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Praise for Michel Bussi

‘A novel so extraordinary that it reminded me of reading Stieg Larsson for the very first time. Bussi’s novel brings with it the same thrill of discovering a truly original voice … It is one of the most remarkable books I’ve read in a long time; Bussi breaks every rule in the book, but I doubt I’ll read a more brilliant crime novel this year’

Joan Smith, Sunday Times on After the Crash

‘There’s a great premise to this thriller, which is already a huge bestseller in the author’s native France … You find yourself quite frantic to know the truth, before this cleverly constructed, smart mystery concludes by delivering a delicious sting in the tail’

Deirdre O’Brien, Sunday Mirror on After the Crash

‘Thriller of the Month … A suspense novel that’s been on the bestseller list for two years in France’

Joanne Finney, Good Housekeeping on After the Crash

‘An original voice … [Bussi] borrows elements from old-fashioned clue-puzzle mysteries to provide a breathtakingly suspenseful thriller … extraordinary’

tn2 Magazine on After the Crash

‘Splendidly engineered … a compulsive page-turner’

Maxim Jakubowski, Lovereading on After the Crash

‘This elegant crime mystery shimmers as delicately as the paintings of Claude Monet that lie at its heart … A bestseller in France, it is a dazzling, unexpected and haunting masterpiece’

Geoffrey Wansell, Daily Mail on Black Water Lilies

‘The plot is set in Giverny, where Monet planted and painted water lilies. It’s where the characters live, the murders are committed, the clues are scattered, and the police investigate … [an] intelligent and absorbing book’

Marcel Berlins, The Times on Black Water Lilies

‘To say that Michel Bussi’s After the Crash made a considerable mark is to understate the case. The highly original premise had critics seeking out new adjectives to lavish praise on this narrative of the tragic aftermath of a plane crash … Black Water Lilies (translated by Shaun Whiteside) is quite as accomplished a piece of work as its predecessor, with the details of the slowly unfolding mystery exerting a mesmerising effect’

Barry Forshaw, Crime Scene on Black Water Lilies

‘The third novel by the bestselling French author takes the reader on a thrilling ride across the remote isle in the Indian Ocean with plenty of twists and turns to keep them gripped until an epic, unexpected conclusion’

Daily Express on Don’t Let Go

‘As it draws towards its heart-pounding final pages, it’s hard to concentrate on anything other than the outcome of the desperate manhunt – and the startling revelation of the truth. Inventive, original and incredibly entertaining’

Sunday Mirror on Don’t Let Go

‘A very clever novel, paced perfectly and written with elegance, which wraps up the mystery at a stunning climax’

Shots magazine on Don’t Let Go

‘Time is a Killer peels back layer upon layer of subterfuge to reveal a dizzying twist leading to a pitch-perfect ending. You will read the last 100 pages at breakneck speed. This moving tale of love, loss, vengeance and redemption is the perfect immersive holiday read’

Daily Express on Time is a Killer

‘A gripping tale of family secrets … extraordinarily inventive … In a novel packed with shocks, Bussi brilliantly evokes the rugged landscape of Corsica and the lethal family conflict it incubated’

Joan Smith, Sunday Times on Time is a Killer


To the friends of our teenage years that we keep all our lives


Time is a Killer

MICHEL BUSSI

Translated from the French by Shaun Whiteside
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1

Arcanu Farm, 23 August 1989

‘Clo? Clo?’

Clotilde slowly slipped the headphones from her ears. Irritated. The voice of Manu Chao and the horns of La Mano Negra crackled in the silence of the hot stones, barely louder than the crickets thrumming behind the walls of the farmyard.

‘Yeah?’

‘We’re off …’

Clotilde sighed but didn’t move from the bench where she was sitting – a tree-trunk split in two that grated against her buttocks. She didn’t care. She liked the relaxed position, just short of provocative, the stones that cut into her back beneath her cotton dress, the bark and the sharp bits of wood that scratched her thighs every time her leg beat out the rhythm of the horns. With her notebook on her knees, her biro between her fingers. Curled up in a ball. Elsewhere. Free. In total contrast to her father’s family – stiff, Corsican, corseted. She turned the volume up.

These musicians were gods! Clotilde closed her eyes, opened her lips, she would give anything to be teleported to the front row of a Mano Negro concert, to be three years older, thirty centimetres taller and three bust sizes larger just for the duration of the lightning visit. To jiggle around good, big breasts beneath a sweat-drenched black T-shirt, under the noses of the spaced-out guitarists.

She opened her eyes. Nicolas was still standing in front of her, looking extremely annoyed.

‘Clo, everyone’s waiting for you. Papa isn’t going to …’

Nicolas was eighteen, three years older than she was. In years to come, her brother would become a lawyer. Or a union representative. Or a negotiator in one of the police’s special units, the kind of guy who would parley with criminals holed up in a bank, getting the hostages out one by one. Nicolas was like an anvil, absorbing the blows, taking it all on the chin. It must have given him the illusion that he was tougher than everyone else, more sensible, more trustworthy. Which would probably serve him well for the rest of his life.

Clotilde looked away and for a moment studied the twin moons off the Revellata Peninsula, one sunk into the water, the other suspended in the dark sky; they looked like two fugitives pursued by the lighthouse on the peninsula, the first one quivering, the second one startled. She wanted to close her eyes again. It was really so easy to teleport yourself to another planet.

Coordinate your eyelids.

One, two, three … then curtain!

But no, she had to keep them open, take advantage of the last few minutes, write everything down in the notebook on her knees before her dream flew away. Etch the words on to the white page. It was a matter of urgency. The utmost urgency.

My dream takes place right near here, but a long way off in the future, on Oscelluccia beach. I recognise the cliffs, the sand, the shape of the bay, they’re always the same. But not me, I’ve turned into an old woman. A grandma!

It took her how long? Only two minutes? The time for Clotilde to write another ten lines or so, and for ‘Rock Island Line’ to play. La Mano Negra’s songs weren’t very long.

Her father took it as a provocation, but it wasn’t meant as one. Not this time. He seized her by the arm.

Clotilde felt her headphones sliding off, the right earpiece getting tangled in a tuft of her gelled black hair. Her pen fell to the dusty ground. The notebook would remain on the bench until she had time to grab it, slip it into her bag or at least hide it.

‘Papa, you’re hurting me, shit …’

Her father didn’t say anything. He was calm. Cold. Smooth. As usual … A fragment of an ice floe lost in the Mediterranean.

‘Get a move on, Clotilde. We’re going to Prezzuna. Everyone’s waiting for you.’

Her father’s hairy hand gripped her wrist. Tugged it. Her bare thigh stung as it scraped along the wooden bench. Her only hope was that Mamy Lisabetta, her grandmother, would pick up her notebook and put it with the rest of her belongings, which were scattered at random around the farm, without opening it, without reading it. She would give it back to her tomorrow. She could trust Mamy.

Only her …

Her father dragged her along for a few metres, then pushed her in front of him, the way you let go of the hand of a baby who’s started to walk on its own, always staying a few steps behind, arms outstretched like pincers. In the courtyard of the sheepfold, around the large table, the entire holy family was watching her, faces frozen like wax dummies, the wine bottles now empty, the bouquets of yellow roses fading. Her grandfather Papé Cassanu, Mamy Lisabetta, the whole tribe … Like a tableau from the Grévin wax museum. The Corsican pavilion. Napoleon’s unknown cousins.

Clotilde had to force herself not to burst out laughing.

Her father would never have raised a hand to her, but there were still five days of holiday left. She couldn’t afford to push her luck if she didn’t want to see her Walkman, her headphones and her cassettes being chucked off the Revellata Peninsula into the sea, if she wanted to get her notebook back, if she wanted to see Natale again and maybe bump into Orophin, Idril and their baby dolphins, if she wanted to have the freedom to spy on Nicolas and Maria-Chjara’s gang …

She got the message. Clotilde trotted over to the Fuego without dragging her feet. So, change of plan, we’re off to Prezzuna? OK, she would go along like a good girl and listen to the concert of polyphonic music in that chapel hidden away in the maquis, with her father, Maman, and Nicolas. She could sacrifice one evening, that was doable. Leaving her self-respect behind, that was a much more bitter pill to swallow.

She could just see Papé Cassanu getting up, staring at Papa and Papa nodding to tell him that everything was all right. Papé’s expression frightened her. Well, even more than usual.

The Fuego was parked down below, along the track that led down towards the Revellata. Maman and Nicolas were already sitting in the car. Nicolas shifted over to make room for her on the back seat, giving her a small complicit smile this time. He was also pissed off about this concert in the church out in the middle of the maquis, this obsession of their father’s.

Even more than she was, in fact; much more than she was. But Nicolas was very good at not letting his feelings show. In years to come, after he’d got his licence as a qualified anvil, he might even become President of the Republic. Like Mitterrand, he would learn to put up with everything for seven years without flinching, and hold his nose to be re-elected … just for the sheer pleasure of being punched in the face for another seven years.

Papa was driving fast, as he often did since he’d bought his red Fuego. As he often did, when he was annoyed. A silent rage. From time to time Maman rested her hand on his knee, on his fingers when he exceeded the speed limit. He was the only one who wanted to go and listen to this bloody concert. His head must have been buzzing, his ungrateful kids, his wife who always ran to defend them, his roots here on this island that nobody cared about, their culture, their name and the respect that was due to it, his tolerance, his patience; ‘for once, just for one evening, is that too much to ask, damn it?’

They sped around the bends. Clotilde put her headphones back on. She was always a little scared on the Corsican roads, even during the daylight, when they encountered a coach or a camper van; the cliff roads on this island were crazy. She thought that at the speed at which her father was driving – whether it was to calm his nerves, or to avoid being late, or because he wanted to sit in the front row – if they came across a goat, or a boar, or any kind of animal roaming about, it would all be over …

*

There was no animal. Or at least Clotilde didn’t see one. And no one ever found the slightest trace of one either. Even if that was one of the hypotheses suggested by the police.

It was a tight curve at the end of a long straight section, past Revellata; a bend high above a twenty-metre ravine. A pile of fallen rocks called Petra Coda.

During the day, the viewpoint was dizzying.

The Fuego crashed into the wooden barrier at full speed.

The three planks separating the road from the precipice did all they could. They twisted under the impact of the crash; they burst the two headlights of the Fuego; they scraped the bumper.

Before yielding.

They barely slowed the car down at all. It continued in a straight line, like a cartoon, the hero running out into the void, then stopping, looking down at his feet in astonishment … then panic as he plummets like a stone.

Clotilde felt all those things. The Fuego losing contact with the earth. The real world disappearing beneath her. Like a flaw in logic, something that could not happen, not really, not to them, not to her.

She thought those things for a fraction of a second, before reality exploded, and the Fuego hit the rocks for the first time, before bouncing twice.

Her father’s ribcage and head exploded against the steering wheel when the car crashed vertically against the rocks. Her mother was crushed during the second somersault, by a rock that smashed through the door. With the third, the roof was torn open above them, like a steel jaw.

The final impact.

The Fuego stopped there, balanced uneasily ten metres above the tranquil sea.

Then silence.

Nicolas was still sitting beside her. Back straight. Drenched in blood.

He would never become president; never become even a staff representative in some stupid factory. Nipped in the bud. Not like an anvil; more like an eggshell, the cartilage of a sparrow in the maw of a monster. His puppet body demolished by a roof which had exploded like a star.

His eyelids shut. Somewhere else, for ever.

One, two, three. Curtain.

Strangely, Clotilde didn’t hurt anywhere. The police later explained that the three somersaults had caused three points of impact, one per passenger. Like a killer who had only three bullets in his magazine.

She barely weighed forty kilos. She slipped through the broken glass without even feeling the shards as they lacerated her arms, her legs, her dress. She crawled a few metres away from the Fuego as a reflex, leaving red marks on the slippery stones.

She went no further than that. She just sat down and stared at the mixture of blood and petrol dripping from the bodies and the metal, the brains spilling from their skulls. It was there that the police, then the firemen, then the dozens of other emergency workers found her about twenty minutes later.

Clotilde had a broken wrist, three cracked ribs, and a scraped knee … Nothing.

A miracle.

‘There’s nothing wrong with you,’ an elderly doctor confirmed, leaning towards her in the blue halo of the spinning lights.

Nothing.

Exactly!

That was what she was left with now.

Papa, Maman and Nicolas’s bodies were wrapped up in large white bin-bags. Men walked around the red rocks, heads lowered, as if they were searching for other bits of them scattered about.

‘You have to live,’ a young policeman had said, settling a silver survival blanket around her shoulders. ‘You have to live for them. So you don’t forget them.’

She had looked at him as if he were an idiot, as if he were a priest talking about heaven. But he was right. Even the very worst memories are forgotten in the end, if you pile other ones on top of them, lots of other memories. Even the ones that have been etched on your heart, the ones that have left scars on your brain, even the most private ones. Particularly the most private ones.

Because no one else cares about those.


Twenty-seven years later …


I

Revellata
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12 August 2016

‘This is it.’

Clotilde placed her little bunch of wild thyme beside the iron barrier. She had asked Franck to stop a few bends back along the road, so she could pick the mauve flowers from among the gorse that grew between the rocks of Petra Coda.

Enough for three people.

Franck did the same now, without taking his eyes off the road for a minute. The Passat was parked to one side, the hazard lights flashing.

Valentine was the last to stoop down, clearly reluctant, as if bending all one metre seventy of her was an unreasonable demand to make.

They all stood there, facing the twenty-metre drop. The roiling sea hurled itself at the red boulders, filling the fissures in the rocks with brown microalgae, like liver spots on old wrinkled skin.

Clotilde turned towards her daughter. At fifteen, Valentine was already a good fifteen centimetres taller than her. She was wearing a pair of jeans cut off above the knee and a House of Cards T-shirt. Not exactly ideal for visiting a mausoleum, leaving a bunch of flowers and respecting a minute’s silence.

Clotilde let it go. Her voice softened.

‘It was here, Valentine. It was here that your Grandpa and Grandma died. And your Uncle Nicolas as well.’

Valentine’s gaze was looking off into the distance, at a jet-ski leaping the waves off the Revellata Peninsula. Franck, leaning on the barrier, kept squinting between the ravine and the Passat’s hazard lights.

Time stretched, as if lengthened by the heatwave. The sun liquefied the seconds in slow drops. A car passed them in a halo of heat. A driver, naked to the waist, looked out at them with surprised eyes.

Clotilde hadn’t been back here since the summer of 1989.

But she had thought of this place thousands of times, had thought of this precise moment. What she would say, what she would think, when faced with this gaping void. The memories that would come rushing back to her. How to present the pilgrimage. As a sign of respect. A way of sharing something.

And here they were, messing the whole thing up for her!

Clotilde had imagined an act of communion, a few delicate questions, an emotion shared with Franck and Valentine. Together, united. But here they stood, pressed against the barrier beneath the blazing sun, as if the Passat had had a flat tyre and they were getting bored waiting for the tow truck, lowering their eyes towards their watches or raising them to the sky; looking anywhere at all but those blood-coloured volcanic rocks.

Clotilde urged her daughter on.

‘Your grandfather’s name was Paul. Your grandmother’s name was Palma.’

‘I know that, Maman …’

Thanks, Valentine! That was cool of you.

Her daughter had said the phrase ‘I know’ in the long, drawn-out way that was her standard response to her mother’s habitual requests.

Tidy your clothes away. Turn off your phone. Shift yourself.

Her usual minimal effort at being conciliatory …

I know, Maman …

OK, Valou, Clotilde thought. OK, it isn’t the most fun part of the holiday. OK, I’m doing your head in with an accident that happened almost thirty years ago. But also, fuck it, Valou, I have waited fifteen years to bring you here! I’ve waited for you to grow up, so that you’re old enough to understand. So I didn’t ruin your life with it prematurely.

The jet-ski had disappeared. Or been caught by a wave and sunk.

‘Shall we go?’ Valentine asked.

Without even the minimal effort this time. Not even trying to hide her boredom under an affected mask of melancholy.

‘No!’

Clotilde had raised her voice. For the first time Franck took his eyes off the Passat that was winking at him like an obsessive flirt.

No! Clotilde repeated in her head. For fifteen years I’ve been taking the brunt of it all, for fifteen years I’ve been defusing the bomb, my girl. For twenty years I’ve been playing the cool woman, Franckie boy, the one who never complains, the one with the broad grin, the crazy lady, the funny girl, the one who’s great in a crisis, the one who puts the bits back together, the one who’s reassuring, the one who keeps a steady course, who holds the steering wheel of everyday life, singing to make the journey seem shorter. And what have I asked for in return? Fifteen minutes! Just fifteen minutes of your fortnight’s holiday! Fifteen minutes of your fifteen years of life, my girl! Fifteen minutes of our twenty years of love, my darling!

Fifteen minutes, compared with everything else, a quarter of an hour of compassion for my childhood, which was completely destroyed right here, dashed against these rocks which couldn’t give a shit, which have forgotten everything and will still be here in a thousand years’ time. Fifteen minutes of a life, is that really too much to ask?

They allowed her ten.

‘Can we go, Papa?’ Valou pleaded once more.

Franck nodded and the girl walked towards the Passat, her flip-flops clacking against the tarmac, her eyes searching every corner of the road three bends up the hill, as if searching for any trace of life amid this rocky desert.

Franck turned towards Clotilde. The voice of reason, as always.

‘I know, Clo. I know. But you’ve got to understand Valou. She didn’t know your parents. I didn’t either. They died twenty-seven years ago. They had been gone for almost ten years when we met, almost fifteen when Valou was born. As far as she’s concerned they’re …’ He hesitated and wiped his forehead with the back of his hand. ‘They … they aren’t part of her life.’

Clotilde didn’t reply.

In fact, she would have preferred for Franck to keep his trap shut and at least allow her those last five minutes of silence.

Now everything was ruined. Slipping into her head came the mean comparison with Mamy Jeanne and Papa André, Franck’s parents, who they visited one weekend out of four, at whose home Valou had spent every Wednesday until she was ten, and where she still sought refuge if her parents refused to indulge one of her whims.

‘She’s too young to understand, Clo.’

Too young …

Yet Clotilde nodded to indicate that she agreed.

That she was listening to Franck. As she always did. As she often did. Less and less.

That she was adhering to his ready-made solutions.

Franck lowered his eyes and walked towards the Passat.

Clotilde didn’t move. Not yet.

Too young …

They had weighed up the pros and cons a hundred times.

Was it better to say nothing, not to involve her daughter in this old business of the accident? Just to keep it to herself? It wouldn’t have been a problem; she was used to chewing over her own disappointment.

But on the other hand there was shrink-speak, women’s magazines, friends who dished out good advice. A modern mother had to be open with her children, spread out the family secrets on the table, explode all the taboos. Unwrap everything, without questioning it.

You see, Valou, when I was your age, I had a very serious accident. Put yourself in my place for a second. Imagine that all three of us were in a crash, and that Papa and I were killed and you were left on your own.

Just think about that, my girl … Maybe that will help you understand who your mother is. Why she has done everything she can to ensure that life slides over her without her ever getting wet.

If that is of any interest to you …

Clotilde stared one last time at the bay of La Revellata, the three little bunches of wild thyme, and then went to join her family.

Franck was already sitting behind the wheel. He had turned off the car radio. Valentine had lowered her window all the way down and was fanning herself with the Guide du routard. Clotilde lightly ruffled her daughter’s hair, and she groaned. Then she forced herself to laugh brightly and climbed into the car beside her husband.

The seats were scorching.

Clotilde smiled apologetically at Franck; her conciliatory mask, the one she had inherited from Nicolas. It was the only thing she had left of her brother. Along with his anvil heart and that rake he used to gather together unsatisfactory love affairs.

They set off. Clotilde rested a hand on Franck’s knee. Right by the hem of his shorts.

The Passat rolled along gently between the sea and the mountain, with the sun at its zenith; the colours seemed almost too intense, saturated, like a landscape on an old postcard.

A dream holiday, on a panoramic screen.

Everything had been forgotten already. The wind would blow away the bunches of thyme before the night was over.

Don’t turn back, Clotilde thought to herself. Move forward.

Force yourself to love life; force yourself to love life.

She lowered the window, allowing the breeze to blow through her long black hair, the sun to caress her bare legs.

Thinking the way they do in magazines, like her best friends, like people selling happiness in ten easy lessons.

Happiness is simple, you just have to believe in it!

That’s what holidays are for, the cloudless sky, the sea, the sun.

To make you believe in it.

To fill the tank with illusions to last the rest of the year.

*

Clotilde’s hand climbed a little higher up Franck’s thigh as she leaned her head back, offering her throat to the too-blue sky, like an artificial backdrop. A screen. A curtain put up by a lying God.

Franck shivered and Clotilde closed her eyes. On automatic. Disconnecting her fingers from her thoughts.

Holidays do that too.

Tanned skin, naked bodies, hot nights.

Maintaining the illusion of desire.
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Monday, 7 August 1989, the first day of the holidays
Summer-blue sky

Hi, I’m Clotilde.

I’m introducing myself just to be polite, even if you can’t be polite back because I don’t know who you are, whoever it is reading this.

That will be in a few years’ time, if I manage to hang on. Everything I write is Top Secret. Totally embargoed. Whoever you are, you’ve been warned! Besides, O my reader, in spite of all my precautions, I don’t know who you might be?

My lover, the one I have chosen for the rest of my life, the one to whom – quivering on the morning after my first time – I will entrust the diary of my teenage years?

Some idiot who has just found it, because being the total disaster I am, that was bound to happen?

One of the thousands of fans who will rush to get their hands on this masterpiece by the latest literary genius (i.e. me!!!)?

Or me … But an older me, in fifteen years’ time … Or even incredibly old, in thirty years. I’ve found this old diary at the back of a drawer and I’m reading it as if it were a time machine. Or a mirror that made me young again.

But how will I ever know? So, when in doubt, I write at random, not knowing whose hands this notebook will fall into, or whose eyes will read it.

You have lovely eyes, I hope, beautiful hands, a beautiful heart, my future reader? You won’t disappoint me, will you? Promise?

*

Shall I start with a few words about myself, so you can get to know me? Because we’re going to have quite a bit of time to find out about each other.

So, Clotilde. Three points:

Point 1. My age. Already getting on … Fifteen. Wow, that makes me feel dizzy!

Point 2. My height. Still small … One metre forty-eight, enough to make me feel blue.

Point 3. My look. Death warmed up, according to my mum. The effect I’m going for isn’t complicated, I want to look like Lydia Deetz from Beetlejuice. If you can’t picture her straight away, my reader on the planet Mars, then don’t panic: I’m going to bore you to death with Lydia Deetz at least one line out of three in this notebook, given that I’m a total fan of hers. In brief, she’s the coolest teenager in the world with her Gothic black lace, her spiky hair, her big panda eyes … and she talks to ghosts! I should add, handsome stranger, that she’s played by Winona Ryder, who isn’t yet eighteen but is the most beautiful actress in the world. I wanted to take all the posters from my room so I could hang them back up here, in our holiday bungalow, but Maman vetoed me sticking drawing pins in the partition walls.

Yes, OK, fine, dear reader. I know I’m rambling on a bit. So let me get back to the first day of the holidays … The big adventure of the Idrissi family of Tourny in Papa’s red Renault Fuego. Tourny, just so you know, is in the Vexin region, a beetroot-growing plain stuck between Normandy and Paris with a ridiculous river, the Epte, which, according to local sages, has caused more wars and led to more deaths than the Rhine. We live just north of it, in the middle of some tiny little hills that locals have christened the ‘Vexin Bossu’ – humpbacked Vexin. You couldn’t make it up!

Anyway, for a long time I thought about how I was going to write about our grand departure for Corsica: piling up the luggage in the boot in the middle of the night, the endless journey from Normandy, sitting in the back with Nico, who can spend ten hours looking out at the cars, the trees and the road signs without ever seeming to get bored. The tunnel under Mont-Blanc and the ritual meal of quiche and salad in Chamonix, the journey down into Italy because, as Papa says, Genoa isn’t that much further than Nice, Toulon or Marseille, but the Italians never go on strike. Yes, I could have described all of that in detail but I’m not going to. It’s a narrative choice, dear intergalactic reader of mine. That’s just how it is!

Instead I’m going to concentrate on the ferry.

A person who has never taken a ferry to an island can’t really know what the first day of the holidays is.

I swear it, on Lydia Deetz!

It’s a trial by four elements.

Water, first of all.

The giant yellow-and-white ferry with the giant Moor’s Head – the symbol of Corsica – is magnificent at first sight. But when it opens its great mouth it isn’t so much fun.

At least, for Papa it isn’t. And I can understand that driving for ten hours just to be yelled at when you get there by a gang of over-excited Italians might get on your nerves.

Destra!

Sinistra!

Italians shouting and waving their arms about as if Papa were taking his first driving lesson.

Avanti Avanti Avanti!

Papa manoeuvring the car among dozens of other terrified drivers, with their trailers and their jet-skis on the roof, their convertible sports cars with the surfboard sticking out, their Renault Espaces crammed to the gills with rubber rings and lilos and towels piled so high they can’t see anything through the mirror.

Avvicina avvicina!

The lorries, the cars, the camper vans, the motorbikes. But everything fits in! Always. To the centimetre. That’s the first miracle of the holidays.

Stop stop stop!

When they were little, I imagine these Italians on the ferry were experts at things that locked together. So for them, getting three thousand cars onto a boat in less than an hour is just a giant game of Lego.

An Italian smiles and raises his thumb.

Perfetto!

Papa’s Fuego is one of the three thousand pieces of this game. He opens his door, trying not to scratch the Corsa to his left, and sucks in his stomach to make his way over to us.

Earth, next.

The real change happens between the moment when you take off your things and lie down in your cabin, and when you get up four or five hours later; it’s a bit like a snake sloughing off its skin.

Often I’m the first to put on my flip-flops, a pair of shorts, a Van Halen T-shirt, dark sunglasses and emerge out on deck.

Terra! Terra!

Everyone stands by the railings to admire the coast, from the Biguglia lagoon to Cap Corse. The sun is starting to fire its laser beams at anything that moves out of the shadows, and I slip down the corridors of the boat, sniffing unfamiliar smells. I step over a large groggy-looking guy with fair hair who is lying in the corridor on his rucksack. He’s so hot! The girl attached to him is still asleep, her back bare, her mane tousled, one hand under the Swedish guy’s open shirt.

One day I’ll be the bare-backed girl. And I too will have an unshaven backpacker for a mattress, with blond hair on his chest to act as my comfort blanket.

Life, you aren’t going to disappoint me, are you?

For now I’ll settle for the salty air of the Mediterranean. Leaning against the railings, all one metre forty of me.

Breathing in freedom on the tips of my toes.

Fire, alas.

Ladies and gentlemen, please return to your vehicles.

The fires of hell!

In fact, dear reader on the edge of the galaxy, I think hell must be quite like the hold of a ferry. It’s at least a hundred and fifty degrees down there, and yet people jostle each other on the stairs, rushing to get there. As if all the dead people in the world were filing into the innards of a seething volcano. Subway to hell!

There’s a clanking of chains and the screech of metal; the Italians are back and they’re the only ones dressed in trousers and jackets, the only ones not sweating when all the holidaymakers wearing skimpy clothes are already dripping wet, mopping our faces.

We stay there, in that oven, for an eternity – perhaps we’re all stuck because some clever-clogs parked by the door hasn’t woken up yet. The person who turned up last the previous evening. Maybe that blond Swedish guy, annoying us all so much that I already adore him and want someone just like him when I’m older.

The Italians look like demons, all they lack is some whips. It was a trap, we’re all going to die here in the carbon monoxide, because some idiot has turned on his engine and everyone else has now done the same even though not a single car is moving.

And then the door of the ferry begins to fall with a loud metallic clang. A drawbridge coming down.

The army of the living dead escapes towards paradise.

Freedom!

Air, at last.

The tradition, in the Idrissi family, is to have breakfast on the terrace under the palm trees, in the Place Saint-Nicolas opposite the Port of Bastia.

Papa orders us the full continental: croissants, fresh fruit juice, chestnut spread. Suddenly we feel like a family. Even me, looking like a Goth hedgehog. Even Nico, who spun a globe before we left and pointed his finger at random, to find out which language the girl he was going to go out with at the campsite would speak.

Yes, a family, for twenty-one days, three weeks, in paradise.

Maman, Papa, Nicolas.

And me.

I will mostly talk about me in this diary, I’d rather warn you about that right from the beginning!

Will you excuse me? I’m going to put on my swimming costume.

I’ll see you again soon, my reader in the stars.

* * *

He gently closed the diary.

Puzzled.

He hadn’t opened it in years.

He was worried.

She had come back …

Twenty-seven years later.

Why?

It was obvious. She’d come back to stir up the past. To scratch. To dig. To look for what she had left behind. In another life.

He’d prepared for this. For years.

Without ever managing to answer this question. How far down would she want to dig? To which level of the sewers would she want to descend? How far along the foul tunnels of the Idrissi family secrets would she want to venture?
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