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To my parents.

To my brothers.





I meant to write about death, only
life came breaking in as usual.

Virginia Woolf






Can my whole life really come down to that one day?

It was the most beautiful, the most terrible, the most definitive day. Seminal yet destructive. Confronting me, in a sudden unbearable onslaught, with the incandescent breath of life and its exact opposite.

Oh, I lived that day. But I’ve never described it. Not to anyone.

And yet the memories are so vivid. Bitter. Brutal. But the wounds have healed over. Knitted together. It was a long time before I felt beauty was within my grasp again. Before it broke away from the unendurable images that I can’t stop seeing every time I close my eyelids, however fleetingly.

To this day, my heart – and how could it do otherwise? – continues to hammer home the fact that I did what had to be done.

I’m sorry.




Part 1

Years




1

My life

‘Yes, sir. I’ll make sure it’s done. My best wishes to your good lady wife.’

I put down the phone, amazed at myself. Does anyone else use that expression? It was already out of date last century.

I sound like an old woman, live like an old woman and only talk to old people. I am old. Old and lonely, that sums up my life.

But let’s begin at the beginning.

My name is Romane, I’m thirty-nine and I’m a GP, specializing in hypochondria with paranoid tendencies. It’s a niche specialization, but I apply it to myself alone – my patients can rest easy. More out of habit than choice, I live in Paris where I was born. I don’t travel much, because I’m frightened of almost anything that can take you further than a ten-kilometre radius. Getting into a car is an ordeal. As for a train, a boat or a plane – let’s not go there. I know the statistics: one crash for every twelve million flights, you’re less likely to die in an aeroplane than to win the lottery. Well, I find that terrifying because there may not be many of them, but lottery winners definitely do exist. I also don’t travel much because I’m frightened of spiders, snakes, anything that stings, bites or scratches, malaria, dengue, chikungunya, rabies, avian flu, being kidnapped by a mafia-like organization, having a heart attack a long way from a top-class hospital and dying of dehydration from a simple case of dysentery.

My panic attacks have been getting worse recently. To the point of obsession, some would say (including my psychiatrist). For six months now I’ve had bouts of what’s called hyperventilation. The minute something stresses me, I have this sense of imminent danger and I have to breathe into a small paper bag to get it under control. Picture the scene in the fruit and veg aisle of my local supermarket: a woman sitting next to the courgettes, suffocating because her hand happened to alight on a mouldering piece of fruit, and she thinks she’ll succumb to a hideous bacterial infection within the hour . . . that’s me. I have the pleasure of morphing into a panting little dog several times a day, and Air France sick bags have become my most trusty companions. By an extraordinary twist of fate, my friend Melissa is an airline pilot, and she’s become my official supplier.

Old, lonely, ridiculous and a hypochondriac.

I could add ugly, but to be honest, that’s not true. I get to see a lot of bodies every day, examining them with perfect safety thanks to my latex gloves, and I’m well aware that mine’s not the worst. But I still can’t help the fact that I don’t like my body, so I hide it under bland clothes.

I’m discreet, almost invisible. That’s what people like. People, not men. But then, the only man in my life is my father. I grew up with just him, protected by him, I’ve always followed the path he set out for me, and until six months ago I still lived with him. That’s how much I love my father. It almost chokes me. My therapist says my hyperventilating is just a somatic manifestation of my need for air, to break away from my father. ‘Wouldn’t you say there’s a disturbing connection between your breathing problems and your decision to move away from him?’ he asked pointedly. He’s probably right, particularly as the breathing hasn’t got any better, despite the move. On the brink of turning forty, I decided to learn to live without my father. I cut the ties. My psychiatrist assures me it was a good decision, and it was high time.

It was high time, but it was late coming. Far too late for my father to accept it calmly. I have tried to tell him that normal people with normal lives see their parents three times a year, and call them once or twice a month, so we don’t have to be so extreme, and yes, we can manage the transition from living under the same roof to different roofs, from constant surveillance of my every decision to a weekly phone call, and anyway it’ll spare him long years of hormonal upheavals and assorted mood swings . . . so he should be grateful, shouldn’t he? No, of course not. As far as my father’s concerned, this radical change in our daily lives is both incomprehensible and unacceptable.

For a few months now he’s only talked to me when he absolutely had to. It sometimes feels as if I’m dealing with a sulking sixty-five-year-old child who’s disappointed because he’s lost his favourite toy. His reaction hurt me at first – it was too harsh, too drastic – but then I got used to it. I actually think this temporary distance is what’s needed, it’s doing us both good. It’ll take time for my father to accept the new situation, but he’ll get there. Once he’s over the shock, our relationship will be more normal. More regular. And so will my breathing.

I’ve just realized that I’m talking about this like a lover’s break-up. You’re in really bad shape, girl. This is your father, there’s no break-up, this is a healthy move away. Breathe, Romane. Breathe.

Old, lonely, hypochondriac, pathetic, but I can heal myself. Or at least I’m trying.

*

After ending the call with my patient I allow myself a few minutes to have a glass of water and freshen up my face. It’s a blisteringly hot day and I have the unpleasant impression I’m in a hammam, minus the massage and the Middle Eastern pastries. I’m keeping my little paper bag within reach because the humidity is oppressive. My clothes cling to me, my patients cling to me, my gloves cling to me. On the radio this morning they said it would get to thirty-eight degrees. A record in Paris, even for the 15th of July. I’ve booked some time off at the end of the week and I still don’t know what I’m going to do. Nothing scares me more than ending up on my own – and God knows I’m scared of enough things. But I do have to take this time off: Paris empties significantly at this time of year, so keeping the surgery open doesn’t make any sense. As motivation to get out of this oven of a capital, I keep telling myself that having some rest is bound to bolster my immune system. At least there’s that.

Flippedy flip, it’s hot! Yes, that’s how I talk. In my head I’m saying, Fuck, I can’t fucking take this shit-hole heat, but the idea dissolves before it passes my lips. I’ve bought a fan for the surgery, and one for my bedroom. Last night – thanks to the Bastille Day celebrations – I hardly slept at all. With my windows open, I heard the drink-fuelled altercations of the local soaks, and couldn’t help imagining some individual with unsavoury intentions looming into view at any moment. Even though I live on the fifth floor, so unless Spiderman has an evil twin, the risk of intruders is pretty limited. All the same, I couldn’t relax. I woke dripping with sweat several times. Which means people had better not push me too far today. That’s what I think to myself – like I’d actually clobber anyone who wound me up. As if. The truth is, I’m the same today as every other day: agonizingly polite.

I peel my blouse away from my back one last time and open the door. Madame Lebrun – seventy years old, such black hair it’s getting worrying and such perfect teeth they’re getting suspect – steps into my office.

She’s been a patient a long time and, according to my father, she’s an acquaintance of his: I know he saw her regularly when he worked as a park-keeper at Buttes-Chaumont. At one point I suspected they knew each other much better than they admitted.

Madame Lebrun, normally such a talkative woman, sits down without a word. I’m amazed by her silence. Worried by it.

‘Romane, dear, we need to talk, you and I.’

Madame Lebrun peers at me with her small dark eyes. She’s clutching her handbag on her knee, her face is unreadable. She’s never looked at me like this.

I don’t know this yet, but Madame Lebrun is about to change the course of my life.

In a few minutes’ time, nothing will be the same again. Ever.


OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg
Quercus





OEBPS/Images/9781529406443.jpg
>






OEBPS/Misc/page-template.xpgt
 
 
  
  
 
  
  
 
  
  
 
  
  
 
  
  
     
    
     
 
 

 
  





