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 			First Term

			Iris

			She let my hand go. Didn’t even wait until Mom’s car had turned the corner. I look at what’s left of her face under that mass of hair. She got trashy this summer. Bad make-up, hair-dye disaster. She didn’t say why she let my hand go. No need to: I get it. I’ve been getting it for ages. I got Dad’s illness. I got Mom remarrying. I got every pregnancy that followed. No one explains anything to me, but I get things the way a weathervane knows the way the wind’s blowing. So, I get that it’s over for hands. It’s a law in the new world—which is much older than me—that’s about to swallow me up on the other side of the gate.

			You won’t have a sis, Here.

			Fine. I slow down and let her get ahead in the back-to-school scramble, walk through the gate when my turn comes. The buildings draw my gaze upwards. The sun makes the yellow walls even yellower and the green shutters even greener. There’s a ginormous clockface, and it’s not even showing the right time: 2:28 P.M. I brace myself. Under the paint, plaster, and cement, inside the walls, deep in the invisible, I detect something I can’t yet name, something seriously fierce that inhabits the whole school and is seeping into my bones. That will soon be part of me.

			There’s nothing playful about this playground. It stinks of drains and tar. I hope that at least I don’t smell. Recently, something bushy has sprouted from my armpits; I get rid of it as soon as I can with the stepfather’s razor. I search for any familiar faces in the crowd; I find some. Old classmates from elementary school who are clinging to the straps of their school bags. Do I also have the panicked look of a parachutist? Émile is there. We shared the same desk every year. I ate his beet, he ate my spinach. He spots me and smiles, relieved to have a cheek to slap a kiss on, at last. We held hands, often. We hold hands right now.

			“Let’s hope we’re in the same class,” he says to me.

			I don’t reply. I do what I do best: I stand in the right place, neither too far ahead, nor too far behind, and I observe. It’s because I observe that I get it. I see what my old classmates, including Émile, haven’t yet noticed. A gap is forming in the schoolyard, between us and all the others. Last year, we were the big ones; today, we’re back to being the little ones. I observe. We’re too tense, too neat, too extra, too obvious. And I get it. All that I learned in my first schoolyard, just a few streets from here and already so far away, I must swiftly erase from my mind.

			My sister has found some friends on a bench. Even her laughter is trashy. Ingrid. We’ve got names that resemble each other, but as for me, no way do I want to resemble her.

			A bell rings. We’re rounded up under the shelter, us, the little newbies. The principal and the teachers blather on. Welcome speech, instructions to be followed. I listen to none of it. I’ll have plenty of time to read the school rules somewhere or other. Here, now, I’m too busy figuring out the other rules, those that aren’t written down, those that are unspoken, those that no one imposes but everyone obeys. Backpacks slung over just one shoulder. Sneakers worn without socks. Earrings to be silver. Scruffiness that’s carefully contrived. And everywhere in the schoolyard, in the bodies, in the corridors, that something I still can’t, as yet, define. Something both hostile and thrilling.

			They take attendance, then we’re dispatched. Our old gang from elementary school blown apart.

			I merge into the row, among other girls and boys my age. I memorize the faces of my new class. Émile joins his. Three steps separate us: an intercontinental fault. His fingers, stranded, seem still to seek mine. His mouth quivers. His nose runs onto his lip. My eyes, which I’m determined to keep dry, avoid his, and I hear bursts of laughter from the big ones.

			You won’t blubber, Here.

			Fine. For Émile, too, it’s over for hands.

			Pierre

			Oh great, you little sniveling brat, you don’t waste any time, do you? Sniveling like that, in front of the whole school, on your first day Here? You’ll go far, you sniveler, you’ll go very far, maybe even to the toilets from hell, over there, behind the sports ground. That’s what got me sniveling.

			That and the odd number.

			I shove my hands deep in my pockets, my chin down on my neck, my head between my shoulders. This doesn’t make me particularly inconspicuous, but how to put it . . .  it’s habit. Even over the summer, in the stifling shade of my room, high on anti-mosquito spray, fanned air, and blaring rap, I slumped. Now I trudge up the stairs. In front of me, twenty-six backs are bursting out of sleeveless tees. Some arched, some muscular, some plump, some tattooed, some hunched—but not as hunched as me. Twenty-six backs that I stared at for my entire first year Here.

			What if things were different, this time around?

			Second floor. One higher than last year, one lower than next year. All floors are the same. Checkered floor tiles, epileptic neon lights, doors that slam, graffiti galore. There are even shoe prints on the ceiling. Not the sort from throwing sneakers up in the air, oh no, the traces of steps taken, left, right, left, right, from one end of the corridor to the other. It’s Théophile, the upside-down student, who made them. I haven’t seen Théophile, not yet—apparently, he hangs out on all the school’s ceilings. Don’t know if he really exists, but it wouldn’t be the weirdest thing I’ve seen Here.

			“Hurry up, hurry up.”

			Stressed out already, our teacher. He keeps pulling off and putting back the caps of worn-out marker pens that leave only phantom letters on the board. The day’s date squeaks out onto it. Everyone settles in their place, unpacks their things, reclaims their territory: chewing gum stuck inside the drawer, initials carved with a utility knife. Two chairs per desk, of course, and, of course, I’m on my own at the back of class.

			The odd number. The jack of spades. The lousy kid, even though I’ve never had lice, even though I’m neither fat, nor scrawny, nor greasy. Just the odd one over.

			I sit down. For now, my desk’s perfectly aligned with the others in my row, to within a pube’s breadth. It had been just like that on my very first day, I remember, and yet I still ended the year stuck to the wall. It was down to the legs of the desk. They edged backwards little by little. I tried to fight it. I’d put my desk back in place when classes were over. Next morning, every time, it had edged right back again; yup, during the night. A game like that, just let it go, bit like the footprints on the ceiling, gotta accept the phenomenon, end of.

			New year, new floor, new classroom, new desk. What if things were different, this time around?

			Bell. Math. Bell. Social Studies. Bell. Literature. One teacher follows another, all exasperated by the markers that mark nothing. It’s getting warmer and warmer; my bangs are sticking to my eyebrows. The windows don’t let any air in. A scorcher. I stare at the backs. Chairs are tipping. I spot papers, cans, smokes, videos being swapped: the dealing’s back on already. And the bullying. I’m hypervigilant. I’m expecting an eye suddenly to meet mine, that they’ll all remember my existence, and the consequences that’ll have.

			Nothing. No one clocks me. My desk doesn’t move. In the cafeteria, same thing, I pass unnoticed between the egg mayo and the expired yogurt. All around me, mayhem and menace, hollering and hugging. They’re the sea, I’m the reef.

			What if things were really different, this time around?

			I spend the afternoon with my head turned to the window, watching the pigeons shit on the benches in the schoolyard. I’m clammy, the pen slips between my fingers. Don’t know if it was lunch or what, but there’s some serious grumbling in my bowels. Right. The ultimate test. We get a short recess between each lesson. The classrooms empty out and the bathrooms fill up, just to grab a few minutes away. Usually, I stay in class on my own, but right now, it’s urgent.

			I hug the walls of the entire corridor.

			Stand outside the door to the bathroom. 

			Walk in.

			The laughter stops. Through the cigarette smoke, all faces suddenly turn to me. That’s it. For the first time since walking through the gate this morning, they see me. Not a word between them, not a word to me. They punch straight and they punch hard. I’m pushed around, and gobbed on, and shoved back over the boundary I’d crossed. And I know, while spitting out the TP they stuffed in my mouth and charging down the stairs, suddenly seeing horribly clearly, my gut killing me, yes, I know that from tonight onwards, my desk will start edging back again; from tomorrow onwards, all the harrying will resume.

			I cross the schoolyard, skirt the sports ground, enter the toilets from hell: sickening stench, permanently blocked pipes. I hit the familiar seat, the only one I’ve been allowed to squat on since arriving Here. Empty my bowels. It’s no good lingering in the toilets from hell—the longer you stay, the more you want to stay, and I’m already feeling the effects, maybe of the walls, maybe of the smells, but rather, I think, of what makes tables move backwards and ceilings be walked over, something embedded in every crevice of the school, shrinking me from all directions, and the lighter I become, the more I slump, every muscle in my back relaxes, I’m humiliated and happy as never before. I sob with relief.

			No, things won’t be different this time around.

			I’m the odd number, the jack of spades, the lousy kid, and no one can take that away from me.

			Madeleine

			Horses.

			Louise was forever drawing them. In profile, three-quarter view, and full-face, yes, even full-face. Whenever I drew a horse full-face, the teacher thought it was a bottle. Louise’s horses? Works of art. Realer than real. She’d play with shading to add contours, create hollows, make manes, nostrils, muscles, bone structure leap out from the paper . . . And the eyes, powerfully dark, with just enough brightness between the lashes. What depth in the eyes of Louise’s horses! I got the lovely feeling, when poring over her sketches, of plunging to the very bottom of a well.

			Phalluses.

			That’s what Louise is drawing today, in the margin of her page, with a 2B pencil. I hate the 2B. It’s oily and it makes a yukky noise. I only have HBs in my pencil case, only rose windows in my notebook. I gave up full-face horses for paper stained-glass windows. I draw them with a compass and then color them in, pressing hard on the lead for the outlines, then gently between each line, with light, oblique strokes that must never, ever go over the line. If they do go over, or my hand accidentally smudges the coloring, I rip up the page and pinch my thigh.

			Louise’s 2B is scrawling some obscenity on the rose window I’ve just finished. Her faint smile is swiftly dropped. The light from the projector makes her appear even bleaker to me. The teacher’s showing us slides from museums she visited on her travels. Art. At elementary school, it was our fave subject. Or rather, the subject we most liked to compare ourselves at. Now, Louise doesn’t compare herself with me anymore. Doesn’t need to anymore. She’s bored. She was already bored last year, and the year before that. She’s bored Here. Despite me. Because of me. A whole summer without seeing each other, without phoning each other, and we’re already struggling to find a subject of conversation. She talks to me about films I haven’t seen, I talk to her about books she hasn’t read. It wasn’t so complicated between us at the time of the horses. If we ever were friends, we’ve forgotten how to do it, but we stay together, despite the silences, because it protects us from the class. Hanging around alone, Here, is like becoming an odd one over, and that does scare me. It scares Louise, too, I think.

			“I saw one this summer.”

			Louise barely lowers her voice. The slides roll on. Searing flashes in the darkness. I shake my head; I don’t understand. With her 2B, she draws another phallus. Her eyes glint in the neat frame of her square bob. Silky hair. Silky voice. Silky skin. Fourteen years old, just like me. She looks eleven. She’s kept a supple, soft body, flat as a board, deceptively intact, whereas puberty is running riot over mine. She looks at me with a look that’s not really looking.

			“It’s like swallowing seawater.”

			Her lips half-open. Shadows and brightness, like the eyes of her old horses. Here we go. I’d like to put my fingers in my ears, not listen to her, not let her taint me, not already, not on the very first day, not the new me, the person I became on 31 August. I pinch my thigh.

			“And you, d’you meet anyone during your vacation?”

			There’s something judgmental in her question. Condemning. Disappointed in advance. No, Louise doesn’t compare herself with me anymore. She knows me well enough to know that I had no genital encounters, close or distant. No contact, ever, with anyone, or even between me and me. In the shower, I use the spray from the hand-held head; in the bathroom, three layers of toilet paper.

			“No.”

			It’s a lie, which I pay for with another pinch of my thigh, but, in all conscience, am at ease with. Louise leans back on her chair, voluptuously, though I don’t like that word. I know a whole load of words, but few find favor with me. Speaking spoils everything. It’s like telling a dream, and my dreams, they can’t be told. The one of 31 August, less so than the rest—I even scratched the date, with the point of my compass, onto the wallpaper in my bedroom, between the wardrobe and the bookcase. A secret pact. And yet, I was starting to despair. Books that were less and less satisfying, a life that was more and more faked. In the torpor of a siesta, I sought a way out, far away from the ugliness, beyond this bulky body that weighs me down more every day, and that sweats and oozes and bleeds.

			And that’s when it happened.

			A dazzling light beneath my eyelids. A voice in my left ear, an awesome voice. It said to me: “You Are Chosen” (yes, yes, I heard the capital letters). When I woke up, my muscles were taut, my calves rock-hard, and my left ear was ringing, painfully. I instantly knew that nothing would ever be as before, that I was being steered to embrace a destiny that was out of the ordinary, that the revolution in my world, in the whole world, was imminent.

			And since that dream of 31 August, everything has been exactly the same as before.

			Pimples have continued to erupt on my chin, the TV news hasn’t announced a single apocalypse, and the first day of term did, in the end, arrive. I’ve looked out for the signs. I looked out for them as I went through the gate this morning. I looked out for them during every hour in class, and every recess. I’m looking out for them right now, in the classroom, between two flashes of slide and two pinches of thigh. Because I’ve been Chosen, with the capital letter, I don’t know by whom, or why, but everything is just about to change; thanks to me; me with whom Louise has stopped comparing herself; me who’ll now no longer need to compare myself with her.

			End of the slideshow. The teacher claps her hands to wake us up.

			“A volunteer to reopen the shutters.”

			I jump up before Louise, every teacher’s pet, thinks of doing so. It’s me this school needs. I wrestle with the rusty catches of the window. In a few seconds the bell will go, lessons over. Something’s going to happen. Something has to happen.

			Here.

			I push open the green shutters. A shadow shoots out of the sun, skims over my head, swirls across the room, draws cries from the whole class, yes, even Louise, swoops over the desks, then leaves through the window just as it had arrived.

			The bell shrieks. The teacher sighs:

			“Right. A volunteer to clean up that pigeon’s droppings.”

			I gaze at the white feather that has fallen at my feet. I smile. There we are. That’s the signal. My new life is finally going to begin.

			Guy

			What the hell’s that name, there, under mine? The list is written in chalk on the old blackboard . . . what’s that expression again? Like in the olden days. When I started at this school, at the beginning of the very beginning, the blackboard was already on the first floor. And when we entered the second year, me and the rest of the class, the board moved up to the second floor with us. Ditto for the third year. And double ditto today: here it is, on the wall of the fourth floor, the very top floor, up the most stairs, which I’ve just had to climb, seeing as the elevator, hey, it’s for the teachers and the principal (and the prince). Don’t even know who unscrews this board for us, lugs it up for us, and re-screws it for us each time. It’s always there, faithful as ever, in its new position, on the Monday we all get back.

			And from the Tuesday, as usual, the list’s on it. Except that this year, the name under mine, right there, I’ve no idea who that is.

			“Oh, right, so we’ve got our pairs?”

			It’s Ariane who’s turned up. She looks like she fell out of bed. Out of the bus, too. She’s clearly not a morning person. Her heels make a crazy racket in the corridor. Normally, it’s against the rules, heels like that, but Ariane’s never been hit with a single warning. Same here, not one, when I do fuck all in class. But then, hey, that’s normal: on the list, we’re both among the Tops.

			All the same, what the hell’s that name, there, under mine?

			Ariane manages a fake kiss that doesn’t really touch my cheek, a less than half-hearted one, which at first warms me, then chills me. Ariane was my first crush and my first blow-off. She’s brought her supermarket basket, and I’ve got mine. It’s obvious she’s not that thrilled to be on collection duty with me, but hey, orders are orders.

			“I’m cursed.”

			Ariane has just read the blackboard. She covers her face with her hands, but not for long because it’s unworthy of a Top. The name under hers . . . oh yeah, that one I do know. I let out a laugh that even I think sounds pathetic.

			“You’ve got the lousy girl?”

			“I’m beyond cursed.”

			It’s one of the things I don’t really get, Here. That way everyone has of switching into “malediction” mode, as if it was really true. Personally, I don’t believe in either good luck, or bad luck. Well, I believe I don’t believe in them.

			“But that’s not possible,” I go to Ariane. “She’s an odd one over. She can’t be paired up. Not even as a Bottom.”

			“This year she can.”

			“Why’s that?”

			“Because of the foreign girl, dickhead. It changes the order. We’re not the same number in class, the balance is thrown. The lousy girl stops being a lousy girl, and it’s me who’s stuck with her all year.”

			So, we’ve got a foreign girl? Is that her name, there, under mine? I didn’t clock her at all yesterday; that’ll teach me for sleeping on the desk, but hey ho, I try to tell myself that she can’t be worse than the lousy girl or Christophe. He was my pair last year, Christophe, and I seriously didn’t think it possible to be more useless than me at grammar and comp. I got a shitload of zeros on my work and a right walloping at home. The list only works at school. To my parents, I’m not a Top. I’m a great fat nothing.

			“Ask the prince,” I go to Ariane.

			“Ask him what?”

			“To put you with another Bottom girl. Or Bottom guy. You might be able to swap.”

			The look Ariane throws at me. She barely reaches my chin, now, despite her starlet heels, and yet I still feel small.

			“Seriously, dickhead, you still don’t get it? It’s not the prince who writes the list.”

			“Who is it then?”

			Ariane is . . . what’s that word again? Dismayed, that’s it. I often have that effect.

			“How on earth can you, of all people, be a Top? It’s beyond me.”

			I laugh, even though inside I don’t really feel like it. It’s beyond everyone. The list isn’t about who’s popular with the girls, or who’s got the biggest one among the boys. I can’t really remember when it first started. One winter? One spring? In any case, it was in our first year. The names of everyone in our class written in chalk, two by two, one name on top, then a line, one name on the bottom, like fractions but with letters instead of numbers. Our class was cut in two, easy as a pear, that day. The pairs change every year, but one thing has never changed: the Tops have always stayed Tops, and the Bottoms always stayed Bottoms. It’s only our class that has such a list. And it’s only our class that has such a prince. I always thought it was down to him, the stunt of the names on the board, especially as his name’s never on it.

			If it’s not him, then who is it? Who’s paired me up with the foreign girl?

			The bell will go off soon, we mustn’t forget the collection. The others are starting to turn up and file past the board. The Tops, the Bottoms. Everyone wants to know who they’ve been paired with for the year. There’s some who smile, some who pull a face. But the list is the list. Me and Ariane, we stand around at the front of the class with our baskets. We let the Tops come in. Ariane gives them each a kiss, the real thing, making a sound at once dry and moist that resonates weirdly in my belly. I try to shake hands with some almost-bros.

			The prince arrives. He doesn’t respond to my “hi,” but hey, he doesn’t respond to those of the others, either. Everyone avoids looking directly at him; it’s forbidden. He sits on his usual chair. In the middle of the classroom. Alone. No pair for the prince.

			Then it’s the Bottoms’ turn. Me and Arianne hold out the baskets. We collect cash and smokes (lights don’t count, weed counts double.) I scope all the Bottoms. I’m looking for the foreign girl; I don’t find her. I don’t let on in front of the others, but it’s creeping me out, this girl I don’t know and who doesn’t know me, either. On top of that, I’ve never been paired with one—a girl—myself. It’s not that I’m already fantasizing or anything; I don’t even consider Bottom girls, on principle. But I did try my luck with all the Top girls in my class. Not one of them said yes. Losing face, that’s the worst that can happen. So I keep my head down, make out it’s me who’s no longer interested, and too bad that it’s shameful, quitting school at the end of the year without having made out, it’s still less shameful than only ever getting blown off.

			The collection’s nearly finished. Ariane’s basket is full; she’s better at it than me. The lousy girl—sorry, the ex-lousy girl—almost sobbed with joy at seeing her name under Ariane’s on the board, but she didn’t, phew, because blubbing in front of everyone, forget it, it’s a punishable offence; anyhow, she didn’t blub but she did pay her share for the very first time, even paid more than expected, while saying thanks-thanks-thanks to Ariane, who refrained from slapping her, seeing as now, hey, she’s paid and you don’t slap those who pay, unless they blub, that’s the rule. I feel a bit uneasy all the same.

			Meanwhile, still no foreign girl to be seen. I’ve got Christophe trying to negotiate with me. He didn’t cough up a quarter of what he owes us into the basket. Yet he knows how it works. He pays: he gets peace until the following month’s collection. He doesn’t pay: we make life miserable for him until he does pay.

			“Come on, dude,” he goes to me. “Chill. I’ve no cash on me right now. I’ll make up for it tomorrow, without fail, with interest.”

			I’d already gotten this whole cash-strapped number when he was my Bottom. A bad payer, that Christophe, as well as being bad at everything else. I swipe his high-tops and stuff them in the basket. They’re no big brand, but not trash either. With a bit of luck, they’ll be the prince’s size. The teacher might arrive late on purpose so as not to witness our little affairs, but he won’t be long now. Everyone in class is sitting in their new place, pair by pair, Top with Bottom, Ariane with the ex-lousy girl, and the prince bang in the middle. Everyone except me, still stuck at the door, kicking my heels. I can feel a fuck of a panic rising. What if she never turned up, this foreign girl? What if that made me an odd one over? The new lousy kid?

			And just then, I spot her: a student never seen before. In the corridor, in front of the list, chalk in hand, she’s writing. She’s writing on the board. A total no-no. I pounce on her and snatch away her chalk.

			“You can’t do that. You must never do that.”

			Eyebrows. I could almost forget the rest, but I stalled on her eyebrows, maybe because they form just one brow, linked by a little bridge of hairs above the nose. On the board, the harm’s done: a thick chalk line, just like the brow, right between my name and hers. The foreign girl has added a line above the line, and I twig that it’s no longer a dividing line at all.

			It’s an “equals” sign.
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