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chapter one


My name is Judith Flatland, I am forty-two years old, raised in New York and domiciled in Boston, no distinguishing features, and I have always feared the elements and been afraid of natural phenomena. Being a human being is pretty scary. I don’t mean not having enough to eat, being sick, ill, disadvantaged or living below the poverty line – all these things are bad enough, appalling – but simply having to cope in a world in which every day, from the moment one opens one’s eyes, there are a hundred different decisions to be made; each one perhaps unimportant in the grand order of things but determining the path one is to tread and leaving an indelible stamp upon one’s life, altering its course.
         

Most people are scared but manage to hide it. Scared of their insignificance in the cosmos with its seemingly immense past and its incomprehensible future in which, if we are to believe the latest quasi-scientific reports from think-tanks and market researchers who attempt to paint a picture of what life will be like in the twenty-first century, marriage will decline, women will spend less time having families and forming relationships, we can expect to live for around 120 years and there will be a radical restructuring of the traditional timetable of our lives. Given the inadequacy of our physical and mental equipment in the face of the forces we come up against, being scared is hardly surprising. We are born alone and we die alone. We bring nothing with us and we leave with our suitcases empty. It doesn’t sound difficult. But it is. There are too many tadpoles in the human pond, too many organisms struggling for survival against odds that most statisticians would find overwhelming. Ants in an ant colony, we struggle along, huddling together for protection, until a boot comes down decimating our busy procession, leaving us to reform and continue the march to the last syllable of recorded time, abandoning our dead behind us. It needn’t be a boot. Sometimes it’s a broom diverting us from our chosen path (more chance than Darwin), damaging us with its bristles. Or a deluge of water. Cold from the watering-can of natural selection or boiling hot from the kettle of destiny. Still we manage to march on. The survivors.
         

Once I was in San Francisco. Jordan was downstairs in a post-prandial meeting. West Coast bankers. I was performing my ablutions preparatory to going to bed when the water in one of the twin wash-basins started to slop from side to side and the marble tiles trembled beneath my bare feet. It only lasted a few seconds. A tremor, when the earthquake I dreaded and which was never far from my mind, almost became reality. When Jordan came to bed, flushed from the brandy that had been consumed, he said he hadn’t noticed anything, too busy with hostile takeover bids and suchlike, it often happened, think nothing of it.

An earthquake is produced by a sudden breaking of rock in the earth’s crust as the stresses become too great for the strength of the rock to withstand. Where the rock breaks, a fracture line, known as a fault, is left, and future movements are likely to happen along the same weakness. The force with which the rock breaks releases a large amount of energy in the form of waves that travel through the earth. These waves radiate outwards from where the fault has ruptured. The place at which the rupture begins is known as the hypocentre; the point on the earth’s surface directly above the hypocentre is called the epicentre, and the magnitude of the earthquake – the dreaded Richter scale – is a logarithmic approximation of the energy released. Controlling such enormous forces – which claimed 200,000 Chinese lives in 1920 and another 242,000 fifty-six years later, which wreaked indiscriminate havoc from Algeria to Guatemala and, in living memory, much nearer to home when the Northridge earthquake caused major damage to Los Angeles property and entire sections of the freeways collapsed – seems to be out of the question. It is necessary to look at other strategies, such as prediction and earthquake resistant design, to prevent further calamities.
         

Protecting against volcanoes, in which timely evacuation rather than reinforced buildings is the best option, is another matter. In the simplest terms, a volcano is a vent at the earth’s surface where molten rock – magma – from the interior can reach the surface. The magma originates in the mantle, but it is often stored in a magma reservoir with the crust as it moves upwards. It then erupts either as a stream of liquid rock (called lava at the surface) or as ash or cinder. Active volcanoes are those that are currently erupting, a process which can go on intermittently for years; dormant volcanoes may not have erupted for tens or hundreds of years but may be expected to erupt again; while those which were once active in response to the tectonic situation as it was millions of years ago but no longer represent a danger, are said to be extinct.
         

Catastrophic and disastrous as earthquakes and volcanoes can be, sometimes they give rise to another phenomenon that can cause even more destruction and loss of life: the tsunami. Tsunami is a Japanese word meaning ‘harbour wave’, or – inaccurately for tides play no part – ‘tidal wave’. When an earthquake occurs offshore, it may bring about a sudden change in the shape of the ocean floor. This change causes a massive displacement of water, which in turn produces a powerful wave – or series of waves – that spreads out in all directions. As long as the wave travels in deep ocean, its wavelength is so long that its rise and fall is practically undetectable. Its speed is about 700km per hour. But when it reaches shallow water, the wave has to slow to about 100km per hour and, as a consequence, piles up into a breaker that surges inland, carrying everything before it and doing untold damage. In the case of the great earthquake in Lisbon, Portugal in 1755, the tsunami, or wall of water, that hit the city shortly after the earthquake, caused more devastation than the earthquake itself.
         

When Jordan was summoned to Paris to conclude the high profile takeover of Rochelle Eléctronique on behalf of Pilcher Bain, he took the entourage that was his family with him. Joey, aged nine, was on vacation from school; Michelle, at eighteen, was anxious to sign up for a summer course (French Language and Civilization) at the Sorbonne; and I, on leave from the Museum of Fine Arts where I worked as a guide, was all set to take on the role of corporate wife. The fact that we hit one of the hottest summers in living memory, that Jordan’s deal ran into eleventh hour problems, that Michelle freaked out on la vie Parisienne and Joey missed his pals, was, in view of what happened, immaterial. If an earthquake hits and you are in a secure building, you can strike lucky; confronted with molten lava from an erupting volcano, you can always run; in the face of a tsunami, you don’t stand a chance.
         

Let me tell you something about the Flatlands. Like Mr and Mrs Bun the Bakers and Mr and Mrs Field the Farmers, if you didn’t scratch too far below the surface, we were a Happy (enough) Family. Therapy had had its place. Me, early on in our relationship when I had an inexplicable bout of melancholy; Joey, when he fell incomprehensibly behind at school; and Michelle, when she was fighting a losing battle with her adolescent hormones. Three out of the four of us. Not Jordan, to whom the mind was a closed book. With Jordan what you saw was what you got; there was no hassle, no angst. Right was right – his word was his bond, etc. – and you didn’t mess with wrong. That was what made him such a good banker. Sometimes, when we were having a discussion about a course of action, something which concerned ourselves or the children, I’d say, but how do you ‘feel’ about it and he’d say, feelings don’t come into it. And they didn’t. The psychoanalytic view was that every problem had to have a cause, and that men like Jordan carried a psychological wound brought about by separation from their mothers and their own humiliating inability to give birth or to suckle. It was not that Jordan was deficient in feelings. Just that he wouldn’t recognize them if he met them in the street, and after the first few years of marriage, when I grew tired of trying to access them, I accepted him as he was. Which was pretty terrific.
         

Everyone on Beacon Hill envied us. The Flatlands. We had money – Jordan saw to that; status – he was Vice-Chairman of the bank; two lovely children; a fine house with a large rear garden and a French country kitchen; Maurice, a handsome Weimeraner (my third child); two hamsters (Joey’s); and a posse of friends – ‘his’, ‘hers’ and ‘ours’. It was a pretty good marriage although unlike some of the couples we knew, Jordan and I were not joined at the hip, which in my book is the recipe for a coma, and we allowed each other plenty of freedom. Life in our circle was pretty good too, despite the fact that children fell sick and loved ones died, and the odd affair left broken marital shards to be picked up and delicately repaired or led to divorce, messy or otherwise, and marauding cancer cells struck indiscriminately, and responded to treatment or did not, drawing those of us who had escaped closer together in communal Schadenfreude.
         

The Flatlands had been lucky. Apart from the usual childhood ailments and Joey’s broken collar-bone and Michelle’s glandular fever and a couple of basal cell carcinomas on Jordan’s back – after which he gave up sitting in the sun – and my own peritonitis from which I almost died, we had escaped pretty lightly. When the call came from Offenbach Frères for Jordan to go to Paris for several weeks to help his corporate manager, Sherman McCurn – Sherman and his wife, Nadine, were our close friends – clinch the Rochelle deal which promised to be a pretty big number, we held a family conclave, the result of which was that the four of us upped sticks and headed for Europe.
         

It was Lauren who found the apartment in the seventeenth arrondissement in the same building as her own, and Pilcher Bain who picked up the tab. Lauren and I had been at school together. Lauren had majored in Modern European Languages and Design while I studied English Literature and Fine Arts, and for three years we had been inseparable. Lauren was a short plump dynamo with a sex problem and it was she who had first abortively dated Jordan while he was still at Harvard; she had lusted after him ever since. It didn’t destroy our relationship – mine and Lauren’s I mean – for Jordan wasn’t the slightest bit interested. Lauren wasn’t his type, and the fact that she would have given her right arm to get him into bed was a standing joke. Lauren and I told each other everything – before she landed a serious job as chief designer with a multinational prêt-à-porter fashion house in Paris, and Jordan and I got married, that is. After that it was letters and never-ending telephone calls, then faxes and emails from our respective sides of the Atlantic. It was easier for Lauren. All she had to deal with from me over the years were boring old pregnancies and abortions (one), the usual parental difficulties and run-of-the-mill traumas of marriage and motherhood, the problems inherent in coping simultaneously with a (part-time) career and family crises and second homes and one and a half sets of ageing parents (Jordan had little time to deal with his mother). Lauren’s news, by contrast, rattled and shook and at times bordered on the scandalous. Over the years I had lived with the demands of her demanding business, her serial affairs, her whistle-stop tours from Guam to Guyana – ‘talk to you soon, darling’ – and the black holes of depression she fell into from time to time. When she heard we were coming, en famille to Paris, the text messages flew. She would find us somewhere to live, pals for Joey, friends for Michelle, a bolt-hole on the Côte d’Azur so that we could escape from the inferno of the city, an au pair to help us and to babysit Joey so that she and I could go out on the town. My God, what we weren’t only going to do!
         

The elegant nineteenth-century apartment, with its French windows and graceful wrought iron balcony overlooking the Parc Monceau, was on the Boulevard Courcelles where wealthy Parisians lived in stadium-sized splendour. Mod cons? Forget it. The apartment was designed neither to impress nor reassure. The refrigerator was as inadequate, by US standards, as the rooms were enormous, and both were of similar vintage. When I enquired about en suite bathrooms, Lauren laughed. Despite the appellation, ‘en suite’ meant little in France. Parisians, many of whom had lived in the same place forever, were conservative where their houses or apartments were concerned, and the clocks of decoration had stopped a long time ago. There were, however, sufficient bedrooms, endless corridors for Joey to race his Red Sox Thunderbird convertible, and several deep and gloomy cupboards for our obscene number of suitcases. The fact that the apartment was on the fifth floor and the caged monolith of an elevator, unreliable, was not reflected in the exorbitant rent. Jordan was not worried about it. He left that side of things to me and I left it to Lauren who could not have been more excited about the prospect of our trip.
         

As it turned out it was not so much a trip as a cataclysm, no more predictable than the throw of a dice or the spin of a roulette wheel. While a little knowledge of what to do and what not to do when such a dynamic circumstance takes place, together with a little advance planning, can make a big difference to one’s chances of survival, I walked into it blind.



        

    
        
            

         

chapter two


It was not my first visit to Paris. There had been several trips to Europe over the years and I had spent many happy days gorging myself on the cornucopia of paintings on offer while Jordan wheeled and dealed. We had never visited in August, which at best was not the month of choice and this year managed to produce some of the highest temperatures in living memory. Hot weather and I had never got on and of course there was no such thing as air-conditioning in the Boulevard Courcelles; you could barely open the windows in some of the rooms and it made little difference to the ambient temperature if you did. Parisians didn’t worry about such unimportant details. In any case, those who could had left the capital for the mountains, the country, or the Côte d’Azur, fleeing like lemmings, as they did every summer, from the shops with their padlocked doors and handwritten notices proclaiming fermetures annuelles, postmen who had gone on strike, and refuse collectors who had come out in sympathy, leaving the overflowing black bags piled up in the streets and stinking rubbish everywhere, not to mention the ubiquitous dog shit.
         

Most people were bad-tempered and I caught the bug, snapping at Jordan, screaming at Joey, getting confrontational with Michelle (not difficult at any time) and impatient with Helga, the Swiss au pair, a newcomer to domesticity, who had come to help us out and whom I reckoned should be paying me rather than the other way round. Uprooted, before I’d had time to get used to the idea, to prepare myself mentally, I missed my home and I missed what Michelle disparagingly referred to as my ‘jobette’ at the museum, where I shepherded groups of visitors round the galleries. As we assembled in the foyer I would give them an overview of the building with its dedicated team of curators and museum professionals, for some of whom the special exhibitions – New Egyptian Funerary Arts, Chinese Furniture of the 16th and 17th Centuries, ‘Paisley’ Motifs from Kashmir to Europe – represented a lifetime of research and study.
         

My particular area of expertise was the life and work, the one informing the other, of Pablo Picasso. Staking his wits and skill against the world, his images changed with breakneck speed from angst, to radiance and angularity, to voluptuousness with the onset of each new passion. As he transmogrified women into monsters or struck them imperiously from his oeuvre, any attempt to analyse the virtuosity with which he seemed effortlessly to bring about the most radical change in painting since the Renaissance, was like trying to nail quicksilver. All I knew was that when I stood before his early Nietzschean notions of creativity – his limpid clowns, his itinerant circus performers, his pictorial expressions of anger and political commitment or his later representations of classical gravity – I was up and away, and far removed from the quiet desperation that governed the mass of most people’s lives.
         

I had little to be desperate about other than the terminal disease that was life itself. On paper I was lady luck personified. A good marriage, no money worries, a more than generous husband, great children, a beautiful home, my health – apart from one or two minor blips – a job and a positive outlook on life. Unlike many of my friends who seemed to live on the brink of a precipice, I accepted who I was, shared my problems, was physically active, learned new skills (I was getting to grips with technology), kept in touch with friends, did something creative (I loved to cook and garden), and was not afraid to ask for help when I needed it. I survived. Which was more than could be said of many American women in their forties, torn asunder by the conflicting claims of high-powered careers and demanding families, and hopping from one relationship to the next, leaving a trail of forsaken spouses and traumatized children in their wake.
         

Sometimes, when I was leading my flock through the bewildering array of paintings on offer in the galleries, someone would ask ‘how can you tell if a painting is good or not?’ followed by the comment that no one would be willing to shell out millions of dollars if they were to paint a vase of irises or a bunch of sunflowers. There was no simple answer and the one I was inclined to give was ‘luminosity’, together with the fact that through the painting the artist had managed to transmit his own feelings. If a work is a ‘good’ work his emotion will be felt by others and render all interpretations superfluous. If a particular painting does not infect the viewer, no amount of explanation can make it contagious. I did not delude myself that it was a satisfactory response but the truth of the matter was that good art was comprehensible to a great number of people, and if you had to ask the question you would probably be better off in the museum shop among the Chinese calligraphy sets and the art deco card cases and the porcelain ornaments. Don’t get me wrong. I did not despise my disciples but you don’t become cultured by schlepping round an art gallery. Diverted, yes; entertained, yes; occupied, yes; informed, yes. Not cultured. Not civilized.
         

Everyone had his reasons. Foreign visitors who came to see what Boston had to offer, and were too busy trying to make a living to frequent the galleries in their countries of origin; veteran tourists, with the Museum of Fine Arts on their whirlwind itineraries, many of whom, preoccupied with bad backs and sore feet took nothing whatsoever away with them apart from a postcard or a poster snapped up on their way to the restroom; philistines who looked more often at their watches than the paintings, and could hardly wait for the moment when it was time for the promised break in the coffee shop. A minority, familiar with the modesty of true art, were extremely knowledgeable. I liked that. I liked engaging in dialogue with those people who loved paintings and who knew what they were talking about. I learned a lot from them and it always made my day as did the schoolchildren, my favourite pupils, gathered round me on their camp-stools and convinced that the haze that enveloped Monet’s haystacks was due to the fact that he had been staring at the sun and summer tears were in his eyes.
         

In one way, Paris and Boston were similar. Both were walking cities. Compact and convenient they could be neatly sliced up into digestible segments like pumpkin pie. The similarities ended there. While Boston was a metropolis with small town sensibilities, Paris was a metropolis: period. Only a hop away from home, Paris, even at the beginning of the twenty-first century, was an aristocrat to Boston’s hoi polloi for whom getting and spending had replaced religion, and whose place of worship was the shopping mall – Loulou’s Lost and Found with its repro souvenir Maxim’s plates and Pan Am ice buckets, or Red Wagon with its funky baby clothes.

Beacon Hill, where we have our house, is Boston’s social and geographical pinnacle and the only noise, according to legend, comes from the sound of dust settling on old money. Jordan’s family is old money. His mother still lives in a ten-bedroom mansion, with high ceilings and large windows, overlooking Boston Common. A stern woman, who prides herself on the erroneous fact that she hasn’t a selfish bone in her body, she demands constant attention and since Jordan’s days, weekends often included, are twenty-five hours long, the attending frequently falls to me.
         

Laetitia Mercy Flatland, strong-minded and with an exalted social position, had managed to produce only one son. I was hardly surprised. One look at the austere body which moved in its own aura, repelling intimacy, and the mind boggled at the notion that she had managed to do anything so down to earth as give birth, not to mention the essential preliminaries. Everything about her, her clothes, her hair in its savage bun, was ascetic, and it was hardly unexpected that her house was furnished in Shaker mode or that her Puritan conscience dictated rigorous self-examination, the acceptance of God’s punishment for the smallest sins, a Bible reading to start the day and Church (twice) on Sundays. Had she been born in another era I have no doubt that the mother-in-law that I acquired along with Jordan would not have flinched from spinning wool, dyeing cloth, attending personally to the health of her household and even, when occasion demanded it, performing simple surgery.
         

Although she lived alone, Laetitia lived in style, dining nightly at a deceptively modest table (it was insured for a small fortune) capable of seating sixteen and which was clean enough to eat from without mats or cloths. There was no such thing as a TV dinner. No such thing as a TV, the emission from which she equated with that from a sewer. She spent her time reading, history mainly – she had a fine mind – making petit point chair seats, cushion covers and bell-pulls that she gave away as Christmas presents – she would have no truck with the garish vulgarity on offer in the shops – listening to opera, Galli-Curci and Rosa Ponselle, and socializing with her equally snobbish friends. Born with a silver spoon in her mouth, she never let you forget it and somehow managed to give the impression that she had not only sprung from some quite other planet but, given the chance, would have taken part with her militant sisters in supporting such historic events as the Boston Tea Party and the Siege of Boston.
         

She had never quite accepted me. In throwing in his lot with a native New Yorker, Jordan, who was destined for someone much higher up on the social register (I wasn’t even on the first rung), had demeaned himself and was constantly reminded by his mother, in subtle and indirect ways, of his seminal gaffe. In my company, looking down upon our friends who were venture capitalists, fund managers and successful professors and doctors, she spoke of heirs to shipping fortunes or industrial entrepreneurs whose financial holdings and far-reaching economic interests assumed a leading role in the affairs of the Bay State. These luminaries wielded extensive political influence, enhanced their dominance through the powerful agency of kinship and marriage, and breathed a rarefied air in which Laetitia made sure I felt deprived of oxygen. When I mentioned to Jordan that I felt ill at ease in his mother’s presence he said I was hung up about it and not to take any notice; her bark was worse than her bite. But she didn’t bark, that was the trouble; she was much too much of a lady. She hissed like a viper and when she was good and ready and had reduced you to the point where your self-esteem was hovering around nil on a scale of one to ten she went for the jugular, finishing off what remained of you with one sharp thrust of her puritanical tongue.
         

Once, soon after Jordan and I had become engaged and I sported the family emerald on the fourth finger of my left hand, we were summoned to dinner. The company consisted of a couple of senators and their high-born wives, and a descendant of the Boston Associates, who maintained his pre-eminence in the city by devoting his time and money to supporting cultural, educational and charitable institutions, one of which was the Boston Museum of Fine Arts. When the conversation turned to a self-congratulatory exposé of the United States as a bastion of freedom, apparently planted on virgin soil and destined to be a light unto the nations, I blithely ventured an opinion to the effect that this so-called freedom had been built on the sweat of pioneer brows and that, although many Americans had indeed toiled hard, the ultimate source of their prosperity, their start-up capital as it were, lay in what was in reality the theft of a continent and the destruction of those who inhabited it. To say that you could have heard a pin drop would be to put it mildly. The dining-room became distinctly more chill as the senators, steeped in the great American myth and impervious to fact, refused, like most of their fellow countrymen, to contemplate the truth, although deep down they must have known that the wealth and affluence under discussion rested on the shaky foundations of slaughter and slavery. Taking refuge in historical amnesia, Laetitia fixed me with her fading ceanothus-blue eyes and proclaimed in her clipped tones and distinctive nasal twang, ‘You are hardly the best judge of the United States, Judith. Your mother, after all, was an immigrant.’ There were countless other put-downs which I won’t go into here, with which she had decimated me over the years. She always seemed to wrong-foot me, no matter how hard I tried, and although I usually managed to wait until I was safely on my way home in the car, I frequently ended up in tears.
         

There are people like that. Just as some individuals have the knack of making you feel good, others are equally adept at making you feel bad. I only put up with her for Jordan who, incapable of doing wrong – apart from marrying beneath him – was his mother’s blue-eyed boy. Funnily enough, Laetitia adored Michelle who didn’t have to mind her P’s and Q’s. Her grandmother’s sharp gaze was capable of perceiving only in black or white. While I was black, and nothing I did or could do would alleviate the situation, as far as Laetitia was concerned, Michelle was unequivocally white and could indulge in the most bizarre teenage behaviour without bringing any opprobrium on to her head. She could sit barefoot on the floor fiddling with her toes, play with her long hair which she slung constantly over her shoulder, flaunt her nose stud, guzzle bags of chips in the library, try on her grandmother’s rings which she would one day inherit along with her hand-patched quilt and Jordan’s oak cradle, and tell the most outrageous stories to do with her love-life which her grandmother never tired of hearing. Perhaps because Michelle was straight up like Jordan – she even looked like him – and wouldn’t dissimulate for anyone, she got away with it. Joey was more like me, and Laetitia made no secret of the fact that her monosyllabic grandson, annihilating manic waves of enemy fighters and bombers, or repelling a Mongol invasion on his Game Boy and patiently waiting till it was time to go home, got on her nerves.
         

We had been in Paris for six blistering weeks and it was one of the hottest of the hot days, when I arrived home with a fretful Joey – who kept dropping the baguettes with which he had been entrusted on to the sidewalk – and enough provisions to sustain a small army, to find that the ailing elevator had finally decided to give up the ghost. The concierge had helpfully attached a note to it, which in a spidery hand on a piece of squared paper torn from an exercise book declared it to be en panne. Five floors of steep stairs ahead of us, and the Le Bon Marché bags, some of them laden with frozen food on which I had stocked up, not to mention Michelle’s shoe repairs and Jordan’s dry-cleaning, weighed a ton.
         

‘What’s en panne?’
         

‘Broken down. It’s not a bit of use rattling the cage.’

Bent almost double, Joey was squinting up the lift shaft, one of the baguettes wobbling perilously.

‘I think it’s on the fourth floor.’

‘It doesn’t matter what floor it’s on. It’s out of order.’

‘Why don’t they get the repairman?’

‘Take this. And this.’ I dumped some of the stuff on Joey. ‘This is Paris, not Boston.’

‘I’m tired, Mom. I’m thirsty…’ The baguette fell to the floor.

‘Joey!’ I didn’t mean to scream at him.

‘I didn’t do it on purpose.’

‘Start walking.’

I thumped the button, of which there was one on every landing, to light the first tranche of the broad corkscrew staircase, which proclaimed well-heeled silence and social conformity, its niches filled with plaster busts. Like Joey, I was hot, my Calvin Klein teeshirt was sticking to my back, perspiration was trickling down my legs and I was seriously dehydrated. I stopped for breath on the first half-landing and yearned for Beacon Hill with its serendipity, my house with its mulberry tree and its cool lawn.

It was Michelle’s eighteenth birthday and the day had not begun well. Dropping her off at the Sorbonne before taking Joey for his music lesson, I had had an encounter with an HGV followed by an altercation with a van-driver in the Place de la Concorde. Joey was sitting next to me in the Renault with his violin case on his lap, and Michelle, still half asleep – she had been out until the small hours – was in the back fixing her hair and eating a croissant and drinking a bol of breakfast coffee when the lorry, which had been tailgating me for some time, drew up alongside. The bronzed driver, wearing a string vest which revealed his muscular torso adorned with tattoos, leaned out of his open window and, kissing his fingertips, smiled down at me provocatively. It was not until I returned his smile with a dazzling one of my own that I realized that the kiss had been directed not at me, but at Michelle. Humiliated, I had neglected to indicate that I was about to take a right turn and had narrowly avoided a collision with a delivery van, the driver of which had treated me to a stream of vernacular abuse which even I, with my limited French, knew had mainly to do with the organs of reproduction.
         

‘Mom!’ Joey’s voice from the floor below interrupted my thoughts. ‘Can I go to Andy’s?’

I held the banister and looked down at the small figure laden with baguettes. Andy was an English boy who lived in the same building.
         

‘After you’ve done your homework – ’

‘It’s gonna take me two seconds.’

‘ – and practised the César Franck.’

‘Andy’s father said we can go swimming.’

‘I don’t care if the President of the United States says you can go swimming. You have to practise the César Franck.’

It was at that moment, as if to punish me for my lack of generosity, that the lights went out on the staircase leaving us, hung about with heavy shopping and feeling our way, in the dark.
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