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Kate Muir writes a weekly column in the Saturday  Times, and has worked as a foreign correspondent in Paris, New York and Washington DC. She was born in Glasgow and now lives in London with her husband and three children. Left Bank is her second novel.

 

Just some of the praise for Left Bank:

 

‘Vivid observational wit . . . Muir has a talent for conjuring up people and atmospheres in a few wry sentences. Hearts break, egos come crashing down, and Muir’s gallop through the salons of the terminally pretentious is hugely entertaining. There’s plenty of warmth here, but served with a good helping of acerbity.’ The Times

 

‘Muir writes a subtle and untouristy Paris, whether depicting a café or a piece of cheese. Her characters are similarly nuanced, at once self-examining and hopelessly deluded. Elegantly and ironically, she both celebrates and satirises the French love affair with philosophy, food and love affairs themselves.’ Daily Mail

 

‘(A) seamless comedy of manners . . . Muir has described her work as “Croissant pornography”: this is adult entertainment on a plate.’ Independent

 

‘A witty, delicious, intelligent drama about desire, turbulent family emotions and fame, with a gorgeous Parisian setting and a wonderful send-up of the perfect couple.’ Australian Woman’s Weekly

 

‘Extra compelling’ Prima

 

‘Addictive . . . starts as a light tale of angst and adultery in the wealthy arrondissements of Paris, but develops into a meaty tale of morality and responsibility . . . the Parisian setting is wonderfully evocative’ Easy Living

 

‘This arresting mix of passion, fashion and Parisian chic is magnifique!’ Company

 

‘Left Bank is a wry, witty snapshot of the Parisian elite, filled with emotional tension and enough label envy to launch an haute couture revival.’ Psychologies  magazine

 

‘Excellent, witty entertainment’ Woman and Home

 

‘Left Bank is the kind of novel you can really immerse yourself in - Kate Muir’s characters leap off the page at you and she paints such a vivid picture of Parisian life that you feel as if you’re permanently poised, mid-croissant with a café au lait, in the Bon Marché . . . C’est magnifique!’ Heat




For Barney, Finn and Molly.




PROLOGUE

Madison Malin

Here’s the happy family strolling down Main Street, USA, where everything is tiny and in pastel paint, just as Madison remembers it from her childhood. Entranced and revolted, she makes short raids into the barbershop with its candy-striped pole, the Norman Rockwell soda fountain with its counter and stools, and the strident Pepto-Bismol-pink souvenir shops. It’s the Malin family’s first trip to Play World Paris, the largest theme park in Europe. ‘I can’t think why we put it off for so long,’ says Olivier, darkly. ‘It’s as shiny and cloying as the cartoon world it’s celebrating. It has quite exceeded my expectations.’ He points to a cleaner in a furry squirrel costume who is kneeling before them. ‘Look - no sooner do you spit out your chewing gum than a cheerful animal character arrives with a spatula and scrapes it off the ground.’

‘At PlayWorld, nothing sticks!’ says Madison, imitating the voiceover in the theme park’s cheerful advertisements, and she grins at the red squirrel. The creature turns his perma-smile mask aggressively towards them, thuds his scraper into a bucket and marches off, his tail bobbing in fury.

The Malins have come here in a spirit of self-conscious irony. How else to bear the day? But Sabine, their seven-year-old daughter, is filled with real awe, and runs joyfully ahead. Behind her, Olivier and Madison laugh together at PlayWorld’s vulgarity, its unbridled commercialism, its saccharine endings, its plastic cleanliness, its skyline dominated by a twenty-storey purple inflatable teddy bear in a pose which Olivier notes happily ‘comes close to crucifixion.’

The Malins glide to the next PlayZone on a travelator beneath loudspeakers pumping out a medley of ‘The Sun Has Got His Hat On’ in five European languages. Olivier and Madison give one another sardonic grins, while Sabine swings between her golden-haired mother and her dark, dashing father. The family is a Hollywood-style vision of perfection, and for a moment Madison wishes it reflected the truth. We’re getting on unusually well so far today, she thinks. We’re relentlessly upbeat, just like PlayWorld. The sun is shining, and there are cries of delight from little children, and cries of disgust from their parents at the prices. ‘Welcome to the Fantasy Kingdom,’ groans Madison.

‘I like it here,’ says Olivier. ‘The place makes me feel wonderfully, essentially French.’ He turns to his wife, teasing:  ‘Have you no shame, seeing your sleazy empire of plastic, you purveyors of Anglo-American pulp?’ Madison, born in Austin, Texas, affects amused annoyance. She knows Olivier is there both as the father-giving-of-his-precious-time and the philosopher-columnist from the Nouvel Etat, looking for something deeper - and printable - from this rare family afternoon out.

‘This whole place has been sanitized, completely purged of unhappy endings,’ says Madison, shaking hands with a man-sized pink rabbit waving an unfeasibly large carrot. She gives Olivier a curious, melancholy smile, but he fails to notice. He’s too busy sifting for ideas for one of his columns or books. ‘Yes, yes, it’s all about reality being sanitized and sanctified - I could bring that out in an essay about modern childhood’s post-religious iconography and semiotics.’ He takes out the soft leather notebook he keeps in his pocket, writes, and then snaps back its elastic closure with satisfaction.

Sabine is now circling slowly in a giant pastel teacup, mostly filled with toddlers, while her parents sit on a bench to wait. ‘I’m not going on any more baby rides. I want the really fast ones now,’ shouts Sabine as her teacup trundles towards them again. Olivier ignores her and reads to Madison from a paperback he has stashed in his jacket. Some American has written a thesis on PlayWorld and Olivier already knows the line he’ll be plagiarising from him, a convenient ocean and language away. He reads in heavily accented English: ‘“PlayWorld is so good at being good that it manifests an evil: so uniformly efficient and courteous, so  dependably clean and conscientious, so unfailingly entertaining that it’s unreal, and therefore is an agent of pure wickedness.” There. That perfectly describes it, doesn’t it?’

Madison laughs and nods assurance. She’s busy tossing back her long, fairytale hair, and hoping that the resident theme park paparazzo, alerted by the public relations department which has arranged their free passes, will catch the Malin family unawares. A photo of the actress and the philosopher and their pretty daughter on an ordinary day out among the petite bourgeoisie. Madison’s working too, just like Olivier, for an actress is never offstage and today her costume is a darted white linen shirt, a metal H for Hermès belt, and perfect Chloé jeans. Sabine is in a dress from Bonpoint of course, while Olivier is wearing his minimalist uniform: an exquisitely tailored black linen Nehru suit and a grey T-shirt. His suits are either linen or fine wool, but always black. He wears one of his twenty grey T-shirts every day, unless he’s on television, when he wears white ones, more flattering under the lights.

But today it’s Madison who needs lights, action and publicity - Paris Match or even VSD magazine will do - because forty (actually forty-three) is not an easy age for an actress, and her last film was misunderstood by critics who confused art with pornography. As she watches Sabine go over to a stall to try on an alien mask, Madison wonders at her daughter’s boyish tastes, and fondly remembers a simpler time when they did a Paris Match spread with Olivier, five weeks after Sabine was born. They were both tastefully naked in black and white, and Madison’s stomach was flat  as a crêpe. The cover line was ‘Madison and Olivier Malin Present Their Baby Daughter’. Inside there was a large-print quote from Olivier: ‘Now I have two loves in my life!’ Then he was referring to her; now she’s not so sure that those words are true.

A camera whirrs like a mixer in front of them, and a photographer rushes up. Unfortunately, Sabine is caught trying on a poxed green monster head on top of her expensive pink organdie dress, and Madison is laughing at Olivier eating a bucket of frites. This was just not the shot Madison had in mind, but the snapper refuses to return for something more elegant and flattering. ‘Shift change,’ he says over his shoulder. Madison knows instinctively that the magazines will use the embarrassing picture - this would never happen to Jane Birkin or Charlotte Rampling, she thinks - and snatches the mask from Sabine’s head. ‘Awww, Anna!’ yells Sabine. Madison’s eyes widen in irritation, but then she feels a nauseating lurch of guilt.

‘I mean Maman,’ says Sabine more quietly. ‘I need that mask. I love the Alien Brunch Bunch. Pleeeze?’

‘No,’ says Madison. ‘It’s expensive rubbish.’ She turns it over and sees the price. ‘Really expensive rubbish.’

Olivier raises an eyebrow at her and pulls out some notes to purchase Sabine’s temporary happiness. He has never had any qualms about buying love, thinks Madison.

‘Do you have to do the opposite of everything I say?’ she hisses under her breath at him. ‘How’s she going to learn the meaning of “no” when you ignore me? You’ve already bought her that furry bear backpack, the balloon she lost  immediately, and an ice cream which turned her tongue blue.’

‘What’s wrong?’ asks Sabine, muffled beneath the mask. ‘Are you fighting again?’

Olivier shrugs, in an irritatingly French way. ‘Look, Madison, we’re at PlayWorld - it’s all about the culture of consumption. We must indulge her. We must feed the system.’ Madison ignores him, pretending to examine her long blood-red nails. She suddenly notices that they match the talons of the wicked stepmother in a vast Snow White poster above her. She looks from cartoon to reality, and wonders why motherhood seems so ill fitting, why she always feels as if she’s acting a part. She wonders why Anna’s name, the nanny’s name, comes first to Sabine in moments of need and in anger. Mirror, mirror on the wall, wonders Madison, who does Sabine love most of all?

Of course, the easy solution to children getting their mother’s name wrong is staying home, yet Madison cannot face professional and social death. Olivier ground his first wife down to a housewife, whereupon he left her increasingly homely comforts for someone who still had a sense of self: Madison. Olivier is big on equal rights, so long as they cause him no personal inconvenience. He is big on the theory of fatherhood, his pockets are large, but he has never collected Sabine from school.

No one in the little Malin family seems satisfied with the situation. Madison knows that Sabine is smart enough to feel the waves of irritation constantly crackling between her parents. Madison watches as Sabine galumphs inelegantly  on a nearby wall, the mysterious opposite of her mother. She sees her daughter’s glowing skin, her wild eyes, her legs dotted with boyish bruises from the playground, and feels a rush of love for her.

They have been standing for fifteen minutes in line for the ghost train. It’s hot. Late June crowds stinking of fast-food and coconut sun cream surge around them, and Madison, who rarely eats, says she feels faint.

‘You should have had some bloody lunch before we left,’ snorts Olivier.

‘I did,’ says Madison.

‘Two apples aren’t lunch. You’re ridiculous.’

Sabine looks from her mother to her father and her forehead wrinkles.

Madison glowers at Olivier. ‘You’re the one who likes your women thin,’ she says. ‘But forget it. I’ll just get a coffee.’

Sabine starts biting her nails.

Madison picks her way to the coffee stall through the sweaty crowd. These are the wide-bottomed Polyester folks she left Texas twenty years ago to avoid, or at least their European equivalent. She thanks the Lord Almighty for her escape as she watches their fat sons with skinheads, their unsporty daughters in nylon sportswear, their lethargy only broken by consumption. She sits down under a sun umbrella at the Barista coffee stall, leaving Olivier to ride the ghost train with Sabine. She sips a skim latte slowly, experiencing each calorie.

Soon, over on the ghost train, she can see Olivier and  Sabine lurching out of one door of the haunted house, and slamming into another. Olivier looks freaked out, but Sabine is fearless, as usual. He still gets carsick if he’s not driving, and the shuddering halts in darkness filled with creepers do not bode well for the bucket of frites. Madison grins. She notes that Olivier’s arm is tightly wrapped in terror round Sabine’s small, rounded shoulders, which are rippling with delighted shrieks.

‘I want a milkshake now,’ says Sabine reappearing, towing an ashen Olivier behind her.

‘But you just had an ice lolly, honey. Milkshakes are really fattening,’ says Madison.

‘I want a chocolate milkshake, Maman.’

‘If you say please, Sabine,’ says Olivier, but his eyes are challenging Madison.

‘Pleeeze, Papa,’ says Sabine, hugging him, pulling at his hand, and heading for the Barista stall.

‘You wanting small, medium, large?’ grunts the Eastern-European server.

‘Large, please,’ says Sabine. Madison looks disapproving and lights a cigarette.

‘Pretty girl your daughter, isn’t she?’ says the Barista greasily to Olivier. ‘What age have you got?’ he asks, looking down at Sabine.

‘Seven and a quarter.’

‘Thank you,’ says Olivier. ‘Now let’s go.’

Then it’s time for PlayWorld’s top attraction, Petit Paris. ‘Why go to Paris when you can tour our scale model of the City of Light in half an hour? Climb the Eiffel Tower in  seconds! Skip over the Sacré Coeur! Meet the Hunchback in Notre Dame! Stroll the entire Left Bank in a few paces!’

Giggling at the ridiculousness of it all, the Malins mount a fun-sized Petit Paris trolley car, which trundles through model streets a couple of metres wide, past perfect replicas of landmarks at shoulder height. There’s the Opéra, dumped bun-like in the centre, while the Sacré Coeur glows icing white on a mini-hill, and the Tour Montparnasse lurks darkly at the bottom. ‘But the best thing is, Papa, that you can travel in time,’ says Sabine. ‘Anna told me so. She’s been here twice, you know. Look, look, the guillotine, and Marie Antoinette, and the little doll knitting!’

Petit Paris is peopled by famous Parisians throughout the ages. They peek in at a puppet Proust writing in his corklined room, a mechanised matelot-topped Picasso painting outside the Lapin Agile, and ‘Oh Jesus,’ says Olivier as they roll down the mini Boulevard Saint Germain. ‘Sartre.’ And indeed there in the window of the pint-sized Café Flore are Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir dolls, with notebooks, drinking coffee from toy cups, again and again.

Sabine is still disappointed that she couldn’t see her own street from the trolley: the Rue du Bac and the Franprix supermarket opposite their apartment. As they draw into the terminus, Madison hops out and purchases a replica bean-baggie Sartre and de Beauvoir couple for Sabine. This is mainly to annoy Olivier, who secretly likes to believe he is the Sartre of the twenty-first century. Madison thinks this is probably true, but not for the same intellectual reasons as Olivier. She likes to tease him with Sartre’s  words: ‘Why did I become a philosopher? Why have I so keenly sought this fame for which I’m still waiting? It’s all been to seduce women, basically.’ She watches as Olivier turns Sartre over in his hand (usually he turns him over in his head) and removes the doll’s pebble glasses and raincoat. With some interest, he discovers de Beauvoir’s turban and dress come off, but her body is featureless rag-doll pink. ‘You wouldn’t take her to bed,’ he says, laughing.

‘Don’t say that in front of Sabine,’ says Madison. Olivier looks hostile, and says nothing for the rest of the ride. Even Sabine is grumpy and bored.

‘Can I play with your phone, Papa?’

He hands it over wearily. She presses buttons up and down. ‘What’s “Junkyard”, Papa? Can we go there? I love making things out of junk.’

‘Stop it!’ snaps Olivier. ‘You might dial someone by mistake.’

‘Ooh,’ says Sabine. ‘Can I play Snake II then?’

‘Yes, but go and do it over there so we don’t hear the infernal beeping.’

Sabine goes off, beeping. Olivier and Madison sit in bleak silence for a few minutes. Olivier gets out his notebook and scribbles self-importantly.

‘This is supposed to be a special day out for Sabine,’ says Madison eventually. ‘Let’s can the fighting, darling.’

They call Sabine over and walk on through PlayWorld’s four themed lands ‘where you can live out your fantasy adventure without fear of getting hurt’. As a sop to the French nation, there’s the Petit Ours flume log ride, but the  rest copies the other PlayWorlds in the USA. Sabine spots the Rockin’ Rawhide Rollercoaster and runs towards it, whooping cowboy-style. ‘I’ve got to go, Papa, come on!’ But Olivier sees the rollercoaster corkscrewing through tunnels in orange fibreglass mountains and throwing itself down ravines. He hears the screams, and his stomach corkscrews in sympathy. He digs his heels in. ‘Not a chance,’ he says. ‘You’re not going on there yourself.’

‘Papa! You’re so mean,’ says Sabine. ‘It’s been rated one of the top five scariest rollercoasters in Europe! Anna told me that. She would go with me.’ She turns her back on him. ‘Maman?’ she tries. ‘It’ll be like that day we rode so fast across the fields at Moulon.’

‘No, darling, we can’t go. Papa’s still feeling bad from the ghost train. Besides, it’s so windy going through those tunnels that it’ll wreck my hair, and I just had it straightened this morning for a Vogue photoshoot tonight.’

Sabine kicks at a litter bin beside the ride and stares at the ground. ‘Are you saying no, then?’

‘You understand, darling. You don’t want me looking a ridiculous mess in the magazine.’

‘Oh come on, Madison,’ says Olivier. ‘You could go, whereas I can’t possibly. Don’t be so selfish.’

‘It’s not selfish. It’s not vanity. It’s work, although it’s apparently of no importance compared to your own.’

‘Well that’s just . . .’

Their voices are getting louder. In the meantime, Sabine has headed off with her bear backpack and her PlayWorld pass without a backward glance. She has secured herself a  seat, alone, on the Rockin’ Rawhide Rollercoaster. It takes a minute for Madison and Oliver to notice, and by the time they reach her, the ride is slowly starting.

‘See? I can look after myself,’ Sabine shouts down from her seat high on the rails. She has the same defiant look Madison sometimes sees in Olivier. The PlayMate pulls the safety bar down over Sabine’s lap.

‘You’ll see . . .’ begins Sabine, but her words are drowned out by the anticipatory squeals of a loud Italian woman and her sons, sitting behind. Olivier shrugs, as usual. Madison is worried. Sabine shoots down the metal rails in a blur, and at that moment, someone recognises Madison and asks for her autograph. Madison smiles. She stands a head higher than most of the women around her: noticeable, Amazonian. A group of French tourists gather, delighted that the Great Mind and the Great Body of the Left Bank have deigned to mix with the commoners. On cue, Olivier puts his arm round his perfect wife, once again confirming his intellectual and sexual prowess, and smiles. The tourists take a photograph of the Malins - Madison’s hair is indeed wonderfully shiny today - and wave their thanks beneath the rattling rollercoaster. Olivier and Madison see a pink streak as Sabine whooshes by, shouting ‘Yee, hah!’

Madison takes out a long cigarette and lights it elegantly, blowing the smoke out in a sigh. She has calmed down again. ‘Darling?’ She touches his hand, conciliatory.

‘Mmmn?’ says Olivier, who has taken out his copy of  Libération and is studying the book reviews as he waits. Like a small boy, thinks Madison, he always has pocketsful  of stuff. But he’s trying to avoid talking properly to Madison. He’s guilty about something - probably the note to some woman she saw on his email yesterday, the one who is also on his mobile as ‘Junkyard’ - and he has been oddly shifty recently. He certainly doesn’t want to talk about her life. She suspects that even after eight years together, he sometimes prefers her to remain an object rather than a subject. She tries again.

‘You know André is considering casting me in the film of Houellebecq’s book?’

‘Mmmn.’

‘But the part is . . . so degrading but so challenging. It’s a slapper. It’s not pretty.’ Her agent was against Madison taking character parts, wanting her to maintain her youthful image for as long as humanly - and cosmetically - possible.

‘So what do you think I should do?’

‘Ask your publicist or someone. How should I know?’ says Olivier, reburying himself in the newspaper.

Madison gives him a death-ray stare which hides her pain. ‘Fantastic. Thanks for your help and interest.’

‘Oh I didn’t mean . . .’ Olivier shrugs, putting his arms awkwardly round her in apology.

Their mood plunges down simultaneously with the rollercoaster, and they stand in irritated silence waiting for the ride to stop. One by one the carriages drop their loads back to earth. The Italian family with three sons passes down the ramp, but Sabine is nowhere to be seen. ‘Isn’t it about time . . .’ says Olivier, but the PlayWorld uniformed PlayMates have started slowly loading the rollercoaster for  the next ride. ‘Hang on,’ says Madison to one PlayMate in a cowboy hat, ‘my daughter’s still on there.’

‘No, Madame. It’s completely empty now, see. She must have got off,’ he says, gesturing below. Madison feels her stomach ice across. ‘She’ll be in the crowd. Let’s look, quick.’ They start running in panic among the packed bodies, shouting their daughter’s name over and over until Madison’s voice cracks, but Sabine is nowhere to be seen. Then Olivier says, ‘Come on, Sabine’s sensible. Look at the time you lost her in the Bon Marché last winter and she went straight to security. She’ll be with the PlayWorld police sooner or later, because she wouldn’t go with a stranger. She’s too smart. She’s a city kid. Anyway, you don’t disappear off a moving rollercoaster.’

This thought suddenly makes Madison hysterical, and she screams: ‘She’s fallen, she’s fallen off the rollercoaster.’

Her screams galvanise the staff, who force newcomers to leave their seats on the ride. They put a rope across the rollercoaster entrance, and start muttering on their walkietalkies. ‘Where’s your supervisor?’ roars Olivier. ‘We’ve got to search that fucking rollercoaster. She could be stuck in a tunnel.’ A crowd forms to observe the scene. A few people recognise the Malins, and start taking photographs.

‘Fuck off, you fuckers,’ says Olivier turning sharply round. ‘Leave us alone.’ The tourists recoil - Professor Malin is known for his charm, not this.

Suddenly, three security guards in military-style uniforms start ushering the crowd away, and the PlayWorld public relations manager arrives. ‘Monsieur Malin, Madame,’ he  bows his head obsequiously. ‘I am so sorry. It appears we have a problem. I am sure your daughter will be found by security in the blink of an eye. Please stay calm and follow me. Now are you quite sure your daughter - what is her name?’

‘Sabine.’

‘Are you quite sure you didn’t just miss Sabine in the crowd? Is there some other attraction she mentioned that she might wander off to?’ The PR man fingers his moustache and raises one eyebrow quizzically. His suit is shiny sharkskin.

‘She’s seven, and she’s not stupid,’ says Olivier, through gritted teeth. ‘She’d wait for us. Always. Now can you search that rollercoaster immediately?’

At last the staff checks every seat in every carriage, every tunnel, every ravine, and under every metre of track. They search the emergency exits inside the fibreglass mountain, and in the engine room. It takes twenty long minutes. They find no trace of Sabine, nothing, except the Sartre and de Beauvoir dolls abandoned under the seat.

Soon the tannoy is blaring: ‘Message for Sabine Malin. Please go to a member of the PlayWorld staff, and they will bring you to your Maman and Papa.’ This is followed by announcements asking all adults to look out for a little blonde girl in a pink dress. When Madison hears the announcement repeated again and again, she starts to weep. ‘She’s so little . . .’

Olivier holds her. ‘That’s not helping, my love,’ he says. He reaches into his breast pocket. ‘Hey, wait a minute,  my phone’s gone. Sabine’s still got it! Quick, call her on yours.’

Madison’s hands are shaking so much she misses Olivier’s name on direct dial. Then the phone rings once, twice, and cuts off. They try again. Now there’s a message from the mobile phone company saying the number is unavailable.

‘Oh shit, shit, what does that mean?’ asks Olivier. ‘Has someone else got the phone, got her? She would answer it. She loves playing with my phone.’

He looks beseechingly at Madison, as though she might have an answer. ‘Let’s give the police the number. Maybe they can trace the signal.’ Meanwhile, officials and PlayMates mill around the rollercoaster, uselessly engaging in discussion and gesture. Nothing seems to be happening. Madison and Olivier jump each time the phone rings in the public relations man’s pocket, but there is no news.

‘You stay here,’ says Olivier to Madison. ‘I’m going to look round myself. I’ll be back soon.’

‘Please, Monsieur Malin, I think it would be best if you waited here in the office until Sabine is found by our ten-man security team,’ says the weaselly public relations man.

‘Christ. I’ve got to do something,’ says Olivier. ‘Why don’t you just evacuate the park and we can find her at the gates?’

‘I’m afraid that’s impossible, Sir. The park will be shutting for the evening in a couple of hours anyway. We don’t want people to start panicking. And the financial implications would be serious. I’m sure the call will come soon.’

‘Fuck your financial implications. My daughter has disappeared. On one of your rides. Do something!’

By now, Madison is hyperventilating. ‘I’m having a panic attack,’ she gasps. ‘I can’t breathe.’ A PlayWorld cowgirl offers her a box of tissues and somewhere to sit. This cannot be real. This cannot be real, Madison says to herself, and then aloud, in English. She rocks back and forth on the bench.

Olivier storms out into the crowd. But there are ten, twenty thousand people out there and he looks like he is wading through syrup. Olivier is blocked by endless bloated bodies and inane happy faces eating ice cream. Madison follows him out and keeps seeing flashes of pale pink material in the crowds. Her heart stops, but each time the face is not Sabine’s. Madison is horribly, tackily reminded of the glimpses of the red-hooded dwarf in the film ‘Don’t Look Now’. She suddenly understands what terror is. It’s the worst feeling she’s ever had in her life.

An hour later, Olivier and Madison are sitting grey-faced on plastic chairs in the PlayWorld security station. On the table before them lie the Sartre and de Beauvoir dolls. Olivier’s head is in his hands. His T-shirt is patched with sweat. Madison stares through her tears into nothing. Her nothing is populated with paedophiles, kidnappers, lunatic murderers. Part of her has been removed, yet she still feels it is there, invisible. She feels a pain which must, she reasons, be that of amputation.
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