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Part I





Chapter 1

Onstage my mother was her truest self. I would see the transformation within moments, a slow-building intimacy between herself and the audience. Mid-scene she would remove her shirt with the ease of a man, as if taking off a pair of socks. Then she would hold her red curls with both hands and lift them high enough to expose the length of her neck, jut out her elbows and accentuate the slope of her shoulders. She could be whomever she wanted. In her one-woman shows she would address the audience as though they were old friends. I could feel her effect on them as they tilted forward, eyes wide, their pores opening in her presence. She carried this effortless familiarity out into the world. With strangers, she was joyful and gracious. She dazzled. In other words, she was a true actress.

She had been acting since her teenage years, but it was a lead role in the nineties, when I was barely five years old, that propelled her career and led to her solo acts. The play in question was Mère, a short, forceful production that ran eighty minutes without an intermission. It had a small cast: a man, his wife whom she played, their three young children, and the man’s father. It ended in a long scene where the mother kills her children in a bathtub. The potential for such a violent act wasn’t at first visible in the mother—although there was a hovering sense of unease, interspersed with moments of levity and tenderness. At that age, no one told me my mother was playing a woman who murders her children, but I knew offstage she would often choose to stay in character.

At home, she was a stranger to me. I wanted her to return to where she’d come from, as if she could be reabsorbed into herself. She was turned inside out, her interior laid flat along her skin for everyone to see. I preferred her right side out, a mother in the conventional sense.

I wanted to be proud of my mother, and yet most of the time I would find myself annoyed. What others admired in her seemed exaggerated and theatrical to me.

Well, it is theater, Mathilde said, when I complained.

But I want to be moved by her. I want to stand on my feet and clap with all of you.

What high school girl is moved by her mother?

A good one.

We love that you’re not good, Théo said.

Théo and Mathilde were my mother’s closest friends. Mathilde was a renowned designer in the theater world, specializing in embroidery. She tailored my clothes and made me dresses for special events. She had worked on the costumes for Mère. Théo, her husband, was a dancer. My mother had trained as a dancer in her youth and felt an instant kinship with Théo.

With me, my mother cultivated distance in a more deliberate way. I had memories of standing outside her room, knocking on the door. Maman, I’d say, thinking she hadn’t heard me. One day I transitioned to Anouk, hoping she might better respond to her name. Over time it became harder to say Maman; the soft consonants would belie the estrangement I so often felt around her. Anouk, on the other hand, ended with a sharp edge, and when I yelled her name, it was like throwing her over a cliff.

Her bedroom was smaller than mine, with a flimsy wooden door and a gap the size of my toe between the floor and paneling. I remember her voice on the other side, practicing the same line over and over again. I should have pulled you from that dark place and covered you with kisses. I would wait for her to open the door.

When we were alone, she’d look at me with a serious expression and say: We have to cut the cord. Too much affection is the greatest handicap. At those times, the difference between us would seem enormous, as if we were from two foreign countries, each speaking our own dialect. A mother is not a friend, she would like to emphasize, as if to justify our divergent views. It was true, we never whispered secrets to each other on the métro or hooked arms in the street. Those who didn’t know us well thought we were alike—that I, too, would become an actor one day. They thought it was the kind of profession you acquired from your parent the way one writer engenders another writer. But I had half her physical grace, my voice had never carried the same musicality or appeal, and I didn’t attract the stares of men on the street the way she did. She had little interest in turning me into a version of herself. She hadn’t taught me to act or dance. She took excellent care of her skin and teeth, but she’d never nagged me to take on her habits. In private, I’d peruse her dresses in the closet, touching the soft fabrics and silks, so unlike the synthetic items I wore. Most of all, I resented her for leaving me with the task of being the careful one, having to monitor everything I said. Over time I’d refined a look of blankness that would be misinterpreted as shyness or indifference.

And yet, even when she repelled me, I loved her with abandon. I would wake to her sounds every morning: the wooden floorboards creaking beneath her feet and water gushing from the faucet when she filled the kettle. I knew she had made sacrifices for me. I knew motherhood clashed with her self-realization. Some days I recognized a younger self folded into her majestic, long body. A vulnerability flared on her surface and made me wonder whether we’d be friends if we were the same age.

I wondered this because we were very close. We lived as roommates. It’s just the two of us together in this apartment, she would say, speaking with false affection, the old complaint seeping through. She called herself a single mother, as though she’d raised me on her own, but this wasn’t entirely the truth: I had a father who visited.

Friends of hers would come by and stay overnight, most of them actors she worked with. Clothes drenched in stale smoke, they filled our home with loud opinions and ideas on how I should be parented. We had a cat for two years, a long animal with thick orange hair that we inherited from a friend who had moved to another country. The cat never assimilated, resisted being held, and came to me only when I cried, rubbing her torso against my legs when she sensed my distress. One summer she escaped through the open window of our kitchen and never returned.

By the time I was in high school, we had lived in three apartments, each one smaller than the last as we moved closer to the center of Paris and finally to the Left Bank. Anouk’s friends didn’t understand why she wanted to live in an expensive neighborhood steps away from the Jardin du Luxembourg. They wondered how she could afford the apartment on her own. They blamed her bourgeois parents. You’re crawling back to your roots, they teased. But I knew it was something else. She loved Father, and this was a neighborhood he approved of. It was here, one afternoon in late June, not far from our street, that his other life crashed into ours, forever disturbing its arrangement.

I had just finished my French oral exams. I’d been wearing the same outfit all through the spring, black jeans faded gray from many washes and a blue tank top. I liked how the white lace of my bra showed under the thin straps of my top. At fifty-seven, Anouk was magnificent. Narrow hips and a lean stomach, a slight depression at her belly button, angular shoulders. Everything about her was long aside from her feet, the one ugly part of her body, red bunions and tiny toenails that she kept painted to distract from the feet themselves. They were the same size as mine. Even when she wore jeans in the middle of the summer, they slipped up her dry thighs with no resistance. I’d always known my mother was beautiful because of the comments friends and strangers alike made, but it was only in those previous months that I’d begun to understand how her beauty was rare. Most peoples’ faces eventually dissolved into other parts, whereas hers had become more defined over time, the bones shifting to their right place in middle age.

We sat side by side at a small round table on the sidewalk of a café, facing those sand-colored buildings with their shallow wrought-iron balconies. We could see the gates of the park at the end of the street, their golden spikes, and the overflowing greenery behind. It was late afternoon, the hottest hour of the day, and the pale façades of the buildings reflected onto the pavement, trapping heat into a furnace beneath our feet. Anouk bathed in the sun, sleeveless, a straw hat on her head. I told her to cover her shoulders; they were turning pink.

She was an energetic talker, and I rarely had to prod her along in conversation. She was telling me about a play she was codirecting with a friend, who had less experience than she did. She knew the ins and outs of putting together a show, from writing the script to setting up the décor. Although she wasn’t all that organized in her private life, she was a skilled director onstage. These actors, however, were novices. Anouk swung her neck to the side, cracking it gently. I shuddered at the sound of her body—the machinery made visible for a moment. She explained how it was important for her to know their lines. She’d garner more respect if she could correct them, finish their sentences.

How old are the actors? I asked.

Not much older than you, she said. They’ve just finished school. As soon as it’s time to break for lunch they disappear for an hour. Imagine, a whole hour to eat a sandwich. Not one of them stays to rehearse. They lack your discipline.

I smiled at the compliment.

A few families walked by us on their way to the park. The street was otherwise quiet. I unwrapped the speculoos cookie that came with my coffee, and then thought better of eating it, not wanting to gain weight before the summer. Anouk hadn’t finished her citron pressé. The lemon pulp settled on its surface in a thick layer. She drank it with no sugar.

Midsentence, Anouk paused. She had suddenly turned pale.

What’s wrong? I asked.

Her gaze was fixed on a woman across the street who walked back and forth along the opposite sidewalk. She held a phone to her ear. Nothing about her was familiar; I couldn’t remember ever seeing her before. She was around my mother’s age, dressed in a beige jacket and matching skirt, pale stockings and black heels, but didn’t look like anyone Anouk would know. Her hair was short and elegantly coiffed, a dark brown color. She wore a delicate scarf with a floral pattern that moved in the air as she walked by. We could hear her melodious voice punctuated by small bursts of laughter, her heels clicking against the pavement.

Do you know her? I asked. Anouk shushed me and looked down at the table, as if bowing to hide her face. She then brusquely took a ten-euro bill from her wallet and threw it on the table. Did she want us to leave? She seemed to hesitate, staying put on the edge of her chair.

But you haven’t even finished your drink! I said, gesturing at her citron pressé, where condensation marked the table around the glass.

Anouk’s face usually expressed her emotional state in all its movements, her eyebrows sharpening like arrows, her mouth widening into oval shapes, her voice rising in volume. She derived energy from charging into a fire. She rarely stepped aside. And yet now she was immobile, her lips drawn shut, as though this action alone might contain her emotions. But what were they? Why had her body shut down so violently? She glanced up at the woman and seemed to flinch. My own skin prickled in response and I, too, recoiled from her.

Let’s go, she said, standing up. She looked at the woman one last time and swept up her bag. As I got up, I saw the woman turn the corner and vanish from sight.

We took a shortcut through the park. We walked quickly and in silence, circling the fountain and the few tourists who sat on its edge. My sandals and feet were soon covered in a thin layer of dust from the gravel. We paused only once we’d arrived at Place Edmond Rostand to wait for the light. I tried to recall the woman’s face. But all I could remember was her outfit, the jacket and square heels as she waved her hand in the air, and the electric effect she’d had on Anouk. Were it not for this, I would have found her banal, forgettable even, but now that I thought about it, she’d acted like an important person, taking up the width of the sidewalk with her phone conversation. A woman lifted from another world.

At home, Anouk told me that the woman we’d seen walking down the street by the café was Madame Lapierre, Father’s wife.

I’d known about Madame Lapierre for as long as I could remember, though I’d never seen her in the flesh. I hadn’t even seen an image of her. I knew she had two sons who were older than me, and I supposed I could call them my half brothers. I stayed away from the newspaper articles about Father. While his political career flourished, I pretended to have little interest in current events beyond the culture section. Anouk read the paper front to back when I wasn’t watching.

I immediately knew it was her, Anouk said, pacing around the living room in circles. Her voice grew thin, saying how she’d always thought their paths would coincide once we moved to this neighborhood; in some ways it was bound to happen and she had steeled herself for the possibility of an encounter, but wasn’t it strange how she’d instantly detected her presence, like a radar sensing a disturbance in the field? She knew my father’s favorite park was the Jardin du Luxembourg. It made sense that he shared the same tastes as his wife, who exhibited her Roger Vivier shoes for all to see.

She was wearing the same shoes that Catherine Deneuve wore in Belle de Jour.

I winced when I remembered that Anouk had just bought a pair of similar heels for a fraction of the price.

Do you think she recognized us? I asked.

She’d have no idea who we are.

I looked away. In that moment, I saw it clearly, as if I’d been jerked from a stupor. Unlike Madame Lapierre and her sons, who enjoyed a public life with him and could claim him, we were nobodies, invisibles. I felt a layer scraped from me, a part of me gone. The exposure was sudden, and I shivered even though it was warm in the apartment. There were no public images to connect us to Father. If Madame Lapierre walked by me in the street, she wouldn’t know who I was. I imagined her brushing past, wrapped in silk.

I had such a distinct image of him then in our home, seated on the leather couch with Anouk, standing by the sink drying dishes, turning the page of a newspaper at the dining room table. Just thinking about him triggered an intense familiarity. I was his only daughter and the youngest of his children. He was my father. But Madame Lapierre had shaken that image of him, like seeing a stranger in your home take possession of your belongings. We were, I realized, on the wrong side of Father’s double life. I glanced over at Anouk, who had at last stopped pacing.

Is she what you expected? I asked.

I didn’t have any expectations, she answered sharply and then disappeared into her room.

I stood in the kitchen alone, listening to our neighbors as they prepared dinner. So Father’s other life had penetrated ours, in the same way that the sounds of families in the building swept through our apartment. But ours had been reconfigured, the elements settling into different corners, and I felt disoriented as I walked to my bedroom and shut the door.

I spent hours on the Internet searching for images. I zoomed into Madame Lapierre’s face to see if she had more wrinkles than Anouk, to see if her arms were wide and unformed beneath the jacket. I looked for defects, a reason to find her less beautiful, and I studied the photos as if they contained some kind of truth, evidence of why he stayed with her. Until then I had resisted the temptation to stalk them. Anouk believed if I didn’t look them up, it would be easier to live with the secret. But now that she had walked into our lives, I looked at dozens of photos of her, making up for lost time, and felt an unfamiliar greed overwhelm me. There was so much to discover.

Madame Lapierre had been pretty, with round cheeks and long, straight hair, dark eyebrows over almond-shaped eyes, a beauty mark at the corner of her lips that I hadn’t seen from a distance. Her style had become more severe over the years, jackets with shoulder pads, narrow skirts that stopped at her knees. She came from a prestigious literary family, the daughter of a writer who belonged to the Académie française, whose members were known as les immortels. Alain Robert was an old man with a tanned, wrinkled face and brilliant blue eyes, who appeared on posters in métro stations because he was always writing a new book on the dismal state of French literature and politics. It made sense that she would go on to marry a promising young politician who would become the minister of culture—my father.

When I was younger, I’d had a strange thought. If Anouk died, would Madame Lapierre adopt me? Would she and Father take me in? I projected my own idealized version of a mother onto this woman: maternal, warm, gentle. Anouk had raised me to think of her with disdain and avoid her name around the house, but in private I felt an inexplicable draw. I imagined how she would care for me. Hold my hand, take my temperature when I was sick, accompany me to school in the mornings. I imagined a look of concern on her face, the poor girl has lost her mother, it said. 

But if I died, what would happen to Anouk?

The more I learned about Madame Lapierre in the press, the more I felt my intuition had been correct—she was a discreet woman who didn’t flaunt where she came from. Yes, she wore expensive outfits, but she wasn’t the kind to give lengthy interviews that revealed sensational details about her life. When she spoke about her sons, it was with simple affection. She described the apartment that she and Father had lived in since before the boys were born, and the summers spent with her maternal grandparents in Dordogne. One photo showed her embracing the boys, her smile conveying contented bliss.

That night I had the first of a series of recurring dreams. Anouk and I were in a swimming pool. There was no bottom, and she needed to get out of the pool. I have to get out of here, she kept telling me, but she couldn’t pull herself out with the sheer strength of her arms. I offered her my shoulders. She stepped on them, one foot after the other, and pulled herself out of the pool. I drowned.
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