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			PRAISE FOR

			The Yellow Eyes of Crocodiles

			“Bonjour, book lovers. Get ready for best-selling French author Katherine Pancol’s American debut. It’s a charmer about forty-something sisters Iris and Joséphine, who have taken very different paths in life but come together when each finds herself in need of a little reinvention. Read it and ouip.”

			—DailyCandy

			“A satisfying read.”

			—The Washington Post

			“Lucky you! You’re about to succumb to France’s most irresistible writer! At the end of this delicious, tender, funny, heartwarming novel, you’ll feel as if Iris and Joséphine are part of your family.”

			—Tatiana de Rosnay, New York Times bestselling author of Sarah’s Key

			“Thought Parisian women are perfect? Think again. A delicious treat about separation, sisterhood, and turning tables.”

			—Inès de la Fressange, New York Times bestselling author of Parisian Chic

			“There is a gorgeous and invigorating zip and sparkle to the writing. You read it with a big smile.”

			—Elizabeth Buchan, New York Times bestselling author of Revenge of the Middle-Aged Woman

			“No wonder Katherine Pancol’s books are all bestsellers, reading her feels like coming home. Her characters become like friends and family members, and you long to know how they get on. The Yellow Eyes of Crocodiles has all the quirks, tensions, and belly laughs that family, friendship, and sisterhood can entail. It is touching, entertaining, and vibrant.”

			—Cécile David-Weill, author of The Suitors

			“This multilayered, well-paced tale will delight you with its entertaining cast of characters and madcap adventures from Paris to the wilds of Africa.”

			—Katharine Davis, author of Capturing Paris

			“Pancol deftly manages the constellation of characters in a clear-eyed, warmly funny tale.”

			—Kirkus Reviews

			“Pancol’s runaway French bestseller is a satisfying Cinderella story. . . . delicious.”

			—Publishers Weekly

			“Riveting . . . Delicious morsels involving every family member compel attention in a title that will appeal to fans of Marian Keyes and Olivia Goldsmith.”

			—Booklist
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			I’m here to pick up a package,” said Joséphine, stepping to the counter at the post office on rue de Longchamp in Paris’s sixteenth arrondissement.

			“Foreign or domestic?” asked the postal clerk, a bottle blonde with bad skin and an empty stare.

			“I don’t know.”

			“What’s the name?”

			“Joséphine Cortès. C-O-R-T-È-S.”

			“You have the delivery notice?”

			Joséphine held out the yellow form.

			“Can I see some identification?” asked the clerk wearily.

			Joséphine handed over her ID. The clerk grabbed it from her hand and climbed down from her stool, raising first one buttock, then the other. She waddled off down a hallway and disappeared, rubbing her back. On the wall, the black minute hand of the clock crept across the white face. Joséphine gave an embarrassed smile at the line lengthening behind her.

			It’s not my fault the package was put in a place where it can’t be found, thought Joséphine in a silent apology. It’s not my fault that it went to Courbevoie before being forwarded here. Anyway, where could it be coming from? Maybe from Shirley in England. Except that she knows my new address. It would be just like her to send some of that special tea she buys at Fortnum & Mason, a pudding, and some wool socks so I can work without my feet getting cold. Shirley always says that love exists only in the details. Jo missed Shirley, who had moved to live in London with her son, Gary.

			The postal clerk came back with a parcel the size of a shoe box.

			“Do you collect stamps?” she asked, hoisting herself back onto her stool, which groaned under her weight.

			The clerk blinked vacantly at the stamps, then slid the package across to Jo, who saw her name and old Courbevoie address on the coarse wrapping paper. The package’s long stay on the post office shelf had frayed the equally coarse string into garlands of dirty pom-poms.

			“I couldn’t find it because you moved,” said the clerk. “Comes from a long way off. Kenya. It’s been around the block, all right! Looks like you have too.”

			She’d said this sarcastically, and Joséphine blushed and muttered some sort of excuse. It was true that she’d moved, but not because she didn’t like her suburb, not at all. She loved Courbevoie, her old neighborhood, her apartment, the balcony with the rusted railing. To be honest, she didn’t like her new place; she felt like a stranger there, a refugee. She’d moved because her older daughter, Hortense, couldn’t stand living in the suburbs anymore, and when Hortense got an idea in her head, you’d better follow through or she blasted you with her contempt. Thanks to the royalties Joséphine was earning from her novel, A Most Humble Queen—and a big bank loan—she’d been able to buy a handsome apartment in a nice neighborhood. It was on avenue Raphaël, near the La Muette Metro station and beyond rue de Passy with its luxury boutiques, on the edge of the Bois de Boulogne. Half town, half country, the real estate agent kept stressing. Hortense had thrown her arms around Joséphine’s neck. “Thanks so much, Mom! Thanks to you, I’ll finally have a life, become a real Parisienne.”

			“If it were up to just me, I would’ve stayed in Courbevoie,” Joséphine murmured to the clerk, embarrassed, feeling the tips of her ears get warm.

			That’s new, she thought. I didn’t used to blush at the drop of a hat. Before, I knew my place—even if I wasn’t always comfortable there, it was my place.

			Unlike her mother or her sister, who could make people obey or love them with a glance or a smile, Joséphine was shy. She had a self-effacing way, apologizing for being present to the point of stuttering or blushing. For a while, she thought that success would boost her self-esteem. A Most Humble Queen was still on the best-seller lists a year after coming out. But money hadn’t brought her confidence. She’d even wound up hating it. It had changed her life and her relationships with other people. The only thing it didn’t change is how I feel about myself, she thought with a sigh. She looked around for a café where she could sit and open the mysterious package.

			It was late November, and night was falling on the city. A stiff wind was blowing, stripping the trees of their remaining leaves, which spiraled to the ground in a russet waltz. Pedestrians walked along looking at their feet for fear of a gust slapping them in the face. Joséphine pulled up her coat collar and checked her watch. She was meeting Luca at seven at the brasserie Le Coq on the place du Trocadéro.

			She looked at the package. There was no sender’s name.

			She walked up avenue Poincaré to the place du Trocadéro and entered the restaurant. She had a full hour before Luca would join her. Since her move, they always met in this brasserie, at her request. It was a way of getting acquainted with her new neighborhood. She enjoyed creating habits. “I think this place is too bourgeois and touristy, it has no soul,” said Luca dully, “but if you insist . . .” You can always tell if people are sad or happy by their eyes. They can’t hide the way they look. Luca always had sad eyes. Even when he smiled.

			She pushed the glass door open, spotted a free table, and went to sit down. To her relief, nobody paid her any attention. Perhaps she was starting to look like a Parisienne? She fingered the unusual almond-green hat she’d bought the week before, considered removing it, decided not to. It had three fat woolen bellows topped by a disk of ribbed velvet with a little wool stem, like a beret. With that hat, she was creating a personality for herself. Just before going to the post office she’d stopped at the lycée to see her younger daughter’s main teacher, Madame Berthier. She wanted to see how Zoé was doing, what with the move and getting used to a new school. At the end of their talk, Berthier had put on her coat and the same almond-green hat with three puffy bellows.

			“I’ve got exactly the same hat,” said Joséphine, holding hers out. “Look!”

			The coincidence of wearing identical hats brought the two women closer than their long conversation about Zoé had. They left the school together and headed in the same direction, still talking.

			“You come from Courbevoie, Zoé tells me.”

			“I lived there for almost fifteen years. I liked it, even though there were problems.”

			“Here, the problems aren’t the children, but their parents!”

			Joséphine looked at her in surprise.

			“They all think they’ve given birth to a genius, and they criticize us for not recognizing their inner Pythagoras or Chateaubriand. They bombard their children with tutoring, piano lessons, tennis clinics, sessions in fancy schools abroad. The kids are exhausted, and they either fall asleep in class or talk to you as if you were their flunkey. In fact, I just had a run-in with one of the fathers, a banker with all sorts of degrees and diplomas. He was complaining that his son had only a B average. I pointed out that a B was pretty good, and he looked at me as if I’d insulted him. His son! Flesh of his flesh! Getting a B average! I could practically smell napalm on his breath. It’s dangerous being a teacher these days. I’m not afraid of the kids as much as of their parents!”

			Madame Berthier clapped her hand on her hat to keep it from blowing off and laughed.

			They had to part when they reached Joséphine’s building.

			“I live a little farther on,” she said, pointing to a street on the left. “Enjoy your hat. Be sure to wear it. That way we’ll recognize each other, even from a distance.”

			That’s for sure, thought Joséphine. It stood up like a cobra rising from its basket. She almost expected to hear flute music and see the hat start swaying back and forth. She wasn’t sure Luca would like it.

			They had been seeing each other regularly for a year. Luca was writing a scholarly work for an academic press: a history of tears from the Middle Ages to the present. He spent most of his time in the library. At thirty-nine, he lived like a student. He had a studio apartment in Asnières, its refrigerator empty except for a bottle of Coke and a lonely chunk of pâté. He didn’t own a car or a television, and in all weather, he wore a navy-blue duffel coat that served as his home away from home. Its roomy pockets held everything he needed during the day. He had a twin brother named Vittorio, who caused him endless worry. Just by looking at the furrow between Luca’s eyes, Joséphine could tell if the news about his brother was good or bad. A deep furrow was a storm warning. On those days, Luca would be silent and somber. He would take Joséphine’s hand and slip it into his coat pocket along with the keys, pens, notebooks, cough drops, Metro tickets, cell phone, tissue pack, and his old red leather wallet. She had learned to recognize each object with her fingertips, even the brand of the cough drops. The two of them would get together on nights when Zoé slept over at a friend’s house or on the weekends when Zoé went to London to see her cousin, Alexandre.

			Every other Friday, Joséphine drove her to the Gare du Nord, and Philippe and his son, Alexandre, met her at St. Pancras. Philippe had given Zoé a Eurostar pass, and she would hop on the train, eager to be in her room in her uncle’s Notting Hill apartment.

			“So you have your own room there?” Joséphine had exclaimed.

			“Yup, even a hanging closet with lots of clothes, so I don’t have to carry a suitcase. Uncle Philippe thinks of everything. He’s really the best!”

			In that, Joséphine recognized her brother-in-law’s tact and generosity. Whenever she had a problem, or hesitated over a decision to make, she called Philippe.

			“I’m always here for you Jo,” he would answer. “You know you can ask me anything.” When she heard his kind voice, she immediately felt reassured. At the same time, a red flag went up: Careful, danger! He’s your sister’s husband! Keep your distance, Jo.

			Joséphine’s own husband, Antoine, the father of her two daughters, had died six months earlier. He’d been managing a crocodile farm in Kenya for his partner, a Chinese businessman named Wei. The business collapsed, and Antoine started drinking, getting into a strange dialogue with the crocodiles. They taunted him, refusing to reproduce, ripping down the fences, and eating the workers. Antoine spent his nights staring into the yellow eyes of crocodiles floating in the swamp, until one night he walked into the water and a croc grabbed him.

			In a tearful scene, Joséphine found the courage to tell Zoé that her father was dead. Zoé had said, “Now I’ve got only you left, Mommy. Nothing better happen to you!” She knocked on wood to keep the danger at bay. Hortense had cried too, but then declared that it was for the best, that being a failure had pained her father too much. Hortense didn’t like feelings, thought them a waste of time and energy, a suspicious self-indulgence that led only to self-pity. She had just one goal in life: to be a success, and nobody and nothing would stand in her way. She loved her father, of course, but there was nothing she could do for him, she said. Everyone was responsible for his own fate. He’d been dealt a losing hand and had paid the price.

			That was last June. Hortense had passed her baccalauréat exam with honors and left to study in England. She sometimes joined Zoé at Philippe’s and spent Saturdays with them, but most of the time she breezed in, gave her little sister a kiss, and immediately left. She was enrolled at Saint Martins and was working like a fiend. “It’s the best fashion school in the world,” she assured her mother. “I know it’s expensive, but we can afford it now, can’t we? You’ll see, you won’t regret your investment. I’m gonna become a world-famous designer.” Hortense had no doubt about it. Neither did Joséphine. She had complete faith in her older daughter.

			 • • • 
How much had happened in just a year!

			Within a few months, my life was turned upside down, Jo reflected. I was alone, abandoned by my husband, rejected by my mother, harassed by my banker. I owed everyone money. I had just finished writing a novel so my dear sister, Iris, could put her name to it and bask in the limelight.

			And now, I’ve started a new life. I’m waiting for Luca. He’ll have bought a copy of Pariscope, and together we’ll pick a movie to go see. Luca always made the choice, but he pretended to leave it up to her. She would rest her head on his shoulder, slip her hand in his coat pocket, and say, “Go ahead, you decide.” He would say, “All right, I’ll pick the movie but don’t complain afterward.”

			She never complained. She was still amazed that he enjoyed being with her. When she slept at his place, with him lying next to her, she would study the sparse decor of his studio apartment, the white light slanting through the venetian blinds, the books piled on the floor. A bachelor apartment. She snuggled closer. I, Joséphine Plissonnier, widow of Antoine Cortès, have a lover.

			She glanced around the café to make sure no one was watching her. I hope Luca likes my hat! If he turns up his nose, I’ll squash it into a beret.

			Jo’s gaze returned to the package. She untied the coarse twine and reread the address: Madame Joséphine Cortès. She carefully unwrapped the paper, glanced into the box. A letter lay on top.

			Madam,

			These are all the remains we found of your husband, Antoine Cortès, after the unfortunate accident that cost him his life. We want to say how sorry we all are, and remember Tonio with great affection. He was a good friend and colleague, always ready to do a favor or buy a round of drinks. Life won’t be the same without him, and his seat at the bar will remain empty, in his memory.

			His friends and colleagues at the Crocodile Café in Mombasa

			 • • • 
This was followed by a series of signatures of the people Antoine had known in Kenya. They were illegible, but even if Jo had been able to make them out, it wouldn’t have done her much good: She hadn’t met any of them.

			She folded the letter and unwrapped the newspaper from Antoine’s effects. She took out a handsome scuba diving watch with a large black dial whose bezel bore Roman and Arabic numerals, an orange running shoe size six—he hated having such small feet—and a baptism medal. One side showed a cherub in profile, its head resting on its hand. The other was engraved with Antoine’s first name and birth date, May 26, 1963. The last item was a long strand of chestnut hair taped to a piece of yellow cardboard, with a scribbled note: Hair of Antoine Cortès, French businessman. For Joséphine, the sight of the hair was overwhelming.

			This was all that was left of Antoine: a cardboard box sitting on her knees. But Jo’s husband had always felt like a child she had to hold in her lap. She had let him think he was in charge, but she was always the responsible one.

			“And what can I get for the little lady?”

			A waiter was standing in front of her, waiting.

			“A Diet Coke, please.”

			He walked away, a spring in his step. I have to start exercising, Jo thought. I’m putting on weight. She’d chosen the apartment so she could run in the Bois de Boulogne. She straightened up and sucked in her stomach, promising to sit up tall for several long minutes, to strengthen her abs.

			She started to think about the plan for her next novel. What would it be about? Should I set it today or in my beloved twelfth century? At least that’s a period I know about. I know the era’s sensibility, its romantic codes, its rules of social life. What do I know about life today? Not much. But now, I’m learning. I’m learning about relationships with other people, relationships with money, I’m learning everything. Hortense knows more than I do. Zoé is still a child, though she’s changing before my eyes. She dreams of being like her sister. When I was a kid, my sister was my model too.

			I used to idolize Iris. She was my role model. Today, she’s adrift in the half-light of a psychiatric clinic. The light has gone out of those big blue eyes. Her gaze wanders over me and then escapes into vague boredom. She barely listens to me. Once, when I urged her to be nicer to the clinic nurses, who were so considerate, she asked, “How do you expect me to live with other people when I can’t live with myself?” And her hand fell back onto the blanket, inert.

			The last time Joséphine visited, Iris’s tone very quickly rose from blandly neutral to sharp.

			“I’ve only ever had one talent,” she declared, looking at her reflection in a hand mirror that always lay on her night table. “I was pretty. Very pretty. And I’m starting to lose even that. You see this wrinkle? It wasn’t there last night. And tomorrow there’ll be another one, and another, and another.”

			She banged the mirror down on the Formica table and smoothed her black hair. It was cut short and square, and made her look ten years younger.

			“I’m forty-seven, and I’ve screwed everything up, my life as a wife, my life as a mother. My life, period.”

			“But what about Alexandre?” asked Joséphine unconvincingly.

			“Don’t pretend to be stupider than you are, Jo. You know I’ve never been a mother to him. I was an apparition, someone he knew, I wouldn’t even say a friend. I was bored in his company, and I suspect he was bored in mine. He’s closer to you, his aunt, than to me, his mother, so . . .”

			The questions that were on the tip of Joséphine’s tongue, the ones she couldn’t ask, were about Philippe. Aren’t you afraid that he’s going to make a new life with someone else? Aren’t you afraid of winding up alone? Asking would have been too cruel.

			“Then try to become a good person,” Joséphine finally said. “It’s never too late to become someone worthwhile.”

			“What a pain in the ass you can be, Jo. You’re like a nun who’s wandered into a whorehouse trying to save lost souls! You came all the way here just to lecture me. Next time, save yourself the trip and stay home. I hear you’ve moved, is that right? To a nice apartment in a nice neighborhood. Our dear mother told me. She’s dying to visit you, by the way, but refuses to be the first to call.”

			Iris smiled slightly then, a scornful smile. Her big blue eyes, which had looked even bigger since she’d become sick, darkened with jealous, nasty humor.

			“You have money now. Lots of money. Thanks to me. I’m the one who made your book successful, don’t ever forget that. Without me, you could never have done what I did: find a publisher, handle interviews, go on stage, have my hair chopped off on TV to get attention!”

			“You’re being unfair!”

			Iris raised herself in her bed. A strand of black hair that had escaped from her perfect square hairdo hung in front of her eyes. She jabbed a finger at Joséphine.

			“We had a deal!” she shouted. “I’d give you all the money, and I’d get all the fame! I held up my end of the bargain, but you didn’t! You wanted both, the money and the fame!”

			“Iris, you know perfectly well that’s not true. I didn’t want anything. I didn’t want to write the book, and I didn’t want the money from the book. I just wanted to be able to raise Hortense and Zoé decently.”

			“Do you dare tell me that you didn’t send that little bitch to rat me out on live television? ‘My aunt didn’t write the book,’ Hortense told everyone, ‘it was my mother.’ Do you dare deny that? You disgust me, Jo. I was your most faithful ally. I was always there for you. I always paid for you, always watched out for you. And the one time I ask you to do something for me, you betray me. You really got your revenge too. You dishonored me! Why do you think I stay locked up in this clinic, half-asleep and numbed with sedatives? Because I don’t have any choice! If I go out, everyone will point a finger at me. I’d rather die here. And when that day comes, you’ll have my death on your conscience, and we’ll see how you live with it.”

			Iris’s bony arms stuck out of her the sleeves of her bathrobe, her clenched jaws raising two little hard bumps under her skin, her eyes burning with the most ferocious hatred any jealous woman ever directed at a rival.

			“My God, Iris, you hate me!”

			“Well, well, you finally figured it out! Now we won’t have to play at being loving sisters anymore! I never want to see you again. Don’t bother coming back!”

			 • • • 
That had been three weeks earlier.

			Iris resents me, thought Jo. She resents my moving to the head of the line, to the place that was hers by right. But I wasn’t the one who pushed Hortense to tell the world about our deal. I wasn’t the one who broke our agreement. But how can I get Iris to accept the truth? She’s too wounded to hear it. Iris was accusing Joséphine of ruining her life. But it’s easier to accuse other people than to confront yourself.

			Just then, Joséphine caught a glimpse of her reflection in the café mirror.

			At first, she didn’t recognize herself.

			Was that woman really Joséphine Cortès?

			That elegant woman in the handsome tan coat with the wide velvet lapels? That beauty with the shiny brown hair, shapely lips, her eyes full of startled light? Was that actually her? The hat with the fat bellows proudly announced the new Joséphine. She gazed at the perfect stranger in the mirror. Pleased to meet you. How pretty you look! You seem beautiful and free. I would so love to be like you.

			Joséphine glanced at the brasserie’s clock: It was seven thirty. Luca hadn’t come. She took out her cell, dialed his number, got his outgoing message—“Giambelli,” spoken syllable by syllable—and left a message. They wouldn’t be seeing each other tonight.

			She decided not to wait anymore. She would go home to Zoé and the two of them would eat dinner together. When Jo went out, she left her daughter a cold meal on the kitchen table: breast of chicken with a green bean salad, a cup of Petit Suisse with fruit, and a note: I’m going to the movies with Luca and should be back around ten. I’ll come kiss you good night. I love you my beautiful daughter, my beloved. Mom. She didn’t like leaving Zoé alone in the evening, but Luca had insisted on seeing her. “I have to talk to you, Joséphine, it’s important.”

			She took the box with Antoine’s possessions and slipped it under her coat, hugging it to her heart. As she was leaving, the waiter stopped her to say, “Madame, I have to tell you I really like your hat!”

			 • • • 
The night was pitch black. Avenue Paul-Doumer was deserted. Joséphine walked quickly along the cemetery wall, past the gas station. Only the store windows were lit up. She tried to read the names of the avenue’s cross streets and to memorize them: rue Schloesing, rue Pétrarque, rue Scheffer, rue de la Tour . . .

			Boulevard Émile-Augier started at the end of avenue Paul-Doumer. She lived a little beyond it, past the Jardins du Ranelagh park. Just then, she spotted an elegant man doing chin-ups from a tree branch. It was an amusing sight, his raising and lowering himself by his arms. She couldn’t see his face; he had his back to her.

			That could be the start of a novel, she thought. A man is hanging from a branch. It’s completely dark, like tonight. He’s wearing a raincoat and counting the chin-ups. Women turn around to look at him, then hurry home. Is he planning to hang himself or attack a passerby? What is he thinking, suicide or murder? That’s how the story would begin.

			Jo was walking across the park now. It was a moonless night, and completely dark. She felt lost in a hostile forest. Rain blurred the passing cars’ taillights, whose glow cast a wavering light on the park. A wind-whipped branch brushed her hand, startling her. Her heart sped up, began to pound. She shrugged and started walking faster. Nothing bad happens in a neighborhood like this, she thought. Everyone’s at home eating a nice dinner or watching television together. The children have taken baths and put on their pajamas and are finishing their meals while the parents discuss their day. There’s no knife-wielding madman prowling around, looking for a victim. Joséphine forced herself to think of something else.

			It wasn’t like Luca not to have warned her that he wasn’t coming. Something must have happened to his brother—something serious, for him to forget their date. “I have to talk to you, Joséphine, it’s important.” He was probably at a police station somewhere, bailing Vittorio out. He always dropped everything to go get him. Vittorio refused to meet Joséphine. “I don’t like that woman, she takes up all your time, and besides, she’s a dimwit.” “He’s just jealous,” said Luca, amused. Asked Jo: “Did you stand up for me when he called me a dimwit?” He smiled and said, “I’m used to it; he doesn’t want me to take care of anybody but him.”

			The tree branches were swaying in a threatening choreography. It was like a dance of death, with the long black branches as witches’ rags. Jo shivered. A splash of icy rain stung her eyes, like tiny needles prickling her face. She couldn’t make out anything anymore. Of the three streetlights along the path through the park, only one was lit.

			She didn’t see the man sneaking up behind her.

			She didn’t hear his quick footsteps getting closer.

			She felt herself being yanked backward, pinioned by a powerful arm. The man clamped one hand over her mouth and stabbed her repeatedly in the chest with the other. Jo’s first thought was that he wanted to steal her parcel. With her left arm, she managed to hold onto Antoine’s package. She struggled with all her might, but soon got winded. She fell to the ground gagging and choking. He started kicking her. As he did, she got a glimpse of his feet. She noticed that his shoes had clean, smooth soles.

			She cowered, arms over her head, rolled in a ball. The package began to slip from her grasp. The man was swearing at her: “You bitch! You goddamn bitch! You fucking cunt! This’ll teach you to get up on your high horse! Now you’ll keep your fucking mouth shut!” The barrage of kicks increased along with the curses. Joséphine lay motionless on the ground, eyes closed, blood trickling from her mouth, as the man with the smooth soles walked away.

			After waiting a long time, Joséphine stood up, leaning her hands on her knees. She was panting, gasping for air. She tripped on the parcel and picked it up. The top of the package was slashed to ribbons. Antoine saved my life, she immediately thought. If I hadn’t been clutching the parcel to my chest—my husband’s things, his running shoe with the thick sole—I’d be dead.

			She ran her hands over her belly, her chest, her neck. She wasn’t hurt, but she suddenly became aware of a sharp pain in her left hand: It was cut and bleeding profusely.

			Joséphine was so shaken, she didn’t trust her legs to support her. She took shelter behind a large tree and tried to catch her breath. Her first thought was for Zoé. I can’t tell her about this, I can’t tell her any of this. She couldn’t handle knowing her mother was in danger. This was an accident, the man wasn’t after me, he’s a lunatic, he didn’t mean to kill me, he’s a lunatic, it wasn’t me he wanted to kill. The words were bouncing around inside her head. She leaned on her knees, making sure she could remain upright. Then she started walking to the big polished wooden door to her building.

			Zoé had left her a note in the apartment entryway: Mommy: I’m down in the basement with Paul, a neighbor. I think I’ve made a new friend.

			Still out of breath, Joséphine went into her bedroom and closed the door. She took off her coat and threw it on the bed, took off her sweater and skirt. Examining the coat, she found a streak of blood on a sleeve and two long rips in front, on the left. She wadded it up and stuffed it and the rest of her clothes in a big garbage bag, which she shoved to the back of her closet. She would get rid of it later. She checked her arms, legs, and thighs: no signs of injury. As she walked by the big mirror in the bathroom, she put her hand to her forehead and caught sight of her reflection. She was pale and sweaty, her eyes haggard.

			He had stabbed her with a thin blade. She could have died. Joséphine had read in the newspaper that there were some forty serial killers on the loose in Europe and wondered how many there were in France. But the disgusting things he shouted suggested that he was settling a score with someone. “You fucking cunt! This’ll teach you to get up on your high horse!” The curses flew through the air like daggers. He must have mistaken me for someone else. I paid the price for some other woman. Jo had to convince herself of that. If she didn’t, life would become impossible. She would distrust everybody, she would be frightened all the time.

			She took a shower, washed and dried her hair, and put on a T-shirt and jeans. She brushed on some makeup to hide any eventual bruises and added a touch of lipstick. Looked in the mirror, forced herself to smile. Nothing happened, Zoé can’t know about this, I’ll act as if nothing happened. She would have to live with the secret, unable to tell anybody. Or she would tell Shirley. She could tell Shirley anything. The thought reassured her. She opened the bathtub clean-out trap and hid Antoine’s parcel inside. No one would go poking around in there.

			Back in the living room, she poured herself a big glass of whiskey, then went looking for Zoé in the basement.

			 • • • 
“Mommy, this is Paul.”

			A boy about Zoé’s age in a black T-shirt bowed to her politely. He was skinny as a rail, with a quiff of curly blond hair. Zoé watched anxiously for her mother’s look of approval.

			“Good evening, Paul,” Jo said wearily. “Do you live in the building?”

			“On the third floor. My name’s Merson, Paul Merson. I’m a year older than Zoé.”

			It seemed important for him to point out that he was older than the girl looking up at him adoringly.

			“I heard some noise coming from the basement,” said Zoé. “Boom, boom, boom! So I went down and I found Paul playing the drums. Look, Mommy, he turned his storage space into a music studio.”

			“And you soundproofed it?” asked Joséphine.

			She was speaking with an effort, trying to ignore the staccato hammering of her heart.

			“Well, yeah. Have to, ’cause I make a lot of noise when I play. People complain. Especially the guy in the next space over. He’s a professional complainer, never happy. At the co-op meetings, he gets into fights with everyone.”

			“Maybe he has good reason.”

			“Dad says he’s a pain in the butt. We know him well. We’ve been living here for ten years, so . . .”

			Paul shook his head like an adult who was too smart to be taken in by appearances. He was taller than Zoé, but his face still bore signs of childhood, and his narrow shoulders hadn’t widened into those of a man.

			“Oh shit, here he is!” he muttered. “Run for your life!”

			Paul closed the storage space door on Zoé and himself, leaving Joséphine out in hallway. A very tall, well-dressed man approached, striding along as if the basement belonged to him.

			“Good evening,” she managed to say, flattening herself against the wall.

			“Good evening,” said the man, walking by without looking at her.

			He was wearing a dark gray business suit and a white shirt. The suit accentuated a powerful, muscular chest, the thick necktie gleamed, the French cuffs on his immaculate shirt sported two gray pearls. The man took some keys from his pocket, opened the door to his storage space, and closed it behind him.

			Paul came back out when he was sure the man had gone.

			“Did he say anything?”

			“No.”

			“Mom says his cellar space is really well set up, with a workbench and all sorts of tools. And he has an aquarium in his apartment. It’s very big with caves, plants, colored little buildings, and artificial islands. But no fishes!”

			“Your mother seems to know a lot!” declared Joséphine, who realized she could learn a great deal about the building’s tenants by talking with Paul.

			“She’s never even been invited into their apartment! Nobody visits them. I’m friends with the kids and you know what? They never have me over. Their parents won’t let them. Whereas with the Van den Brocks on the second floor, they have us over all the time. They’ve got a TV as big as the living room wall with two speakers and Dolby surround sound. When someone has a birthday, Madame Van den Brock bakes a cake and invites everybody. I’m pals with Fleur and Sébastien. I can introduce Zoé to them, if she likes.”

			“Are their parents nice?”

			“Yeah, super nice. He’s a doctor, and she sings in the chorus for operas. She’s got a terrific voice. She rehearses a lot, and you can hear her vocalizing in the stairwell. Fleur plays the violin, and Sébastien, the sax.”

			“I’d like to learn how to play something too,” said Zoé, who must have felt left out.

			“You’ve never played an instrument?” asked Paul in surprise.

			“Er, no,” she said, embarrassed.

			As Joséphine observed the exchange between the two kids, she could feel herself calming down.

			“It’s time for dinner,” she said. “And I’m sure Paul will have to go upstairs soon.”

			“I already ate,” he said, rolling rolled up his sleeves and taking his drumsticks. “Would you mind closing the door when you go out, please?”

			“Bye, Paul!” cried Zoé. “Catch you later!”

			She gave him a little wave that was both bold and shy. It meant I’d really like us to get together again sometime. . . . If you feel like it, of course.

			Paul didn’t bother responding. He was fifteen years old and wasn’t about to be impressed by a girl of uncertain charm. He was at that delicate age when you inhabit a body you don’t know very well, and sometimes behave in ways that are unintentionally cruel. The casual way he treated Zoé showed that he expected to be the stronger of the two, and if one of them had to suffer, it would be her.

			The elegant man in the gray suit was waiting in front of the elevator. He stepped aside to let Joséphine and Zoé enter first. He asked them what floor they were going to and pressed the button for number five. Then he pressed number four.

			“So you’re the new tenants,” he said.

			Joséphine nodded.

			“Welcome to the building. Allow me to introduce myself. I’m Hervé Lefloc-Pignel. I live on the fourth floor.”

			“I’m Joséphine Cortès, and this is my daughter Zoé. I have another daughter, Hortense, who lives in London.”

			Monsieur Lefloc-Pignel was very tall and serious looking. He had strong features in a rugged, angular face. A hank of neatly combed, straight black hair fell across his brow. He had very widely spaced brown eyes, heavy black eyebrows, and a somewhat broad, bumpy nose. His white teeth were immaculate.

			He really is tall, thought Joséphine to herself, discreetly sizing him up. He must be over six feet two. Broad shoulders, good posture, flat stomach. She imagined him receiving a tennis trophy. A very handsome man.

			Lefloc-Pignel was holding a white canvas bag flat on his open palms.

			“You’ll see, the building is very pleasant, most people are friendly, and the neighborhood is safe.”

			Joséphine frowned slightly.

			“Don’t you think so?” he asked.

			“Yes, yes of course,” she quickly answered. “But the paths aren’t very well lit at night.”

			Jo suddenly felt her temples getting sweaty and her knees weak.

			“That’s a minor detail. The neighborhood is beautiful and calm, and we’re not invaded by gangs of youths or have graffiti on the buildings. And we have trees, flowers, and grass. You can hear birds singing from early in the morning, and sometimes see a squirrel running around. It’s important for children to be in contact with nature.”

			He turned to Zoé and asked, “Do you like animals?”

			Zoé kept her eyes downcast, looking at the floor. She was probably remembering what Paul said about his basement neighbor, and was keeping her distance, in solidarity with her new pal.

			“Cat got your tongue?” asked Lefloc-Pignel, leaning down.

			She shook her head.

			“She’s shy,” said Joséphine, apologizing.

			“I’m not shy,” she protested. “I’m reserved.”

			“I see your daughter has a good vocabulary and a sense of nuance.”

			“That’s not surprising, I’m in ninth grade.”

			“Same as my son Gaétan. What school do you go to?”

			“Rue de la Pompe.”

			“So do my children.”

			“Do you like it?” asked Joséphine, afraid that Zoé’s polite silence was becoming embarrassing.

			“Some of the teachers are excellent, others are useless. The parents have to make up for the teachers’ shortcomings. I go to all the parent–teacher conferences. I’m sure I’ll see you there.”

			The elevator had reached the fourth floor and Hervé Lefloc-Pignel stepped out, carefully carrying the white bag on his outstretched hands. He turned around, bowed, and gave them a big smile before walking away.

			“Did you see that, Mommy?” asked Zoé. “Something in his bag was moving!”

			“Don’t be silly! He’s probably just bringing up some preserves or venison. Probably has a freezer in the basement. I’m sure he’s a hunter. Did you hear the way he talked about nature?”

			Zoé didn’t look convinced.

			“It was moving, I tell you!”

			“Zoé, stop making up stories!”

			“I like telling myself stories. It makes my life less sad. When I’m grown up, I’m gonna be a writer. I’ll write Les Misérables.”

			They ate a quick dinner, during which Joséphine was able to hide the cut on her left hand. Zoé yawned several times while finishing her Petit Suisse.

			“You’re sleepy, baby. Go on to bed.”

			Zoé trudged off to her bedroom. When Joséphine came to kiss her good night, she was already half asleep, with her doll, Nestor, next to her on the pillow. Zoé still slept with him even though he was worn out by many washes. She loved him so much that she would sometimes ask her mother, “Isn’t Nestor handsome, Mommy? Even though Hortense says he’s as ugly as a flea on crutches.”

			Joséphine found it hard not to agree with Hortense, but she lied heroically, searching for some hint of beauty in the shapeless, faded, one-eyed rag.

			“Are you comfortable in your new room, my love?”

			“I like the apartment a lot, but I don’t like the people here. They’re weird.”

			“They aren’t weird, darling, they’re different.”

			“Why are they different? That man we met in the elevator, he feels cold inside. It’s like he’s got scales all over his body so you can’t get close to him, and he just lives in his head.”

			“What about Paul? You think he’s all cold too?”

			“Oh, no! Paul . . .”

			Zoé stopped, then went on.

			“Paul’s got zsa zsa zsu, Mommy” she breathed. “I’d really like to be his friend.”

			“I’m sure you’ll be his friend, sweetie.”

			“Do you think he feels I have zsa zsa zsu?”

			“Well, he talked to you, and he offered to introduce you to the Van den Brocks. That means he wants to see you again, and he thinks you’re cute.”

			“Are you sure? I didn’t think he seemed all that interested. Boys aren’t interested in me. Now, Hortense, she’s got zsa zsa zsu.”

			“Hortense is four years older than you. Wait until you’re her age, and you’ll see!”

			Zoé studied her mother thoughtfully, as if she wanted to believe her but found it too hard to imagine that she could someday be as beautiful and alluring as Hortense.

			“Mommy, I don’t want to grow up. Sometimes I’m so scared, you have no idea.”

			“Afraid of what?”

			“I don’t know. And that makes me even more scared.”

			The thought was so apt that Joséphine herself found it frightening.

			“When do you know when you’re grown up, Mommy?”

			“When you make a very important decision all by yourself without asking anybody.”

			“You’re grown up. In fact, you’re very, very grown up!”

			Jo would have liked to tell her that she often had doubts, often left things up to luck or to fate or put them off until tomorrow. Suppose we never really completely grow up? she asked herself, as she stroked Zoé’s nose, cheeks, forehead, and hair, while listening as her breathing peacefully slowed. She sat at the foot of the bed until Zoé fell asleep, drawing from her daughter’s reassuring presence the strength to stop thinking of what had happened to her. Then she went to her own bedroom.

			Jo closed her eyes and tried to sleep. But each time she was about to drift off, she could hear man’s curses and feel his kicks battering her body.

			Tomorrow is Saturday. I’ll call Shirley.

			Talking to Shirley would calm her. Shirley put everything right.

			 • • • 
At the age of sixty-seven, Marcel Grobz was a happy man at last, and he reveled in it. He reminded himself when he got out of bed in the morning, repeated it to the mirror while he shaved, chanted it as he pulled on his pants. He thanked God and all the saints while tying his tie. As he splashed Guerlain eau de cologne Impériale on his face, he vowed to give 10 euros to the first beggar he met in the street.

			When he was showered, shaved, and dressed, Marcel went into the kitchen to pay homage to the source of all that joy: the crème de la crème of femininity, the Everest of sensuality: his companion Josiane Lambert, who was known as honeybunch.

			At that moment, she was busy at her AGA range, the model with the triple layer of vitreous enamel. She was frying eggs for her man. Swathed in the vaporous nimbus of a pink negligee, she watched her every move with furrowed brow and grave concentration.

			“How you spoil me!” exclaimed Marcel. “Such care, such refinement! And the best of all is the love you give me. You’re my happiness, honeybunch. You make me lyrical, happy, even handsome. I’ve become good looking, don’t you think? Women turn around in the street to look me over. I stroll along without saying anything, but I love it.”

			“They’re checking you out because you’re talking to yourself!”

			“No, honeybunch, no! It’s all the loving that makes me shine like a star. Look at me: Since we’ve started living together I’ve gotten handsomer. I’m younger, I glow. I’m even putting on muscles.”

			Marcel slapped his stomach, after sucking it in.

			“How’s the son and heir?” he asked. “Did he sleep well?”

			“He woke around eight, I changed and fed him, and he dozed off again. He’s still sleeping so don’t go and wake him up!”

			“Come on! Just one little kiss on the tip of his right foot!” Marcel pleaded.

			“No. Babies need to sleep. Especially at seven months.”

			“But he looks twelve months older than that! You saw he already has four teeth. And when I talk to him, he understands everything. Just the other day I was wondering if I should open a new factory in China. I was talking to myself, thinking he was busy playing with his toes. Well, he lifted that adorable face to me and he said yes. Twice! I swear!”

			“You’re hearing things, Marcel Grobz. You’re completely off your rocker.”

			“I even think he said, ‘Go, Daddy, go!’ He speaks English, too. Did you know that?”

			“At seven months!”

			“That’s right!”

			“Just because you put him to sleep with that Assimil language program? You don’t really believe that stuff works, do you? I worry about you, Marcel, I really do.”

			Every evening when he put his son to bed, Marcel turned on a CD designed to teach English. He’d bought it in the children’s section at WH Smith on rue de Rivoli. Marcel took off his shoes, stretched out near the crib on the carpet with a pillow under his head, and repeated the sentences of lesson number one in the darkness. “My name is Marcel, what is your name? I live in Paris, where do you live? I have a wife. . . . Well, sort of a wife,” he corrected in the dark. The soft female voice on the disc lulled him to sleep. He had never gotten past the first lesson.

			“Okay, he doesn’t talk it fluently, I’ll grant you that. But he does babble a few words. Anyway, I distinctly heard him say, ‘Go, Daddy, go.’ I’d bet my life on it!”

			“Then you better go buy some life insurance!” said Josiane. “Get a grip, Marcel. Your son is perfectly normal. That doesn’t mean he’s not a very beautiful baby, very alert and lively.”

			“I’m just telling you what I see and hear. I’m not making anything up.”

			Marcel jabbed a chunk of buttered toast into his fried eggs and sloppily mopped the plate with it.

			Josiane couldn’t help but smile. Marcel senior and Marcel junior were going to make a hell of a pair of rascals. It was true that Junior was smart and grasped things very fast. At seven months he sat bolt upright in his high chair and pointed an imperious finger at the object of his desire. If she didn’t do as he wanted, he would frown and glare at her. She didn’t know a lot about babies’ usual behavior, but she had to admit that Junior seemed very advanced for his age.

			Life had given Josiane two men, a big one and a little one, and they were sewing her a mantle of joy stitch by tiny stitch. She wasn’t about to let life take them away from her. Marcel had made her the woman who shared his life and repudiated Henriette, the long-nosed, shrewish wife they called the Toothpick. End of story, thought Josiane, and the start of my happiness.

			She had spotted Henriette prowling around their building, ducking behind street corners so as not to be noticed. But she was wearing her usual hat—the one that looked like a big pancake—and it was a dead giveaway. If you want to play undercover detective, you have to change your headgear, or you’ll soon be discovered.

			It worried Josiane to have her happiness spied on by a bony woman with knobby knees. It gave her the shivers. She’s on the hunt, looking for something. Looking for an opportunity. She’s stalled the divorce proceedings dead in the water with her demands. Won’t give an inch.

			Marcel pushed his plate back and looked up at her.

			“Something the matter, honeybunch?”

			“I’m a bundle of nerves today, I don’t know why . . . Everything’s going too well for us, Marcel. Some old raven is going to come perch on us—some stinking, croaking black thing, full of misery.”

			“No, it won’t! We’ve earned our happiness. It’s our turn to set off the fireworks.”

			“Yeah, but when has life ever been fair, huh? When has it been just? Ever seen that, you?”

			 • • • 
Iris reached for her mirror, feeling around on the night table without finding it. They’d taken it away! Probably afraid she would break it and use the glass to slit her wrists.

			Who do they think I am? And why shouldn’t I have the right to end my life? Why would they deny me that ultimate freedom, considering what life has in store for me? At forty-seven and a half, it’s over. The wrinkles are getting deeper, the collagen is gone, little pads of fat are gathering in the corners. I can see it happening every day. I use my compact mirror to inspect the skin behind my knee, spying the buildup of fat. And I won’t lose it by lying around all day long. I’m wasting away in this bed. My color’s as waxy as a church candle. I can see it in the doctors’ eyes. They don’t look at me. They talk to me like a graduated glass they pour full of drugs. I’m not a woman anymore, I’m a laboratory beaker.

			She grabbed a glass and hurled it against the wall.

			“I want to see myself!” she screamed. “I want to see myself! Give me back my mirror!”

			She picked up a spoon she took her medicine with, rubbed it on the sheet, and turned it around to see her reflection. All she saw was a face deformed as if it had been stung by a swarm of bees. She threw the spoon against the wall as well.

			Before, I existed because others looked at me, lent me thoughts, talent, style, elegance. Before, I existed because I was Philippe Dupin’s wife, I had Philippe Dupin’s credit card, I had Philippe Dupin’s address book. People feared and respected me, flattered me with their lies.

			She tipped her head back and gave a bark of angry laughter. It’s a poor success if it doesn’t belong to you, if you haven’t made it, if you haven’t built it brick by brick. When you lose that, you may as well go crouch in the street with your hand out.

			Iris was lucid, which magnified her unhappiness. She could be unfair when she got angry, but she quickly became reasonable again, and cursed herself. She cursed her cowardice, her frivolousness. Life gave me everything when I was born, and I didn’t do a thing with it. I let myself float along on a bubble of ease. I have to find myself another husband, and quickly. Richer, stronger, more important than Philippe. A huge husband. Someone to dazzle and subjugate me, someone I’ll kneel before like a little girl. Someone who will take me in hand, get me into the social whirl again. With money, connections, dinners out on the town. I’m still pretty. As soon as I get out of here, I’ll become the beautiful and magnificent Iris I was before.

			 • • • 
Joséphine and Zoé were eating breakfast when the telephone rang.

			“Joséphine. It’s Luca.”

			“Luca? Where in the world were you? I tried calling you all day yesterday.”

			“I couldn’t talk. Are you free this afternoon? We could go for a walk around the lake.”

			Joséphine’s thoughts were racing. Zoé was going to the movies with a classmate. She would be available for three hours.

			“How about three o’clock, near the boathouse?”

			“I’ll be there.”

			He hung up without a word. Joséphine held the telephone in the air, surprised at how sad she felt. Luca had been curt, without an ounce of tenderness in his voice. Her tears rose, but she blinked them away.

			“Is something the matter, Mommy?”

			Zoé was looking at her with concern.

			“That was Luca,” she said. “I’m afraid something must have happened to his brother. You know, Vittorio.”

			“Ah,” murmured Zoé, relieved that her mother was just worried about some stranger.

			“Do want some more toast?” asked Joséphine.

			“Yes, please!”

			Jo stood up, sliced the bread and toasted it.

			“With honey on it?” she asked.

			She was careful to sound enthusiastic so Zoé wouldn’t notice the sadness in her voice. She felt her heart had been emptied. With Luca, I’m happy intermittently. I steal my happiness from him, wrestling it away. I break into him like a burglar into a house. He closes his eyes, pretends not to see me, lets me rob him. I love him in spite of himself.

			“Hortense’s special honey?” asked Zoé.

			Joséphine nodded.

			“She wouldn’t be happy if she found out we ate it when she’s not here.”

			“But you’re not going to finish the whole jar, are you?”

			“One never knows,” said Zoé with a greedy smile. “When’s Hortense coming back, Mommy?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“What about Gary?”

			“I have no idea, darling.”

			“How about Shirley? Do you have any news?”

			“I tried to phone her, but she didn’t answer. She must’ve left for the weekend.”

			“I miss them,” said Zoé. “We don’t have much family, do we, Mommy?”

			“That’s true. We were shortchanged in the family department,” said Joséphine playfully.

			“What about Henriette? Couldn’t you make up with her? That would make at least one grandmother, even if she doesn’t like us calling her that.”

			Everybody used Henriette’s first name, and she refused to be called “Grandma” or “Granny.”

			“At least you have one uncle and one cousin, Philippe and Alexandre. That’s a start.”

			“It’s not much. The girls in my class have real families.”

			Zoé’s expression turned serious. What is she thinking about? Jo wondered, gazing at her daughter. Something’s on her mind. Zoé squinted and widened her eyes, they changed color, and her eyebrows knitted and relaxed. After a while she looked her mother in the eye and anxiously asked, “Do you think I look like a man, Mommy?”

			“Of course not! Whatever makes you say that?”

			“You don’t think my shoulders are too square?”

			“Not at all! What a strange idea!”

			“Because I bought a copy of Elle. All the girls in my class read it.”

			“So?”

			“Nobody should read Elle. The girls in the magazine are too beautiful. I’ll never be like them.”

			Her mouth full, Zoé was eating her fourth slice of toast.

			“Well, I think you’re very pretty and I don’t think your shoulders are too square.”

			“Yeah, but you’re my mother, so of course you don’t.”

			“Do you have any homework to do for Monday?”

			 • • • 
Luca was waiting near the boathouse. He was sitting on a bench, hands in his pockets, legs outstretched, his long nose aimed at the ground, a hank of brown hair across his face. Joséphine stopped and looked at him before approaching.

			The problem is, I don’t know how to love lightly. I want to throw my arms around the neck of the one I love, but I’m so afraid of scaring him that I extend a humble cheek for his kiss. Luca, you and I have been seeing each other for a year, and I don’t know any more about you than what you revealed on our first date. In love, you’re like a man who has no appetite.

			Luca had seen her. He stood up and gave her a light, almost brotherly peck on the cheek. Joséphine pulled away, already feeling the dull pain caused by the kiss. I’m going to talk to him today, she decided with the boldness of the very shy. I’m going to tell him my misfortunes. Why have a lover if you have to hide your pains and fears from him?

			“How are you, Joséphine?”

			“Things could be better.”

			Come on, hang in there, just be yourself. Talk to him. Tell him you were attacked.

			“I’ve just spent two awful days,” he immediately said. “Vittorio disappeared Friday afternoon, the day I was supposed to meet you.”

			He gave her a pained smile.

			“He had an appointment with the therapist who is treating him for his outbursts, but he didn’t keep it. We looked for him everywhere. He only returned this morning and was in terrible shape. I feared the worst.”

			He took Joséphine’s hand. “I’m very sorry I stood you up.”

			Feeling Luca’s long, dry fingers moved her. She pressed her cheek against the sleeve of his duffel coat, as if to say that it didn’t matter, that she forgave him.

			“Yesterday I spent the whole day and night on his sofa, waiting for him,” Luca continued. “When he came back this morning I was there. He was haggard and looked at me as if he didn’t know me. He ran to the shower without a word. I persuaded him to take a sleeping pill and to get some rest. He was exhausted.”

			Luca was clutching Joséphine’s hand as if to convey the anguish of his two days of waiting and dread.

			“I’m really worried about Vittorio,” he said. “I don’t know what to do anymore.”

			“I have problems too,” said Joséphine.

			Luca raised an eyebrow in surprise.

			“Something very violent happened to me,” she said, trying to make light of it.

			Just then, a black Labrador sprinted past them and dove into the lake. Distracted, Luca watched as it swam in the oily, greenish water, which made rainbow-sheen ripples. The dog’s jaws were open, and he was panting as he swam. His owner threw him a ball, and he paddled out to fetch it, his glossy black coat catching liquid pearls and water splashing in his wake. Some nervous ducks took to the air, cautiously settling a little farther away.

			“Those dogs are unbelievable!” exclaimed Luca. “Look!”

			Then, turning back to her:

			“You were saying, Jo?”

			“I was saying that . . . that someone almost killed me.”

			“Almost killed? You? That’s unbelievable!”

			“Friday night on my way back from our failed meeting, a man stabbed me in the chest. Right here!”

			She patted her heart to underscore the drama of what she was saying. As she did, she felt ridiculous. She just wasn’t credible as a victim in some news story. Luca must think I’m being dramatic to compete with his brother.

			“Your story doesn’t make any sense!” he said. “If you were stabbed, you’d be dead!”

			“I was saved by a shoe. Antoine’s shoe.”

			She calmly explained what happened. He listened while watching a flight of pigeons.

			“Have you told the police?”

			“No. I didn’t want Zoé to find out.”

			Luca looked at her dubiously.

			“For heaven’s sake, Jo! If you were attacked, you have to go to the police!”

			“What you mean, if I was attacked!”

			“But suppose this man attacks someone else! You’d be responsible! You’d have a death on your conscience.”

			Not only was Luca not taking her in his arms to reassure her, not only was he not saying, “I’m here, I’ll protect you,” he was guilt-tripping her and thinking of the next victim instead! Joséphine looked at him helplessly. What do I have to do to get this man to show some feelings?

			“Don’t you believe me?”

			“Of course I believe you. I’m just suggesting you should go to the police and file a complaint against persons unknown.”

			“You seem very well informed!”

			“With my brother, I’m used to police stations. I know practically every one in Paris.”

			Joséphine now stared at him in astonishment. Luca had brought everything back to his own story! He’d taken a little detour to listen to her, then closed the circle around his own unhappiness. He put his arm on her shoulder and pulled her close. In a low, weary voice, he murmured, “Joséphine, I can’t handle everyone’s problems. Let’s keep things light, all right? I feel good when I’m with you. You’re the only part of my life with any cheer, laughter, or tenderness. Let’s not spoil that. Please.”

			Jo nodded, feeling resigned.

			She thought to ask what he had wanted to tell her the other evening at the brasserie, but decided against it. Luca’s hand was stroking her shoulder, but it seemed to want to escape.

			That day, a little piece of her heart broke away from him.

			 • • • 
At nightfall, Joséphine sought refuge on her balcony.

			When she was looking for a new apartment, the first question she put to the real estate agent—before knowing the price, how much sunlight it got, what floor it was on, the neighborhood, the Metro station, the state of the roof and gutters—was always, “Does it have a balcony? A real balcony where I can stretch out and look at the sky?”

			Joséphine wanted a balcony so she could talk to the stars. She wanted to talk to her father.

			Lucien Plissonnier had died on July 13 when Jo was ten years old. Firecrackers were going off, people were twirling on dance floors, and the fireworks lighting up the sky were making dogs howl.

			Since then, Jo had developed a habit. Whenever she felt sad, she would wait until dark, wrap a quilt around her, go out on the balcony, and talk to the stars.

			All the things that father and daughter hadn’t said to each other while he was alive, they now shared via the Milky Way.
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