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“You-are-here! I-am-so-hap-py.”

“You-are-here! I-am-so-hap-py.”

Jean Ray
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The moment Pierre stepped onto the gravel; he thought he heard an unusual noise.

He immediately looked around. The house was isolated, far from the road. The large lawn was bordered by a small pine grove that hid the neighbors. There were at least ten square kilometers of city around him, but it felt like he was in the middle of the countryside.

Now that he could see that he was alone, he turned his attention back to the house. It looked so peaceful! So quiet, so devoid of life on this windless day, that he felt as if the photo he had received by e-mail the day before Jason had bought it had been enlarged before his eyes. Only the flowers had died since then. An outbuilding with large windows—probably the clinic—adjoined a huge garage that could have housed his entire workshop. Jason drove a Jaguar now.

Pierre had the feeling it would take him an eternity to get to the house under the blazing sun. He used to come here often, but he had sold his car. His lifestyle was divided into two distinct phases, a kind of chiaroscuro that highlighted his existence: six months hermetically sealed in his workshop, then six months traveling around the world, six months spent organizing openings, preparing a new exhibition, meeting a client, giving interviews. In such a situation, individual vehicles quickly become useless. Now he rented cars on short-term leases and almost regretted not doing so that day.

Still, he enjoyed walking on the gravel, passing a quaint fountain—even if, as a sculptor, he found it horribly kitschy. Though the birds weren’t singing, he thought he could hear them. Too hot to sing. The pine grove was usually full of birds.

When he finally reached the door, he began to check his pockets, happy. The mere thought of finally deciding to take a vacation after all these years filled him with indescribable joy.

For a moment, he feared that he had left his keys in one of the many nooks and crannies of his vast and vampiric workshop. He found a pack of matches, a memento of the night of his last drink with Jason. That night, the doctor had been drawn and worried, and Pierre had thought his friend was working too hard, definitely. Jason had spoken of a trip abroad, a symposium or something like that: he was going to be in Europe for a while, with his wife.

At the beginning of his career, Pierre lived in an exceedingly small apartment. The neighbors always complained, probably with good reason, about the noise and the smells emanating from his apartment. He moved more than ten times. Each time, he acquired more tools, and his makeshift setups quickly became unmanageable. When he could afford to buy a house, the workshop began to expand wildly. He no longer watched television, so what was the need for a living room? The smell of paint became too much? He installed a ventilation system in the guest room and turned it into a painting room. The storage room became the filing center for the clockwork mechanisms. As a result, the master bedroom had become a kind of storage room. When the kitchen sink and bathtub were permanently occupied by paintbrushes and the dining table barely emerged from piles of blueprints, he tried to rent an apartment, but he worked so late that it was always empty. After an assignment in Asia, he abandoned it, not caring about what happened to the furniture. His agent made the arrangements.

Pierre, faced with a beer with an unpronounceable name, had told his friend about it with amusement. Jason had then asked him if he would be willing to take care of his house for two weeks while he and Diane were traveling. He would leave him the keys and his only job would be to water the plants. The only condition Jason had set—he had added it with the little smile that was his highest expression of good humor—was that his house should not be turned into some kind of construction site upon his return.

Pierre simply found it unfortunate that he hadn’t returned from Montreal fast enough to embrace Diane before she left for Europe.

Much to his relief, he finally found his keys. He recognized the one Jason had given him. It refused to slide into the lock.

A little discouraged, Pierre tried the garage door, then the service door. No luck. Then he began to inspect the key carefully. He knew a little about locksmithing; his fascination with small mechanisms, which had led him to clockmaking, had also allowed him to find work as a locksmith’s assistant. Jason must have accidentally given him a key to the hospital. By that time, he was probably already on the plane. So, it was impossible to think about getting the right key.
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