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PRAISE FOR THE VERNON SUBUTEX TRILOGY


VERNON SUBUTEX I


“Disturbing and compelling . . . Relentlessly brilliant. Reading it was like being on a runaway train – you know it will probably end in disaster, but you might as well enjoy the thrill of the ride”


VICTORIA HISLOP


“Bold and sophisticated, this thrilling, magnificently audacious picaresque is about France and is also about all of us; how loudly we shout, how badly we hurt. It is the story of now”


EILEEN BATTERSBY, Irish Times


“An energetic, diverting romp . . . Brimming with sex, violence and deviant behaviour”


DAVID MILLS, Sunday Times


“With Vernon Subutex, a sprawling, scintillating panorama of contemporary Paris, [Despentes] has produced a bona fide magnum opus . . . doing for Paris what Joyce did for Dublin”


SAM SACKS, Wall Street Journal


[Despentes and Wynne’s] prose is so powerful, and so perfect, that we forget we’re even reading. Opening up Vernon Subutex I is more like stepping inside a thrilling, pulsing party and getting instantly mesmerized by the whirling couple at the center of the crowd”


JENNIFER CROFT, Los Angeles Review of Books


“A vast mural of the world today. We all knew Despentes could write, but we were not expecting this”


FRÉDÉRIC BEIGBEDER


VERNON SUBUTEX II


“Vernon Subutex II presents Paris in all its glory and its grime. Sharply translated by Frank Wynne, this is the best multi-volume fiction series since Elena Ferrante”


FIAMETTA ROCCO, 1843


“Virginie Despentes continues her picaresque tour de force with the same driving energy sustained by vicious wit, exasperation, stark insight and compelling empathy . . . In her seething Paris of messed-up losers and relentless operators, Despentes exposes a universal society gone mad on greed, fear and ruthlessness”


EILEEN BATTERSBY, Irish Times


VERNON SUBUTEX III


“Three addictive, intelligent volumes. Comedy, a way with words, and the collision of registers of language all combine to make Vernon irresistible”


RAPHAËLLE LEYRIS, Le Monde


“Reflecting our chaotic times, Vernon Subutex III is a powerful, shocking, captivating work. Despentes completes her epic with a rare mastery. Where will she take us next?”


BRUNO CORTY, Figaro


“A zigzagging novel that likes to let the intrigue wander, all the better to tug it back by the hair a few pages later”


CLAIRE DEVARRIEUX, Libération


“A final volume even more explosive than the previous ones”


NELLY KAPRIÈLIAN, Les Inrockuptibles


“One of the most striking literary epics of the early 21st century”


MARIANNE PAYOT, Express







VIRGINIE DESPENTES is a writer and filmmaker. Her first novel, Baise-Moi was published in 1992 and adapted for film in 2000. Her fiction includes Apocalypse Baby (2010) and Bye Bye Blondie (2004), and the autobiographical work, King Kong Theory (2006). She won the Prix de Flore in 1998 for Les Jolies Choses, the 2010 Prix Renaudot for Apocalypse Baby and Vernon Subutex I won the Prix Anaïs Nin, and was shortlisted for the Man Booker International Prize.


FRANK WYNNE is a translator from French and Spanish. His previous translations include works by Pierre Lemaitre, Javier Cercas and Michel Houellebecq. He has been awarded the Scott Moncrieff Prize and the Premio Valle Inclán, and his translation of Windows on the World by Frédéric Beigbeder won the Independent Foreign Fiction Prize in 2005. His translation of Vernon Subutex I was shortlisted for the Man Booker International Prize.
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Index of the Main Characters who Appeared in the Two Previous Volumes


Charles: A regular in parc des Buttes-Chaumont and the neighbouring cafés and bars, he encounters Vernon at the beginning of Volume 2, when he finds him slumped on a bench, ill and running a temperature. Charles takes care of him and the two become friends. A long time ago, he won the national lottery, but decided never to tell anyone.


Kiko: Former stock market trader, coke addict, he lives in the eighth arrondissement in Paris. Believing Vernon to be a genius turntablist, he gave him a place to stay, chucked him out, then patched things up with him.


Alex Bleach: Rock star, died of an overdose in a hotel room at the beginning of Volume 1. An old friend of Vernon’s, he left behind a couple of video cassettes on which he recounts his life story, particularly his falling out with Dopalet, whom he accuses of killing Vodka Satana, with whom Alex was deeply in love.


Véro: Appears briefly in Volume 2 as Charles’ partner. She has always given Subutex’s group a wide berth.


Pamela Kant: Ex-porn star, geek. She was a friend of Vodka Satana. She took part in the search for Vernon in Volume 2, and ultimately became friends with him.


Marcia: Trans woman, originally from Brazil, she lives in Paris where she works as a stylist at fashion shoots. In Volume 1, she was living in Kiko’s apartment. After Vernon fell hopelessly in love with her, she disappeared.


Laurent Dopalet: Fifty-something film producer, father of Antoine. In Volume 1, he hires the Hyena to track down the compromising videos left by Alex Bleach. At the end of Volume 2, he is assaulted in his home by Aïcha and Céleste, in revenge for the murder of Vodka Satana.


The Hyena: A dodgy private detective, she initially worked for Dopalet but betrayed him and joined the group that has formed around Vernon.


Olga: A homeless woman who first appears in Volume 1. She is volatile and explosive. She becomes infatuated with Vernon, who she met when he was living on the streets.


Xavier: A screenwriter who has spent twenty years failing to carve out a career, married to Marie-Ange, he has a daughter, he loves dogs, and he has joined the group that has gathered around Vernon.


Marie-Ange: Xavier’s wife, with whom he has a daughter.


Sylvie: One of Alex Bleach’s former lovers. In Volume 1 she offered Vernon a place to stay, had a brief affair with him, then furiously stalked him when he disappeared without explanation. She joined the group that has gathered around him at the Buttes-Chaumont. Sylvie is the mother of Lancelot, who left the family home at the start of Volume 1 to move in with his girlfriend.


Emilie: A childhood friend of Vernon, she used to play bass in a band, but has since cut all ties with the music industry. She briefly gave Vernon a place to crash, and was involved in the search for him before joining the Buttes-Chaumont group.


Laurent: Vernon first met him when he found himself living on the streets. Laurent had been homeless for many years, and taught Vernon the rudiments of living a precarious life.


Patrice: Works as a temp, lives in the suburbs, is tattooed, surly and sometimes violent. At the end of Volume 2, he falls in love with Pénélope and joins the group gathered around Vernon in the park.


Antoine: Exhibition curator, the son of Dopalet. He keeps the group informed about the machinations of his father.


Sélim: University professor, atheist, he fathered Aïcha with Vodka Satana. He never told his daughter that her mother was a hardcore porn star. She finds out early in Volume 2. He is part of the Buttes-Chaumont group.


Aïcha: Law student, practising Muslim, she discovered the truth about the death of her mother listening to Alex Bleach’s tapes. She took revenge, assaulting Dopalet in his home. At the end of Volume 2, she was sent away by the Hyena to lie low in order to avoid any reprisals.


Vodka Satana: Mother of Aïcha and former partner of Sélim. Was engaged to Alex Bleach. She worked in the porn industry, was a friend of Pamela and David. Died of an overdose at the age of thirty. According to Alex Bleach’s confession, she was murdered by Dopalet, who was afraid that she might go public about their relationship.


Céleste: Tattoo artist and waitress at Rosa Bonheur. Her father, a police officer, used to be a regular at Vernon’s record shop. When she bumps into Vernon, she recognises him. In Volume 2, she becomes friends with Aïcha, and takes part in her revenge attack on Dopalet. She is sent into hiding by the Hyena, who is trying to protect her from Dopalet’s reprisals.


Lydia Bazooka: Rock critic, and uber-fan of Alex Bleach. She briefly gave Vernon a place to stay and later joined the search for him. She is obsessed with the idea of writing an exhaustive biography of Alex Bleach.


Daniel: Close friend of Pamela Kant. Trans man. Susceptible to the charms of Céleste, who has never responded to his advances.









THE TRAIN STATION IN BORDEAUX IS BEING RENOVATED, ITS belly filled with a forest of scaffolding poles. On the platform, a boy is pacing up and down chain-smoking cigarettes, he’s wearing trainers with no socks, and breaks the heels as though they were espadrilles. He shoots hostile glances through the windows of the train. He looks as though he’s just waiting for someone to look at him sideways before jumping aboard the train and beating the shit out of him. The ticket inspectors have spotted him and are posted by the doors to stop him getting on at the last minute. The four notes of the S.N.C.F. jingle echo through the carriages, followed by the shrill klaxon announcing the departure. The boy is left on the platform, Vernon catches his eye and is startled by the ferocity of his hatred. As though it were directed at him personally. It goes beyond the urge to kill, the desire to annihilate – this is a fury that longs to reach back through time, across seven generations, and rip out his guts.


Vernon slides back in his seat and stretches out his legs. He had forgotten how much he loves taking the train. He feels a calm euphoria sweep over him. He watches as the flashing landscape picks up speed. There is a particular atmosphere to train journeys, a collective resignation not to be disturbed for several hours, a tranquil shift between two states. Jumbled memories come of days before Christmas, going on holidays, travelling with groups to festivals or on his own to meet up with a girlfriend in the provinces. The images flicker past, and one by one are carried away by a nostalgia he would describe as feeble. His memory is filled with eddying fragments with no particular chronology. Everything about his former life has become tarnished with an otherness, melted into a shapeless, distant chaos. He cannot put this confusion down to drugs: he has not taken any in months. It happened of its own accord. As soon as he got stoned, he started to get bored waiting for it to wear off, wondering what he could ever have found fun about this debilitating disruption. Drugs are designed to alleviate boredom, they make everything seem interesting, like a dash of Tabasco on a dish that is a little bland. But Vernon no longer fears boredom, or loneliness, or silence, or obscurity. He has changed a lot. Drugs are no longer of any use to him.


*


In the past few days, however, while suffering from a vicious toothache, he has been popping handfuls of an opium-based analgesic that makes him feel agreeably stoned, and the feeling of moving through cotton wool is not unpleasant. He is bathed in a muted light that envelops him, adapting to the contours of his body wherever he goes. It has been a shitty couple of days. Usually, he would wait until a toothache stopped him sleeping before he visited a dentist. But this one was the worst he had ever experienced. Whenever the decayed tooth touched the tooth below, it was a knife cutting through him, the pain lifted him bodily and threw him onto the ground. He howled uncontrollably. Olga recommended gargling with grain alcohol and, having nothing to lose, Vernon swilled vodka around his mouth, it anaesthetised the pain for a time, but then he collapsed, dead drunk. The following morning, a hangover, accompanied by a searing pain from the abscess, left him in sheer agony. He crawled into a corner like a wounded animal and curled up, delirious from the pain.


Someone phoned Kiko. Because he has more money than the others, Kiko seems the most adult of the gang. Kiko immediately said, I’ve got a good mate who’s a dentist, I’ll call him right now. The doc faxed a prescription to the nearest pharmacy, Pamela took the car and went to fetch the antibiotics and the painkillers. It was the first time that an emergency had compelled them to make contact with the outside world.


*


After that, Vernon swallowed everything he was given without a murmur. He was convinced that no drug could be powerful enough to alleviate his ordeal. But, half an hour later, he was too off his face to feel any pain. He saw the world from a distance. The only thing better than these painkillers, he thought, would be a morphine pump. He felt great confidence in this dentist, capable of prescribing such an effective medication. Vernon was so relieved that he could no longer feel his tooth that he crashed out for three days straight, letting the antibiotics do their work, while the painkillers carried him away into slo-mo dreams.


*


During this time, those around him were busy planning his trip to Paris. Vernon likes to be managed. Things progress, whether he gets involved or not. He does not need to be ill to be indolent. If you allow yourself to be carried by the current, life in a group assumes you should always be doing “something” – there’s always a tyre to be changed, bags to be unloaded, vegetables to be washed, a chair to be mended. Vernon says, “I look over my playlists,” and he lies down on his bed. The most amazing thing is that noone argues the toss. On the contrary, they all like the notion that they are helping him, being kind to him, doing him a favour. So, he lay down on his side, relieved that he was no longer in pain, and, when he woke, he was told which train station they had chosen for his journey, the departure time, the name of the dentist, and the keycodes to get into Kiko’s apartment, where he would be staying.


He leaves the camp for the first time in more than a year. The others – or most of them – come and go between the camp and civilian life. But Vernon has no bills to pay, no family to visit, no work to turn in . . . So he no longer sets foot in towns and cities. There is nothing to be done. When they told him he would be going to Paris to get treated, he was happy at the thought of seeing the capital. But he feels more out of touch than he expected.


Sitting opposite him is a slim woman with long straight hair coloured bourgeois-blonde. Her raincoat is cinched at the waist, she is wearing high-heeled boots. She has beautiful, magnetic-blue eyes. She must be at least sixty. The wrinkles may have been filled in, but her hands betray her age. She is wearing a solitaire diamond, perhaps an engagement ring. There is something poignant about her. Vernon gives the woman little smiles to which she responds gracefully. He wants her. Something about her skin attracts him. He feels like suggesting that they get off at the next station and find the nearest hotel.


He is no longer in the habit of seeing women who are not wild about him. At the camp, even the girls who have no intention of sleeping with him flirt and flatter. He has a particular position; he is treated like a guru. It has changed his relationship with the female sex – these days all girls are his friends. They all want him, and he is obliging by nature.


*


He will never know whether the blonde woman would have responded favourably to his advances. She will never grace him with that famous post-coital expression of gratitude. He will not sleep with her: he is being accompanied on the journey by Mariana. She has been his girlfriend now for several weeks, which is something of a record. He has trouble settling down: he is too much in demand. He gets along well with a girl, it may last, and then another comes along, makes him doubt, throws him off balance, and he transfers his affections. Young people call it polyamory. From what he can work out, this means sleeping with whoever he likes without worrying what the last girl might think. But Mariana has stopped him in his tracks. She has set herself up as his steady girlfriend with a disconcerting artlessness for someone so shy. He doesn’t protest, because she reassures him more than she suffocates him. He finds her sexy. He first desired her when he saw her imitating Axl Rose, flailing like a demon and brandishing an invisible mic. He fell half in love when she danced to Tina Turner, whose dance moves she performs with terrifying brio. He knew his days as a lothario were over when she performed a choreographed routine to Missy Elliott. She’s even got moves for Madball and for Korn – there is no musical register whose codes she doesn’t innately understand with a very individual magic. Between her body and the sound there is a harmony that stems from an extensive knowledge that is surprising in a woman her age. Mariana hasn’t yet turned thirty. She knows AC/DC as well as she knows M.I.A. She listens to things Vernon has heard of but never really paid attention to, and she knows precisely which song to play to get him into them. They spend their time listening to music and Vernon feels as though he has gained a friend as well as a lover who seems like a mermaid when she fucks – her whole body undulates, seduces, profits and provokes. She pours into sex and into dance everything she cannot put into words.


When this trip was organised, she said that she would go with him, that they would take the bus, that it would be really cheap, but the bus from Bordeaux is a nine-hour drive and Kiko said, WTF? Are you living in the Middle Ages or what? We’ve got T.G.V.s in France, I’ll sort out the tickets right away. Mariana is going with him; it was a no-brainer. Vernon’s too out of it to travel on his own, she said, he’ll end up on the wrong platform and wind up in Frankfurt with an abscess ten times worse. She loves Vernon. He can feel it. And that’s alright with him. It punches a hole in his chest. He succumbs. She has put her headphones on, she’s listening to Amy Winehouse and looking at stuff on the net. She doesn’t like the camp rule that says she cannot go online. She says it’s tired old technophobe bullshit. She abides by the rule because she has no choice. She must really care about him to put up with it, as soon as they got to Bordeaux and she was given her tablet, she lit up. Finally, she could reconnect with the world.


Over her shoulder, he looks at the succession of photos on Instagram, a baby pig, a girl lying on a sandy beach, a green milkshake, Paul Pogba shirtless, shot in half-light. Soko waking up, a drawing of a trash-punk angel holding a bomb, a fat bud of sensimillia dripping resin . . . She slips her hand into his, never taking her eyes off the screen. Vernon feels a tracery of warmth course through his arm to his shoulder and flood his chest. He can visualise the feeling, he can even say what colour it is – deep emerald green. This is not the meds. This is what he’s like straight. Something inside him malfunctioned, something that never returned to normal. He has changed.


He’s heard many theories of varying ludicrousness about the reason for his transformation, which a lot of people at the camp call “an awakening”. Some say his serotonin levels have exploded. Why not? The theory of hormonal chaos has its defenders. After all, as Daniel says, “With all the endocrine disruptors swirling around us, go figure – in you, it’s produced a global reboot.” Others favour the theory of a brutal, accelerated male menopause whose effects, paradoxically, are salutary. Maybe . . . Vernon doesn’t feel as though his physical strength has waned, but then he was never built like a lumberjack. Perhaps his libido has changed – but it’s difficult to say: previously, he wasn’t surrounded by girls fighting for his favours. Too much demand kills the demand – he’s less insecure than he used to be, but that’s logical: in the camp, he fucks anything that moves. At other times, people talk about the awakening of the Kundalini to explain these curious sensations, the strange visions, the trance-like states that overcome him without warning. He has been breathing too deeply, or too well, and energy has been released from the base of his spine, catapulting him into a sort of never-ending acid trip. The most inventive talk about alien abduction – the visit of some extra-terrestrial that has made its earthly home in Vernon. There is also talk of shifting frequencies – reality as a radio with some heavenly hand turning the dial.


At first, Vernon felt that the camp was attracting an awful lot of weirdos. Gradually, he came to the realisation that the world is full of people with fantastical beliefs who, on first meeting, may seem completely sane. The enigma that is Vernon gives them free licence to express their bizarre nature. This is how, between the salad and the cheese course, someone can end up telling him about their privileged connection with the vibrations of macrocrystalline quartz. The country is full of fanatics convinced that the dead walk among us, that invisible creatures gambol through the forests and that by exposing oneself to the right sound waves you can restore your magnetic field . . . Give them an opportunity to expound their theories, and you can find yourself going down some very strange paths.


*


People from outside the camp come every two or three months when there is a convergence. This is the name they have chosen – no-one remembers coming up with the term, but everyone uses it – for the night when Vernon spins the music to make the participants dance. Their lives are lived to the rhythm of these convergences – finding a place to set up, preparing the space, the event itself, packing up and moving on to another site. This came about without anyone deciding that it should happen this way. Let’s just say it occurred.


Applications to attend the convergences quickly became so numerous that it requires a whole organisation to select the participants without inviting more than a hundred. Something is happening. People show up, some of them are a pain in the arse, they come to “check it out”, suspicious and aggressive, as though someone is trying to sell them some bullshit philosophy, when no-one is trying to sell them anything, not even a story: it’s about dancing till dawn, that’s all. The extraordinary thing is what the dancers feel – with no drugs, no preparation, no special effects.


*


There is always a handful of doubters who wander around telling anyone who will listen that they don’t believe, that they want to see for themselves, that they’d be pretty surprised if something happened to them on the night, because they’ve been there, done that, and they’re too shrewd for this kind of headfuck. Vernon and the others don’t try to persuade them. They have only to wait. That night, on the dance floor, they start out with arms folded, supercilious little smile, determined not to fall for it. And two hours later, they’ve fallen for it. The following morning, they cannot pinpoint the moment when they merged with the crowd, with its slow repetitive movement. They are generally the ones who, at dawn, are most shaken up. This is one of the things that happens on nights when there is a convergence – a general upheaval. This is what people come looking for at the camp, at the convergences. A gentle, luminous confusion that makes you want to take time and keep silent. Epidermises lose their boundaries, everybody becomes every body; it is a boundless intimacy.


*


And, at each convergence, Vernon feels like a worm in the centre of a powerful spotlight. He is too important. They call him the Shaman. Officially, it is just for a laugh. In practice, he feels everyone looking at him behind his back, feels expectation coil around his spine. People eye him suspiciously, wondering if he’s a con artist, or stare at him adoringly, convinced that he can save them. He doesn’t quite know how to go about staying cool when everything depends on him. Fortunately, his train of thought quickly goes off the rails, so it does not bother him for very long. He thinks, it’s too much stress, I can’t handle this, and a minute later he is contemplating a leaf on a branch and is utterly engrossed. It limits his frustration. But even so, he has discovered the fear of losing. Never in his life had he feared losing what he had: he always felt that it did not depend on him. Now, he revels in a comfort that is not material. They sleep in abandoned houses – when they can find houses – which are rarely heated, pitch camp near springs when there is no running water, wash out of doors when it is –7°C, eat out of billycans, and yet theirs is a life of luxury. They are convinced that the experience they are sharing is exceptional, an extra ball that life did not owe them, something gifted, magical. And he does not want it to stop.


*


In the carriage of the T.G.V. the passengers have opened their laptops on the tables. They are watching movies, catching up on work, replying to an e-mail. Others are riveted to their phones. They are all in thrall. There are no longer any bodies without accessories among those who can afford to pay for a train ticket. Admittedly, there is a man in his fifties a few seats away who is reading an old-fashioned newspaper. When he turns the page, it slightly irritates his neighbour. He is the only one whose vision is not blinkered by a screen. Even the five-year-old is not bawling and running up and down the carriage disturbing passengers, mesmerised as he is by the cartoon he is watching. Next to him, his mother is watching too, though without headphones, she does not have a second to waste on the landscape, still less on her immediate surroundings.


Vernon has got out of the habit. At the camp, all internet connection is forbidden. It began with one of the Hyena’s fits of paranoia, it was she who decreed that they had to learn to live under the radar, to leave no digital trace of their movements or their conversations. She constantly gives the impression that she is priming the group to survive a third world war in which not sending e-mails would be particularly important. Initially, everyone accepted this protocol as some crazy ritual whose main purpose was to establish a set of rules allowing them to demarcate the camp as a bubble. Over the months, Vernon noticed that people’s attitude changed. Snowden went through the same thing. The order came to seem less outlandish. Mistrust of technology grew, and no-one now laughed cynically when entering a network-free space.


*


When they disembark at Gare Montparnasse, Vernon feels engulfed by the crowds, it is a strange feeling of vertigo. He is particularly overwhelmed by the noise. As though sensing his disorientation, Mariana puts her arm through his. She is a tiny slip of a girl, but there is a comforting authority in her gesture reminiscent of an adult reassuring a child.


It is not just that he is out of the habit, the city itself has changed. Paris has become hard. Vernon is immediately aware of the pent-up aggression – people are furious, pressed up against each other, ready to come to blows. In the corridors of the métro, not a single person smiles, not a single body suggests I’ve got time to waste. No-one dawdles, as they do at the camp. This is a grown-up city – no-one speaks to strangers, or if they do, it is only to shout. He is bombarded by images, too many posters, too many junk messages. But it is only when they reach the platform that he identifies what it is that has been bothering him since their arrival. The smell. Paris is an olfactive cesspit – a mixture of rot of air rancid with body odours of perfumes of metallic machine smells of filth and chemicals. Vernon realises that he is holding his breath. For months, wherever they have gone, he has been breathing everything in, each new place has its own smell, making it individual and unique. Here, for the first time in a long time, he refuses to smell where he is.


*


At Kiko’s place, Mariana looks around with the air of defiance Vernon knows so well – the expression those unused to luxury adopt when confronted with it: she looks as though she has been plunged into boiling oil. It is Vernon’s turn to lay a hand on the small of her back in the hope of imparting some of his calm. Extremely rich people know what they are doing when they furnish an apartment, even if they do it instinctively: every object here screams at those unaccustomed to luxury: fuck off, you filthy prole. This is the distinction between boho décor and that of the grand bourgeois: the former says to all comers “make yourself at home”, while the latter seeks to exclude all those who do not understand its codes. But Vernon knows this apartment, it does not intimidate him.


Kiko, too, has changed a lot. Of all the people at the camp, he is perhaps the one who has undergone the most radical revolution. Vernon has become his expensive indulgence, his weekend hobby. Kiko has jacked in his career as a trader. Like a guy in a casino who decides to leave the table when he’s on a roll. Take the cash and run. In hindsight, he doesn’t regret his decision – as he puts it, you’d have to be crazy to be rich and keep working.


He is not the only one in his profession who has had an epiphany. He knows other guys who, one day, warming their arses in a jacuzzi under the palm trees of their villa in Mauritius, stared at the booty of the girl who had come with them and were suddenly transfixed by a lightning bolt of lucidity: their life is shit. The only good thing about it is the conviction that everyone on the planet envies them. Whereas, what Kiko discovered in the group that so astonished him was that no-one wanted to swap places with him. Anyone else might have changed the people he hung out with – might have sought out company that was more reassuring. Kiko stayed. He changed his strategy.


In the early months, he was gripped by a sort of libertarian fever. It was as though he was decompressing. In certain people, age unleashes a reactionary energy that sometimes shoots out and destroys everything in its path. With Kiko, it was the libertarian that he allowed to emerge. One that had spent too long curled up, censored, imprisoned and made a hell of a racket as it now spread its wings. Or perhaps not the libertarian: the Christian. But in the most primary sense of that word: the person within Kiko who loved Christ – repressed for all these years – suddenly took over. The whole thing lasted about six months. He went from being embarrassingly generous to a complete pain in the arse.


He never wanted to work again, swore that he loathed money, that he was going to come and live with them, he and Olga pored over leaflets for minivans, he could already see himself living in a motorhome, following them around, he no longer felt remotely materialistic. He had a new idea every day. He would sell off his Paris apartment and buy a little abandoned village in the Jura mountains, they would all settle there and form a commune. Just because the hippies fucked it up, didn’t mean other people shouldn’t try. Ideas always fail until, eventually, they succeed. Kiko knows a bunch of doctors and, in the hierarchy of his world, doctors are at the top – he would persuade one of them to come and live in the village. That way, they would always have someone who could tell the difference between a heart attack and a panic attack, between a tumour and a large pimple. They wouldn’t have to worry about anything. They would grow old in peace.


*


But, over time, his ardour cooled. He got fed up with camping, moved back to Paris, got his nose into a baggie of coke and hooked up with his old acquaintances. His Christlike passion abated. He had invested in a cannabis start-up in Los Angeles. He was not as visible around the camp. But he came back regularly. He spent whole evenings regaling them with plans for his theme park – he was waiting for France to legalise weed, which was bound to happen. He imagined it as a cross between Jurassic Park and the spa at Le Bristol, all organised around the theme of weed. His crazy fantasy became so detailed that it began to sound plausible. In his theme park, there would be jacuzzis, video projections, specially designed yoga lessons for the stoned, a little contemporary art, massage treatments, a lot of music, and muffins everywhere for when people got the munchies.


Kiko has gone back to his former life, but a defiant streak has opened up within him. He is no longer prepared to give his all. All his time, all his thoughts, all his desires, all his convictions. He is no longer willing to prove that he can always add another task to this schedule. His role in the system is no longer perfect. Compliance no longer excites him the way it did. His way of expressing himself is to go back to the camp, to people who are nothing like him. He has not gone back to square one – he has found an alternative equilibrium, an alternating identity.


*


He always takes up a little more space than others, he talks a lot. Silence is an important concept at the camp. Except for Kiko. But no-one complains. He is the one who solves every problem. He abuses his position only in the sense that he takes up a lot of sonic space. There is one thing about which he is sincere, one thing that does not change with the seasons: the feelings he experiences during the convergences are unlike anything he can feel on drugs. And he wants to go “there”. His latest hare-brained notion is that Vernon should take his role as guru more seriously. Kiko has ambition to spare.


*


He invites them to sit down around the kitchen table, opens the fridge and compulsively takes out all the food he can find, as though the two of them are starving. He opens a bottle of champagne and Vernon says no, with the antibiotics it would finish me off. Mariana takes the proffered glass and drains it in one gulp. She is incandescent. Seeing him at the camp, she hadn’t realised that Kiko was this rich. She had worked out that his life was not the same as theirs from his obsession with flashing his credit card every time there was a problem. But she was not expecting this, this opulence which is an insult to those unaccustomed to it. She squirms in her chair, shooting angry glances all around. Even the red Smeg fridge, with its good-natured curves, makes her livid.


*


Kiko can’t sit still – he puts on an Erykah Badu C.D., too loud, asks them if they want some drugs, he’s got a new dealer, hot shit, never keeps him waiting. He feels the need to fill the silences – it’s impossible to tell what he’s so shit-scared of that he needs to make a racket all the time. Vernon is used to his feverishness.


“Hey, you know what, that tree in the Buttes-Chaumont, the one with the huge roots where you used to sit all the time? They’ve ripped it out. Did you know?”


“When?”


“Beginning of February.”


“How did it happen?”


“Accidentally backed into it.”


“A tree that size? They didn’t see it in the rear-view mirror?”


“They’ve been doing a lot of work in the park. That’s all I heard.”


*


The news bothers Vernon. The fact that things do not stay as they are remains the most difficult thing to accept. He thinks about the tree, tall as a building, about the hours he spent enthroned like a king against the trunk. He says:


“I’ll ask Charles. He knows the park-keepers . . . It’s been a long time since I’ve seen Charles. I’ll drop round his way and see him . . .”


*


Kiko is no longer listening. He has launched into a solo about his favourite subject: Vernon has a gift. There are few words to describe it. And, as he sees it, the whole problem, because there is a problem, stems from the fact that Vernon refuses to assume his role.


“You can’t be a leader if you don’t pull your weight. O.K., I get it, it works, this shit you’ve got going on. And the way you have of keeping people at a distance during the convergences makes you seem interesting and mysterious. That’s clever, I’ll give you that. It’s instinctive, it’s class. You leave a space for imagination. Kind of like storytelling by leaving gaps. Until the night gets going, no-one knows what’s so fucking special about Vernon Subutex. Fair enough, it adds to your charm.”


But this, Kiko feels, is not enough. Vernon never does anything really attention-grabbing, like healing people with his hands, or communing with the dead so they can talk to the living as if he was some sort of cosmic answering machine. He doesn’t take himself seriously enough. Kiko sees the big picture. It’s in his nature. He nervously taps his fingernails on the table. He’s come up with a new idea:


“You know Confucius? That story about the tree, I think we could use it . . . The Romans ripped out the tree which Confucius used to preach under. I heard it on the radio. I think this thing about the tree – what was it? An oak? I guess you don’t know either – anyway, I figure it would be a good backdrop for your origin story as a prophet.”


“Have you been listening to France Culture again, Kiko? Knock it off. I’ve told you before, it really doesn’t mix well with your coke habit. I’m a D.J., not a fucking prophet.”


“I’m educating myself, arsehole, I’m educating myself and here you are insulting me. They figured they’d cut down the tree Confucius used to preach under to force him to leave, they did it because he was too influential . . . O.K., right there, you’ve got a story. We could start out with that: the French authorities, alerted to your great power, cut down the tree you used to sit under . . .”


“Kiko, you know me, I’m prepared to swallow any old shit, but I can tell you right now that Confucius and me . . . it won’t work – even if they did cut down his tree.”


“So you’re telling me you know Confucius?”


“No. But instinctively I can tell you there’s no fit.”


“Instinctively . . . that’s typical of ignorance. You don’t understand how it works, but you’re convinced that it doesn’t. I’ve thought about this a lot, we need to tell the story. I think we should hire a ghostwriter, a novelist. I’m working on a shortlist.”


“Quit listening to France Culture. You’re boring the rest of us rigid.”


*


Whenever he has a free evening, Kiko buys two grams of coke and spends the whole night making gibbering, lunatic podcasts. He fills a notepad with bizarre scrawls that, the following morning, seem perfectly reasonable – and this isn’t just the coke talking, it’s the social class to which he belongs: the class that believes it can do anything, that accepts no limitations. So, he persists:


“I’m thinking about hiring a female novelist, someone talented enough to knock it into shape, but not too successful, otherwise she’ll do what the fuck she likes and three months down the road she’ll be busting our balls with ideas we don’t want to listen to.”


Mariana interrupts, she is already on her third glass of champagne and beginning to loosen up.


“Why are you thinking about a woman? Is it something to do with sensitivity?”


“Let’s be honest rather than politically correct: talented guys have better things to do with their life . . . Besides, they’ll cost an arm and a leg, whereas with a girl, you offer her twice the minimum wage and she’ll give you three years of her life . . . That’s the way it goes: you’re designed to take care of others. It’s been that way for two thousand years; it’s not going to suddenly stop just because Simone said wake up. But let’s cut the shit, I mean, it’s just us here, so there’s no need to wank on: Vernon is a prophet who appeals to chicks.”


He’s been working on it for months. He’s put his back out spending nights hunched over his laptop reading biographies of prophets on Wikipedia. He knows this is a sure thing: Vernon has a gift, they just need to sort out the comms and it will go viral. Mariana drains her glass, Kiko has already fetched a second bottle, he pops the cork as she asks:


“The story of Confucius was written how many years after his death? Building a prophet’s reputation takes time, doesn’t it?”


“Confucius is just an example, he’s like Moses, they’re old-school prophets. The closer you come to our era, the more you find prophets that appeared overnight.”


“You mean the way cathedrals used to take decades to build, but a shopping centre can be thrown up in three or four months?”


“Exactly.”


“So, who did you have in mind, in terms of a recent prophet?”


“The one who most directly concerns us: L. Ron Hubbard.”


*


Kiko has been rambling on about the founder of Scientology for months now. This time, the source is not France Culture but a conversation he had with the person in the next seat on a flight from Paris to L.A.


Kiko is working on the assumption that what stops Vernon from truly assuming his role as a guru is the fear that, to be a true prophet, you have to be a martyr.


This is how you bind the early disciples: you need a great injustice. Ideally, a tragic death. If there’s a little visceral torture in the mix, that just adds to the effect. But, Kiko can understand why Vernon would want to skip the part where he’s spat on as he lugs an eighty-kilo cross on his back and ends up being stabbed in the side, and dying, on that same cross. You only have to see the guy with toothache to realise Vernon isn’t the kind to suffer with dignity. This is why Hubbard seems the perfect counterexample:


“Huge yacht, chicks in white miniskirts, barely legal, awesome food . . . and when he started out, the guy was a bit like you: check him out at thirty and he’s just some fucking loser – and, all due respect, but when you were thirty you weren’t up to much. The real difference between you is that the guy was motivated. That’s the thing you’re lacking. Positive mental attitude. Just look at sports, and never forget mental attitude accounts for eighty per cent of the performance. If you can up your game mentally, we’re onto a winner: the convergences keep getting more and more amazing. Ever since the girls down in Bordeaux remixed Bleach’s subsonic bass loops so they can be played as a constant wave, we’ve turned a corner . . . Bleach, now, there was a guy who’d have made a great guru. Fit as fuck, there are hundreds of stunning portraits, and – best of all – he died alone and in pain, tweak the story a bit and you could call it ‘The Fall’. He’s perfect. When we settle on this novelist, maybe we tell her to include him, sort of a John the Baptist to your Jesus, you get the idea . . . but keep it a bit subtle, leave people to wonder who was the true prophet?”


“More France Culture?”


“No, I listen to Radio Courtoisie sometimes . . . Thing is, dude, you’ve got to pull your finger out. Potential, talent, the reality of the thing – that shit accounts for, like, ten per cent of the success of a business.”


“Switch off the radio, stop reading books. Go clubbing. Buy yourself a motorbike. But no intellectual pursuits, you know that’s not your strong suit . . .”


*


Kiko is not the only one at the camp who feels that things are bubbling up, that they’re about to explode, that they need to do “something big”. Some say they should move to Detroit, some think they should be like a circus troupe, there are those who’ve visited a commune in Italy and those who’ve just come back from the “Zone to Defend” in Notre-Dame-des-Landes . . . Everyone has an idea. Everyone except Vernon, who wants things to carry on just as they are – chaotic, formless, without having to bust his balls.


*


Charles, the elderly wino, has plans to shoot a movie. The project occurred to him when a number of Pamela’s former co-workers joined the group and turned his head. Bimbos with boob jobs and polished nails whom he initially found intimidating before discovering that they were more receptive to his humour and his philosophy than he might have expected. Punkettes trapped in the bodies of creatures of vice. He suggested a film project about a utopia: girls marooned on a desert island, surrounded by white rabbits and cute little puppies . . . a project that, in a single evening, they managed to transform into a zombie movie. And Charles listened, open-mouthed in admiration, as one of the girls described the scene where she’d fuck the head of a corpse with a huge purple strap-on.


*


But he did not come back, as expected, to hone this utopian project. When Mariana says she is going to hook up with some friends near Montmartre, and stumbles as she gets up because she’s had a lot to drink, Vernon gets to his feet to hold her up. He says he is going to try to see Charles. He’ll make the rounds of the neighbourhood bars, the old guy is bound to be somewhere.









VÉRO SMOOTHS THE BROWN PAPER BAG WITH THE PALM OF HER hand until she can fold it neatly and stack it with the others. Never again will she have to listen to the old man kicking up a stink, seeing her spending so much time over piles of wrapping paper while the rest of the apartment is going to shit. It drove him mad that she was capable of forgetting that there was laundry in the washing machine until it was mouldering, while paper and plastic bags were carefully arranged by size, colour and material in the large living-room dresser, after she had thrown out the china because she had too many bags. We’ve all got our foibles. The mahogany dresser is stuffed with wrapping materials, and organising this space brings Véro inexplicable pleasure. On one side, there is the bubble wrap, then paper bags, then small plastic bags next to the big ones and, lastly, particularly beautiful bags that she finds in the street.


They bought the dresser together one day when they were visiting a branch of Emmaüs in the suburbs, because a guy who was a regular at their bar worked there from time to time. It was a veritable expedition, going to Emmaüs, but they used to have an aperitif in the garden and afterwards they would be so tipsy that they didn’t remember how they got home. It was summer. They hadn’t gone on holiday. They never went anywhere. A little flash of greenery can only be good for the spirit, even if Véro is not particularly chlorophyll-inclined. The dresser cost ten euros, they bought it in a sufficiently advanced state of inebriation that they were surprised when, some days later, it was delivered. Charles has always loathed it. It’s true that it takes over the whole room. And they never found any real use for it. At first, they stacked plates and letters on it. And, eventually, Véro commandeered it for her bags. It has lots of shelves and drawers, perfect for her obsession. Charles used to say that she knew exactly what she was doing the day she bought it, that she engineered the whole thing. Maybe he was right: the brain of a person with irrational goals has greater depth of field than one that functions normally, it’s always several steps ahead, it anticipates everything. It’s the same thing with alcohol. Even when Véro wants to stop drinking, she knows that her brain will manage to get her into situations that leave her no option, and generally this happens unbeknownst to her own free will – in other words, she does not decide to drink, she remembers she needs to call an old friend going through a hard time, and once she is round at his place, she realises that what she really came for is a dozen shots of pastis. The brain is devious: it plays tricks on your consciousness, it does things on the sly, that way you get exactly what you wanted while pretending you were thinking about something else entirely.


*


Now she can do whatever she wants with the dresser, she can even extend her collection to the whole living room if she feels like it . . . He’s not here to kick up a stink anymore. The squabbling is over.


The old man is dead. He did it elegantly, the old bastard, he slipped away without a sound. A warning twinge, just to alert her to the fact that something important was brewing, he collapsed over the bar late one afternoon, writhed on his side for a minute, coughing up blood, until the ambulance arrived. He enjoyed a spectacular recovery for about a week, which he used to put his affairs in order, as though he knew that he was taking his last bow. A devastating relapse, outside the grocer’s, a stroke, the real thing this time. Véro was with him. Just before he collapsed, they had been screaming at each other because she wanted to buy a tube of Nestlé sweetened condensed milk for her morning coffee and he was quibbling that she didn’t need it, that it was a waste of money, and besides, it played havoc with her stomach. Always ready with the right word to piss her off, the old bastard. At the hospital, the nurses were heartbroken at the thought of this elderly couple being separated by death. Alcoholics, obviously, it was written on their faces, but the sort of old people who held hands and didn’t let go until the last moment, because Charles was gripping her hand as he had never done before, he didn’t say anything but she could tell that he was afraid, and she could think of nothing better to say than, you’ll be fine, old man, you’ll get through this. And from the outside, that’s what they looked like: an elderly couple saying their goodbyes. And that’s what they were, when all is said and done. But living in harmony had never been their thing.


After the first attack, the one that didn’t kill him, the old man’s family didn’t rush to be at his bedside. His sister did call to ask how he was doing, but, hearing that he was back on his feet, she didn’t bother to visit. Good thing too, she’s an old bitch. His friends at the bar were more worried. Old Michel dropped by twice – he’d sold the bar, but before he did he and Charles were thick as thieves. And fat François – practically a childhood friend, another northerner. Ahmed, who used to work with him at the Bar des Vosges when it was still a respectable bistro, came by to check on him. He’d changed a lot. Like so many others. He doesn’t drink alcohol anymore, and he didn’t dare tell them much about what he was up to, but they guessed – you have to move with the times, he was going to mosque and observing Ramadan. In this neighbourhood, with a name like Ahmed you couldn’t knock back a beer in peace anymore without someone coming up and lecturing you. There had been others, too, drinking companions who, having heard about his condition on the grapevine, had promised to stop by – given their age, they weren’t overly optimistic, they knew a stroke is usually followed by complications. Charles hadn’t hung around for long. She was lucky she had been there the day it happened. Shit. The old bastard died holding her hand. It was probably the most tender moment of their entire relationship. He’s not the first she’s seen kick the bucket. But it does something to you. That’s all there is to it, she had thought, that’s it. It’s no big deal, dying. People make a fuss about it, but when it finally comes, it’s just a slight release.


Jesus, they were in a hell of a hurry at the hospital to free up the bed as soon as death was pronounced. It’s not compassion for those left behind that’s choking them up. Even when you know that to them it’s just a load of paperwork, that they see it every day, that they’re overworked, that there’s a crisis, that it would be criminal to take up a bed when you’re officially deceased – you still feel like slamming one of them against the wall when they start bustling about because they’ve got no time to waste on a stiff. They didn’t give her five minutes’ peace. At the time, she was so shocked she didn’t argue. But ever since, the images have haunted her – they pounced on the cold body like it was nothing, no more important than a clapped-out old fridge.


Nearly fifteen years she’d spent with that fucker, listening to him snore every night, and that night she wouldn’t hear him rattling up the house, the least they could have done was give her a little time. It’s a question of decency. Even people like them need to say their goodbyes. If only so they can believe it’s true. It’s over. It’ll never move again, that lump of lard, never shout never pound its fist on the table never scream at her for changing the channel never piss beside the bowl never call her a stupid bitch when she says that Obama is handsome, it’s over. He used to sing the “Internationale” every time he heard the word “debt”, so lately you couldn’t turn on the T.V. without him singing. But that’s over now. That, and everything else.


Even if there was a lot of misery, their life together, she didn’t hate it. By the time she met him, she was already too old to tell herself that this was anything other than someone to cling to. She knew that she only put up with him because she was afraid of being alone. She was past the age – long past the age – of thinking love was anything other than a crock of shit, a scam to sell you microwaves and cars on credit.


She was constantly carping at him about something. She knew they were stupid things. Not that this stopped her spending hours in front of the sink, reciting the litany of things she couldn’t stand about him. But she knew that, without him, she would get depressed. Because they had a good laugh, from time to time, all things considered. He wasn’t one for melancholy, her Charles. She’d told anyone who would listen, told them until she was blue in the face, that the two of them living together wasn’t just about saving on rent and heating. In their own way, they got along pretty well. He was a blowhard, a brawler. She could throw a six-pack at his head, he wasn’t the type to complain.


She smooths the pink plastic bag, the plastic is so sheer you can see through it. First, she pulls on the handles so that it is the right shape, then folds it in two widthways, then in three lengthwise. She stores it with the others. Now that the shops don’t give out bags for free anymore, her collection is increasing in value.


Charles loved reality T.V. The dumber the programme, the happier he was. When he stumbled on a show about compulsive hoarders, people who can’t bring themselves to throw out anything that might one day be useful, people suffering from what they call Diogenes syndrome, he had a coughing fit, so eager was he to bellow, “Come here, you old bat! Come and see how we’re going to end up if I let you carry on the way you’re going.” And for three days afterwards, he followed her around, keeping an eye on her hoarding, he called her Didine, a diminutive of Diogenes, and tried to get her to throw out the bags and other things that were potentially useful. But she’s not the one with the screw loose, as they call it. It’s the world around her that’s off its rocker. What’s with this obsession with tossing everything out? Just because everyone does it doesn’t make it rational.


She listens to Barbara, “Tell me when you’ll be back, tell me at least that you know,” and it brings a tear to her eye. She takes advantage of the fact that he’s not around to play music. The old man didn’t like French songs, or poetry. At first, she assumed it was because he didn’t think he was able to understand what they were saying, like some kind of hang-up. Later, she thought it was mostly to annoy her, to stop her having something beautiful in her life, to keep her face pressed into the mud and the shit and it annoyed him that she might have access to something more beautiful than the street outside their door. Eventually, she realised that there was no hang-up, and no attempt to reduce her to the mediocre: he didn’t like music and poetry, he saw them as bourgeois hypocrisy. Her poems by Emily Dickinson and Alejandra Pizarnik, her Aznavour and Léo Ferré albums: shit for middle-class posers. So they can think they’re God’s gift. Smoke and mirrors. That’s how he saw things.


For old Charles, the cold hard truth of humanity was savagery. It was simply a matter of knowing who had the right to be cruel to whom. Everything else, according to him, was poetry – a way of masking the stench of the corpse that follows man wherever he goes. As misanthropes go, he was one of the best.


She puts away the bag, carefully aligned with those below, but she doesn’t have time to close the drawer before she has to run for the toilet. She throws up bile. It’s a long hard battle. Booze doesn’t sit with her well now. Must be the stress. All this paperwork she’s had to fill in.


She opens another bottle, because it’s no secret: if you get sick from drinking too much you need to drink a little more, put lead back in the plumbing. She pours herself a snifter, just enough to wet her lips. The old man is dead, she spent almost fifteen years with him, which means it’s not hard to do the maths: every day for more than fifteen years she’s sworn she’ll give up drinking. It’s not decent at her age, for God’s sake, it plays havoc with her insides. All good things come to an end, usually prematurely: the bottle has always been her friend, her passion, her one true love – and even that has started to cause her problems.


All this time with Charles, she made promises she didn’t keep. To stop drinking. Start studying again. Leave him, dump him, find a place of her own, make a new life for herself. Sometimes, he was drunk enough he’d get it into his head to climb on top of her and when he managed to get it up, she would kick him to leave her alone. He was old school: he thought it was normal for her to say no and for him to go ahead anyway. These days, people aren’t like that. They’re civilised. But in his generation, men were animals. She felt disgusted when he managed to stick it into her. Bloody hell, can’t you tell I’m not enjoying it. He would laugh. I’m not doing it for your enjoyment, I’m doing it to empty my balls. Shameless. Old school.


Before him, she had a thing for younger men. Young and handsome. Before him, she could still choose, more or less. But after Charles, she was too damaged to think she could have what she wanted. Good God, what does she look like now? Like nothing at all. She hated him for that, although none of it was his fault. She used to say that if she was happy with him, she would have taken care of her figure. She used to say that if she’d been on her own, she would have looked after herself better, would have made sure there were weeks when she didn’t drink, gone to the gym, gone on a diet, things that would have been good for her. Now he’s not here anymore, she’ll have to find someone else to blame. Or get herself into rehab somewhere. It feels strange, even thinking about it.


She still can’t believe it. She had her suspicions. But she never expected such a massive fortune. Still less that the old bastard would arrange for a civil partnership, so that she could claim it. Nor that he would leave that crazy letter in his spidery old-fashioned hand indicating his last wishes. His handwriting looks like his body – crooked, unable to walk in a straight line, every letter trembling, the feet of the Ps dangling in the void, the bars to the Ts skidding to the edge of the paper. Writing that is collapsing, crumbling, contradictory. But elegant too, the handwriting of someone who wanted to write correctly one day. He explained everything, calculated everything – the old fool, where did he find the lucidity to prepare his sneaky little surprise?


She can’t believe it. More than a million. Deposited in a bank account, the total barely touched. She has trouble trying to work out the inheritance tax, but it doesn’t seem swingeing, unless her calculations are off she’ll have to pay twenty per cent of the total . . . There’ll be enough left to be going on with. She has suspected something for a while now, but she never made the connection. When he asked for a copy of her birth certificate to apply for a civil partnership at the court, she assumed it was to do with the illness, that he was terrified of being taken into hospital and her not being allowed to visit and bring him a pack of cigarettes and a bottle. He had insisted that the civil partnership take place as quickly as possible and she thought, you old fool, always have to make a fuss, don’t you? It never occurred to her that he was thinking about his succession. How could she be expected to know that the old shyster was sitting on such a fortune? She is very surprised that he was so determined that she should get the money. She knows he hated his sister, maybe that’s what was going through his mind: making sure she didn’t inherit. She finds everything about this business surprising.


*


It wasn’t really their style, as a couple, tenderness and generosity. It has to be said that he changed, towards the end. Not when he won the jackpot. She checked the dates. The jackpot was when he started buying trainers. The ugliest shoes ever conceived by the mind of man, and he bought them of his own free will. He used to say he felt comfortable in them. She will gather up his collection of trainers and throw them out on the street. No, it was later that he changed. With his gang.


When she read his last wishes letter, she was furious: if he really cared so much about those kids, why hadn’t he asked her to go find them when he had his first stroke? She was always taking the piss out of him, with his crackpot city friends living down the country. But they should have been there, during those last days. Maybe they would have come. For reasons she cannot understand, they were fond of him too. It was obvious.


The caravan of a Gypsy is burned in the days after death. So that the soul is not trapped inside, so they can be sure that it takes flight. Véro looks around her – she’d be surprised if old Charles was still clinging to his armchair like a leech. No point burning it. He probably went straight up as soon as he heaved his last breath, he never was one to hang around.


*


She had noticed that something about their budget had changed. It was the chicken that first got her thinking. Charles loved chicken. He brought a whole spit-roasted chicken back from the butcher’s one Sunday, and he did the same the following week, and again the week after that. She asked him straight out: who did you rob that you’ve still got money on the twentieth of the month? He dodged the question, he protested, in the end he claimed that the butcher let him have it on account. In Paris, in this day and age . . . On account? He was taking the piss. She figured he’d had a win on the horses he hadn’t told her about. It wouldn’t have been the first time. Then he discovered those fucking trainers, his Nike Airs. At that point, she gave him the third degree – this wasn’t normal, it had been going on for too long, this money he was plucking out of thin air and squandering. He didn’t give anything away. Even dead drunk, even lying in his own piss and vomit, as he was wont to do, in the toilets of some bar where she had to go and fetch him at closing time, snoring in a pool of bodily fluids – his and other people’s – curled up on his side like a puppy, cute, if you could ignore the circumstances and that ugly wino’s mug. She had tried, she had knelt down beside him so she could stroke his forehead, putting on the motherly voice so she could catch him off guard and get him to talk, and at other times, having a go at him when he woke up, direct, aggressive, threatening, telling him: I know everything, you bastard. Still he let nothing slip. The fridge wasn’t the same, strange things began to appear in it, but what was most unsettling was that there was no longer any structure to the month. Didn’t matter whether it was the fifth or the thirtieth, the old man was at the bistro, propping up the bar, and he no longer flew into a rage the way he used to when an unexpected bill landed on the doormat. He grumbled, and it was paid. She could see that things weren’t normal. She suspected something. Obviously. But not a fortune like this.


*


Why didn’t you say anything? She has never wanted to talk to him as badly as she does now that he’s not here anymore. Why did you spend so little? And why did you stay with me? Why didn’t you go off and get yourself a younger woman, like all men your age do when they’ve got three euros in their pocket? It’s not like there’s a shortage of young dipsos in the bars, he could have had a buxom little number with that sort of cash. Véro looks at herself in the mirror and it’s painful. Booze makes you bright-eyed and bushy-tailed until you turn thirty, after that it’s a gentle slope until you hit fifty, and the last part of the journey is the ugliest. After the menopause, good God, she turned into a monster. Puffy, red-faced, her whole body deformed from cheap plonk, her eyes swimming in idiocy.


Problem is, booze takes time to kill you. It’ll get there, that’s for sure, and you know it. But it’s so slow, it’s horrendous. At least with cigarettes, the day you’re diagnosed, a kick up the arse and that’s that, you’re dead and buried. Not booze. From the first time a doctor says, if you carry on you’re going to die, to the day you finally snuff it – you’ve got ten years left, easy. And not the best ones. She’s no oil painting, Véro. She wouldn’t live with herself if she had the choice. She wouldn’t want to wake up and see her face on the pillow. Charles was ugly too. But she had no-one else to bring to her bed. You have to be pragmatic, and she hates being alone.


Now she understands. The day he threw up blood and went to the doctor, who said, it’s a minor haemorrhage, nothing serious, he just needed to eat bland food and boiled carrots. She had thought it was weird, but she watched as he cracked open a beer and said that, in moderation, alcohol wouldn’t do him any harm, and she said nothing. Now, she suspects that the doctor didn’t tell him it was benign. Charles knew. And he said nothing. Silence was practically a religion with the man. People call it reticence, but it’s more like verbal constipation. When it came to talking shit, he could open his big gob not once but several times a day. But for the things that mattered. Nothing.


This was the point when he dragged her down to the court for the civil partnership. And it must have been around then that he went to see a lawyer. It’s right there in his letter, “my lawyer”, with the address and everything. She called him. She was asked to come in and sign some papers and from the deferential tone of the lawyer, she realised that he knew the file perfectly well. A pile of cash like that is not something you forget, even if you’re a lawyer.


In his letter, Charles asks that she divide the money – half for her, and half for Vernon Subutex’s gang. Hold your horses . . . If he was so determined to shower his new friends with cash, why didn’t he adopt them? There, Véro thinks, that’s what he would have done if he’d been serious about this notion of splitting the inheritance in two.


She never really liked his friends at parc des Buttes-Chaumont. It pissed her off to see him happy. Might as well admit it. Charles was never one for going all sentimental. So, when he suddenly demonstrated this crass naivety Véro had never seen in him, this sickening joy at having friends and spending time with them, it made her uncomfortable. She was jealous, for one thing. Seeing him suddenly happy about something while she had nothing to cling to made her feel alone and hopeless. And it hurt her, for him to carve out a life that she had no part in. Above all, it worried her. Anything beautiful always becomes something ugly and disgusting, it’s something you learn when you get to her age, and she wondered what kind of rotten trick they would play on Charles that would destroy him. At his age, getting attached and showing it makes you vulnerable. She hated to see him lowering himself to such things.


In the past few months, he regularly caught the bus and went into the country to spend a few days with them. This from a man who hated anything to do with suitcases and travelling, anything that implied sleeping in a house other than his own.


It’s been bugging her. She can’t believe the old duffer was serious when he wrote this letter: did he really imagine Véro would bust a gut going to see lawyers and dealing with mountains of paperwork and, after all that, give away half the money? She’s keeping the lot! Bollocks! This is the simplest thing for all concerned.


*


She and Charles met in a bar. Unsurprisingly. They were hardly likely to meet at the cinema, given neither of them ever went. He was funny. He was up-front. He was hideously ugly. Véro likes handsome men, she has a passion for them. She likes a man’s skin when it has that smooth texture, she likes sinewy bodies, square shoulders, broad chests, bulging thigh muscles, she likes fleshy lips, long eyelashes when they don’t impinge on masculinity, large, gentle yet powerful hands. She likes watching fire fighters running in a group, wearing those little shorts that show off their handsome thighs and, when they sweat, you can see their back muscles outlined beneath the fabric of their T-shirt.
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