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‘What’s wrong, Leyli? You’re pretty. You have three lovely children. Bamby, Alpha, Tidiane. You’ve done very well for yourself.’

‘Done well? That’s all just for show, all that. Hot air. Oh no, no, we’re no perfect family. Not us. We’re missing one key thing.’

‘A father?’

Leyli gave a gentle laugh.

‘No, no. We can easily do without a father, or even several fathers. All four of us.’

‘What are you missing, then?’

Leyli half opened her eyes, like a Venetian blind letting a ray of sunshine filter through to light up a dark bedroom, turning the dust into stars.

‘You’re really quite inquisitive, cher monsieur. We barely know each other, but you still think I’ll tell you my deepest secret?’

He said nothing in reply. The slatted blind in Leyli’s eyes had already closed again, plunging the room back into darkness. She turned towards the sea, and blew out her smoke to blacken the clouds.

‘It’s more than a secret, Mr Nosy Parker. It’s a wicked curse. I am a bad mother. My three children are doomed. My only hope is that one of them, maybe just one of them, will break the spell and be free.’

She closed her eyes. He continued to press her:

‘Who put this terrible curse on them?’

Thunder rumbled behind the closed shutters of her eyelids.

‘You. Me. The whole world. No one’s innocent in this affair.’



The Day of Anguish
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6.48 a.m.

The barge slipped silently below the number 22 bus.

Leyli, her forehead pressed against the window, two rows behind the driver, watched the huge pyramids of white sand pulling away, carried along by the flat-bottomed boat, imagining that someone was making off with the local sand, and after they’d taken the rest, they’d also steal the beach, one grain at a time.

The bus crossed the Canal d’Arles à Bouc and continued up Avenue Maurice Thorez. Leyli’s thoughts drifted along at the same languid pace as the barge. She had always pictured this canal as a seam that was coming apart, and the town of Port-de-Bouc as a bit of land floating slowly out towards the sea, now separated from the mainland by a twenty-metre-wide strait. By an ocean tomorrow.

That’s plain silly, Leyli reasoned to herself as the 22 joined the bypass – the four lanes of the N568 and their non-stop flow of cars isolated Port-de-Bouc far more from the rest of the world than the well-behaved, tree-lined canal where only the odd lazy barge meandered its way along. It wasn’t even 7 a.m. yet. The sun was up but had still only opened one murky eye. Through the bus window, the pale headlights of the vehicles cut across the reflection of her face. For once, Leyli thought she looked pretty. She had made an effort. She had woken up more than an hour earlier to braid her hair with multicoloured beads, strand by strand, just as her mother, Marème, used to do in Ségou, by the river, during those summer months when the sun burned everything; during those months when she had nevertheless been deprived of sunlight.

She wanted to look attractive. It mattered. Patrice, or rather Monsieur Pellegrin, the employee who was dealing with her case file at FOS-HOMES, was not immune to her colours. To her smile. To her zest for life. To her Fulani roots. To her mixed-race family.

The 22 drove along Avenue du Groupe Manouchian, passing the Agache housing estate.

Her family. Leyli raised her sunglasses and spread the photos delicately on her knees. If she had to touch Patrice Pellegrin’s heart, these snaps were as vital a weapon as her charm. She had chosen them with great care, photos of Tidiane, Alpha, Bamby, as well as the apartment. Was Patrice married? Did he have children? Was he easily influenced? And if he was, did he have any influence himself?

She was getting closer. The bus crossed the retail park, weaving its way between a massive Carrefour hypermarket, a Quick burger outlet and a Starbucks. In just a few months, since her last appointment at FOS-HOMES, around a dozen new signs had sprung up. So many copycat metal cubes, and yet each instantly identifiable at a glance – the white horns of a Buffalo Grill, the orangey flower of a Jardiland, the pyramidal roof of a Red Corner. On the steel-and-glass frontage of the multiplex, a gigantic figure of Johnny Depp as Jack Sparrow stared at her; for a second, the reflection gave her the illusion that Johnny had the same beaded plaits as she did.

Everything here looked exactly the same. Everything looked exactly like everywhere else.

The 22 headed back down towards the Canal de Caronte, between two seas, the Mediterranean and the lagoon of the Étang de Berre, then turned into Rue Urdy-Milou, where the FOS-HOMES offices were located. Leyli looked at her reflection one last time. Her ghostly self in the glass mirror was gradually fading in the faint light of day. She had to convince Patrice Pellegrin that she wasn’t like all those soulless places, those everywhere-and-nowhere places – she who, like them, belonged to here, there and everywhere too.

She had to convince Patrice that she was unique, it was as simple as that. Incidentally, the more she thought about it, the less certain she was that this guy at FOS-HOMES was even called Patrice at all.
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6.49 a.m.

Bamby was standing opposite François.

The skilful interplay of mirrors in the Scheherazade room at the Red Corner produced multiple viewing angles, as if a dozen cameras were filming her and projecting her image onto the walls, the ceiling, from behind, from the front, from below.

François had never laid eyes on such a stunning girl.

Not for twenty years at least. Not since he’d stopped criss-crossing the world and treating himself to Thai and Nigerian prostitutes for just a few dollars – girls who could have ended up as Miss World, had the accident of birth not left them on the wrong side of the tracks. Not since he’d settled down, with Solène, Hugo and Mélanie, and had a house built in Aubagne. Not since he’d begun putting on his tie every morning to go and check the Vogelzug accounts, and now hardly ever went overseas on business. Never any further than Morocco or Tunisia these days.

François calculated the months in his head: he hadn’t cheated on Solène for more than a year. He’d become faithful almost without realising it. At Vogelzug, among the passion flowers fighting the cause of illegal migrants, he had few opportunities of seeing girls dressed as sluts, showing off their curves and flaunting their breasts.

And even fewer of holding those breasts himself.

The girl who was undulating gently in front of him was called Bamby. A Fulani name. She was twenty-four, had the body of an African princess and was writing an anthropological thesis on patterns of human migration. She had contacted him quite by chance; he was part of a sample group of fifty professionals involved in migration management who made up her body of research. Fifty hours of interviews captured on a voice recorder … including one conducted with himself, a one-hour monologue apart from a few prompts, carried out in the Vogelzug offices.

Bamby had seemed captivated by his journey. François had laid it on a bit thick – the beliefs, the activism, the soul-searching ever since the carefree days of travelling light had given way to those of experience, the prime of life, success, seduction. She’d made him read over his words, by email, before they met again a fortnight later, a low-key, run-of-the-mill evening of discussion, without a voice recorder this time. Nevertheless, they’d allowed themselves a long embrace before parting. Call me if you want …

The charming doctoral student had called him back. She was snowed under with work. Her thesis, tutorials to prepare for uni, no room for a boyfriend, this simply wasn’t the right moment, so let’s save some time.

A stroke of luck: François shared more or less the same view of things.

Let’s save some time.

A rendezvous here, at the local Red Corner.

Barely had François entered the room than he lay down on the bed, faking a sudden bout of lethargy brought on by the three miniatures of vodka he’d drunk in the bar below the themed rooms. Saving time? It had taken the pretty young thing several hours to let herself be tamed.

Bamby crouched down near him, without false modesty but with a disarming tenderness. She confined herself to caressing him, just below the nape of the neck where the hair turns soft and fluffy. She was wrapped in a traditional African wax-printed pagne, the colour of the sun. A slim-fitting dress which hugged her body, reaching down to her ankles but leaving bare the upper part of her bosom and her brown shoulders. A little silver pendant disappeared under the elasticated border of the golden material.

‘Is that a bird?’

‘An owl. Do you want to see?’

The pretty doctoral student slid the African fabric downwards, very gently. It seemed as if a curtain were dropping, slowing for a second on her curves, then falling to her waist. All at once.

She had nothing on underneath …

Her breasts sprang out, magnificent, almost unreal; the little owl lay quivering in the valley.

The sun-coloured garment floated over her lower back, brushing against her navel, clinging on to her hips. Bamby stood up again, letting her finger skim down François’s neck, running into the top button on his shirt, then down, down to the flies on his jeans. The little minx had decided to drive him crazy!

She could only just have been a little younger than his daughter. This didn’t shock him. François was aware he was still attractive, silver-haired, reassuring. He knew how alluring money was, too.

Did money have anything to do with all this?

Bamby was swaying softly in front of him. Smiling. Acting like a butterfly that’s likely to flutter away at any moment. François forced himself deep into his thoughts, losing himself, so as to calm down, not fling himself too quickly on this girl, remain in synch with her rhythm. Would Bamby accept money? No, of course she wouldn’t. The simplest thing would be to see her again. From time to time. To treat her like a princess. The occasional present. A restaurant. A more elegant hotel than this suburban Red Corner. He adored these girls who enjoyed the double privilege of being beautiful and intelligent. He had noticed that – contrary to appearances – somehow that made them kinder than the others, because they arouse so much jealousy that they feel obliged to become your exemplary best friend so as not to end up being attacked. Obliged to learn to be modest as a means of survival.

Angels, which few men have the privilege of touching.

He has a soft voice, he likes talking. He likes to hear himself talking, more than anything.

His wife is called Solène. He has a little one-year-old girl. Mélanie.

A little scar forms a comma under his left nipple.

François’s state of arousal intensified as Bamby came closer, slipping her fingers under his shirt, undoing two buttons, lingering on his nipples. She fondled him for a long while and, for the first time, allowed him to place his hands on her breasts, for a few seconds, before she recoiled very slightly, as if burnt by the physical contact.

Or as if she still wants to play, was François’s preferred reading. Bamby stared at him defiantly, then turned around deliberately slowly.

‘I’m going to get a glass of water.’

François’s hands felt like orphans, but it was his eyes’ turn to be dazzled. Patience, he argued silently to himself, there will be something for each sense. Sight was the first to be favoured. As she walked across the room, Bamby let the sun-coloured wrap slip sensuously to her feet.

She had nothing on underneath.

Neither above the waist, nor below.

She moved away, passing in front of a stained-glass window, unleashing a stream of colours onto her skin.

A second later, Bamby was walking back, holding a glass of water, giving François a full-frontal view which left him breathless.

‘Do you like it?’ whispered Bamby innocently.

François sat up against the pillow. That was his secret with women. To never play the conqueror. Even less so when he was certain of having won.

He gazed at her adoringly, the way you accept a present you’ve hoped for so much that you pretend you don’t deserve it.

‘Ma belle, ma si belle, mon hirondelle, what the hell are you up to with an old fogey like me?’

‘Hush, François.’

Bamby moved towards him. She was wearing nothing but a hijab which covered her hair. When they had first met, the headscarf had surprised François; it jarred with the rest of this liberated student’s personality. It added to her ambiguity. Bamby drowned out his question in a peal of laughter.

‘Don’t you think I’m prettier like this?’

Of course, this divine temptress was right. The hijab prevented you seeing the oval shape of her face, concealing her round cheekbones in shadow, like a frame that focuses your gaze more clearly on the highlight in a painting, two eyes tapered like olive leaves, two iridescent, milky-white boats sailing through the mascara night, between the reed lashes, carrying two jet-black pearls glistening with honey.

A fragrance tinged with spices filled the room. Hidden speakers were churning out a constant stream of corny Middle Eastern-sounding tunes. François felt anxious – perhaps there were cameras watching?

Bamby was swaying her hips very slowly, barely even moving to the rhythm of the music, leaving François to fantasise that, as soon as she’d made up her mind, it would be over to him to make her naked body vibrate. That she’d be nothing more than an instrument in his hands, an exceptional instrument which only a few, select virtuosos were allowed to play.

‘You love me because I’m beautiful.’

Bamby had a voice that was almost childlike. Not husky, not that gravelly voice you found in female gospel singers.

‘I don’t know you enough yet. To know the rest.’

‘Close your eyes, then.’

François kept his eyes wide open.

Slowly, Bamby removed the scarf from her head. Her hair was long, black, braided.

‘I want you to love me with your eyes shut.’

The young girl climbed onto the bed. Sweeping aside all prudish distance in one stroke, she straddled François’s chest with her thighs, lifted her breasts to the level of his eyes, then her vagina to within a few centimetres of his stubble. Every inch of Bamby’s skin exhaled the scent of wusulan, the incense Malian women use to perfume their clothes and hair, and to oil their skin to bewitch their lovers.

‘Pleasure me. With your touch. Just your touch.’

Fine. François was more than happy to play along. This was not the first time he’d be making love blindfolded. He’d often found himself doing it, with Solène, at the beginning. Then it had stopped. That was why he was here, for that and that alone. He closed his eyelids. Bamby tied the headscarf around his eyes, and François, now unable to see, fumbled around, trying to reach the areolae around her nipples with the tip of his tongue, to feel the weight of her breasts in the palm of his hand.

‘Behave yourself now, Mr Suit-and-Tie!’ said Bamby in her irresistible little-girl voice.

Her delicate hand closed around his wrist, as if prising a naughty boy’s fingers from a tin of sweets.

Click.

At first, François was confused. His instinctive reaction was to try to pull off the blindfold covering his eyes. Impossible – first one wrist, then the other appeared to be shackled. In a fraction of a second he realised that, after tying the scarf, Bamby had placed him in handcuffs while pretending to play a kinky little game. The handcuffs must have been prepared in advance, he assumed, attached to the bars of the bed, behind the pillow.

This girl had planned everything. Fuck … what the hell did she want from him?

‘Be a good boy, mon petit Casanova,’ continued Bamby, ‘the game has only just begun.’

He dreams of living in a house above Marseille, in Aubagne. He has found a plot of land, at the foot of the Parc de la Coueste. He likes to call women mon papillon, mon hirondelle, ma libellule.

He loves wusulan, he refuses to touch me if my body isn’t perfumed with it.

He is demanding, sometimes even violent.

François remained hopeful as Bamby finished unbuttoning his shirt, as she brushed her body against his, skimming over him with her scent. It was only a game! Even more of a turn-on.

What on earth could the girl want? He had nothing to feel guilty about. He had no more than two hundred euros on him. To blackmail him? Well, she could bloody well take a hike! But in fact, now that Mélanie and Hugo were adults, that would give him a good excuse to leave Solène. He’d almost managed to put his mind at ease now, to relish finding himself like this at the mercy of this sublime girl. At forty-nine, he never put himself in danger these days, not any more, he had reached a point of equilibrium which felt so reassuring … until he felt the pain in his arm.

A jab! In a vein. That bitch had injected something into his blood!

François panicked, tugged at his handcuffs, considered shouting for help, even though he knew these goddamn rooms had padded walls, soundproofed so lovers could enjoy their intimacy without comparing the intensity of their orgasms with those of their neighbours. And on second thoughts, Bamby hadn’t injected him with anything at all. It had simply felt … as though something were being sucked out. This girl had taken some of his blood!

‘It won’t be long,’ whispered Bamby in a calm voice. ‘Just a few seconds.’

François waited. A long while.

‘Bamby?’

No one replied. He thought he heard crying, but that was all.

‘Bamby?’

He was beginning to lose track of time. How many minutes had he been here? Was he alone in this room? He really had to call for help now – too bad if they found him like this. Too bad about the embarrassment, the shame. Too bad about the explanations he would have to give. Too bad if Solène’s peaceful little world fell apart. Too bad if Mélanie discovered Papa was sleeping with a girl her own age. A girl he knew nothing about, really. Perhaps she’d been manipulating him all along with her tale of a doctorate, a sample group and an interview? Now that he thought about it, this girl was far too hot to be a PhD student …

He was about to yell when he felt a presence by his side.

He tried to focus, to identify Bamby by the scent of wusulan, but the spice-laden perfume filling the damned Scheherazade room infused everything; he strained to listen for the sound of footsteps, for breathing, the rubbing of a pendant on bare skin, but the never-ending solos, played on the oud, made it impossible to hear anything at all.

‘Bamby?’

François felt nothing more than a little pain in his wrist, barely a scratch, less painful than if he’d cut himself shaving. He only understood when he felt the warm liquid running down his right arm.

With all the precision of a barber, someone had slit the veins in both wrists.
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8.30 a.m.

In the long corridor, the chairs positioned in front of each door reminded Leyli of those endless hours spent waiting during parent–teacher meetings, first in primary and then secondary school. Often, she was the last to arrive, took the last appointment of the day, found herself waiting alone, for more than an hour, before being dispatched in two minutes flat by an English or maths teacher equally desperate to get home. Bamby, Alpha, the same story each time. Alone in the corridor, like this morning.

The FOS-HOMES offices wouldn’t open for half an hour, but they had let her in without asking any questions. Before 9 a.m. and after 6 p.m., in the shiny glass offices you found in the business districts, black women were identical ghostly figures. Indistinguishable. Leyli was anxious to be the first in the queue. It was barely 8.30 a.m. when, as she sat on one of the chairs, the lift doors slid apart and Patrice Pellegrin suddenly appeared before her.

‘Madame Maal?’

The FOS-HOMES advisor came towards her down the corridor that led to his office, looking surprised, as though he were walking along it for the very first time.

‘Madame Maal? Apologies, I don’t open for another thirty minutes!’

Leyli’s expression made it clear this wasn’t a problem – she had plenty of time, he didn’t have to make any excuses.

Nevertheless, Patrice Pellegrin fumbled for his words.

‘Um, er, OK, so sorry, back in a sec, I’ll just get myself a coffee.’

Leyli flashed him her prettiest smile.

‘Will you get me some croissants?’

Pellegrin came back ten minutes later carrying a tray laden with two espressos, a bag of pastries, two bottles of fruit juice and a basket filled with butter, jam and fresh bread.

‘Seeing as you’re here, do come in. You can share my breakfast with me.’

Clearly Leyli’s smile, the warm colours of her African tunic and her beaded plaits had done the trick. She wasn’t brave enough to tell Patrice that she drank litres of tea but never coffee. Insolence was a weapon to be used sparingly.

She dunked her croissant in the black liquid, hoping its soft spongy layers would soak up everything in the cup. Through the office’s huge plate-glass window, they had an unobstructed view over Port-de-Bouc – the tower blocks crammed onto the peninsula, the retail parks linking them to the mainland, the tentacles of the breakwaters floating on the sea. The streetlamps were going out, traffic lights were flashing, apartment windows lighting up.

‘I like to be up before everyone else,’ said Leyli in a soft voice. ‘When I arrived in France, I did my first cleaning job at the top of the CMA CGM tower in the Euroméditerranée district. I was up there every night. I loved it. I felt as though I were watching over the city, seeing it wake up – the first windows lit up, the first pedestrians, the first cars, the first passers-by, the first buses, all those lives beginning again and me about to go to bed, the opposite of the rest of the world.’

Pellegrin gazed dreamily at the panorama for a moment.

‘I’m on the other side, over towards Martigues, in a bungalow. I can’t see any further than the thuja trees that surround the house.’

‘At least you have a garden.’

‘Yes … And in order to enjoy it, I’ve got to leave really early in the morning, before all the roads get clogged up in Marseille. I get here ahead of time to slog through the files.’

‘Except when a tenant rolls up to get on your nerves.’

‘To keep me company!’

Patrice Pellegrin was a chubby forty-something and possessed the reassuring self-confidence of a married man, a guy whom a girl won’t readily let go once she’s found him, and who’s borne him a kid or two very quickly to be sure of hanging on to him for ever. A guy who, when he’s chatting sweetly to a girl, isn’t necessarily coming on to her.

‘I live over there,’ said Leyli, pointing at the eight white towers of the Les Aigues Douces area which stood lined up facing the Mediterranean, like sugar dominoes.

‘I know,’ replied the advisor.

They carried on talking for a few minutes while they finished their breakfast, and then Pellegrin took a seat behind the desk. He got out a file and invited Leyli to sit down in front of him. They were separated by the desk, a hideous thing in a light shade of pine. Playtime was over.

‘Now then, Madame Maal, what can I do for you?’

Leyli, too, had her files ready. She spread out a series of photos of her apartment for the FOS-HOMES employee, giving a running commentary as she did so.

‘I’m not telling you anything new, Monsieur Pellegrin, you know as well as I do that the one-bedroom apartments are all the same, no matter which block you’re in: twenty-five square metres, kitchen-living room, bedroom. How do you expect the four of us to fit inside?’

She stuck a few photos right under Pellegrin’s nose – her sofa converted into a bed each night, the children’s room where Bamby, Alpha and Tidiane all slept. Their things scattered around or piled up – clothes, school notebooks, paperbacks and toys. Leyli had spent hours staging these apparently impromptu photos, to ensure there was enough mess for Patrice Pellegrin to be aware of the urgency of the situation, and sufficiently little to prove she was still a good mother, well organised, school things neatly sorted, clothes folded, a spotless interior when it came to cleanliness. Just one issue, Patrice. We’re packed in like sardines.

Patrice seemed genuinely concerned.

Outside the window, the sun had suddenly risen above the tall corrugated-iron silhouette of the multiplex and now flooded the room with its rays, like a solar clock announcing that the city’s offices were now open. Almost without thinking, Leyli pulled some dark glasses from her bag. Glasses in the shape of an owl, two perfectly round lenses connected by an orange beak with two little pink pointed ears on top. They made Patrice smile.

‘Is the sun bothering you?’

He went over to lower the blinds, without asking for any further explanation. Leyli appreciated the gesture. Often, when she wore a pair of glasses from her collection in even the mildest of sunlight, ones costing five euros at most, she sensed others wincing in discomfort; aggressive people took her for a poser, manic depressives for a woman who was deeply unhappy. Leyli didn’t hold it against them. Who could have suspected the truth?

Pellegrin, on the other hand, seemed to view it as nothing more than an amusing eccentricity. As soon as the office was plunged into semi-darkness, Leyli lifted her dark glasses up again.

‘I quite understand, Madame Maal. But …’ (His eyes fell on a tall column of files in assorted colours, a pile consisting purely of applications for council housing.) ‘But I’ve got hundreds of families in the queue already, just like yours.’

‘I’ve found a job,’ said Leyli.

Patrice Pellegrin seemed genuinely delighted.

‘A permanent job, at the Heron Port-de-Bouc,’ she continued. ‘Cleaning the bedrooms and breakfast room, everything I love doing! I start this afternoon. If you find me a bigger apartment, now I’ll be able to pay. I’ve got an employment contract. Would you like to see it?’

She held out a sheet of paper. Pellegrin left the office for a few seconds to make a photocopy, then handed it back to her.

‘I’m not sure that’s enough, Madame Maal. It’s certainly a point in your favour but …’ (He stared at the stack of files once more.) ‘I … I’ll send you an email as soon as I have any news.’

‘You said that before, the last time. And I’m still waiting!’

‘I know … er … ideally, how much space would you need?’

‘At least fifty square metres …’

He wrote everything down on a sheet of paper. Without batting an eye.

‘In Les Aigues Douces?’

‘Or anywhere else – I really couldn’t care less, as long as it’s bigger.’

Pellegrin continued taking notes. It was impossible for Leyli to tell whether her request felt a bit surreal to the advisor. He reminded her of a father solemnly writing down a list of over-the-top Christmas presents asked for by his child. Pellegrin finally looked up.

‘Not too hard, then, living at Les Aigues Douces?’

‘We’ve got the beach, and the sea. That helps us cope with the rest.’

‘I understand.’

Patrice seemed genuinely moved. He tried to avoid looking at the tower of files again; it was becoming a nervous tic. Perhaps he pulled the same old trick on every tenant, and those goddamn folders contained nothing but blank sheets of paper.

He quite understood, he understood completely. He sounded like the kindly, well-meaning complaints manager of a prestigious store who’d been transferred to a council housing estate. Leyli tortured her beaded plaits by twisting them around her fingers.

‘Thanks. You’re a good guy, Patrice.’

‘Um … my name’s Patrick. But it doesn’t matter … You too, Leyli, you’re—’

Leyli didn’t let him finish.

‘You’re a good guy, but on balance, I’d have preferred to run into a bastard! Sure, I’d have given him the same old charm routine, but at least he’d have had the nerve to move my case to the top of the pile, he’d have shoved a rocket under the admin team, stood up to his boss. You, you’re too honest. Basically, it’s a bloody shame I just happened to be landed with you!’

Leyli had delivered her tirade with a disarming smile. Patrick Pellegrin froze for a second, his pen hovering in the air, wondering if she was joking, then burst out laughing.

‘I’ll do my best. I promise.’

Patrick seemed at least as genuine as Patrice. He got up and Leyli figured she had to do likewise. He stared briefly at the owl glasses perched on his client’s forehead.

‘They’re so you, those pretty glasses, Madame Maal. You arrive before dawn. You can’t stand the sun. Are you a night owl?’

‘I was. I have been, for a long time.’

He saw a veil of melancholy descend over her eyes. As the Mediterranean sun blazed overhead, Patrick Pellegrin pulled up his office blind again to welcome the long daily queue of tenants, while Leyli lowered her owl glasses onto her nose and left.

Patrick Pellegrin closed the file labelled ‘Leyli Maal’, and was just about to add it to the stack of a hundred-plus other files to be reviewed in three days by the joint commission, for at most only a dozen or so vacant apartments, when his arm stopped abruptly in mid-air.

Leyli Maal’s application had no chance of being successful for months to come, not even with this new job! Yet Patrick was reluctant to place it among the others. It felt as if that amounted to filing Leyli Maal away in the anonymity of hundreds of other single mothers, women of African origin sweating blood and tears to raise their families, to find a home, a job, to make ends meet.

Leyli Maal was unique.

Patrick was thoughtful for a moment, looking down at his cup of coffee, now empty, and Leyli’s, where a vile grey sponge was bobbing around on the surface, surrounded by soft crumbs.

Leyli Maal was in a class of her own.

For starters, mused Patrick, Leyli Maal was beautiful, wasn’t she?

Yes, indisputably. She was sparkling, quick-witted, disarming beyond your wildest dreams, but Patrick could sense, beneath the sequins in her eyes, the weight of years riddled with misfortune, below her rainbow tunic a weary body which no longer revealed itself to any man.

Was he imagining things? Impossible to be sure, but he was haunted by another question. Was Leyli Maal genuine?

Through the window, he saw her taking her place at the Urdy-Milou bus stop, waiting, standing, for a few minutes, then getting onto the 22, as packed as a cage stuffed with battery chickens. He carried on watching, following the bus until it disappeared around the corner with Boulevard Maritime, unsettled by his feelings of confusion. He felt an unexpected sense of complicity with this simple, unpretentious woman, he could even have fallen in love with her very easily, and yet, without knowing why, he was convinced that Leyli hadn’t told him the truth.

Patrick continued watching the lorries moving along the Canal de Caronte for a moment, then closed the file labelled Maal again. Another ninety-nine files would be dumped on top of it before the day was over.
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