and polishing off the bottle of wine I’d been saving for cooking. Fate, apparently, had other plans.
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Michael


She walked into the room and it was like I’d slipped through some kind of channel directly into my own past. The girl wasn’t like Astrid, she was Astrid. She had most of her face hidden behind a curtain of hair, but I could see it straight away; I felt it like an electrical surge.


‘Darling, are you all right? You look a bit peaky,’ said my wife, touching my elbow lightly.


My gaze was fixed on the girl, who must have been real; she was kissing a stranger’s cheek, so she occupied tangible space. Anna’s voice was remote and I wondered for a second if I hadn’t gone into a different room, if she wasn’t speaking to me through a closed window or even from the edge of a swimming pool. I was under the surface. Even the space around the girl seemed to occupy another, older sphere of existence. The light was the way light had looked in 1968, in the corner, by the basin in the flat on Charlotte Street. It brushed her eyelids in exactly the same way it had brushed Astrid’s.


Anna hissed my name, increasing the pressure on my arm. Some kind of mechanical impulse allowed me to jerk my head in her direction. Somehow she was a physical thing next to me. I grimaced.


‘Yes? Yes – sorry. I felt really strange there for a moment. I’m going to go and get myself a drink. Would you like anything?’ My voice was full of forced cheer.


‘Another glass of white,’ she said, diminished a bit.


Astrid was making her way towards the bar too, and I quickened my pace, ignoring a group that I faintly recognised as my French translator and his acolytes, one of whom called my name, Mee-kay-elle, Mee-kay-elle! They inhabited a realm I’d escaped. I was with Astrid, at the student union bar on Malet Street. I could smell the lingering mustiness of academic buildings cut through with beer and stale cigarette smoke. I felt almost as if, had I touched the skin on my face, it would be smooth and taut, like it had been then.


She was close enough to touch now and I reached my hand out to grasp her shoulder. She whipped around, and a fleeting expression of alarm was replaced by a fixed, polite smile. I searched her face for some kind of illumination, and then was struck by an uncharacteristic social anxiety. I felt a nervous laugh rise up and catch in my throat as I realised I was still gripping her shoulder; I could feel the heat of her body collect in my palm. I awkwardly let go, patting her like some sort of estranged stilted father attempting to show affection. Grasping clumsily at the first idea that came to my head, I cleared my throat and said, limply:


‘Didn’t you go to university with my daughter?’


She looked at me with what I registered quite horribly to be thinly disguised pity. How dreadful. She thought this was something sordid. I wanted so much to run my thumb along her bottom lip, to see if it felt the same.


‘I might have done, I guess,’ she said. ‘Where did she go?’


‘I’m sorry?’ I asked, slightly dazed, and then, remembering what I’d said, added, ‘Oh. Oxford. St Catz. Clarissa.’


The girl looked at me blankly, and then, as if remembering some kind of social obligation, said breezily, ‘Huh. Like Mrs Dalloway? Or the Samuel Richardson one? Or that TV show with Sabrina the Teenage Witch?’


I looked hard at her features and there wasn’t a single fault; but now her voice wasn’t quite right, and she was referencing bloody Samuel Richardson, which didn’t make any sense at all.


‘James Baldwin, actually.’ A little defensively.


‘Well – can’t be me. I didn’t get in to Oxford.’


‘Michael?’ The familiar cadences of my wife’s voice were the death knell of the unsettling shimmering hallucination. She pressed her slender body against mine proprietorially. ‘Who’s this?’


I turned and registered her, smiling sweetly at the girl. The unanticipated intrusion of blunt reality helped me regain my composure. Putting on my ‘affable conversationalist’ hat, I draped an arm around Anna and said, ‘Well that’s precisely what I’m trying to figure out. I’m sure we know her from somewhere; I could have sworn she’d gone to university with Clarissa.’


Anna was studying her coolly. ‘I can’t say she looks familiar,’ and then, extending an elegant long-fingered hand, ‘Apologies for my husband. I’m Anna Young and he’s Michael.’


‘Leah,’ the girl replied, now visibly relieved that Anna was so expertly piloting the situation. Gesturing at the room at large, she added, ‘Congratulations. It all looks – um – I mean the work looks . . . fantastic.’


Anna simpered. ‘Thanks. Are you an intern at the gallery?’ Her voice was brimming with warmth, but the question was a not-so-subtle assertion of power.


‘No, no, not at all. I’m here with a friend who writes for a magazine about the art market. I know almost nothing about art. I mean, not nothing, obviously, but . . .’


She squirmed with embarrassment. Anna beamed charitably. ‘What exactly do you do then?’


Leah grimaced. ‘Ugh, I don’t know really – as little as possible as is required to pay the rent. I work in a café at the moment,’ and then, sensing this response was inadequate, ‘I’m thinking of applying to do a master’s.’


I could see she was looking for a get-out, which Anna would be glad to give her. I was determined that she wouldn’t get away. I had to work out why the universe had given her to me.


‘Well, you should come and work for me,’ I spluttered, not even realising quite what I was saying. I could feel Anna’s eyes burning into me.


‘Excuse me?’ Leah said.


‘Yes,’ I charged on, now led by absolute conviction. ‘Yes, I was actually half-heartedly looking for an assistant a while ago—’


‘Oh my God. Anna Young. Michael Young, of course. God, I’m an idiot. You’re the Michael Young. The writer. Richard, Falling. You put an advert in FUSAC, didn’t you? No posh names. That was you, wasn’t it?’


Amazed now, and buoyed – the universe clearly was working for me – I nodded enthusiastically. ‘You saw it?’


‘I even rang! But the woman who answered said the position had been filled . . .’ Her enthusiasm tapered off and she looked sheepishly at Anna, clearly aware of her potential gaffe. Of course my wife would have said that. She certainly wouldn’t have wanted my assistant to be female, after all.


The warm smile stayed pinned on Anna’s face. ‘Well isn’t this just perfect?’ she said. ‘How great.’ She took my hand. ‘And to think how much you resent coming to my parties. What a stroke of luck, hey?’ She looked back and forth between the two of us, and then, taking Leah’s hand in her free one like a sort of benevolent queen, said, ‘Michael, I really have to go and mingle. Why don’t you two set up a meeting?’


A meeting, yes. This whole weird, phantasmagorical experience wouldn’t be an isolated one-off. She would exist outside of this evening. Placing my hand on the small of Anna’s back, I kissed her cheek and said, ‘Not a bad idea at all, darling. Do you still want a drink?’ and then, turning to Leah, ‘And what are you drinking?’


Anna could barely conceal her rage.


My daughter is a bitch – or at least she certainly is to me. She was a spoilt and arrogant little girl. I think Anna was so desperate to make up for the fact that she wasn’t her mother that she just doted on her. She had this way with her – totally alien to my generation – where she was always telling her how special she was. Oh darling, you have such an artistic soul, or oh darling, I really think you just feel music more than the other children. Clarissa got used to thinking her opinion was important. Of course, she is clever; Christ knows she better be after all I forked out on her education. What I can’t get my head around is how seriously she takes herself.


When I was her age all I wanted to do was to fuck and feel things. I was ambitious, but ambitious in a swaggering, adolescent way. Our ideas on ambition are so diametrically opposed. There’s something so bloody puritanical about the way she works. She was always getting the right internships, staying at the office late and, perish the thought, networking. I had just always assumed that I was destined for greatness, and for a while it seemed I was. The thing about Clarissa is she’s so prim and contrived. I can’t imagine her having any kind of satisfying sex life. I get the impression that she doesn’t really feel things at all – regardless of how bloody demonstrative she is about everything. They really are the generation of exclamation marks, aren’t they? When my agent insisted I get Twitter, I was just inundated with this din of entitlement, with the assumption that I was even remotely interested in their opinions on Palestine, or women in art, or their home-made bloody quinoa salads or whatever. I wasn’t surprised that Clarissa was there, leading the hashtagging ersatz revolution. I just feel this discord with her that doesn’t strike me as much with her brother. With her, it feels like some kind of performance.


That was what I adored about Astrid. She was what Clarissa would have called ‘a basic bitch’. She didn’t have any particular aspirations. She just wanted to live. She was pure and unanalytical. She liked to eat Wall’s vanilla ice cream straight from the tub, hanging over the kitchen sink in her underwear. She liked Princess Margaret because she was ‘sort of naughty’ and she’d renamed herself Astrid when she was trying to make it because it sounded chic and exotic. That was the only thing she ever felt the need to do to curate some sort of brand.


‘I want the piece to be about writers in exile,’ the boy said, consciously pausing before the last part and verbally italicising the words. ‘Or not necessarily exile, but like, in a state of expatriation. Byron, Keats, Durrell, Hemingway . . . you.’


People were still writing magazine pieces about this shit? I nodded slowly and tried to work out when he must have been born. The end of the eighties? Was he older than Clarissa? He was wearing round tortoiseshell glasses and a light blue shirt. His cheeks were dusted with a sparse three-day shadow.


‘I read this really interesting thing in the New York Times about a writer claiming his craft had benefited from living in Italy for thirty-five years and it just got me thinking. He talked about the internet and about how you just can’t really be linguistically isolated any more. How does that change the language of the expatriated writer? I mean, I’ve been living and working in Berlin for four years now and I still can’t speak any German. I’m not exactly reading Böll and Grass.’ He smiled. ‘Is the concept of an expatriated writer even relevant in our global community?’


Unable to help myself, I scoffed. He looked a little embarrassed, but, recovering himself quickly, as whichever public school or nice redbrick he’d been to had trained him to, said, ‘I mean, that’s why I wanted to speak to you. I wanted . . . an “exchange of ideas”.’


Why did young people have this habit of putting everything they wanted to say in speech marks, as if it was going to be the title of their next blog post?


‘I see,’ I said unenthusiastically.


A plaintive little nod on the screen. ‘That’s why I’m just so grateful that Clarissa put us in touch and that I could reach out to you on Skype.’


I felt a nauseating wave of hatred for my agent for agreeing that this interview would be beneficial, and even more so for myself for acquiescing.


‘Well,’ I said at last. ‘It sounds absolutely fascinating and I’d be happy to be involved.’


‘Brilliant!’ the boy enthused. ‘That’s brilliant. I mean, I know you have an appointment at two, but maybe I could even run a few ideas by you now?’


I made a vague, non-committal gesture of agreement and he started rattling off a long list into which I drifted in and out.


‘Is it absurd to think your English can shift into something else abroad when we live in a world that speaks English? Has your subject matter changed? Can you still write about England when you’re removed from it? Considering your writing was so typical of your generation and the sphere that you guys existed in – London, the late seventies and the Thatcher period, right up to Cool Britannia . . . I mean, how can you write that from Paris? Is that why you stopped writing novels?’


My face must have betrayed what I’d felt as he’d come to an abrupt standstill, and now, although I could barely make out the individual sounds he was saying, I could hear that he was backtracking nervously. Is that why you stopped writing novels? Your writing was so typical . . . Now he was waffling on about the virtues of ‘taking time on your novel in this era of instant gratification’.


I cut across him. ‘Listen, Jake, it’s been a real pleasure to talk to you but I must go or I’ll be late. How about you send me over those questions and I’ll try my best to answer them, if I can still remember how to type.’


He shrank in visible humiliation.


‘Michael, I—’


‘As I said – a real pleasure. Send them over and I’ll get back to you.’


‘I—’


I clicked on the little phone icon on the screen and his face vanished. No doubt an angry message from Clarissa would follow – if he was brave enough to tell her. Sighing, I looked down and realised the silver track pad of the computer was washed with rivulets of bright red blood. The nail bed of my right thumb was covered in it and my palm was damp and sticky. I got up mechanically to fetch a tissue and wondered if Leah would notice when she arrived.
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Leah


If it hadn’t been for another morale-obliterating day at the café, I’d have probably made some implausible excuse and abandoned the dubious meeting altogether. His behaviour throughout the first encounter had been erratic to say the least, and his wife now clearly had it in for me. She, according to Emma, whom I had later mined for information, was a model-turned-artist and was commercially successful but critically panned. Rémy, Emma’s comically bitchy colleague, had sneered between drags of a cigarette that she’d have been better staying on the other side of the camera where she belonged.


Warning signs aside, I felt like I had to see this through. Having actually met them, I was certainly more confident about the legitimacy of the job. I could now discount the idea that Michael was a writer of erotic Harry Potter fan fiction, for example, or an amateur biographer of Denis Thatcher. Michael Young was the real deal. His voice had been part of the genetic make-up of the English literary landscape since the end of the seventies, when his first novel, Richard, Falling, had appeared. Right up until the millennium, he’d consistently churned out cynical modern classics, and was adored in equal measure by both the old-guard establishment and the erudite, poser rebels that I’d gone to university with – the type who went to film-society screenings of Apocalypse Now and abbreviated David Foster Wallace to DFW. On my break at work, I’d messaged a university friend in London who worked in publishing to ask her if she knew him. She said she’d never come across him personally but that her boss had known him before his self-imposed exile and apparent retirement. Rather worryingly, she’d described him as ‘not the kind to suffer fools’.


Later she’d messaged me to say that another mutual friend had worked with his daughter, whom she’d described, cryptically, as ‘exactly how you’d imagine’. I’d guiltily searched for her on social media, terrified the whole time that I’d accidentally add her or, worse still, like something she’d posted. We had three mutual friends. A boy from my halls in first year whom I’d almost dated but had been a bit too scared of (self-styled dandy, boarding school, drama society); a girl I barely knew who’d been in my early-modern literature seminar; and finally, a friend of a friend who’d been at Central St Martins and was now (according to a quick perusal of his page) an editor at Dazed & Confused. So far, so predictable.


Michael and his wife were renting an apartment around Denfert-Rochereau, ‘the unfashionable end of the 14th’, he’d said with pride, leaving me wondering where exactly the fashionable one was. It was true that the neighbourhood was a little less eye-wateringly moneyed than the ones to the north and west. Denfert was one of the purest chunks of Paris left in the city. Its main thoroughfare, Rue Daguerre, was a long cobbled stretch of red brasserie awnings and market stalls, and as I wove my bike through old ladies in headscarves and mackintoshes, the tangy smells of cheese and then the fleshy saltiness of the fishmonger’s perfumed the air. On the pavement outside the florist’s, a bored old man in a green apron was sitting on a stool surrounded by buckets full of wilting lily of the valley. Someone had told me once that it was Bob Dylan’s favourite street in Paris.


Michael lived on Rue Boulard, between the tabac and the second-hand bookshop. I locked up my bike and fished the scrap of paper with his codes on it from my coat pocket. My hands felt clammy. I wiped them furiously on my jeans and glanced down at my watch. I was ten minutes early. I walked the length of the street and back. Five minutes early. Five minutes, I assured myself, was the boundary between earnest and polite. The door opened onto a little courtyard trailed with wisteria and what I took to be the concierge’s washing. It was flooded with greenish light and smelt of fabric softener. I re-read his instructions for the hundredth time. Fifth floor, batîment B. Within was the usual sweeping staircase with a mock-Persian runner, and a tiny cage of a lift, which I decided to take to avoid any further risk of perspiration.


He took a while to come to the door, and when he did, he opened it slowly, like a teacher deliberating whether or not to let a pupil into the staff room. When he saw my face, though, his expression softened and he pushed the door wide, throwing great shafts of white light into the shadowy stairwell. He contemplated me in silence for a second or two, then he sighed, well, welcome, before standing aside to let me in.


‘Wow.’


‘Yes, it’s a rather big space, isn’t it?’ he said, hands thrust into his pockets. ‘Tea or coffee?’


‘Tea, please.’


He nodded and disappeared off into the kitchen, leaving me standing awkwardly on my own, leaning on the arm of a huge 1970s sofa the colour of tomato tapenade. The room was vast and airy, giving on to a balcony that ran the length of the apartment.


‘Yeah, we’ve been here for about five years, I s’pose,’ he called from the kitchen. ‘When we first came out, Anna wanted to live somewhere trendy like the 11th, but I was still holding a candle for the Left Bank of my student days, and this was the closest we could get. I like it round here. There’s not too many godforsaken expats.’ He reappeared in the doorway carrying a little teapot and two mugs. ‘Let’s go into the study, shall we?’ I obediently followed. ‘I mean, we’ve still got the house in Highbury, we’re only renting this place. We keep saying we’ll go back, but somehow we end up renewing the lease.’


The study was poky and lined with books, save another big, rickety old window – open and looking out onto the courtyard. He made an expansive gesture as he placed the teapot on his desk. ‘Take a seat.’


I sat on the edge of an old day bed covered in threadbare throws and pillows.


‘Why did you move here?’ It had been so long since I’d spoken that my voice sounded like a caricature of itself.


‘Oh I don’t know. I was tired of London. I needed a break. Anna wanted something new. The kids had both left home . . . I mean, not that they ever lived with us – they were with their mother in Cambridge – but still . . . We had the place in Saint-Luc and we were thinking of just packing it all in and going there, but Anna was so afraid of becoming that awful cliché of the jaded English artists who can’t hack urban life any more and go to the Mediterranean to become all soft like rotting fruit. So we came here. It seemed like a good compromise. How did you end up here?’


‘Well, I graduated and found myself ambitioned out of London.’ Friends had told me that admitting to lack of ambition was deeply unstrategic in a job interview. I was still banking on Michael being eccentric. ‘I got a year’s contract working in a school and I somehow ended up staying afterwards. Now I’m just sort of loafing, I suppose.’


He smiled at me and made unnervingly intense eye contact. ‘Good. I feel you don’t get enough young loafers any more.’


‘We seem to be a dying breed,’ I agreed, pleased with my choice of tactic.


We talked a little about my academic experience, my eclectic employment record and what I liked to read. At last, drumming with flat palms on his knees, he said, ‘Yes. Yes, I think you’ll do very well. I like the idea of this.’


‘Good?’ I replied hesitantly.


‘Yes, very.’ He stood up and walked over to the windowsill, leaning on the rail of the Juliet balcony. I took a good look at him in the soft light of the afternoon. He was very tall and wiry, with thick grey hair and dark eyes.


‘I’m sure you’re probably aware that my last novel came out at the turn of the century,’ he said, not looking in my direction. ‘What you probably don’t know is that I’m actually working on something new.’


He paused as if waiting for my appropriately impressed reaction. I obliged.


‘Consequently I’m sort of snowed under at the moment. On a boring daily basis I’m looking for someone to deal with my correspondence. I get sent a lot of book proofs from editors wanting a sycophantic flyleaf sound bite or newspapers wanting reviews. It’d be nice to have someone to sort through them and work out which ones were actually worth my time. I get a lot of invitations that I have to turn down – I’m quite bad at replying to emails. Other than that, there’s some bits of research for this new project, and then above all, this summer I’m looking for someone to type up my personal journals.’ He cleared his throat and looked vaguely uncomfortable. ‘There’s this period of about two years in the late sixties – probably when I was about your age – I’m just sort of stuck on them. I want them made into something coherent . . .’


I pitched my features somewhere in between nonchalantly composed and keen.


‘You said you write?’ he asked.


‘Um, ish – no, yes, yes but nothing serious,’ I said, trying to remain cool.


He was looking at me intently again. ‘God, it really is quite astonishing.’


‘It is?’ I asked.


He ignored the question. ‘The name Christine Parker doesn’t ring any bells for you, does it?’ then, seizing on my silence, ‘No, don’t worry. It’s nothing.’ He smiled at me again, as if I’d said something surprisingly funny or clever, even though I hadn’t said anything at all.


‘We moved the bulk of our stuff to Saint-Luc when we left London so we could rent our house out. That’s where all my old diaries are. We normally spend most of August there – it’s a big old farmhouse that we share with one of my oldest friends, Jenny, and her husband. You know the drill – we’re that horrible bobo English family trailing guests and children and drunk friends who don’t speak a word of French. You’d start on a very part-time basis over the next couple of months – doing the emails, the reading – and then, well, if it all worked out, I suppose you’d come with us this summer and take on the diary project . . .’ He was chewing the edge of his right thumb as he spoke. ‘I didn’t think I’d find anyone. I didn’t just want to ask one of my kids’ friends. They’re too close and they’ve already got a whole ruck of dazzling career opportunities. I put that ad in FUSAC on some stupid whim, but I didn’t expect to actually get anything out of it . . .’
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