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If there was one thing he could still do at fifty-three in a vast winter night bleached by the moon—after three bottles of very strong Chilean wine—it was take the coast road with his foot to the floor.


He was driving a Fiat 500—motor on the way out—but more than powerful enough to heave him to the bottom of the cliff, if he didn’t keep a firm hand on the wheel and eyes open on the road.


Freezing air gushed through the window. The tires screeched on cue at every hairpin curve. Over the years, a lot of idiots had been killed on this road, but that didn’t stop him from braving it.


He’d never been able to bring himself to stay in town, no matter what he’d done or drunk or taken—never. No one had ever been able to keep him from getting into his car and driving home. Not on this road. Not this goddamned road, in any case.


There was a young woman with him, and she seemed tipsy, too. He glanced at her, marveling again that an old prof in a sports jacket, with such a small car, was still lucky enough to attract a student—and take her back to his lair for one full night of fun, at least.


Quite a few years ago, he’d understood that the time had come to take advantage of certain perks that came with his profession—for lack of the better rewards that he had to stop expecting. One day, by a kind of miracle, one of his students began to glow as he looked at her—from the inside out, like a Chinese lantern with a wonderful gleam—but was, despite this, insipid and ordinary, almost devoid of interest, and absolutely incapable of putting two sentences together. Yet, just as he was brutally jeering, in front of the other students, at work she’d turned in, he was blinded by a blast of heat. And this girl turned out to be the first in a fairly long series, as well as one of the most satisfying lays he’d ever had.


When it came down to it, serial relationships with young students were far from fruitless ordeals. There were guys blowing themselves up in the middle of crowds for a lot less than that.


The one with him tonight, whose name escaped him, had just signed up for his writing class, and he hadn’t for a second fought his outrageously strong attraction to her. Why should he? It was promising to be a chilly, lazy weekend, perfect for the fireplace. And for sulky mouths, and the deepness of thighs. He only hoped she’d be ready for it when the time came.


Had she passed out? The seat belt kept her from collapsing to either side. He’d need to make some coffee when they arrived.


The shoulders of the road were white, the undergrowth inky black. Jaw clenched, he held to the center of the road, straddled the white line that twisted under his eyes like a hungry snake in an April moon.





She was twenty-three. At dawn, he noticed she was dead, cold.


He was dumbfounded for a moment; then threw off the sheets, bounded out of bed, and glued his ear to the door. The house was quiet. He listened carefully, before turning back to the bed to study the girl’s body. At least there was no blood. A stroke of luck. Under the strong light flooding the room, she seemed absolutely pristine, smooth, milky.


He wouldn’t wait any longer and got dressed, remembering how he’d almost had to carry her from the car to the bed—about as full of life as a sack of apples and about to be sick any second. Then, suddenly, when they reached the bedroom, she came to. Was thrilled to be there, at his place—finally there. Ripped off her clothes, sending her panties sailing across the room. He had no idea what happened next but was sure of one thing—they’d done it. They had.


Every one of these girls was more incredible than the last—and this one, whom you might call a beauty, despite somewhat short legs, hadn’t broken the rule. Even in this condition, terribly dead and getting colder and colder, she was still a knockout. He lowered his eyes.


Future problems stood out. Big problems. And nothing would bring the poor girl back to life, not in any way at all. Nothing more could be done for her.


The sun was rising. Treetops glistened. A thick carpet of snow covered the ground. At the moment, getting rid of her body seemed the most realistic thing to do. Who wanted to get mixed up with the police in this country? Who still believed being innocent meant you’d be left in peace? He opened the window.


Not a sound coming from the nearby woods. Crows traced circles in the sky; buzzards on the hunt glided in slow-motion. Below them, the lake emerged from shadow, became a mirror on which the first paddle boats—fledged like arrows—were already gliding. His bathrobed sister appeared in the garden for her first cigarette of the day. She looked up at him.


“Hi, Marianne.” He waved. “Nice day, huh?”


“Marc. For God’s sake. You made such a racket last night.”


“You talking about my muffler?”


“There was somebody with you.”


“With me? No, you were dreaming. Must have been the TV.”


A block of snow slid from the roof and landed with the smothered sound of heavy meringue. He shrugged and moved away from the window. They were still a couple of weeks from spring, but for a moment he thought he’d detected a subtle perfume in the air—first flowers that had opened during the night—but maybe he hadn’t. He couldn’t smell anything now. The ice and snow had closed back over them.


The girl was as cold as a ham, nearly gray already. He took a deep breath, began to collect the poor thing’s possessions.


Then he began to dress her, thinking for a second about holding on to the white cotton panties, which released a faint odor of urine. He readjusted the brassiere that she hadn’t taken off, slipped on her stockings. Now he could picture a few scenes from the evening before as they were heading for the cottage, each as drunk, as out of it, as the other, both mostly unaware that they were.


The sun had begun to lap the other bank; the forests were emerging from darkness in blazing strips. The student’s body had been entirely waxed. How sad to see her stretched out like that; stiff and useless, shifted forever into another world. After the time she’d given him.


The beginnings of an erection awarded his work, such thoughts. But there were too many things on the calendar today, and he pushed the young woman’s legs closed. He’d just heard the coffee machine downstairs. The way would be free in about ten minutes. He’d take advantage of that time to swallow a handful of aspirin, before his skull threatened to explode.


He checked that he wasn’t forgetting anything: keys, phone, cards, cash, briefcase, hat, trifocals, then threw his dismal load over one shoulder and walked down with it on tiptoe.


He was lucky he was still in pretty good shape for his age, because she must have weighed about 130 and wasn’t exactly helping—especially on the stairs, where you had to be careful not to miss a step.


Crossing through the kitchen, he grabbed an apple for breakfast. Outside, the sun was shining; snow crunched and pulverized like sugar under his feet. It was a nice day, cold. He leaned the girl against the car door and set about hacking the Fiat out of its ice shell with a scraper he’d gotten from Total. He tried to put his mind on his class, the talk on John Gardner he was planning to give—even if they accused him of being a fanatical ultra-Americanist and betrayer of French literature.


Who were the real traitors? Who was hiding the truth? The difficulties began when he had to get the young woman into the car. The legs were the problem. There was so little room. He had to push hard. Bend her bones. Any second now and Marianne could come back and ask what he was up to. What would he say? At any moment, neighbors might go by on the road, or joggers, who’d stop and ask questions.


By not giving up, by bracing himself and putting his back into it, he made something give way—he refused to dwell on what—and the student was finally inside the Fiat. He glanced at his watch; time to get going. He gave two little beeps of the horn as he started out—one of those pathetic customs Marianne and he had established over the course of time, which both of them regretted equally but endured even though his sister hadn’t appeared at the window for ages and he’d stopped even glancing into his rearview mirror.


For several days he’d been wondering whether he hadn’t lost part of his muffler—the whole thing, in fact. Certainly, the Fiat 500 had never been much when it came to discretion—he’d given up on buying an Audi A8 someday despite everything. But right now you’d have said a tractor, a motorcycle with no muffler, or a jet plane was taking off nearby. He’d have to do something, find a solution. Lately, in town, they were beginning to look up as he drove by; it wouldn’t be long before they had him in their sights for it and nabbed him, maybe even handcuffing him and taking him to the police station with a gun pointed to his temple. A couple of days ago, a professor from the English department had been tackled to the ground and beat up in plain view for a couple of points on his license; and, nowadays, even Human Rights Watch made no stink about such details—nobody paid it much attention anymore. If not that, then sooner or later Marianne was going to make it her business to let him know she’d had it up to here with his nocturnal outings. You could count on that. She wouldn’t stand for it much longer—unless he got himself a bike and greased the chain regularly.


Halfway to the campus, he parked on the shoulder behind a stand of snow-covered trees. The air felt harsh, raw; every breath sent a white stream of vapor swirling in the sunlight. He took his time rolling up his cuffs. His cheeks were red already. He couldn’t say as much for his passenger’s. Before taking care of her, he checked his messages. Verified that a part of the world hadn’t been razed in the night or infested by a virus; there was certainly nothing about it in the papers. Cold, dry, pleasant weather was on the menu. The usual atrocities happening here and there.


He gave it a nod of approval and mentally prepared himself for the climb. The path was steep and narrow, hardly negotiable, and certain parts of it were downright acrobatic. He’d get to the top breathless and drowning in icy sweat, and show up in front of his students a little more rumpled and slovenly than he would have wanted—but fate was deciding otherwise, and every man had to submit to it.


The student had turned bluish gray—not that it was really that cold. What a shame, he thought. He felt a pang of anguish as he bent over her and grabbed her under the arm. What a tragedy, when you thought about it. Kicking the bucket at such a young age. How absurd, sickening. And what a nasty trick to play on him, too. What a very dirty trick to play on him, making that poor girl give up the ghost right under his roof, in his bed. Why hadn’t they put a knife in his hand, for good measure? Boy, was this rough. Grimacing, he hoisted her to his shoulders.


He and Marianne had once discovered this pit by accident, on a day when he’d just missed suddenly sliding into it. He’d stayed there hanging above a void, a deep hole that gaped into a steep, moss-covered slope, hidden from sight. He owed his life entirely to his sister, who’d grabbed hold of him and yanked him up with all her might. When they’d gotten their breath back and shakily returned to the hole, they saw that its open jaws, which were level with the ground, were wide enough to swallow a horse or a cow.


Very quickly, icy sweat began trickling between his shoulder blades. It was obvious he smoked too much. He was going to have to face that problem squarely; no longer any doubt about it. His lungs were on fire. So were his calves. A few years more of this routine and his tongue would be hanging out, his knees scraping the ground.


Nevertheless, the first thing he did after shoving the young woman’s body over the edge—keeping his ears needlessly pricked—was to light one up. His Winstons were on his team one hundred percent. Add fresh air scented with snow-covered grass, and you almost had bliss: he could testify to it. Half smiling, he studied the reddening tip. Right now, the silence around him was so profound that he could hear the faint crackle of the tobacco burning. You could hardly believe the silence of these vibrant winter woods covering the surrounding mountains.


No matter how many times he wore his good Galibier walking shoes, his socks always got drenched, and so were the bottoms of his trousers, which had changed from light beige to dark brown. What’s more, he’d gotten pretty dirty during the climb. He’d slipped twice on sheets of ice, and had to force his way through a difficult passage between blocks of stone and low branches while still weighted down by his burden. There wasn’t enough time to go home and change. How stupid of him. He should have realized he wouldn’t be able to clamber all the way up with that girl on his shoulder and come back down fresh as a lily. (A memory of himself as barely a teenager, in shorts, covered with dust and dried mud passed fleetingly through his mind.) He and Marianne. Ushered directly to the bathtub. Manhandled under the shower by that horrible woman.




Barbara. He’d remembered her first name two days later, when things started to develop. Barbara. That perfectly stupid name he’d hurried to forget, since it didn’t do justice to the girl who hadn’t taken long in class to reveal quite a few talents, and whose writing wasn’t half bad. He’d spotted her immediately. Blond and shy, well-behaved—that was the type—but with a heart burning like a handful of hot coals. He got up and looked out his office window. He was moved by her memory. Rare were students you could get any work out of, students with promise. During all these years, he’d seen so many of them go by, but he could count on the fingers of one hand the ones who’d be able to produce solid work. You needed a minimum of a gift for it. Either you had it or you didn’t. And he didn’t. He’d ended up a hair’s breadth from terra firma, a millimeter short of the other shore. But without a smidgen of the gift to start with, insisting was useless. Such was always the subject of his first lecture at the beginning of the year, when he cautioned them against too much optimism or self-confidence, based on the number of elect among the new arrivals. Even second fiddles were rare. Even good screenplay writers. In about fifteen years, he’d only come across two or three of the truly talented, just two or three who’d brought a touch of brilliance to his classes. Tiny drops in the bucket. Such rarity was staggering—it made you humble when you taught writing and fell upon a gem.


His eyes followed the detective, who’d left his card and was now walking across the parking lot reserved for tenured professors and the disabled. The temptation had been strong for a brief moment; he’d been tempted to tell the truth, admit that they’d left the party together and ended up in his bed. But he’d come to his senses in time. The truth alone wouldn’t have done anyone any good.


The trees were beginning to bud. The detective made a noisy, jittery half-turn in the parking lot and drove back across the campus at fifty an hour. Not that he’d been disturbed by their talk. On the contrary, they’d hit it off; but then the detective had gotten a message on his radio about a ram-raiding car smashing into the window of a jewelry store a few minutes from the city center, and taking millions of euros with it.


What a fascinating profession. The arrival of spring obviously made such work even more fun—you drove with one elbow resting on your open window, could stop to have a drink without owing anybody an explanation, could even tail pretty ladies, eat lunch with all expenses paid, carry a gun, etc., as the detective had explained. A profession all about adventure in the open air.


At any rate, nobody had seen the famous Barbara and him leaving together that night. It was a basic precaution he’d always taken, from the time he’d begun having these kinds of relations. Sleeping with a student was still very badly perceived; more often than not, you were gambling with your job if you ended up before the disciplinary committee. Usually, he broke it off before complications intervened, before they were caught in flagrante delicto, before his safety measures started getting sloppy. He was used to it here, had no desire to put his job in danger for what he saw as recreation, fringe benefits.


The sky was ablaze. He pulled together his belongings, shoved a bundle of papers under his arm, and headed for the exit as the sun was nearing its zenith. He gulped down a sandwich in the cafeteria, because Marianne probably hadn’t bothered to make them a pot-au-feu. At times—right now, for example—Marianne lived exclusively on cottage cheese, fat content, zero percent. He couldn’t explain why any more than she could but that wasn’t very important.


Barbara’s death had clearly curbed his appetite, but this morning he was feeling better. The self-control and composure he’d given proof of in front of the detective—his perfect performance—deserved some reward, even if the ordeal hadn’t been very difficult to endure on his territory, behind his professor’s desk, which automatically put the detective at a disadvantage.


He dug up some coins and walked to the coffee machine. Lit a cigarette. It wouldn’t be his first fine for smoking in a public place; there was nothing he could do about it. He’d been poisoned by one of the strongest drugs, which caused the most powerful dependency. These people now under attack—the cigarette manufacturers—were agents of evil, authentic assholes, but pure geniuses, too, fantastic chemists.


While the machine ground his coffee and then released a cup and stirrer that looked like an ice cream stick, he turned his back to the room to watch the gulls flying over the lake. Then a hand grazed his shoulder.


It was truly rare to be able to finish a smoke without a twenty-year-old girl rolling horrified eyes and remarking that she refused to come down with throat cancer because of him. Sighing and smiling faintly, he turned around, fully aware that he wasn’t setting a good example yet bathed from head to toe in his cherished nicotine. Before him stood a fairly attractive woman, close to fifty. An unusual occurrence for this campus, but certainly a pleasure—sooner or later too many smooth faces caused an overdose.


“I’m Barbara’s mother,” she said.


“Oh, sorry. Nice to meet you,” he answered, quickly extending a hand.


Few students could resist the temptation to confide in their moms—even if he asked them from the start to hold their tongues. For the most part, keeping a secret seemed well beyond their feeble powers. Once a mother had thrown her drink in his face as he was lunching peacefully at the pier. Any threats he’d come close to were from that sphere alone. So he put his guard up straight away.


Touching his arm, she said, “Can we sit down? May I speak to you?”


He raised his eyes for an instant, took her in. Even though there weren’t many people around, she led him to the table farthest away. Outside, a cold wind was blowing; but behind these plate glass windows it was hot. “I don’t want to bother you,” she said.


“Not at all. Not in the slightest. What are you having?”


They ordered coffee. “You’re her teacher. She’d talk about you.”


He tried to interpret the look in her eyes. What was she after? What did she know? He tried to read her mind, and couldn’t; but in the process noticed what a graceful oval her chin formed. Amazing how women today managed to keep themselves in shape—Sharon Stone, for example.


“Talk to me about her. About my daughter. Barbara.”


“Talk to you about what?”


“Yes, talk to me about her, please.”





Later, as he was heading home, driving sensibly—smiling at radar traps and faintly nodding at two frisky motorcycle cops as he let them pass—he went over his conversation with Barbara’s mother. The poor woman was worried sick, wondering if there’d been some kind of accident.


He’d tried to reassure her, but without insisting too much or giving her too much hope. Unfortunately, you always had to prepare yourself for the worst, he’d murmured, as his hand encircled her wrist—a very shapely, very white one. “I’m pleased with her,” he’d hastened to add. “Thrilled to get this chance to tell you so. Very pleased with her. I expect a lot more from her.”


Was that all he could have said? Halfway home, he stopped and parked behind the still-frozen slope and inspected the area around the path he’d taken two days before with Barbara’s body over his shoulder. He frowned a little as he recalled the image. But when fate has you in its grip, he thought, what good does it do to resist?


It wasn’t quite as cold as the last time. He could feel spring arriving at full gallop, spot a few snowdrop blossoms here and there.


“Tell you what?” he’d replied. “You must know her better than I do. Hah . . . hah, aren’t I right?” he’d giggled nervously. A lot of people would have assumed so—assumed that a mother knew her daughter better than the first professor who came along. Steam rose from the coffee in their cups and gleamed like something ephemeral.


“Well, no,” she said. “Actually, that’s just the point. I don’t know her.”


“Well, who really can boast about knowing them?”


“Listen . . . I’ve only known Barbara for a few months.”


He hesitated for a moment. “Well, then, we have an exception here,” he said, in an attempt at humor.


He’d wanted to use a joking tone when this Myriam Thingamajig’s declaration popped out so disconcertingly, but quickly he realized that the woman wasn’t saying anything other than what she was saying.


“Things like this do happen, you know,” she said defensively. “Stop looking at me like that.”


Although he was traveling light this time, he was out of breath by the time he reached the top of the hill. It was the price of peace of mind, the assurance that the place wouldn’t attract crowds. He’d sit down a moment, he decided, smoke a cigarette, which would be incredibly delicious mixed with the fresh air against the background of ice-covered firs. He felt calm, relaxed. What a full day. He could boast about having warded off potential suspicions that could have singled him out. Right now, he had no cares. Not a soul had seen them together. Not a soul knew the nature of their relationship, not even her mother. It looked like Barbara really had held her tongue. He could breathe. Indulge in the pleasure of this wonderful blond tobacco.


His heart was beating. He kept several feet away from the dark, mossy crevice—a rift of frozen, silent darkness. But, whew, what a relief. He congratulated himself for sticking to a strict discipline, always taking certain basic precautions when it came to the students. Now he could breathe. His defense system had worked. His security creed had paid off.


You had to be flat on your belly to get near the edge and look down into that black well of the unknown. When he thought again about how he’d nearly fallen into it before, he got goose pimples. One day he and his sister had found the body of a roe deer stuck halfway down, on a narrow projection that had probably snapped its spine. The next summer there was nothing left, not even bone.


The same thing was happening to Barbara’s corpse. Although it was in shadow down below, you could still make it out perfectly—stopped as it was in its fall by a narrow overhang of damp rock in the shape of a door handle.


He lay there on his belly for a moment longer, his head suspended above the pit, wondering what to do next. Obviously, the chances of a hunter’s, hiker’s, or anyone else’s eyes falling on the student’s remains were scant. But not null. For a moment, crows flying circles in the blue sky captured his attention, and then he began reconsidering the problem posed by some stray tourist’s or obnoxious mushroom collector’s discovery of the body.


There was a way to reach it. A way to go down into that crevice if you were careful where you placed your feet—as far as he remembered—and reach Barbara’s body. Just being cautious would do, checking his points of support, taking his time on the way down. The same for getting back up. But the effort would be worth it.


You had to do it right. His instinct had led him to get rid of the body, and getting rid of the body meant making it disappear—concealing it from all eyes, even if they were improbable. And yet, just as he was starting to realize, just as he’d feared, his work was only half done. He folded his glasses and put them away, thinking, This is what happens when you do things too quickly. It’s true he’d been running very late that morning, had gotten rid of the girl fast, and left without turning around to look, to go give his course on John Gardner and moral literature. But that was no excuse. He hadn’t shown much competence, that’s all; in the end you often paid the price for your blunders.


The inside surface was steep and slippery. Luckily, he was wearing a good pair of shoes and more or less understood how to go about it; he’d served in the mountain infantry. A few stones crumbled under his feet and went flying into the pit. To lower the risk factor, he flattened himself as much as he could against the side and descended cautiously. The willies came with age, he thought to himself as he inched toward her body, the willies came with the consciousness of death.


When he got a foothold on the cornice, he realized he must look like he’d been rolling in mud. He was a real mess, he thought, grimacing, before twisting toward the student’s body, which had turned purplish gray. She seemed to be balanced on a kind of spur.


If he stretched out one leg, he could just reach her with the end of his foot. He pushed. With the tip of his foot. It was a matter of toppling her back onto her path toward the shadows, but the job wasn’t as simple as that. Something was jammed. Stuck. Cold sweat flowed down the small of his back as he struggled to push the body to the bottom of the pit and swore by all the devils, whimpered, gasped for breath. All of it shattered the silence of the forest, usually so serene except for the cry of a distant bird or the rustling of leaves—it was like a joke, set against the medley of grunts and moans that spewed from the bottom of the dark grotto, which had been transformed into an echo chamber.


Then, about to be overwhelmed by his own helplessness, he threw the last of his strength into the battle, was reduced to clinging to a root with the tips of his fingers, and a loud tearing sound accompanied the toppling of the girl’s body into the void.


“Hello?” a voice above his head cried out. “Hello there?”


He froze; his heart stopped beating.


“Hello?” said the voice again. “Anybody there? Everything all right?”


He pressed himself into the shadows against the side, bit his lip. Had to think fast. Make the right choice.


“Hey! Can you hear me? You all right?”


Suddenly he understood what he was dealing with. To keep hiding wouldn’t do any good. This was the type of person who’d force a blind man to be helped across the street and was always mixed up with something that had nothing to do with him. Most of the leftie professors were cut from the same mold.


“A.O.K. It’s all good,” he answered, emerging into the light.


“You sure?”




Richard Olso was head of the literature department, and he was all that was missing: Richard Olso getting mixed up in this affair, even a little. The last thing in the world you’d want.


Had he seen something? Noticed anything?


“Marc? What are you up to down in that hole, old man? What the hell are you doing?”


The guy took his time studying you with those suspicious eyes of his.


“Same thing you are,” he answered, hoisting himself out of the crevice. “I had the same reaction you did. Thought I heard shouting, somebody calling out, but seems I was wrong, there was nothing there. My foot got stuck on the way back up. Anyway, I think everything’s fine.”


“Then it must have been you.”


“Me?”


“Had to have been you I heard. I stopped when I saw your car and heard the racket you were making.”


“I really like taking walks here,” he answered, turning toward the woods, where the treetops sparkled in the orangey light of the sun. “This was our place in the old days. We covered every inch of it, Marianne and I. Our parents were into living in the country; our mother was a vegetarian, among other things. I really like coming here around the first days of spring. Sometimes the light’s fantastic.”


Richard’s way of nabbing the directorship of the literature department amounted to a veritable scandal. He was younger than Marc, had less seniority at the school, and had only taught one shabby course in comparative literature. But Richard, and not he, had gotten the appointment, as sickening as that was.


The only thing that made their being under the same roof bearable and reestablished the balance, steadied the beam, was the popularity Marc enjoyed among female students, none of whom could stand Richard. “Especially since he grew a beard,” they’d snicker. “That little pointed jaw it gives him. Hee hee.” It really was that stupid goatee; they couldn’t have been more precise. He agreed wholeheartedly.


“When I was younger,” Marc declared, as they walked down to their cars, “I was fascinated by spelunking. I guess it stayed with me.”


Because of having been shut up in the basement, he thought to himself, as he avoided the sheets of ice scattered over the path. Or in the laundry, with the coal and potatoes—whereas other families had been heating their houses with electricity or gas for a long time. He shivered.





Marianne had lit a bunch of incense sticks on the ground floor. It was her privilege since it was her territory; but as time passed, their musky scent occasionally gave way to a strong odor of church. She mocked his half-hearted complaints about it and seemed to take a wicked pleasure in tainting the house, all the way up to the floor above, where he lived. There was a good deal of smoke floating in the air. Before he’d even hung up his muddy parka in the hallway, he’d started coughing.
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