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	CHAPTER 1


	Carine, 1993


––––––––
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Sometimes, all it takes is a stroke of luck, or an unchecked word, to trigger a whole series of unexpected events.

With Carine, it happened within a few minutes, on September 8, 1993, at 3:10 p.m. She was about to turn 17.

I was on call at the ER. It was one of those glorious days at the end of summer. The day before, the sky had been completely cleared by a cool breeze, which had decided to arrive during the evening and then stop before morning. It was hot, but not too hot.

The nurse had just told a hilarious joke and as I slid open the door of the cubicle, I was still laughing.

Sitting on the examination table was a beautiful girl with deep blue eyes dressed in elegant jeans from which two perfect knees poked through carefully manipulated and expensive rips. She was wearing a sweater next to her skin. No jewelry, just a black-faced Ebel watch. She stared at me mockingly.

“I like doctors who enjoy a joke, but I especially like those who care for their patients!”

I’ve always had a soft spot for cheekiness, so without missing a beat I replied, “Let’s see if you’re treatable first!”

She was suffering from one of those painful summer throat infections, obvious from the many white spots at the back of her throat. Her neck was full of painful swellings. Collecting a smear from inside her mouth and mixing it with a reagent, I took the opportunity to examine her further. As I walked around the examination table, I asked her to take off her sweater so I could listen to her chest.

To my great surprise, she objected aggressively.

“Why? Haven’t you seen enough yet to cure me?”

In my experience, an aggressive reaction such as this is often caused by the wish to hide something. Intrigued, I insisted, explaining I wanted to make sure her lungs hadn’t been contaminated by the abundant germs on her tonsils. It was a logical, professional, and conscientious request and because she was smart, she accepted.

I quickly understood the reason for her reluctance: her arms were covered in needle marks. I continued examining her without comment. Then I came back to her, gave her a regretful look, and without speaking, looked her straight in the eyes, before saying to her quietly, “I was starting to think you were a nice person, so it’s a real pity!”

“It’s none of your business!”

“That’s why I merely said it was a pity!”

When I sat down to write up a prescription, my back to her, I heard her sniffling. I turned. Her face was bathed in tears.

She had lost all her arrogance. She looked like an abandoned child drowning in quicksand. Her features, so fresh, had collapsed. All of a sudden, she had aged twenty years. As the begging in her eyes was so obvious, I said, “If you like, Carine, I can help you!”

That was enough.

Fate had reached out a hand to her and she had grabbed tightly. It was proof she was intelligent. Calling her by her first name and showing her my disappointment had shaken her and she had dared show herself as she was: distraught, worried, and disappointed in herself, but still hopeful.

She came back to see me. We talked a great deal. She told me everything. Life hadn’t always been easy for her.

There were tears, she rebelled against me and against herself, but she never missed the appointments I made for her in the evenings after seeing my other patients.

And, thanks to our conversations, she finally understood that, with nobody else to blame anymore, she’d chosen to be her own victim and was doing her best to defeat herself by living a life that went against who she was.

She ended up accepting and liking herself enough to love life once again. She stopped destroying herself.

Three months later, Carine had her own life back. Luckily, she hadn’t yet reached the point of no return. Without too much trouble, she had managed to get rid of her habits as well as the entourage that had conditioned her.

And finally, she had decided to reconnect with her father and spend the next vacation, in 1994, at his home on the Costa Brava, with his new wife, Myriam, whom she liked.



	CHAPTER 2


	Galerians, 1975


––––––––
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I now need to introduce you to a few people. First the Galerians and then the Foulques. After that, I’ll tell you their surprising story.

One day in 1975, during his lunch break, Charles Galerian was reading through the headlines: the war in Vietnam was finally over but the country was continuing to bleed due to the purges ordered by the communist regime—a horrific genocide. And then there were the attacks perpetrated by Carlos, and the riots in Corsica. Putting down his newspaper, Charles compared these events with his own country—so calm and so safe—and his own life—so monotonous.

He’d been languishing for more than five years as chief accountant at a local trust company, specializing in taxation for self-employed workers. His skills and performance enabled him to earn a very comfortable salary, which was really the only interesting thing about the job. His main activity consisted in combing through the disorganized accounts of his clients—especially physicians—and preparing their tax returns.

He had accepted this job because he considered it basic for practical post-graduate training. Next he planned to get hired at an engineering consulting company so as to understand how bids, tenders, and feasibility studies worked. This idea was still rather vague in his mind, but he wanted to learn as much as possible before starting up as a consultant or something similar. Thanks to the region’s well-established Armenian community, he’d have plenty of contacts.

For the time being, he had decided to learn as much as he could from this monotonous yet rather arduous work. It wasn’t too bad when it was the client’s secretary who brought him the accounting paraphernalia: tax documents would arrive in a tidy package, and he could then discuss things with the client and obtain bank certificates or other missing documents.

Too often, however, he was forced to deal with wives, who would lay their hands with authority on their husband’s accounts firmly intending to make the most of them and deduct as many expenses as possible from taxable income. More often than not, these women would arrive with a bag in which they had randomly shoved bank statements and a list of expenses related to professional activities together with bills for beauty products, estheticians, manicures, false entertainment expenses such as restaurant bills, and short stays in the mountains, claiming them as conferences.

When he denied them too many deductions, these ladies often took the news very badly and left furious, threatening to change accountants.

Good riddance to them!

Unfortunately for Charles, however, his employer was actually the best accounting firm in the area and the women always ended up coming back.

Charles had come to terms with the vagaries of his job and had decided to make a game of it, allowing the maximum of professional expenses while rejecting, with some finesse, any unjustified invoices. He had gotten used to having regular jousting matches with his clients. Every time the lady left happy, he’d score himself a point. Most often, he’d support his arguments with a smile—one that was difficult to resist.

At the age of thirty-three, Charles Galerian was rather handsome. Of Mediterranean heritage, he was nonetheless nearly six feet tall. His blue eyes, as sometimes seen among Armenians, were a surprise under his curly, ebony hair and olive-colored skin. Many girls were hoping to pin him down, but he wasn’t interested. He wasn’t the least bit attracted to flings. He preferred sports, literature, and music. Oh! Music! He’d been raised on it. His parents had formed a quartet of piano, cello, violin, and oboe. Mozart, Vivaldi, and Albinoni had soothed him in his youth.

Many years before, when he was sixteen and had been seduced by the daughter of another emigrant, Natasha, five years his elder, he had been persuaded by her to take action. She was a wild woman, too fond of her freedom, always on her motorcycle, and always eager for sex.

Things hadn’t gone well. One afternoon when he thought he’d be alone at home, they’d gone to his bedroom. When he’d heard his mother’s footsteps in the hallway—he’d believed her out playing bridge—he’d pushed Natasha under the bed and pretended to be reading a book.

“What are you doing there in the middle of the afternoon with the curtains closed and almost naked on your bed?”

“As you can see, I’m reading!”

When he’d seen his mother’s gaze fall on the back of the chair where the girl’s clothes had been piled up, he looked apologetic.

His mother had turned around without saying a word! Once she’d left the room, the two lovers had looked at each other, embarrassed.

“It would be better if you left quietly.”

That very evening, Mrs. Galerian had knocked on the door of her son’s room.

“Listen to me, you rascal! I didn’t say anything earlier because I didn’t want to embarrass her, but I must admit I recognized the clothes of little Miss Gevadjian! Am I wrong?”

“...”

“Well, I won’t tell your father, but when you’re eighteen, you’ll marry her! Promise?”

“But, Mom, she’s a lot older than me!”

“Only by five years! Look at me and promise!”

Defeated, Charles had finally promised.

“How will we live?”

“I’ll go to her parents, and we’ll help you financially until you finish your studies! They’ll be happy to accept because they’ll finally be rid of their rebellious daughter. And, at her age, she could earn a few pennies herself!”

The marriage took place in 1966. Arnaud was born the same year.

The following summer, Natasha, finally liberated from breastfeeding, had gotten on her motorcycle, and had killed herself on the Saint-Cergue hill.

Charles had been devastated. He’d known there wasn’t any great passion between him and Natasha, but he had liked her. He’d laughed at her escapades, her rebellion, and her desire to wander. He’d had some difficulty recovering and no longer had any time for lasting relationships.

The grandson of Armenian emigrants, who’d fled the genocide of 1915, he’d been born in Les Grangettes, had grown up in Geneva and felt completely at home there. After his studies and earning a master’s degree in economics, he could have joined any bank and become an accounts assistant in less than two years.

He would certainly have made a much better living working at a bank than at this trust company, but he knew himself too well. He would have had a hard time dealing with the internal politics of any large company.

No. What he wanted was to become his own boss and not have a board of directors telling him what to do. In large administrations—banks, pharmacies, or insurance companies—employees were always at someone’s beck and call. The only way to the top was by swallowing tons of antacids and anti-stress pills, and by telling lies.

He finally decided to leave his job before the summer months arrived and take a long break. Antonia, the boss’s assistant, pining for her childhood, had often talked to him about her family home, her village, and the beauty of the Tossa de Mar region. Having heard so much about the area, Galerian had decided to travel there himself.

Through her parents, who had remained in Catalonia, Antonia had found him a nice two-room apartment with a patio and sea views in the small town of Tossa.

“And if you go there with a girlfriend, you’ll be very comfortable! My parents will introduce you to the neighbors.”

He arrived in this small town on the Costa Brava, which was awakening slowly to tourism, at the end of June 1974. Sitting in the passenger seat of his brand-new, yellow VW Golf, was his girlfriend, Solange Mercat, with whom he sometimes spent the weekend. Uncomplicated, protective of her freedom, she enjoyed seeing him only intermittently.

Solange was the type of woman who, without even noticing it, bore the habits and clothing of an old maid. Well-dressed during the week, although wearing a messy bun held in place with an old pencil, and in a tracksuit on Sundays, she projected an image that didn’t necessarily correspond to who she was. In fact, if one were to ignore her neglected side and her tendency to be a bit of a hippy, she was a beautiful woman with a sculpted body, soft olive-hued skin, and a mischievous look. Charles had had a shock the first time he’d invited her out to a fancy restaurant. She’d appeared in a close-fitting dress and a generous neckline that hinted of even more attractive qualities.

They had become used to spending a few weekends together, playing at being an old couple—him at the barbecue, and her in the kitchen. They’d go to the market, stopping at the bookstore and the florist afterwards. After lunch, they’d settle down to read. In the evening, they’d go to sleep, sometimes in the same bed, sometimes in their own rooms, according to their mood.

When he had asked her to go with him to Tossa, she had jumped at the chance.

“A month though? I don’t know if I can last that long!”

“Me neither, but I think we should at least try. Two single people spending their loneliness together temporarily ... it could be interesting, right?”

“Or dangerous.”

She was right because in less than two weeks, the old bachelor had realized he missed her every time she would leave him to go and ‘do her own thing.’ As for her, she realized it was more pleasant to live with him than on her own. In a few days, they’d learned to rub shoulders with each other a bit more closely, while still allowing each other enough freedom.

They had each lived through a brief marriage and knew what it was like. After Charles’ wife had died in a motorcycle accident, their son, Arnaud, had gone to live with Charles’ parents-in-law. He would go and see him as often as possible. At the end of 1974, the boy was almost nine years old. He was a playful and willing child.

As for Solange, she had no children. Her ex-husband had disappeared just after the divorce and she had no news of him. The marriage hadn’t even lasted a year!

The way was clear so, faced with the evidence of their pleasure in living together, they got married. That was in the fall of 1974.

Two and a half years later, Carine was born. The boy, Arnaud, still living with his grandparents, had gotten to know Solange because she would visit him, often with Charles but sometimes on her own. She had even taken him several times to soccer practice—a wonderful way to create a bond! Everything was going smoothly. During Solange’s stay at the maternity clinic in preparation for Carine’s birth, Charles had picked up his son and had given him his own bedroom with lots of posters of contemporary soccer stars stuck on the walls.

Arnaud had helped prepare for his half-sister’s arrival. He’d been very proud to place in her cradle a cuddly toy he’d found in a trunk at his grandparents’ house, a sort of tailless Marsupilami.

The two children, Arnaud and Carine, had grown up together without any problems, as if they were full siblings.

Meanwhile, to support his new family, Charles had returned to work with his former boss.

He had been received with open arms and re-hired on the spot. Simultaneously, he had continued with his own projects. He’d managed to create a special department within the trust company. At the dawn of the 1980s, physicians, panicked by the deterioration of their working conditions, sought to regroup into joint-stock companies. Charles had become an effective consultant for setting up group practices, both from a legal point of view, and for drawing up contracts among the doctors themselves and with their staff. Doctors have a great deal of knowledge in general, but they know little about business. More importantly, they have little time and expertise when it comes to practical matters. Consequently, Galerian took care of everything and negotiated every detail, including the price of their future premises. Though it benefited his employer, this activity ensured Charles’ personal reputation to the point where, before the end of the decade, he had managed to become independent while continuing to work with his former employer.

One thing led to another. His clients—who were increasingly satisfied with his work—hired him to advise them on all their decisions. They consulted him for their personal investments, prior to purchasing their homes, and for construction and renovation estimates.

In 1986, he hung a glittering shingle at the entrance of an opulent building on Route de Frontenex:

Charles Galerian

Finance and Investments Consulting

He enjoyed a reputation for moral rectitude and for balanced and fair judgment.

He was increasingly diversifying, making a very good living, and even starting to invest—especially in start-ups he considered promising. Consequently, he had invested a substantial amount in the brokerage firm of his friend, Hervé Lejeune, who was already handling large sums.

He’d also been attracted by an idea of Gilles Foulques, a friend of his son Arnaud. He knew him well because he was the son of the owner of a restaurant he often visited, Les Terrasses. The two boys had completed hotel management school together. After a few internships at prestigious establishments, Gilles had realized service wasn’t his calling. On the other hand, he had proved successful in finding replacements at short notice if someone was missing from work. Since he’d been greatly appreciated by his fellow students at the hotel management school, he was always able to find trusted substitutes from among his former classmates. By offering this kind of service to his not-so-grateful superiors, he’d discovered his future profession. He’d spoken to his friend Arnaud, who’d been enthusiastic about it. In September that same year, relying on Arnaud’s father’s financial assistance and their relationship, they had opened their temporary staff employment agency, specializing in the fields of catering and hotel services in general.

RESTAID, S.A.R.L. had taken off like a rocket and Charles had something to be satisfied with.

Meanwhile, Solange went about her business and decorated the small garden of their villa in Landecy with skill. Carine, 13, was entering a difficult period of her life. She was in the midst of revolting against her parents who, in her opinion, restricted her far too much.

“You don’t understand anything! Anyway, stop policing me all the time!”

Sometimes she even tended to go beyond their boundaries.

“Mom, all I’m asking is for you to be there when I need you. The rest of the time, just leave me alone!”

She was already raising her arms to protect herself from her mother’s reaction. But instead of the expected slap, she’d been given a masterful and much more humiliating kick on her behind! She’d run to her room, slammed the door, and turned the lock twice.

Later, things had become increasingly worse: she’d lash out, throw her things around, assert her independence, and leave her room in indescribable disorder. This lasted until the day when Charles had finally had enough. He had stuffed her clothes, cups, spoons, empty yogurt jars, packets of crackers, panties, and socks into a 24-gallon garbage bag, closed it with a knot and attached a piece of paper to it with the words ‘this took me less than a minute’ written in red felt pen. Then he’d placed everything on the girl’s bed.

Carine had totally hated that. She’d gone to complain to her big brother.

“So how did you manage to make them leave you alone?”

“It’s simple. All parents worry that their children will turn out bad. If you want peace, reassure them, tell them where you’re going and who you’ll be with, give them your friends’ names and, above all, always come home one to two minutes before the appointed time.”

Carine had listened and had put his words into practice. It hadn’t taken more than four months for the reins to loosen in consequence.

And all of this happened just before Solange was diagnosed with the ovarian cancer that would kill her in less than two months.

That was in 1989.

For the Galerians, life seemed to stop.

Having no one close to assert herself against, Carine began to associate with increasingly marginalized young people—neglected youth who were only able to tolerate life when they rebelled against all the rules. She was in this state when I met her, and together we managed to pull her out of the slide that was dragging her lower and lower.

Arnaud, too busy with RESTAID, had hid his grief. Solange, who had loved him as if he were her own son, had benevolently steered him through his teenage escapades. Sometimes he’d even called her Mom!

As for Charles, he was simply devastated.



	CHAPTER 3


	Foulques, 1975


––––––––
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And now the Foulques.

Sylvain Foulques had finally managed to sell his restaurant, Le Coq Argenté, in Sallanches. For several years now, he had had enough of the small town and its gossip.

Everything had changed when he’d been awarded his second Michelin star. It had become the town’s emblem. The mayor and his deputies would visit at all hours, the firehouse chief always demanded the best table, the notary, who was also his accountant, always requested a large discount and wanted to pay in cash. And then there was the surgeon and head of hospital, a man who was overly handsome and of imposing bearing and believed himself irresistible. He’d flirt shamelessly with Foulques’ wife Myriam, hug her, and kiss her a little too generously on both cheeks, taking pleasure in cleverly placing them close to her mouth. Sylvain was angry, especially since his wife was clearly enjoying it. Of course, he had nothing to blame her for. Nevertheless, this little game really annoyed him. He was dying to punch the fellow in the nose, despite his being a doctor.

But he held back: once you have two Michelin stars, you learn to keep quiet, especially since journalists would have quickly made it a news item. He could already see the headlines of Dauphiné Libéré: ‘A Michelin star beats up a public figure!’

One day when the doctor had visited, accompanied by a beautiful woman, Sylvain had taken pleasure in placing two kisses of his own, one on her left cheek and the other very close to her lips. The surgeon had learned his lesson, but his companion had complained.

“Hey! What’s wrong with you?”

The doctor had wanted to minimize the incident, but his companion had demanded an apology. Finally, to avoid making a scene, the surgeon had seized the lady’s arm roughly and had pulled her outside.

Patrons sitting at the tables had watched the scene, happy to have something to talk about at the bar the next day.

The couple had done well to leave—to Myriam’s great relief. She had witnessed the scene, happy that her husband, fifteen years older than her, hadn’t flown into a rage as he sometimes did. When he was in such a state, he could no longer control himself, and she knew it could very well have ended in a fist fight!

Whenever she was the target of his anger, she had learned to manage his uncontrollable mood changes by sensibly moving away. She didn’t want to be in the path of one of his arms when he began to gesticulate wildly. It wasn’t uncommon for him to demonstrate his rage by kicking the furniture, sending everything on the tables flying, or turning over full saucepans. On the other hand, he spared the dishes: like a good Savoyard, he knew when to stop himself from destroying anything that cost money! Then, suddenly, his anger would pass and once again he’d become the charming man who’d attracted her eight years earlier.

She’d married him against the advice of her parents, both university professors. They were afraid that their daughter, one of the youngest economics graduates, would drop out of school and settle for life as a restaurant owner.

At the beginning, as a part-time assistant at the University of Geneva, she had managed to reconcile her studies with the status of a restaurant owner’s wife. Within a few months, however, her husband had made her understand that she had become indispensable at the restaurant. When she wasn’t at her post, clients would complain about her absence. They loved being greeted by such a pretty young person, who always had a kind word for them!

It must be said that she had some truly attractive qualities: a slim, lively body, a face with regular and fine features, a sparkling look that breathed intelligence, benevolence, and spirituality, and a delightful sense of humor. She was the type of person you immediately wanted to see smile and become her accomplice and friend.

Conscious that she was making a big mistake, she had finally decided to postpone her master’s degree until a later date. As a result, she was still there, seven years later, at this Michelin-starred restaurant in a provincial town with no other interest than seeing people from Geneva, Paris, Chamonix, and Italy pass through.

The life of a restaurant owner is a life of harassment and true slavery. And when two years later, Gilles was born, Myriam had been overwhelmed.

As for Sylvain, he could no longer tolerate the town’s small-mindedness. He was also tired of playing cat and mouse with the Michelin inspectors who came to snoop around his restaurant, most often incognito.

Exasperated, he’d returned his stars, to the great dismay of the town’s mayor and businessmen. He’d even decided to leave the place. When one of his colleagues, suffering from an aggressive cancer, had put his restaurant, Les Terrasses, at the top of Bossey up for sale, he had jumped at the chance. A widower with no heirs, the poor fellow had sold his business for next to nothing, happy to see that his life’s work would survive him.

The property enjoyed an exceptional location with breathtaking views of Geneva, the lake, and the water jet.

Myriam was delighted with the change. The community school was nearby and Gilles, who was almost six, could soon walk there on his own. The garden, just the right size to grow the aromatic herbs Sylvain used in his dishes, would never require as much work as the one at their chalet in Sallanches had. It had been an inconvenient home, lost in the hills near the hamlet of Besserey, twenty minutes from Le Coq Argenté.

Things were going well. The restaurant’s renovation was progressing rapidly and the opening was approaching. Sylvain, full of energy, had almost stopped drinking. The couple had regained their spirit and complicity from their early days. They enjoyed these moments of freedom, so rare in the life of a restaurant owner. They took the opportunity to explore Geneva and stroll around Carouge. They particularly liked to sit with an apéritif on the always lively terrace of Le Chat Noir, and then continue to Aigle d’Or for beef tagliata, arugula, and cherry tomatoes washed down with a wine from Puglia, before returning to Bossey along narrow country roads ignored by the police.

This type of relaxation had resulted in Myriam becoming pregnant.

Delighted on seeing the test result and happy to complete her family with a little brother or sister for Gilles, she had arrived home eager to tell her husband. However, he’d handled the news very badly indeed. After seven years, he certainly didn’t want to have to start all over again with diapers, sleepless nights, and all the rest.

His reaction had shattered Myriam to the core. It had been a devastating blow. Their beautiful harmony had been shattered like a mirror. Their relationship had never been the same again. It was now empty of any love.

She had participated, without much enthusiasm, in the launch of the restaurant, working toward its success only to ensure the future of her children. From Damien’s earliest beginnings, her husband, crushed by the contempt she had for him, had quickly taken a dislike to this superfluous son. He enjoyed tripping him up when he was learning to walk, took pleasure in handing him the wrong piece for his wooden jigsaw puzzles, and reveled in his anger; he laughed at him when he tried to speak and pretended not to understand anything he said.

And the more he mistreated the child, the more his wife despised him, to the point where he’d begun to drink more than normal. He even became violent.

One day, when little Damien, age five, had been struggling to play on the piano Debussy’s Claire de lune that his mother had taught him, his father had gone to the shed and in front of the stunned little boy, had demolished the piano with an axe.

“Now you won’t be annoying us with that ridiculous tune anymore!”

The frightened child couldn’t understand why his father had done it and had run to his mother.

Despite this, the restaurant was running at full speed. It was sold out from Tuesday to Sunday noon. Booking was necessary; otherwise there’d be no chance of getting a table. Miraculously, in the morning, Sylvain would regain all his faculties and would manage to remain sober until the evening meal. Myriam wondered how it was possible.

Whenever he had really drunk too much, she would walk him upstairs and push him into his room unceremoniously. Then she’d go back downstairs and close up.

They were obviously sleeping in separate bedrooms and were now only partners in the restaurant. In the morning, they’d kiss each other quickly out of habit, but in the evening, they wouldn’t even wish each other good night. Once, however, Sylvain had been overcome with an unexpected desire and had wanted to hug her. She hadn’t rebuffed him because she’d been secretly hoping they could return to their life as a married couple. However, although alcohol increases desire, it decreases abilities. As a result, he was unable to complete the act, which put him in a rage, and he came out with a horrifying comment.

“You see. You no longer excite me!”

He’d become downright rude. His voice had become louder. When he finally realized just how ridiculous he’d become, all composure lost, he slapped her.

And then, one morning in October 1985, she’d found him dead in his bed.

She hadn’t cried.

She’d put the restaurant up for sale and the assistant chef had found enough money to buy the business. He’d been able to exploit the establishment’s reputation and increase its profits. He was smart and hired Myriam as his manager, taking advantage of her know-how when dealing with their patrons.

Thanks to the help of her son Gilles, who was now 20, Myriam had been able to deal with all the red tape, and search for official papers, marriage certificates, bank statements, balance sheets and others, for her exhausting sessions at the notary’s office.

The tax authorities, always on the lookout, had spared her nothing. In the opinion of these bloodhounds, any self-employed person is a potential cheater. Regardless of her widowhood, they had harassed her with questions: How much money had she sold her business for? At what price had she sold the dishes and the furniture. How many tablecloths and napkins had she kept for herself? They had asked her to produce the cash register receipts from the previous two years, along with the laundry bills, looking out for instances where there were more tablecloths washed than meals invoiced.

As for Damien, relieved by the death of a father he had detested, he had only one regret: not having had enough time to tell him of his resentment and contempt for him.



	CHAPTER 4


	Damien, 1985


––––––––

[image: image]


At the Foulques’ house, Damien, thirteen, enviously watched his twenty-year-old brother as he studied at the hotel management school and appeared to succeed in everything he did. But Gilles was only interested in Damien from a distance. What’s more, he showed only a limited interest in his family, especially his little brother, who admired him, bewitched. In reality, he had only one worry: whether his mother would be able to pay for the rest of his studies. Admittedly, his grandparents were helping their daughter Myriam a great deal because the job of assistant at the university, which she’d taken on after Sylvain’s death, would never have been enough. He hoped they’d continue to support his studies until graduation. As for the rest, apart from doing the restaurant’s accounts, which gave him a small income, he led his life, indifferent.

Damien was suffering greatly from all these changes in their life and his mother watched him grow up in anguish. She was well aware of the moment at which his life had changed radically. It was some time after the piano had been destroyed. At a certain moment, in a spontaneous burst of affection, the boy had jumped into his father’s lap to hug him. He’d been rebuffed abruptly.

“Now’s not the time. I’m watching soccer!”

From that moment on, he’d become dyslexic. He’d also started to stutter. In class, he wouldn’t listen and couldn’t keep still. It was impossible to get him to sit down for more than five minutes at a time.

The principal had summoned Myriam and had threatened to expel Damien from school if she didn’t get him treated.

With death in her soul, she’d gone to see a specialist who’d gotten rid of the problem by simply prescribing Ritalin® when it was already known that this drug, although effective for containing hyperactivity, had the potential side effect of causing addiction, even after several years. Clearly indifferent, the practitioner had paid no attention to Myriam’s side of the story.

The immediate goal of the treatment had been achieved. Not without some difficulty, Damien had managed to graduate from high school and had found a position as apprentice to a cabinetmaker. He enjoyed the work, which required precision, gentleness in his gestures, and respect. He was taught to treat the wood with care, as a friend. It was at this time, however, he began to enjoy the smell of glue, which made him a little dizzy. He’d mentioned this to the other apprentice, Francis, who was already in his second year. The latter had replied with a jaded air, “Oh well, glues are worthless. Try this instead!”

He’d shown him a large joint and suggested they go and smoke it together after work.

At five o’clock, they’d left the workshop in search of a quiet, hidden corner. Mounting their bicycles, they had pedaled to La Grange Park and had sat under a majestic cedar tree facing the lake and the harbor.

After the first puff, Damien was racked with a cough that prevented him from inhaling the smoke. Francis laughed.

“You’re wasting it, man, you’re wasting it! Come on. Inhale and keep the smoke in your lungs long enough to give it time to enter your blood stream.”

It took Damien two tries before succeeding. On the third attempt, he managed to keep the smoke in his lungs. He was disappointed not to notice anything different. But encouraged by Francis, he persevered. And then all of a sudden, he felt so good! He looked at the pedestrians and complained they were stuck in their reality. Suddenly, he lost all his inhibitions. He felt he possessed infinite freedom and power.

He then lay down under the cedar and blissfully fell asleep.

When he woke up, it was nighttime. Francis had left without disturbing him.

That’s how it all started.

They fell into the habit of meeting every evening to smoke a joint. Then, they started to smoke another one at noon, then at the four o’clock tea break, then at the nine o’clock break. As a result, they’d become less accurate in their work and often arrived late. When their boss remarked on it one day, they recovered a little and stopped their nine o’clock and four o’clock smokes.

However, they felt they were missing something. They didn’t feel very well either, so in the evening, after work, they became accustomed to cutting their weed with other products such as a short line of cocaine. The line became longer and longer, eventually becoming two lines, then three, then four.
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