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Everyone thinks they know Paris: the Eiffel Tower and the old man playing an accordion in the street, couples kissing in cafes and horse-chestnut blossom on fire in the green trees.


They don’t know about the secret code to get into your apartment building. They don’t know about waiting for the lift to come, watching the thick black cable churn up the lift shaft. They’ve never been to a children’s party here, never felt the party entertainer grab their wrist and say between his teeth: ‘That is enough.’ Ça suffit.


There are no dirty shoes in the 6ème where I live. There is nowhere to get dirty. There are only pavements and the Jardin du Luxembourg. There is grass in the jardin, but you are not allowed to walk on it. And when there is snow they close the jardin, and when there is wind they put up a sign that says danger: risk of violent winds, beware of falling branches.


My Paris is the one same street between school and home. It is grey apartment buildings and heavy wooden doors that you step through into dark courtyards, still and damp where the ivy grows. My Paris is the sound of the concierge’s hoover banging up against the front door and water pipes flushing baths away above my head. It is empty corridors of polished parquet four floors up and my feet not touching the ground. I hear the neighbours shout when Paris Saint-Germain score. I hear the surge of the rubbish truck at night in the street below. It is many lives lived alone.


I was a child once in Paris.
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It was September, the sky was big and blue and Paris felt new again. I stood alone with my back against the wall. Warm drafts of stale air puffed at my legs from the vents in the concrete. There were grey circles on the ground all around my feet, chewing gum spat out and left for dead.


The other kids were pushing to get to the metal barriers that stopped us from spilling out into the road: girls and boys kissing hard, lighting up, texting, swearing at each other. They gathered like flies on a wall. There were girls screaming in tight jeans; they had breasts that showed and mouths that promised. The boys sat astride their mopeds and checked their phones; they reached down to pluck up the shiny club flyers that lay in a pool on the pavement. No one wanted to go home. No one wanted to be alone.


I looked up and saw him waiting. He was chatting on his phone, laughing behind his gold aviator sunglasses. He had a beard to match his brown leather jacket. He had let the beard grow when we were in Saint-Tropez that summer. He was sitting in my mother’s car with the music pumping so that I could hear it from where I stood.


He looked up and saw me watching.


‘Hey, mate,’ he shouted from across the street.


I was not his mate.


‘Paul,’ he shouted again, ‘let’s go.’


I waited for a van to go past and then I crossed the street to the car.


‘What are you doing here?’ I asked.


‘Get in and I’ll tell you.’


He turned the key in the ignition as I slammed the door shut.


‘So you wanna know the news?’ he said. His teeth were aimed straight at me.


I shrugged.


‘Sure you do, Paul. You can’t help yourself.’


I looked away across the street. A guy from school was riding his moped along the pavement through the crowds. A girl sat behind him; she threw back her head and laughed as he weaved in and out of the scared-looking kids. Her long hair flew about her face so that all I could see was her open mouth.


‘I’m a dad, Paul. Can you believe that? I’m a dad and that makes you a big brother. Wait until you see her, she’s too beautiful.’


‘Have you got anything to eat?’ I said.


‘Is that all you can say?’


She’s not my sister, I wanted to say, but it was too late for that.


He swerved out onto the road. There was the sound of brakes and a car hooted behind us.


I saw him check himself out in the rear-view mirror.


‘Where are we going?’ I said.


‘To the hospital.’


‘I’m hungry.’


‘We’ll pick something up on the way.’


We passed the queue outside the bakery: kids, nannies, babysitters from Estonia, older kids from school all lined up outside. That’s where I go for sandwiches at lunch, if I’m not having noodles from the noodle bar. I like watching the blue flames leap up around the noodle pan and I like the sweet peanut sauce. If we have time Pierre and I cross the Jardin du Luxembourg to go to McDo’s on the Boulevard Saint-Michel. We take the boxes back into the jardin and we sit on the metal chairs and watch the couples kissing wetly under the trees as we suck the red sauce off our chicken nuggets.


Maman doesn’t let Cindy buy our bread here; she says it is not artisan. She makes Cindy buy the bread at Kayser, where the baguette has seeds all over that get stuck in my brace and maman says it is good for me. But I like the bread here. I like bread with white flesh that I can roll into moist balls between my fingers and a crust that breaks into tiny shards that prick my skin.


I like their pépites de chocolat too, if I get to the baker in the afternoon at 15.50, which I can do after maths on a Tuesday, then they are just coming out of the oven. They are soft and long and warm. The woman behind the counter wraps them in a small thin sheet of paper that is like tracing paper, white with pale blue lettering. They droop in my hand. The chocolate chips inside are warm and smeary; the dough moulds to the roof of my mouth, and the chocolate turns to liquid under my tongue.


I wished it were Cindy picking me up. When Cindy comes, she takes me to the bakery and she buys me two pépites de chocolat and a bag of cats’ tongues, flat, green acidy bands covered in granules of hard white sugar that scrape the tip of my tongue. She buys them with her own money so that maman won’t find out because maman doesn’t want me eating that stuff.


But Cindy was probably at home, standing in the shower with her flip-flops on, spraying down the surfaces and the shower floor with Mr Clean, picking at the dirt between the tiles with a kitchen knife. And Gabriel had come instead.


He rested one hand on the steering wheel and with the other he reached into his leather jacket and pulled out a cigar. He lit it at the traffic lights by the Hôtel Lutetia. He sucked at it so that it burned red. ‘Too bad you don’t smoke,’ he said, looking across at me. He had the seat heating on and it was burning like a furnace beneath me.


‘Can’t you turn the heating off?’ I asked.


‘Don’t you like a hot arse, Paul?’ He smiled at me and revved the engine so that the woman in the car next to us turned and stared. I remembered his hand on my mother’s arse, stroking her butt as she lay out beside the pool in Saint-Tropez. She was bursting out of her bikini with her breasts heavy from pregnancy and his hand on her arse, and she never told him to stop. He looked back at the road. ‘One day you will,’ he said and he laughed out loud.


We were on the Boulevard Raspail, near where my dad lives. I sent a text to my dad. ‘On my way to the hospital,’ I wrote, ‘to see the baby.’ He must have seen the text. He spends his life on the phone: client-watching, emails, calls. But he didn’t reply.


‘Kind of typical that your mother chooses the most expensive hospital in Paris to have her baby,’ Gabriel said; his beard was flecked with gold and he was still tanned from the summer. He had a strand of dark tobacco caught on the unshaven hair above the pink of his upper lip.


‘You gotta love that,’ he said.


‘Neuilly isn’t Paris,’ I said and I turned away to look at the buildings as we drove west along the quai past the Musée d’Orsay and Les Invalides. We went there in my last year of junior school. We saw Napoléon’s horse. It doesn’t look like a horse; it looks like a greyhound. It is fine-boned with a coat of thin beige suede. They’ve stuffed it and put it in a glass case. I don’t know how it carried Napoléon. I don’t know how it didn’t just split right down the middle when he got on it to cross the Alps.


The Seine ran beside us, silvery and magnetic in the late afternoon sun. A barge went by, sliding low through the water, loaded up with black gravel, getting out of Paris. ‘Freedom’ it said on the side of the barge. There was a white Renault Mégane parked up on deck. It must be nice to go somewhere, to escape.


The funny thing is, I used to want a baby brother, I used to want one so badly, but she always said she didn’t want another baby.


‘It’s you, my baby,’ maman used to say when I was six, when everyone else’s mothers were having them. She kept her pills in her handbag, a foil packet with pills going round the outside and the days of the week abbreviated on the back in a loop. I used to hope that she would forget her pill, that she would leave the peach-coloured pill in the Sunday socket and that by Monday a baby would be growing, hanging from inside her, like a grape.


And then she went and got pregnant when I was in senior school, when everyone else’s mother had stopped doing that. And she did it with Gabriel. She said she didn’t know how it happened. I heard her telling Estelle it would be madness to keep it, that Gabriel was four years younger than her, that she hardly knew him, they’d been together only four months. She said he had no money, that he lived in the back end of the 10ème arrondissement and he played guitar in some unknown band.


‘He says it’s just a question of time before they make it big,’ she told Estelle. ‘But, I mean, if he’s undiscovered at age thirty-five, it’s not happening.’


She was in the salon on the telephone when she said that, standing in front of the mirror that hangs above the fireplace, turning to watch the shape her body made. ‘But at the same time it could be cute, you know?’ She stroked her taut stomach. ‘Having a baby. This could be my last chance. And what if it’s a girl? I’ve always wanted a little girl.’


The car jerked to a stop at the lights. I looked across at Gabriel and he must have thought I wanted to speak to him because he started talking again.


‘You know, Paul, I didn’t think it would be like this. It’s big, you know, a big feeling.’ He laughed, a strange, anxious laugh. ‘And I wonder if I can do it. I mean, am I up to being a dad? I’ve never done it before.’ His phone rang. ‘I cried when the doctor pulled her out. Can you believe that, Paul?’


He answered the phone and his voice changed to his French-lover voice, like he was in a film.


‘Yes, my love, how is that beautiful little girl of mine? Tell her daddy is on his way.’ My mother said something and when he spoke again it was in his normal voice. ‘Yeah, yeah, don’t stress, babe, we are on our way. I’ve got the bag. I’ve got everything. Paul? Yeah, I’ve got him. We’re on the Champs, we’ll be there in ten minutes.’


Gabriel took a right turn off the Champs-Élysées, dipping down into the underpass. The last time I was in this tunnel my parents and I were on our way to my grandparents for lunch. My dad was driving. We were late and my parents were arguing. I was in the back gaming, trying to block them out. The smell of maman’s scent lay heavy on the leather seats. She was putting on her lip-gloss, making her mouth sticky and round.


‘Have you got the macaroons, Séverine?’ my dad had asked.


‘No,’ maman said. She pressed her lips together and smiled at herself in the mirror.


‘Where are they?’ he said.


She snapped the sunshade back up. ‘No idea.’


He held the steering wheel tight.


‘You do this on purpose, you do it to piss me off, to upset my mother, I know you do.’


‘You’re right,’ she said, turning to stare at him. ‘I do.’


‘You’re a bitch, Séverine,’ he said.


‘Perhaps.’ I saw her shrug her shoulders as she said that and she looked away out of the window at the grey tunnel wall. ‘But it’s you that made me that way.’


It used to be hot, molten anger between them that ended in kissing, their bodies thrust up against each other. I was used to that. But this was a new anger; it was brittle and rigid, made of iron like the railings that go all the way around the jardin, high black railings dipped in gold and shaped like spears that you cannot climb over.


The hospital was lit up yellow against the dark pine trees of Neuilly. There was a silver and glass entrance with a big revolving door. The people coming out looked like they’d just got off a flight from Dubai. Inside there was a bank of receptionists speaking English into telephone headsets. There was a pink marble floor and a cafe with potted palms. It looked more like a hotel than a hospital, only the guys sitting in the cafe had see-through dying skin and tubes coming out of their noses.


Maman was alone when we walked into her room. She was up high on a metal bed, talking on her phone. There was no sign of the baby. I wondered if she had given it away, the way she gives away her clothes when she doesn’t want them any more.


‘I know that, maman. I’ve told them already, they are taking her to the nursery tonight.’ Her voice was tight. ‘Listen I’ve got to go, Gabriel and Paul are here. Come tomorrow, not too early. I’ve got the consultant coming first thing.’


She put the phone down beside her bed, looked up at me and smiled; it was her big white smile. She was barefoot and stretched out with her dark hair spread against the pillow. Her nails were painted red; her black sunglasses were pushed to the top of her head. She looked like she was hanging out in a hotel room somewhere, taking a rest before she headed down to the pool. She wore a little grey top with thin straps, so her tanned shoulders were almost bare. The curve of her breasts showed, and her stomach was so flat that I wondered if there’d ever been a baby in there at all.


Even in the hospital, the magic was there. The air lay still against her skin and it was as if her every curve, every contour, every bone was made to be seen. She knows it’s happening, that you are watching her. She’s at ease with the deal: that she’s the one who is and you are the one who admires. That is the way it has always been. I’ve seen photos of her when she was sixteen in blue denim, breaking boys’ hearts. Sometimes I wonder if maman exists when there isn’t someone there to look at her.


‘My love,’ she said, holding her arms out to me.


I took a step towards her, but Gabriel got there first. He kissed her on the mouth.


‘How’s that beautiful little girl of mine?’ he said.


I waited until he backed away. I stepped forward and bent my head. Her lips were soft and cold against my forehead.


‘My little Paul,’ she said. I closed my eyes and breathed in the scalp beneath her hair. She smelled of jasmine. I put my arms around her neck, my hands underneath her hair, holding her to me until I felt her stiffen and she pulled away.


‘We got stuck in the tunnel,’ I said. ‘I got claustrophobia. It was dark in the tunnel and there was all this red light from the brakes ahead and the speed dial on the car was glowing green in my eyes and everything was pushing down on me; I was suffocating and there were exhaust fumes and Gabriel was smoking a cigar so I couldn’t breathe.’


‘My poor baby,’ she said, but she wasn’t looking at me, she was searching through the bag that Gabriel had brought with him. ‘Did you remember the cream, babe?’ she said.


‘Yeah, I remembered the cream.’


Someone had given her a big bouquet of pink roses. Pink like lingerie. They sat in a vase next to the television. There must have been thirty roses in that vase, tightly packed with masses of folded petals. The stems were strapped together with strands of raffia so they couldn’t move; they made me think of the tunnel, of being trapped.


‘Hey, Paul,’ Gabriel said. ‘Come and meet your sister.’ He walked over to a small room that was connected to my mother’s room by a glass wall with a door. He pushed open the door and switched on the light.


‘I don’t want her waking up,’ maman called out.


There was a crib in the glass room, I could see that now, a transparent Plexiglas crib that sat high up on a metal stand with wheels. They have the same cribs at the children’s clothing boutique on the Rue de Tournon, down from the Jardin du Luxembourg. They put plastic dolls in those cribs at the shop. They dress the dolls in little blouses with buttons that shine like pearls and then they wrap them in cashmere blankets that smell of clementines.


Maman went shopping there all the time when she was pregnant. We used to go after I’d been to the orthodontist. It’s where all the mothers in the 6ème go. The manageress would come over as soon as maman walked through the door. She was like a snake, watching maman from behind her big brown glasses.


‘I’m so glad you came by,’ she’d say, looking maman up and down, pausing, checking out her stomach, making her wait before she said: ‘My god, Séverine, you still haven’t put on any weight,’ and maman purred to be told she was intact.


I would sit and watch the women shopping. They wore dark skinny trousers and high heels; they talked on their phones, they flicked their screens, they’d lean over the dolls and reach into the cribs and rub the baby cardigans between a thumb and finger. They had tanned ankles like maman.


‘How was your day?’ maman said now, she was head down and texting. She can run her business and her son from her mobile, that’s what she tells people. ‘What did you get in your maths?’


‘She didn’t give it back,’ I said.


‘She always gives it back on a Monday.’


‘Paul,’ Gabriel called out, ‘you’ve got to see her fingers. Man, they’re so cute.’


I didn’t want maman finding out about my maths, so I went over to the glass room. There wasn’t much in there. There was a washbasin and a yellow plastic changing mat; there was a medical chart hanging up. There was a pile of very small nappies to the left of the basin. There was Lou.


She was purple with an orange tinge and there were tiny white bubbles all over her nose. She was lying in the crib. Her eyes were closed. She didn’t look like me. She didn’t even look like maman. She was small, smaller than the plastic dolls in the boutique. She had black hair that didn’t look like real hair; it looked like lots of feathers stuck onto a small purple and orange head.


Gabriel reached into the crib and picked her up.


‘My little princess,’ he said. He held her in his arms across his body. He held her like she was a rabbit. I turned away and came back out to where maman lay.


‘She’s purple,’ I said.


‘Yeah, that’s just the way new-born babies look. Actually she looks better than you did when you were born, because she didn’t get damaged on the way out. They lifted her out. You came out with a squashed head.’


‘She’s gonna break hearts,’ Gabriel said as he came out of the glass room, still carrying the baby. ‘Yes you are, my little Lou. You are going to be the most beautiful girl in Paris.’


Maman laughed out loud when he said that, like she thought it was funny. She reached up with her hand and tossed her hair so that it fell over one shoulder and she smiled at me and said:


‘Hey, Paul, go stand by Gabriel and I’ll take a photo.’ When I didn’t move she said, ‘Don’t sulk, be nice. Come on, do it for me, will you?’


I went to stand by Gabriel and Lou. Maman lay on the bed, watching us from over the top of her mobile, checking her screen to see how I looked, to see if I was the way she wanted me to be.


‘Keep your chin up, Paul,’ she said. ‘Yeah, that’s better.’


‘When are you coming home?’


‘I should be out Saturday. Hold her head, Gabriel, her head is flopping.’


‘But that’s in five days.’


She flicked across the photos on her screen. The baby started making noises, animal squeaks, and then she opened her eyes. How come she had dark blue eyes when maman’s eyes were brown? And one of her eyes was staring at the other. She probably wasn’t even maman’s child.


‘She’s cross-eyed,’ I said.


‘It’s normal, all babies are like that at first. Oh god, I knew she’d wake up, now she’ll want a feed.’ Maman was sending out the photos. ‘You’re gonna have to listen to me, Gabriel, I’ve done this before. Do you want to hold her, Paul?’


‘No,’ I said.


‘Are you jealous?’


‘No.’


‘What is it then?’


‘I’m hungry.’


‘You’re always hungry.’


The baby was whimpering now.


‘Gabriel didn’t bring me anything to eat.’


‘Have some fruit.’ She pointed to a bowl of waxy green apples and then she went back to sending her photos.


‘I told papa,’ I said.


‘Told him what?’


‘About the baby.’


She looked up then.


‘Why the hell did you do that?’


‘I didn’t know it was a secret.’


‘I didn’t say it was a secret. I didn’t want you to tell him, that’s all.’


It was as if Lou sensed the tension, because she stopped snuffling and squeaking and started crying, real crying.


‘What did you tell him?’ maman asked.


I shrugged. ‘I dunno. I just said, you know, the baby was born.’


‘And?’


Lou screwed up her face and cried louder. It was a strange kind of wail; metallic and jerky.


‘She’s hungry,’ Gabriel said, hoisting her onto his shoulder. ‘Poor baby, look at the way she’s pecking my shoulder.’


‘It’s not time for a feed,’ maman snapped. She turned back to me. ‘What did he say?’


‘Nothing,’ I said. ‘He didn’t reply.’


Her mouth tightened.


‘Typical,’ she said, and then: ‘You should go.’


‘But I only just got here.’


‘Yeah, but Gabriel’s parents are coming and I need him to take you home now so that he can get back so I’m not sitting here entertaining them on my own. Gabriel, you need to take Paul.’


Gabriel was jogging around the room with his aviators on top of his head and Lou was snatching up her legs beneath her, wailing like she’d just been hit.


‘I know, I know, honey, daddy’s got to go, but he’ll be back soon with mamie and papi.’ He handed Lou to maman, but that only made the crying worse. Her skin was turning blackish purple; she took huge rasping breaths at the end of each cry, sucking in the air to fuel the next scream, making the room turn panicky.


‘I need a nurse,’ maman said. ‘Where the hell is the nurse?’ She pressed the red button by her bed.


‘Let’s go, Paul,’ Gabriel called out, he was already by the door.


‘When will I see you again?’ I said to maman.


‘Not tomorrow, you’ve got your tutor. Come Wednesday, come with Cindy, I’ll get a taxi to pick you up after school,’ she said, sticking a pacifier in Lou’s mouth. Lou pushed it out a couple of times, then grabbed at it with her lips and sucked hard, opening her eyes wide.


‘Who’s gonna stay with me?’


‘Cindy, of course, and Gabriel.’


‘Gabriel?’ He’d never stayed at our apartment without maman before.


‘Yeah, Paul, that’s me. Remember?’ He made a face like I was stupid.


There was a loud knock and the door swung open before maman had a chance to say anything. It was Estelle. She stood in the doorway and threw back her head.


‘Oh my god, Séverine. I could hear her screaming from the lift,’ she said. ‘Poor baby must be starving.’


She advanced on maman, her leopard-print blouse undone, her décolleté exposed for us all to see her tanned flesh, her turquoise medallion. Her mass of hair was curly and brown, spun gold by a hairdresser. She was weighed down by shopping bags and earrings that dangled and musk perfume that took up the whole room.


‘She’s adorable,’ Estelle said. ‘Look at her! She’s too much.’


‘Isn’t she?’ maman said. ‘She’s the dream baby. You can’t imagine. She’s too beautiful, trop belle.’ She let the o of trop slide in her mouth so that it lasted for ages.


Everything is trop when maman speaks to Estelle: too cute, too sexy, too cool, trop belle, trop beau. Estelle is her best friend. They compete to see who can have the most trop in her life, who has the best lover, the best holiday, the best bikini, the best diet, the best divorce. Maman is more beautiful than Estelle and thinner, but Estelle is a man-eater. She’s had sex with a fireman.


‘I can’t believe you gave birth this morning. Look at you! Don’t tell me that gorgeous-looking doctor of yours gave you a little help with your stomach. I wish I’d done that. My god, you look like a young girl, doesn’t she, Gabriel?’


She turned to Gabriel, who was still standing by the door.


‘And, daddy, you don’t look so bad either,’ she said. ‘You’re as handsome as a god. Now, let me see her. I want to know which one of you the love child looks like.’


‘Her daddy, of course.’ Gabriel winked at Estelle.


Estelle saw me then, standing by the door.


‘Why, Paul, darling, what are you doing hiding over there?’


She came towards me, grabbed me by the upper arms, and hugged me to her so that her hair was in my mouth and my face was in her breasts, my cheek thrust up against the metal edge of her medallion. She smelled of smoke and men and Paris.


‘Not too jealous?’ she said, looking me in the eye, before letting me go and handing me one of the shopping bags she was carrying. ‘I bought you a present. Headphones – you’re gonna need them. I’ve got to warn you, Paul, babies are a pain in the arse. Max made me promise I’d never have another. But now I see her, I’ve got to tell you I’m feeling tempted. How’s about it, daddy?’ She winked at Gabriel.


‘You guys should go,’ maman said. She leaned over and pushed the red button again. ‘Gabriel’s parents are coming later to see the baby.’


‘The grandparents?’ Estelle smiled slyly. ‘Doesn’t that make you feel a little old, Gabriel?’


‘Yeah, it feels kind of weird. Finding myself a dad, you know, I feel really different, it’s like—’


‘You need to go,’ maman said, cutting him off. She swung her eyes towards the door.


‘OK, babe,’ he said.


‘You too, Paul,’ she said.


I thought perhaps maman would let me stay now that Estelle was here.


‘But I only just got here,’ I said again.


‘Oh là là, big brother is not a happy boy.’ Estelle pursed her lips and came back towards me, swinging her hips as she walked.


‘Listen, Paul.’ Her voice was gushy, like she had something nice to say. ‘You’ve had your mother all to yourself all these years. You’re a big boy now. You’re gonna have to share her with the baby. You’re gonna have to grow up.’


I looked over Estelle’s shoulder to where maman lay; she was holding Lou while she checked her texts. I wanted maman to tell Estelle that it wasn’t true, that I didn’t have to share her with anyone.


‘I’ll see you Wednesday, my love,’ maman said. She waved at me with the phone still in her hand.


Estelle stood there, hand on hip, green eyes hard, between me and maman.


‘Allez, Paul.’ Gabriel pulled at my sleeve.


I gave a last look to see if maman was watching.


‘God, I could kill for a cigarette,’ I heard Estelle say as I shut the door behind me.
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The next day Cindy was waiting for me outside school, waiting in her shiny black bomber jacket with her bouncy ponytail and a packet of Prince Lu in her hand. It was the Prince Lu I love: creamy white icing sandwiched between two biscuits.


I tore open the packet and the corrugated cardboard inside and I ate them one after the other, pulling the biscuits apart and scraping the icing off with my front teeth. It stuck to my brace and I could taste it in the metal, vanilla and sweet. I pushed at it with my tongue for ages after.


We walked together along the Rue d’Assas. It goes on for ever that road, but I like it because it’s the only road around here where I can almost see the horizon behind the spires in the distance, the other side of the river, beyond my reach. I ran my hand along the walls. I traced the horizontal furrows between the concrete slabs. I stared into the ground-floor windows, where the concierges live. I didn’t see much. They put up net curtains or they close the white shutters to keep people like me from looking in. There were red geraniums in window boxes that smelled of hot earth.


The pharmacy on the corner had posters of gigantic nits in the windows. They do it every year in September when you go back to school, the nit-treatment promotion; it’s to frighten all the mothers. It’s mostly families that live around here, families with kids. The streets don’t look rich, but they are. Everyone wants to live here to be near the jardin and the schools. People make out like the Jardin du Luxembourg is this kind of fairy-tale place where kids run around pushing sail-boats with sticks. That’s what estate agents say about this neighbourhood, that it’s the setting for a dream childhood.


Cindy and I don’t talk much, but it feels good when she is with me. She has kids, a girl and a boy, aged seven and nine. She left them behind in the Philippines when she came to France, and their dad looks after them. She works to send money home. She says that is the only way she can pay for them to go to school.


‘So expensive, Paul, everything in the Philippines costs too much.’


I hadn’t thought the Philippines would be expensive; I’d thought the Philippines would be poor and cheap, but Cindy says it costs loads to see a doctor there. Now she’s got an aunt with a kidney problem so she sends her money too. Cindy’s got no papers, so she can’t go home, because if she goes home she can’t come back. So she can’t go to see her kids. She talks to them on Skype every day. She spends hours on Skype. All the mothers around here think their Filipinos are peasants or something; they think if these women weren’t cleaning their kitchens with Mr Clean, they’d be working in a rice paddy. They don’t know the Filipinos are all out there skyping on their smartphones. Cindy has this big white Samsung that all the Filipinos have, and as soon as we get home she whips it out and hits the dial to chat to her kids. She’s different when she speaks her own language. When she speaks English she is quiet and shy and she smiles more than she talks, but when she speaks Filipino she laughs out loud and she talks nonstop and she says ‘mmm-mmn, wah, wah,’ and her voice rises and falls.


Cindy left me at the bottom of my dad’s building where Rue de Babylone meets Rue Chomel. He lives in a big grey apartment building with huge windows. Some of the windows still had their summer blinds up, yellow and white striped awnings that make you think of the beach. Essie buzzed me up. She’s my dad’s Filipino. She’s old, about fifty or so, and her face is kind of puffy. She opened the door wearing one of her fake Disney sweatshirts that said Sweet Posy across her breasts.


My dad wasn’t in. I guessed he was still at his office in La Défense. He’s got a big apartment for someone who lives all alone. He hasn’t got much furniture, but it’s supposed to look like that. In the salon there are two beige silk sofas and on either side of them are dark brown floor lamps with big papery beige lampshades. There is a mirror above the fireplace and a white ceiling with leaves that go all the way around and men’s faces poking out in the corners. They give me the creeps.


There was a pile of fitness magazines stacked up neatly on the coffee table. Some were in French, some in English, but they were all pretty much the same, talking about diet and abs and how to build up open water swim training, that kind of thing. I flicked through them while I waited. There were pages and pages of biking shoes and Lycra shorts, bike gear, wetsuits, sunglasses and helmets. All the men were hard with steel thighs, tense calves and six-packs. ‘We are all winners,’ I remember that was one of the headlines.


Before he got into triathlons, my dad used to be crazy about tennis. He played three times a week; he used to obsess about his serve and volley and whether he could beat his brother, that was all he cared about. Then the year before he and maman split up, he began running 10k races; he got a trainer, ran a half-marathon, and then did the New York marathon. He took up biking. He bought an aquamarine Bianchi bike that cost 7,000 euros and he started biking at the weekends with the guys from the bank. It was one of the things that drove maman crazy; he would take off at 6 a.m. and not get back until midday. He’d walk in and get Cindy to cook him a massive plate of pasta with three chicken breasts lying on top, then he’d eat it, fall asleep for two hours, get up, take a shower, and go into the office.


He bought a rowing machine that he put in the garage down in the courtyard; he said it was good for stamina. He downloaded all these apps to track his fitness, his calories, his protein, his timing, his distances run, his distances cycled. He was constantly buying Lycra stuff and gadgets and gears, like the kit in the magazines, and there were packages arriving two or three times a week, things he’d bought on the Internet.


Then he said he wanted to bring his bike on holiday. We were going to Morocco with Estelle and her son and her new boyfriend. My dad bought a special hard case for the bike and he took it to the airport in a taxi; maman and I followed behind in another taxi with all the luggage. We had to get to the airport really early to get the bike specially checked in, and then when we landed they couldn’t find it.
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