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Prologue




Autrui est secret parce qu’il est autre. “Others are secret because they are other.”


—Jacques Derrida





I was getting used to being ignored. Even the waiters refused to speak to me after they heard my poor French. A group of students were laughing at the other side of the café and the two girls having coffee pretended I didn’t exist. A lot of good it did me to hang around the Latin Quarter! Lying bored on the couch back home in the States would have been just as cheerful.


With an hour commute still ahead, I motioned the waiter over to pay the exorbitant three euros for an espresso. Most of the other American students lived with a family in Paris whereas I had drawn Bagnolet, a suburb with a reputation for being artistic, but which was in reality as sleazy as the family that put me up. Dinner was at eight and the mother did what she was paid for, a few minutes of morose conversation, while the twenty-one-year-old son scowled.


The waiter looked at me with a raised eyebrow, counted the change and grumbled an “au revoir” as I trudged out into the drizzly Paris weather. Boulevard Saint-Germain was one big traffic jam, with streams of people pushing their way down the sidewalks. Then, while I stood at a stoplight, two girls looked in my direction and giggled. Even if I was an ugly American, I didn’t like being the butt of a joke so I quickly crossed the street toward the metro entrance between the stopped cars.


Buzzing and yelling made me look up—a motor scooter had almost run into me—what was he doing speeding around like that? Did he have a death wish? The kid began yelling and making hand signs which were easy to interpret so I turned my back and hurried away.


I was soon hidden in the mob of commuters rushing through the metro’s tunnels and onto the jam-packed commuter-train cars. The blank faces were so depressing that I stared at the grimy windows, at the reflections flickering against the sooty walls speeding by outside, at the ghost of my bulky frame fluttering insubstantially behind the head of a young businessman. Why had I been born a fat klutz? The two workouts a week at the pool hadn’t made me lose an ounce and coming to France wasn’t going to help. I grabbed a seat next to an African lady and took out some required reading.


The apartment was a five-minute walk from the metro station, past greasy-spoon Arab sandwich shops and honking cars, after which I had to step around a homeless guy that slept in our entranceway before I climbed the two flights of creaky stairs. This wasn’t at all what I had bargained for, so I began humming “My Way” and hoped that I could hold out for the last two months until Christmas and my return to the States.


My voice cracked—I wasn’t Big Blue Eyes—in fact, it was generally wise for me to shut up and play the piano. Not that playing piano ever did me any good! It just classified me as someone popular kids avoided. Maybe if I had played death rock or hip-hop, I could have changed my reputation, but I refused to give up Vivaldi and Broadway just to fit in.


I was a loser and had to get used it. The last girl to have kissed me was my mother, whereas my grandmother just pinched my cheek. I couldn’t even call myself a nerd because I didn’t have the straight As to justify such a pretension. Out of spite, I blared one last “my way” before I opened the heavy green door to the apartment.


The son slammed his way out of his room with his hand down his pants while he sputtered and snorted like a puffed-up rooster chanting rap. I called him Human Beatbox because he always seemed to be making guttural hip-hop mouth noises.


“Eh, espèce de nul,” he barked from his chest while his stare dared me to move. “Tu peux pas la fermer?”1


I hadn’t understood a word so I stared back and replied, “Is your mother here?” Maybe she could calm her pit bull of a son.


The wiry boy moved up closer to me with his chest stuck out. “Non, she no here,” he answered with a glare and pushed me back. “Maintenant casse-toi.”2


His gist was clear even if his French was lost on me and I cursed myself for being a wimp as the door slammed in my face. He had never been polite, but this was the first time he had been aggressive. The Institute for American Students would hear about this, I vowed, and threw my bag next to the door after having taken out a textbook. As a history major, I always had required reading—”History lines every street in France,” my teacher had said as encouragement before I came to this decrepit country—he didn’t mention that I’d be spending my time alone in cafés after being thrown out of my living space.


I sullenly made my way down the old stairway, stepped around the homeless guy and walked back out onto the drizzly street. Seeing as the mother wanted my money, she would talk some sense into her hooligan son when she got off of work. Until then, other than getting into a fight, my only option was to head back to another café.


Most of the people I passed on the main street were of North African origin and I had to wonder where the cliché of the Frenchman with his accordion ever came from. At the third intersection, I turned north toward the Canal de l’Ourque and a small bistro that looked out over the water. This wasn’t the first time I had been there to get away from the family.


The grubby old waiter nodded his head and came over as soon as I had taken a table by the window. “So Monsieur Josh Cohn, you make progrès.” I don’t know how he had learned my name, but he greeted me with it every time I came.


“Pas assez progrès (Not enough progress),” I stammered in my pidgin French.


He gave a big laugh and trumpeted, “Un panaché, comme d’habitude? (beer with soda as usual?).”


I stammered, “Oui, merci,” choking on the French R and sounding like a strangled cat.


The waiter went to clear a table near the door with a chuckle and my eyes turned toward the girl in the opposite corner. I had already noticed her in here once before—or rather I hadn’t been able to ignore her—as she looked like an Arabian princess with a delicate oval face and long wavy black hair. Her dark eyes turned toward me; there was a hypnotic intensity in them … and I was staring like some sort of lecher. I looked down at my history book embarrassed at how rude I had been.


I could feel the girl was observing me while I stared at the pictures of French revolutionaries and hoped she wasn’t irritated that I had been ogling her. After what seemed like an eternity, and before I got a cramp in my neck, I found the courage to glance up. Her eyes met mine and a tentative smile began spreading across her red lips only to falter while her brow wrinkled in sorrow. She looked away before I did.


The image wrenched my heart and I had to wonder how such a beautiful girl could be so unhappy. I peeked over my textbook to see her talking to the waiter, who looked at me, said something to the girl and then headed to my table. She had taken out her smartphone and was texting.


“Vous avez fait une touche,”3 the waiter said, with a wink.


I wasn’t sure what he said, or why he was winking, so after a second of stuttering I pulled out a five-euro bill to pay and hope he hadn’t noticed how clueless I was. He handed me the change without saying another word and shuffled back to the bar.


A chilly wind blew across the room and a handsome man in his thirties stepped in through the door. He stood for a second near the entrance as if he expected everyone to look at him and then went to sit down next to the girl who was drying her eyes. I might have thought he was her boyfriend if a frown hadn’t tightened her lips. He gave a chuckle, seemingly enjoying her discomfort, and reached out to touch her hand before she jerked it back.


They spoke for a few minutes, the girl glowering and the man smiling, until she glanced at her phone, looked around, and tied a pink scarf over her long hair. The man then began joking with the owner while she hurried out of the bistro with her book bag. I watched her jogging away through the window and had this fantasy that she might sit down at my table one day. Was it wrong to dream of getting to know her?


I sat there lamely staring at the textbook for a few more minutes but I just couldn’t get interested in the French Revolution with its Reign of Terror because my mind kept wandering back to the girl. I finally decided a stroll along the dark canal would be better than sitting here dreaming of things that could never be or trying to appear intelligent.


I stood up and said “au revoir” to the waiter, choking again on the French R, to which he nodded goodbye with his crooked smile. A white van rumbled past me as I walked out the door, slowed down, then sped away down the small street that ran along the canal with an angry roar of the engine. It seemed I didn’t even have to open my mouth for people to know I didn’t belong here. My parents back in the States would probably be preparing lunch and my little brother would be at school. The drizzle had stopped but the air smelled of mold. I sat down on a wet bench and stared at the black water while the cold seeped up around my butt.


Concentrating on my breathing, I tried to calm my nerves and appreciate the view. The street lamps, which flickered off the surface of the canal like ghosts in the wan evening light, gave the scene a romantic beauty with the footbridge, the flow of water, the somber pink cloth drifting in the current like … I had to look again—a person face down in the water!


I began yelling, “Help, call rescue,” until I realized that nobody was around to hear me and my thoughts got so tangled looking for a solution that I simply jumped into the water. The cold was suffocating. My lungs exploded. My head came up and I did a breaststroke. If I didn’t get out of the cold soon, I’d end up drowning as well.


The pink spot was just off to my left so, without putting my head back under water, I sprinted toward it. I was about to stop and get my bearings when my hand hit what must have been the person’s foot. I grabbed it, tugged, and began doing a sidestroke toward the shore. It was a lot more difficult pulling the body through the water than I had imagined, like dragging a sack of cement, and my muscles were burning when I reached the bank.


I let out a sigh of relief and started hauling the body toward me only to realize that the stones were too slippery and steep to get out. I gave a few sputtering yells before I grabbed the girl—it was clearly a girl—around the chest and continued swimming downstream.


It seemed like forever before my hand hit a ladder. I locked my legs around it and began lifting her until I saw her face—it was the girl from the café!—and paused a second embarrassed about having my arms around her breasts. Then the thought that she might be dead gave me a shot of adrenaline and I continued pulling.


I was thankful she was so thin as I hoisted her out, backward, one rung at a time, all the while hollering until she was on dry ground. Then I heard somebody running up behind me. “Call an ambulance,” I shouted, while I turned her head to the side to let the water drain out, pinched her nose, opened her jaw and—thud.


Sickening pain clenched my gut. I was face down in a puddle, wasn’t I? … thud.


Blackness turned to light that sucked me up through the wind while I let myself float in the ebb. Why had I been worried? Warmth caressed my back and fog swirled around me before a hand seized my foot. Although I could have resisted, a lack of energy numbed my will as the hand began dragging me through the current just like I had done with the girl, pulling, until the scene came into focus: my body lying in a puddle of blood with its head caved in. I considered being frightened but a beam of light, the girl from the café, streamed in front of the vision. She was more beautiful than ever although the only thing I could focus on was the sorrow in the intensity of her eyes. The girl said something but no sound could be heard.


A spiral of wind then opened and would have carried me away if the girl hadn’t held my hand firmly. She was shaking and pointing to the other spiral, the one going into her prone body, next to which a man in a gray hooded sweatshirt was stooping. Suddenly he stood up and fled.


I looked back at the girl whose face was screwed up in misery. I wanted to comfort her, to hold her and tell her it would be all right, but her other hand seized my arm.


“Je suis désolée (I’m sorry),” she mouthed, gripping me tightly.


I didn’t have time to ask what she meant because, with a flick of her wrist, she whisked me like a blowball into the descending spiral.
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1  “Hey loser, why don’t you shut up?”


2  “Now, get lost.”


3  “You’ve made a score.”





Part 1




La pire souffrance est dans la solitude qui l’accompagne. “The worst agony is the solitude that accompanies it.”


—André Malraux








Chapter 1


I was choking, coughing, heaving for air, and my eyes opened to a man bent over me. I wanted to say something but retched. No time to roll over, it covered my face and stomach. I felt it in my hair too, plastered to my face. That wasn’t normal. The man held me while my abdomen contracted again. When I tried again to say something, I couldn’t make a sound.


The man said in French—I was surprised that I understood—”Don’t tire yourself, honey, you’ve made it. The ambulance is coming.”1


Why did he say “ma petite”? I wasn’t a girl! His eyes were soft albeit pained and there was a sweatband around his balding head. I tried to ask questions but the sounds weren’t correct.


“Rest,” 2 was all he replied.


A bustle of people and blinking blue lights then forced the man with the sweatband to move away and I was left staring at a young woman with a blue cap. While somebody put a mask over my face, raindrops tickled my forehead making me blink. I shut my eyes and hot pads were laid on my chest.


A male voice sighed, “This man’s dead.” 3


I had this impression they were talking about me, yet I was lying here smelling of vomit, and when I tried to ask questions, they were all too preoccupied with loading me on to a gurney and rolling me off toward the flashing lights. This was a mistake; it was the girl who needed to be saved. I tried to speak again but only high-pitched mumbles escaped the mask—and I was crying—I hadn’t done that since I was a baby.


I willed myself to imagine that no one could be dead while a tinfoil cover was wrapped around me and I felt the gurney being lifted and loaded into an ambulance. I had to wonder whether this was a nightmare as the siren sounded and I looked up into the eyes of the girl in the blue cap.


“What’s your name?”4 she asked.


I understood the French, she wanted to know my name, but such a simple question appeared very complex—especially since I knew I shouldn’t understand French. “Jœsh,” I slurred through the mask.


“Repeat that, honey. Your name is Jœsh? Is that your first or family name?” 5


She was looking at me strangely. Why was I unable to pronounce my name correctly and why did it sound like I had a French accent? I tried to ask, “What happened,” and made some slurred sounds while she went about wiping the vomit off my face.


“Don’t tire yourself, you’ll be alright,”6 she said, just before the ambulance came to a halt. In a matter of seconds, I was rolled out of the back and through glass doors into a hall with people standing around. I wished they wouldn’t stare. An intern then appeared with a flashlight in front of my eyes, disappeared, and I was rolled into a cubicle with white walls smelling of bleach. I turned my head to look at the different valves and bandages while more people appeared beside me to take my vital signs and stare at my face.


A nurse’s face appeared in my line of vision. “We need to get you cleaned up and changed or you’ll catch cold. But first, we’re going to put a few stitches in that cut on your arm.” She touched my face in several painful places. “Somebody really worked you over,”7 she commented, before putting a cold liquid on my arm.


It was clear that I’d been hurt, I felt the pain, yet that wasn’t possible. I was on the verge of panicking so I stared at the ceiling and its awful whiteness while the nurse continued to rub the painful place on my arm. The intern then came back, looked at me, said a few words before—the needle went in and I heard myself scream, shrill, foreign. Words were said again and when strong hands clamped my arm down, I opened my eyes to see it was the nurse. How could she be so much stronger than me? Something commanding was said, letting me guess what was about to happen, so I clenched my teeth as the needle went in again, and again.


The nurse stoked my forehead. “You were wonderful. Now, we’re going to see if you can stand.”8 She put her hand under my shoulder and I wanted to oblige so I sat up but I felt so light and supple that I hesitated. The nurse held my arm firmly, very firmly for a woman, and made more encouraging sounds.


I put my feet on the floor while the nurse held my shoulders—and I had to look up at her! The nurse was smiling reassuringly but I began to tremble, my legs to shake, and the nurse held me as if I weighed nothing.


“We’ll have you sit,”9 she stated.


My eyes stayed clenched shut while she coaxed me to into a wheelchair.


“The doctor said you can shower and change. It will make you feel better.”10


I didn’t want to understand. I wasn’t French. The wheelchair moved while she continued speaking but I forced myself to not listen. The wheelchair stopped and my eyes opened to a tiled room with a shower pummel on the back wall.


“Here, I’ll help you,”11 the nurse said, while she grabbed my wet shirt and pulled it over my head. Even if it was embarrassing to be undressed by a woman, why couldn’t I stop trembling?


“Are you cold?”12 she asked, and threw a shirt that wasn’t mine on the ground.


I shook my head, not at her question, but at everything happening. She then touched an elastic around my chest, removed a bra—and I jumped up to look in the mirror over the sink.


“Hey, easy!”13 she shouted.


I paid no attention. My eyes were on the face of the girl in the café, the girl that I should have saved. I had only wished to speak to her, or maybe—but not this! This was worse than rape. My knees buckled.


The nurse bent down beside me. “Everything will be fine,” she kept repeating. “Here, why don’t you get under the shower?”14


I had no fight left. The nurse finished undressing me, guided me to the water and held the pummel while water ran between the breasts and thighs that weren’t mine. To my chagrin, the nurse said, “Look how pretty you are.”15


She wasn’t talking to me, I knew she couldn’t have been talking about me, so my eyes closed tightly. I could feel the girl’s thin arms around my chest, touching my back and squeezing those soft bulges on my … no, on her chest.


The nurse made a sound and I opened my eyes to see her handing me a bottle of liquid soap, but then a slender-fingered hand reached out to take it. Although I felt the bottle’s weight, those fingers weren’t mine. I, Josh, had thick fingers with hair on them. Was I a ghost? Was the girl’s ghost watching and judging me while I invaded everything that should have remained private?


“Allez-y (Go ahead),” the nurse said encouragingly, while she mimed rubbing the soap on her body.


It took all of my will-power to rub my hands over the girl’s skin which was soft, sensitive and immoral to touch. The nurse then squirted some soap into that long hair falling round those thin shoulders and helped me rub it in. The girl’s hair was so long it fell down to the middle of her back.


“You have magnificent hair,”16 the nurse cooed.


I wished I could have reacted and denied that it was mine, but a lethargic numbness was settling in. I was handed a sheet that I stared at dumbly until the nurse told me to use it as a towel. It felt rough against my skin. No, this wasn’t my skin, it was hers, so I began to rub harder hoping I could strip it off.


“Not so hard, dear,”17 the nurse said, and put her hand over mine.


I stopped for a second to stare into the nurse’s blue eyes. They were beautiful, just the sort that I should have liked, and I was standing there nude in front of her. Why did she leave me indifferent? I pulled the sheet around myself afraid that I might become aroused.


“Here, put on this instead,” the nurse chuckled and held out a hospital gown. I took it but waited for her to turn her back before I slipped it on. When she turned to look at me, there was an amused twist to her lip. “Put your hair up on your head, it will be easier,”18 she suggested.


I stared at her blankly wondering how to go about that. She shook her head, made me sit back down in the wheelchair and her hands began to stroke the long mass of hair that was tickling my shoulders and falling across my eyes. In a few twists, she had it on top of my head. “Voilà (There you go),” she said, with a smile.


“Merci,” I uttered, as she opened the door.


The nurse’s eyes lit up at the sound of my voice and she patted my cheek. “Let’s go see the doctor,”19 she replied. It then dawned on me that I had pronounced the French R perfectly.
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The nurse left me on a paper-covered bed and my eyes stayed riveted to the ceiling because at every breath I felt the girl’s breasts tickle against the loose hospital gown. If they were hers, they were beautiful. She had been magnificent. I couldn’t stand the thought that she had died because I hadn’t resisted her hand on my arm while she threw me into the spiral.


The curtain was pulled aside and a lean young man with glasses stepped in. He was businesslike, no words, only interested in the file. Then his eyes turned to me, a smile lifted the corners of his mouth, and I couldn’t help noticing how sensuous they were. I turned my head away so I didn’t have to look at him.


His fingers touched my chin and gently turned my head in his direction. Another finger brushed a painful place on my cheek.


“Would you please open your eyes?”20


I stared into his brown eyes but got so embarrassed at the fluttering in my belly that I closed them again.


“Hello, I’m Dr. Lafarge,” he said. “Do you mind if I examine you? And would you please keep your eyes open.”21


I opened them again but didn’t dare move while he flashed his penlight in my eyes and he had me follow his finger. I felt a tingle at his every touch.


“So what’s your name, mademoiselle?” 22


I heard the words, and then suddenly the meaning was lost. I knew I couldn’t speak French—I wasn’t her—and I shouldn’t be having these emotions that were hers!


“Do you speak French?” 23 he asked, looking me carefully in the eyes.


Although I understood, I willed the words to be foreign. Then, when I started to answer, no words would come to mind, so I shook my head.


“Do you speak English?” he asked.


Of course I spoke English, I began to answer, but stuttered. I no longer knew what to say or how to say it. My head shook. “I don’t know,” I finally stammered, with a French accent.


“Is your name, Jœsh?” the doctor asked. His English accent was much better than mine. Then he repeated in French, “Est-ce que tu t’appelles Jœsh?” 24


I was too confused to utter anything coherent, or think of a logical answer, because even though he thought that I was a young girl, he would see through this sham in no time. Embarrassed, I looked down at my hands—no, her hands, and saw the shine of nail polish. “I don’t know … I’m not …” I squeaked, with a shake of my head.


“Can you remember your name?” he asked. “Vous vous rappelez votre nom?” he repeated in French.


I didn’t dare answer. “I don’t know,” I repeated for safety.


“Who beat you? Who cut your arm?” he asked, and again translated into French, “Qui vous a battue? Qui vous a entaillé le bras?”


So the girl had been beaten before she fell into the canal. I touched a sore spot on my face. “Je ne me rappelle pas (I don’t remember),” my mouth said, although it was a lie. I then realized that I had spoken French but couldn’t fathom how the French sentence came to me. I didn’t know why I was crying either, I never cried, and I felt all the more embarrassed because I couldn’t stop.


“Were you abused sexually? Avez-vous été victime d’un abus sexuel?”


I looked at him open-mouthed. How could I have been? Then I remembered the girl—they thought I was the girl—my face turned red and I shook my head not wanting an answer.


“And you don’t know how you fell into the water?” he said, more as a statement than a question. “Do you understand English or French better? Vous comprenez mieux l’anglais ou le français?”


“English,” the girl’s mouth answered—or was that me, Josh, speaking?


“Curieux (Intriguing),” he said to himself. He turned back to me. “We are going to keep you here under observation.” A smile broke back through his professional attitude—I wasn’t used to people smiling at me, especially not a tender smile which made my breath catch in my throat and which made me … her, blush. I turned my head away. I didn’t want to look at the doctor ever again. I wasn’t like that.


His hand touched my shoulder. It felt large and powerful. “Ça va aller, vous allez voir,” he said and translated, “Everything will be fine.”
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About half an hour later a gynecologist came to do some exams. If I had had any doubts before about my present sex, they were quickly abandoned. When another woman came with a camera and took some pictures, I tried not to think about who I had become.


A man finally arrived with a wheelchair, and although I was sure I could walk, he carefully helped me into it. Did the medical team not want me walking because I had been hit on the head? Had they diagnosed me as crazy? I was still wearing nothing but the hospital gown so I wrapped the sheet they had given me around myself while I was wheeled through the corridors and into the elevator. It felt like everyone was staring at me and I wanted to hide, to be elsewhere. Why hadn’t I died?


It was disturbingly quiet on the second floor while the nurse on duty took my file from the man and said something softly. The words slipped past me and I began to ask her to repeat but my mind went blank. She smiled, patted me on the shoulder and pushed me down the hall to the sixth door on the right. After she had switched on the lights, I saw that there was another bed occupied by an elderly black woman lying on her back.


The nurse blocked the wheels before she helped me carefully out of the wheelchair. I was sure I could have done it myself—the girl was quite fit—but no, she was dead. I choked back a sob that the nurse didn’t seem to notice while she had me lie down on the bed. It was all business to her and my pulse and blood pressure had to be taken. She then woke the black woman to take her vital signs. The woman sighed, looked at me, shook her head then glanced back at me just before the lights were switched off.


I lay there with my eyes wide open wondering at the rays of light filtering in through the blinds. Where had the girl’s soul gone? I had never been one for the metaphysical and was utterly confused as to how I could find myself in this body. Yet the girl hadn’t completely disappeared, something of her remained, because she had been the one who had made me feel strange things for the doctor. That wasn’t me. Was her ghost watching me right now?


“I’m sorry,” I murmured to the dark with a very clear French accent before I hesitated and looked for my words. “I did not want you do this.”


I waited a while hoping that some sort of answer would come. Maybe I should try speaking in French because it was absurd for me to speak English when I stumbled over the words. Yet English was my mother tongue, French was hers, and I was still Josh! I refused to let her change who I was, to make me want those unnatural things, to control my action, and yet—


“—I wanted save you,” I continued in a whisper. “This is your life. Can’t you take back it?”


“And you should get some sleep, miss?” The answer didn’t come from anything unearthly, but from the black woman.


Fear suddenly made my chest seize up. If that woman had understood me, she might guess that I was a sham, that I was impersonating a girl. I closed my mouth but the tears couldn’t be stopped.


The woman must have heard my crying. “I’m sorry miss, I didn’t mean to frighten you,” she whispered.


Her accent was African but her English was clearly better than mine. I looked over at her and could see she had turned on her side and was watching me. “No, I’m sorry. I should not be here,” I admitted. “I should be dead.”


She was observing me through the dark as if she could see my soul. “You mustn’t be reproaching yourself with things you can’t prevent.”


“I’m a …” I had to search for the word “a fake” and it came out with an uncontrolled sob.


“No, miss, you are no fake. You are you.” Her eyes seemed to glow while she spoke.


“Who are you?” I asked bewildered.


“I’m just an old woman who’s had a stroke and who’s talking to a pretty young girl.”


My chagrin made my tongue slip and I admitted, “What if I am not the young girl you think?”


Her smile glinted in the spots of light that shone up from the street and, for a second, it seemed I was looking at a healthy young girl with beautiful white teeth. “Who you are is in your heart,” she said, with her singing African accent, “and I can see you’ve got a good heart.”


“But what if I did something horrible?” I stopped myself before I said more. For some reason I felt like confiding in her.


“We’ve all made errors. What is to be done about the pain we bring on others?” She looked around while her eyes shone in the half-light and she seemed to see things I had always ignored. “Was the spirit you were just talking to close to your heart?”


What could I answer? “We have …” The words didn’t come to me immediately and just before I was about to give up, they popped into my mind. “We have become close,” I mumbled.


“The spirit’s not angry so you should sleep. You are tired and tomorrow, or after, one day you will feel better. On that, you must trust me. Now, this old woman needs her rest too if she is to stay in this world.”


I don’t know if she saw me smile. “Thank you,” I whispered.


1  “Ne vous fatiguez pas, ma petite, vous vous en êtes sortie. Les pompiers, ils arrivent.”


2  “Reposez-vous”


3  “Celui-ci est mort.”


4  “Tu t’appelles comment?”


5  “Répète ça chérie, tu t’appelles Jœsh? C’est ton nom ou ton prénom?”


6  “Ne vous fatiguez pas, ça va aller,”


7  “Faut qu’on vous nettoie et on vous change ou vous allez attraper la crève. Mais d’abord, on va recoudre cette plaie sur ton bras. Quelqu’un vous a bien arrangée.”


8  “Vous étiez formidable. Maintenant, on va voir si vous pouvez vous lever.”


9  “On va vous faire asseoir.”


10 “Le médecin a dit que vous pouvez vous doucher et vous changer? Cela vous fera du bien.”


11 “Tenez, je vous aide.”


12 “Vous avez froid?”


13 “Holà, doucement!”


14 “Allez, ça va aller. Tenez, si vous vous mettiez sous la douche?”


15 “Regardez que vous êtes toute belle.”


16 “Vous avez des cheveux magnifiques.”


17 “Pas si fort, chérie.”


18 “Tenez, mettez plutôt ça. Mettez vos cheveux sur la tête, ce sera plus facile.”


19 “Allons voir le médecin.”


20 “Voulez-vous ouvrir les yeux, s’il vous plait?”


21 “Bonjour, je suis le docteur Lafarge. Puis-je vous examiner? Et garder vos yeux ouverts, s’il vous plait.”


22 “Donc, quel est votre nom, mademoiselle?”


23 “Est-ce que vous parlez français?”


24 “Is your name Jœsh?”





Chapter 2


I was playing the piano in the dark, the first nocturne by Chopin, and my right hand caressed the melody while my left ran through the arpeggios effortlessly. I had never been able to play this well, or with such expression, and as I listened to the notes falling like rain in the evening, I realized that I couldn’t see the musical score. I began to wonder how I could play if I didn’t have the music in front of me to read and my brain got flustered, my hands fumbled.


Irritated that I had to stop playing, I stood up to turn on the light, but the girl from the café was standing in front of me with her finger in front of her lips shushing me. Did she want me to stop playing the piano or not to speak? Before I had time to ask, she was waving me toward the door.


I expected us to exit onto the residential street in Evanston where I lived, but instead found myself surrounded by Middle-Eastern men who were eying me as if I were a beast to be sold on the market. One of them poked me and when I tried to yell, no sound would come out of my mouth. Then another grabbed hold of me from behind and before I could struggle loose, lights lit in front of my eyes and—


—a nurse was standing over me with a glass of water and a pill for me to take. Next to me, the elderly African lady lay on her back with her mouth open while she made grunting sounds from her throat. I looked at the pill in my hand while the nurse prepared to take my vital signs and wondered what sort of medicine it was.


The nurse crossed her arms over her chest and stared at me until I swallowed it and then proceeded to take my pulse, blood pressure and temperature. Then, while she woke the African lady, a medical aide arrived with a breakfast tray and helped me raise the back of the bed.


The medical aide was quite talkative, and even though I understood her prattle, I didn’t say a word or answer any of her questions out of fear that I might slip up. She finally shook her head with a tender smile and closed the door on her way out.


“Good morning,” the African lady said to me.


“Good morning,” I answered, even if it was the girl’s voice that spoke. “You sleep well?” The sounds I made were so high pitched it was embarrassing, but the woman took no notice.


“Yes, thank you,” she answered, while she frowned at the breakfast plate. “We don’t get proper food here. Everything’s so bland.”


She glanced in my direction as if I should say something, then began buttering the small bun we had been given. I watched her wondering why she intrigued me—there was something familiar about her even if I couldn’t place it. “How learned you …?” I began to ask, but stuttered. “How have you learned English?”


“Many people speak English in Cameroon,” she laughed. “Where did you learn English?”


I felt the blood drain from my face and my heart speed up. If I answered truthfully, she would think I was crazy.


“You’re right to be careful about what you say to others,” she enunciated, looking me straight in the eye.


I nodded at her advice and then turned my head away as soon as I could. “Have you a family?” I asked to be polite and to change the subject.


She smiled when I glanced back at her. “Oh yes. I have four children and ten grandchildren. None of them speak a word of English. They teach it in school here, you see.” She gave a chuckle. “They just don’t like doing what they’re told.”


I was about to tell her that I hadn’t liked school either because I had been teased and called a fatty, but then I noticed the girl’s slim arm holding the butter knife with painted fingernails. It started shaking.


“Things change,” I whispered.


“Don’t you fret, miss. When I arrived in France all those years ago, I had nothing to my name. My husband and I had just our hands.” She could see mine was trembling. “We both worked them raw to have a family. I know my grandkids don’t think about this. They think everything comes to them. You be a good person and you’ll find happiness.”


My head shook because I didn’t deserve happiness after having taken the girl’s life. I should have been in a grave, not her! And how would I get by with no home or money? Could I contact my family? Would they even take my call?


“You stop worrying about what you can’t control,” she said, as her eyes turned toward the door. “And you be careful until we meet again. My family is going to send me to a place where they put old folks that they don’t know what to do with, Maison de Retraite Médicalisée Saint Jean in Pantin. They seem to think that I’ve lost my wits.”


I started to protest and tell her that she seemed as sharp, if not sharper, than most people in their twenties but she shushed me. “Just remember my name, Espérance, and that the name of the retirement home is Maison de Retraite Médicalisée Saint Jean in Pantin. Maybe you will want to come see me one day.”


Before I could ask her what she meant, there came a knock and a man from the medical staff strode in with a wheelchair. While he blocked the wheels Espérance reclined back in bed and stared at the ceiling. The man took no notice of her and when he came to stand beside me, my hand automatically reached out to take his with a very feminine movement of the wrist. Why had I done that? I pulled it away quickly and wrapped the extra blanket around myself before I got up on my own to sit in the chair.


He wheeled me to the MRI section where I was stuck in a sort of submarine for twenty minutes. The noises made me jump and it took all my willpower to not scramble my way back out. I was shaking like a leaf when they put me in the public area for another half hour with people gazing in my direction.


There was a young man with black hair waiting on the other side of the room who kept looking over at me. It struck me that he was quite handsome and again my hand moved without my thinking to brush back my hair while he smiled at me. When I realized what I’d done, I turned my head quickly away. Was it the boy or the fact that I had to go to the toilet that made my thighs contract?


The hospital aide finally came back to take me upstairs and I got the courage to peek over at the boy who gave me a last smile that made my stomach flutter. Was the girl going to control my feelings, too? I shut my eyes tightly until we reached my room where I insisted on getting out of the wheelchair without the aide touching my hand or shoulder.


I sat on the bed to gaze at the white and sterile walls. Espérance had left while I was downstairs and, alone in the room, the minutes ticked by slowly. I finally stood back up on my own, feeling strangely slender and subtle rather than heavy and lumbering like I had always been. The girl’s body moved gracefully as if it had its own memory and when I didn’t concentrate, she would control my gestures. Her hand played with a strand of hair in a way that I had often seen girls do while her legs twisted around each other into the most improbable position.


While I sat there with my legs crossed, I realized it helped me ignore what was becoming urgent. Was it immoral for me to take care of the girl’s necessities? I had been afraid to ask the medical aide for fear he would take me to the girls’ room but now it was becoming clear that I wouldn’t hold out much longer. My lower belly almost burst when I stood up to scurry into the toilet.


The job proved easier than expected and I was feeling much better until my eyes came across the mirror. The girl I had saved was staring at me and, though her dark eyes lacked the same fire, she was so beautifully slender with her milky-brown skin that Josh should have been aroused. Why wasn’t I? My head turned away and I hurried out of the bathroom embarrassed that I had ogled at her in the mirror.


A knock came on the door and a woman in her fifties tramped into the room followed by two young men. All three were wearing white coats.


“Bonjour,” the lady began. “I’m Dr. Clerc. I’ve heard you don’t understand French well. Is that true?” 1


The words were clear yet I shook my head in denial. “Not well,” I answered in English.


“You speak English more better than French?” she asked, with a heavy accent.


“Yes, it is true,” I lied, while she raised an eyebrow.


“Did you understand her name and what she said?” One of the young men asked.


I nodded “yes” knowing I was getting myself into trouble. They turned away from me and spoke together in low tones as if I weren’t there. When they turned back, they wore expressions as if they were addressing a child.


“You had a very traumatic experience yesterday,” the man began. He looked me in the eye for a response so I nodded that I had understood. “We have not found any injuries to your brain, however.” I tried to smile because he had meant that to reassure me. “Do you remember your name today?” he asked.


I knew he was asking for the girl’s name, which I still didn’t know, so I just shook my head.


“We know your name is Neïla Saadallah. Your family lives in Bagnolet.”


He raised an eyebrow as if I should say something, but I rather felt like screaming that my family lived in the USA—that my name was Josh, not Neïla!—but my head began turning while things went blurry. Then, when hands were holding me and easing me back into bed, I realized I had been hyperventilating like a wimp. The little black dots in front of my vision slowly cleared away and the doctor’s face came back into focus.


“Neïla, we want you to rest. We’re keeping you under observation. Your family will come to visit.” The young doctor hesitated and looked at the older woman. She nodded. “You should know, however, that they do not speak English.”2


“What do you tell them?” I asked in English, before it dawned on me that he had just spoken French.


He turned and spoke to the older doctor. She said something quietly and he turned back to me. “What would you have us say to them?”


“What word have you put on my …” I couldn’t find the English pronunciation for diagnosis “ … on my diagnostic?”


“We say you have amnesia accompanied by a peculiar form of aphasia,” he answered, after some hesitation.


I almost contradicted him—I remembered everything!—but when I looked back at their serious faces, I closed my mouth. What could I say to convince them otherwise? “Know they this?” I whispered in a fluty voice.


“Yes, we have told them that you don’t remember your name.” He then seemed to feel the need to justify himself. “You understand that you are a minor?”


I shook my head. “How old have … am I?”


“Sixteen. It’s your mother who is your legal guardian.”


“When must I see them?” I asked fearfully. I couldn’t imagine facing the mother of the person I had just let die.


“They have been waiting here since this morning,” he answered. “We will speak to them for a few minutes and then send them in.”


I laid my head back wishing there was a way to escape the confrontation because I could never tell Neïla’s mother that I wasn’t her daughter. Would she even believe me? The doctors were probably about to send me off to the funny farm already, so imagine if I started telling them the whole story!


There was a knock on the door and a woman in her early fifties, wearing long robes and a scarf over her head and hair, came to stand in front of me, look me over with a straight face before she took me in a long embrace. I returned her hug not knowing what else to do. When she let go and backed off I noticed another person, tall and bearded with a long robe, enter the room. His eyes seemed to move continuously. “My sister, how are you?”3 He asked in barking French and tight lips, after he had squared himself in front of the door.


How am I? I shook my head not knowing what to answer while the mother pushed back Neïla’s uncombed hair from in front of my eyes.


“Is it true that you don’t speak French any longer?” 4 He asked as though he were spitting.


I didn’t want to answer so I stared at Neïla’s slim stockinged feet.


“You speak English little, doctor say.” His voice lacked intonation and it scared me. “No remember, he say.”


It felt like a trap; if I admitted to speaking English, he might guess that I wasn’t his sister Neïla, but if I spoke French, he might trick me into admitting the truth. Suddenly Neïla’s mother felt like a safety net and I held on to her. “Look, you’ve made her cry,” 5 the mother said flatly.


His eyes went up and down Neïla’s body. “The young doctor saw her like that?” 6 He pointed at me and I knew I had done something wrong. “Not decent!” he barked at me.


Although I had understood his words, I stared at him and shrugged because I hadn’t caught his gist.


His scowl screwed up into an angry mask while his finger did circles in my direction. “You must dress decent. Not like bitch.”


I wanted to respond and show him my mettle—I hadn’t chosen to be in this body, let alone this hospital gown—but then his elusive eyes met mine and they were squinting as if he might strike out. He was dangerous. I looked back down at the floor.


His form came and stood over me, but I dared not lift my eyes. “You my sister. You obey.”


The mother began running her fingers through Neïla’s long mane of hair, it was long and full of knots, while I tried to hold back tears that I should not normally have shed. What options did I have? I was now a minor with no place to go and I doubted the authorities would help me if I decided not to follow his orders. They would just say I was nuts and send me to a funny farm.


“I’ll go get Hadja,” 7 he hissed triumphantly before striding out the door.


“Pourquoi? (Why?),” I asked Neïla’s mother in French before I realized what I was saying.


She raised an eyebrow and stared at me for a long moment. “The doctor’s a man,” 8 she finally answered with a snort.


“So am I,” I wanted to scream but held myself back. Was this what it was to be a girl? Could I not even be seen by a doctor? Mother sighed, and holding my head, looked me in the eyes. “You’re a Muslim, a Muslim.” 9


I stopped myself from telling her I didn’t believe in God and that my father was the sort of Jew that ate pizza on Passover. As for my mother’s grandparents, I had never cared enough to ask which confession of Protestant they were supposed to be. Most of what I knew about religion came from vampire movies.


“You must cover your head and breasts.” She showed me her head scarf. “You must wear the hijab.” 10


I would have to wear a hijab, an Islamic scarf? Maybe my lack of faith should have been shaken by the fact that I had died and come back in another body, but I still was outraged.


“Calm down. We’ve already had that discussion.” She patted my hand. “It’s for your own good.” 11


I wished I could argue with her and tell her what I thought about the enslavement of women—they had as many rights as the men, especially since I was the one being ordered to cover myself in a curtain!—but the situation was too perilous for me to speak out. Instead, I turned my back on her.


“Hadja is coming with your things,” she said, as if nothing were wrong. “I only want what’s good for you.” 12


I sat there sulking, feeling more and more like an ass. What right did I have to step into her daughter’s body and cause her this pain? Tears were rolling down Neïla’s cheeks—my cheeks—and I realized I had to do my best to make this woman happy since I had stolen her daughter’s life. Her hand touched my shoulder and I turned around and nodded.


Mother’s lips pulled back into a tight smile just before the door opened and a young woman who was clearly related to Neïla trooped in wearing the hijab and a harassed expression. She dropped the bag she was carrying, rushed over to hug me tightly and then took my face in her hands to inspect me thoroughly.


“You were really worked over,” 13 she said clicking her tongue. “True, you no speak French?” Her face screwed up and something told me I shouldn’t answer so I looked away.


“The Jew Américain,” she said, with a snarl, “he do something to you?” I could see with my peripheral vision that her eyes were probing me for an answer. Everything was going to hell and I was sure this woman was about to see through my disguise. “Come on, Neïla, stop it. I was joking,” 14 she laughed sharply.


I still had the feeling that the hatred in her voice was genuine, so I couldn’t control my trembling while she sat beside me.


“Do you want me to comb your hair?” 15 The woman mimicked combing her hair. “Hair, horrible,” she laughed, and began petting me as you would a feral animal.


I didn’t respond so the woman took out a comb and started tugging at that huge mass of hair. Josh had never really needed to do much with his thinning hair, but Neïla’s was long, thick and so terribly tangled that it was going to take quite a bit of effort to bring back under control. The woman took her time, chuckling “pardon” each time she pulled too hard and I winced. After a nearly twenty minutes of this torture, she smoothed it out along my back and twisted it into a bun. “Isn’t she pretty?” 16 she cooed. The word “pretty” rang strangely.


“You need to be dressed too,” 17 Mother added, although her eyes didn’t move or give me a hint as to what to do next. Luckily the young woman tut-tutted and began helping me out of the hospital gown while I sat there like a zombie. She then stood back for a second to look at Neïla’s nude body. I felt horribly exposed and my arms lifted to cover Neïla’s breasts.


“Go ahead, put on your bra,” the woman said, holding out a brassiere. I took it mechanically but was at a loss as to how to put it on. “You don’t even know how to get dressed any longer?” she chided. “Here, put it on like this,” 18 she sighed before helping me place it in front while I squirmed at this stranger touching Neïla’s body and brassiere.


When the cups were in place, the woman stepped back and indicated that I should clip it in the back myself. I had never been able to touch my toes, let alone scratch the middle of my back, so the feat seemed impossible. They both sat looking at me stoically while I held the cups in place, trembling, until I realized there was no way out of it. Slowly I reached my arms around to my back with surprising ease, found the little clip and attached it.


“You see you can do it,” 19 the woman commented with an ironic laugh.


I knew Neïla was blushing with shame so I refused any further help with the panties, blouse or trousers and turned my back on them while they continued chatting. I didn’t want to listen, or have them staring at my back.


There came a knock on the door and a nurse walked into the room, put a band around my arm to take my pulse and blood pressure—it was 10 over 6—before she turned to whisper something to Mother who in turn whispered in the woman’s ear. The woman pulled back and humphed, but Mother’s stare didn’t budge. After a few seconds of this standoff, the woman took a scarf and headband out of the bag, handed them to me and grunted that I should put them on. I simply stared at her.


“You dress yourself but you refuse to put on your hijab, is that it?”20 she barked.


I didn’t want to wear it but did I have a say in the matter? Might this woman become violent if I refused? I turned the headband over a few times wondering how it went on.


“Give me a break!” 21 she huffed and pulled it out of my hands. In a few twists the headband was around my forehead and the scarf over my hair. I felt confined, lost and anonymous.


There was a knock on the door. The young woman stomped over to open it and then out between two men who were waiting in the hall, while Mother seemed completely disinterested. The first man was in his thirties, the other looked to be fifty, but I could tell from the cynical look in their eyes that they were policemen.


“You don’t speak French, is that it?” 22 The younger policeman asked me straight out, with a scowl.


I felt Neïla’s mother watching me and could hear her breathing. The hiss under her breath gave me the feeling that I had to be careful so I replied with an accent that was heavier than I liked, “I prefer English.” I just hoped that they didn’t speak it too well and that Mother didn’t speak it at all.
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