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         1
            prologue

            shadows on the walls

         

         One night a year ago in January, I got slugged in the face by a bouncer at Rex. I wound up on the sidewalk in a dress without a coat, and with blood all over my hands. L’Entracte, that lesbian club a little farther down the boulevard, was the last place on Earth I would have wanted to go. But I felt out of it enough to disregard that fact—enough, that is, to dissuade the incoming dipshits from getting too close to me.

         Right before, I was exiting the bathroom at Rex, having just shot up heroin for the first time in ages, and I already had that pleasant floating sensation as I headed down the hallway to the dance floor. I kept my eyes on the ground as I walked, an elastic band between my teeth so I could tie up my hair, when I came face-to-face with Alex. She had her arms crossed, arguing with the girl who had given me cause to leave her that morning. The girl was wearing one of my T-shirts under her jean jacket, a worn, sky-blue Jaws shirt with the title scrawled across it in red, Jaws also being Alex’s DJ name. Alex stared at me, amused, all of 5′2″, not yet convinced that our split was for real, used to me always forgiving her when she slept around. 2Except that this time, the excuse wasn’t “I just wanted to see if you’d be jealous” or “You were bugging me so I needed it” but “I was craving some adventure, you know—we’ll be back together in two weeks.” So there I was, with Alex standing in my way, acting like a smart-ass, and I remember saying she better tell me where I won’t bang into her like this, or things weren’t going to end well. And then everything happened very fast, even in my dope haze. I saw a glass going by in someone’s hand, I snatched it away, and I smashed it against Alex’s head. Back then, she wore her hair up, these short blonde dread things that never stayed pointy for long. The blood, starting to mix in, wound up holding them together better than whatever gel she was always slathering on to no effect. That’s the only retort I could manage; in the meantime, I tried helping her regain a little balance. Then the other girl started screaming into her hands. Honestly, she was the only one making a big deal; there were far too many people around for anyone to notice what was going on. Alex simply patted around, delicately hunting for bits of glass, and then, with this psychotic smile on her face, she grabbed my hands, forcing them flat against her hair, which was sticky with blood. It wasn’t so much the bouncer escorting me out that set me off, because I basically found that part laughable, this coat hanger of a man a full head shorter than me in my heels, who seemed unsure where to grab me without breaking my bones. What got under my skin was his hissing in my ear, saying, “Catfights get me hard.” So I punched him in the balls, hoping to grind them into a million pieces. Hence the slugging.

         I had savored every moment, immersed in the thick fog-machine haze of Rex’s basement, searching for a little corner where I could enjoy the music in peace. After all, it was my favorite club, dammit. Now here I was at L’Entracte instead, this secondary club that saw 3almost no action on weeknights, that never even threatened to heat up. As my eyes adjusted to the dim light, I noticed the tables topped with glasses and cigarette packs were all centered around mine. The clatch of trolls wiggling their asses on the dance floor would sooner or later be encircling me when they returned to their seats. But I felt too wasted to get up.

         I couldn’t get myself to focus on Alex, that mind-fucking worm; after three long years in a power struggle, I still couldn’t quit her. Nor could my brain concentrate on all the belongings I’d hastily packed and stashed in her garage, or on wherever I’d end up crashing that night, or on the drafts of air that were passing right through me as I lay there slumped in my slip dress. I even forgot that tonight was the first time I had worn a dress since meeting Alex, that I’d purchased it that same day with some shoes, firmly intending to pick up a man. At this point, I had only one interest: nodding off. Those final moments when your head’s weight starts dragging forward and your eyelids suddenly plummet into spiraling dreams—short but searing flashes of beauty, as only dope can provide.

         The kinds of dreams that feel all the more amazing after a long abstinence period—and the ones I had that night were really something special. I remember soaring over a vast expanse of barren, cracking land, watching an endless parade of ants stream off into the distance until an imposing monolith rose against the setting sun, dark and metallic like in 2001, which up close turned out to be a giant Coke-flavored popsicle stick, with dozens of hoses branching off to fill an array of soda cans. A second later and I had turned microscopic, standing at the foot of some immense trees, in a verdant clearing that smelled like melons. Fat drops of pregnant ovular dew pearled from the tips of flower blossoms. As they cascaded down, they distended, hanging in the air in the most abstract shapes, before 4softly crashing onto the mossy bed below, sparkling for an instant before they were fully absorbed. Kneeling by the banks of a pond, a dragonfly sat combing its hair. Her body was a patchwork, every beautiful shade in the rainbow, her transparent wings reflecting the pond’s clear, calm water. Hearing me approach, she shot me a startled look and asked why I wasn’t with the others, preparing for her birthday party. And that’s when I felt someone sit down beside me.

         I straightened up as best I could, ready to cast off the new nightmare before my eyes, but it was a familiar-looking face. Still, I didn’t know any twenty-year-olds, much less one who looked like this. She was so skinny that her shoulder blades, poking out from under her sweater, gently spread the wool’s stitching enough to reveal the color of the underlying T-shirt. And through each lock of black hair that fell around her features, you could see every ridge in her face jutting out from beneath her pallid skin. It was only when she pulled out an old Zippo that I placed her: Alice, little sister to Nikki, the guy I was with before Alex, and the person I had given this very lighter to. I wondered, was she a terminal case or something, and then noticed the vaguely Spanish girl standing right in front of us. She really didn’t seem like a regular here, despite her shaved head ripe with fine black peach fuzz. Almost as tall as me—a real rarity in a place where everyone struggles to be seen above their stools—more than anything she looked powerfully feminine in a black form-hugging dress, her olive skin perfectly powdered. That she was deigning to stand in my proximity could only be due to the fact that I also was wearing a dress; her contempt for the surroundings was legible from the haughty, prideful bearing of her head. Alice introduced her as her roommate, Pallas, but Pallas’s gaze was so frosty that I refrained from extending my hand. I blurted out that I didn’t have a home anymore; Alice replied with something about an impending move, before they 5departed for the bar and I went back to dozing. This time I was in an aquarium where obese Japanese koi glared at me, perplexed, when I tried to mount one like a steed. Rocks, glittering with gems, were visible in the distance, all shaped like syringes, with golden powder pouring from their gaudy stones, then splashing into lagoons that snaked through the surrounding vegetation toward a smooth, flat lake that had fused with the far-off horizon. Having here discovered the planet’s dope reserve, I was ready to dive in headfirst, my heart aflutter, before something touched my knee … It was Pallas trying to rouse me. With the music, I couldn’t hear anything she was saying, but I forced myself to seem attentive. The whole time she was talking, her eyes wouldn’t leave my fingers, which were still stained with Alex’s dried blood, and I remember thinking that though I’m sure she wasn’t perfect exactly, in certain circumstances she must have been stunning. Sitting at a booth a few feet away, a girl was puking between her feet. I could think of nothing more grotesque than watching some ugly bitch puke her brains out.

         Then came the cold—headlights from the occasional car and vapor escaping Pallas’s grumbling mouth: “Quit dining out every night, quit foreign friends dropping in for a month at a time.” Alice’s frail shoulder guided me to the bus stop. In the taxi, Pallas continued: “Quit parties, quit afterparties.” Alice gave me a look to show she wasn’t paying any mind. “Quit drugs,” Pallas went on, while I stuck my nose in the breeze out the lowered window, hoping to stave off the onset of nausea. I could just imagine my coat, hanging all alone on the rack in Rex’s cloakroom at the end of the night, and I wondered if I could go by and retrieve it the next day, but more so I wondered whether the rest of the dope would still be there, too. I also thought about Alex’s latest fling, the one who now seemed to be wearing my T-shirts. 6

         It was bizarre to be back in this apartment, here with a twenty-year-old girl, with people who were nothing to me, nothing except the little sister of the one guy I’d ever truly loved and this chick named Pallas who already hated me. The latter opened the door to a room that looked huge, empty other than a black leather couch and a massive TV. Alice pulled a drab gray heap from a closet, a quilt with a big black paint splotch, which I recognized from having slept in it for seven years with her brother. With a loud clack, I took off my heels on the hardwood, holding myself up with the back of the couch so I wouldn’t look so conspicuously far gone. Alice hugged me good night; Pallas added, “And quit blasting music”; and then I was alone. I sat there wondering if Alice remembered: that’s what I did, I made music.

         A yellowish glimmer was filtering through the slats of the shutters, somehow both weak and persistent, producing even, slightly fuzzy horizontal streaks along the bare white walls. The light came off one of the blackish cast-iron bells still found on facades across Paris, their feeble gleams sneakily weaving into old buildings through their battered wooden shutters. One such shutter was being held on by a piece of string, and a light breeze was making its shadows tremble. No noise could be heard from the bedrooms. The heat wasn’t on, and the room felt frozen in time, like furniture draped in shapeless white sheets. I couldn’t tear my eyes from the quivering shadows on the walls. For some reason, I was expecting one of them to actually move. To suddenly form a sentence, like: “Get out while you still can.” There were loads of other places I could have gone to get some shut-eye, but the prospect of heading back out into the cold, of hunting for a taxi in a neighborhood with no known landmarks—that frankly didn’t appeal to me. So I studied the shadows a little bit longer, and since they didn’t want to transform, I let myself get sucked into the depths of the couch.

      
   


   
      
         7
            chapter one

            the living-room couch

         

         1.

         A year and change later, and I was still slumped on the same couch—the only piece of furniture in the living room aside from the VCR and massive TV sitting right on the hardwood.

         For two months, it had served as my bedroom until Alice moved out, when I decided to set myself up with her old space. Now it was back to being a living room, which served no purpose except for the exhibits that Alice organized as her contribution to the rent. Decor was the least of our worries: we were so broke that as soon as any of us had a little cash, the squabbling would begin over who was in charge of what, who was reimbursing whom, and so nothing ever got bought. The result was a lifeless room. We’d visit it ten times a day, because that’s where our closets were, plus an entire wall of overflowing shelves next to a wardrobe also bursting with Pallas’s stuff, which occasioned numerous fights whenever I had something I needed to hang—but that’s about all the room had. The trestle table, stashed deep in the closet beside a half-dozen folding chairs, only came out for the occasional dinner party, while the TV and 8VCR stayed put, on loan from one of Pallas’s friends—both useless, since everything we needed we had in our bedrooms. The room only felt active whenever Alice had a showing. Every other month, she’d organize an exhibit for someone who didn’t have her gallery luck, and so then we’d get forty-some faces rolling in, all of them more or less familiar. It was a pain in the ass to always have to head to other rooms to avoid people, but all things considered I met some interesting folks that way.

         The apartment was spacious, but also fucking lousy. It needed a real hallway, not to mention bedrooms that were more spaced apart. Pallas’s was by the entrance on the right, then came two doors on opposite walls, one on the right going to the living room and one on the left going to my room, with the washroom, the toilet, and the kitchen also on the left. Pallas’s bedroom was bright, with an impeccable hardwood floor, but also tiny. Mine was enormous, even bigger than the living room but more fit for office computers, with hideous white polystyrene tiles on the ceiling and a scratchy, dreary gray carpet underfoot. It also had an unobstructed view of the employment agency below. So it was clear enough why Pallas selected her room instead of mine, but that was fine with me. I wasn’t a hardwood fanatic, I didn’t spend my days staring at the ceiling—the tiling was actually pretty good insulation from the neighbors upstairs—and anyway, I liked to keep the shutters closed.

         The common rooms had their own eccentricities. It was a spacious washroom, with white porcelain surfaces and all kinds of metal accents (all of which Pallas had bought during one of her spending sprees), but the tub itself was stupidly small, and the shelves in the vanity were too close together for a single bottle to stand up inside. The toilet room, capacious but welcoming, with walls entirely covered in flyers courtesy of Alice, had a septic tank that was always 9running. As for our kitchen, which looked more like a hallway, it was a constant inconvenience. All the outlets were blocked, the sink leaked all year round, and the stove’s hood couldn’t suck for shit. The space was largely obstructed by an immense couch that was already there before the girls arrived, invincible to our dethroning attempts, flouting any efforts to turn it around the hallway corner, even though it must have gotten here somehow. A red vinyl imitation of Dalí’s mouth couch: it may have tickled all our visitors, but the three of us had come to hate it, having stubbed our toes against it too many times.

         The apartment was also very poorly insulated, with noise being the worst. Pallas, jammed up against the stairwell, could hear people going up and down all day and night, and I was privy to the traffic taking the Rue du Chemin-Vert toward Voltaire, Bastille, or République. The only real pleasure was the way we chose to arrange our bedrooms. Pallas’s, entirely beige from the walls to the bedsheets, had nothing but a big wrought-iron bed with a matching chair being used as a nightstand, while everything else, from the stereo to the VCR, was stacked in a recess, hidden behind an equally beige curtain. The curtain also hid all of Pallas’s art supplies, untouched since she left ESMOD, along with her latest purchases (a digital camera and printer) that felt equally useless. The room’s only human touch, hanging on the left-hand wall though typically hidden behind the open door, was a large poster of Bowie in the Heroes era, with bits of Pallas’s own work encroaching over the top, plus countless Polaroids of our group, all composing an impressive collage that always invited examining eyes.

         My room was the kind I’d been dreaming of for years, back when I lacked a space to call my own. Sitting on the left as you entered were the mattress, TV, and VCR; the comforter’s feathers 10were flattening over time, and the navy-blue slipcover on top, the only one I owned, had gradually bleached from endless washing; and then on the other side, by the windows, I had set up my “home studio.” Shaped like an inverted L, it started with a small computer table facing the left-hand wall, then, blocking the left-hand window, the first folding table supported hardware: a bulky mixing deck, compressor, sampler, DAT, SPX, Groove Box, four-track, and CD burner. My Juno synth was in easy reach up front, and the second table, stretching to the second window, held both turntables, the stereo, and the speakers. Under the two tables were jumbled heaps of jacks, floppy disks, and DAT tapes, mixed with piled computer magazines and manuals, and all together the hundred-something cables and electrical relays looked identical to the heating-duct lair De Niro had to fix in Brazil. Continuing on in a straight line from table number two were my five hundred vinyl records, placed right on the carpet, with an equal number of CDs stacked in vertical piles, and capping it all off, in the right-hand corner of the room were eight cardboard boxes of stuff I’d been hoarding. Open but never unpacked, they contained videos, my Keyboard magazine collection, a handful of books, and a smattering of other objects that I regularly combed through hoping to reduce the number of boxes. Though I’d been here for a year now, I still couldn’t fully unfurl. Because I’d needed to move so often before, I was completely obsessed with feeling like everything I owned could be speedily packed back up when the time came. My only obvious knickknacks were a thick turquoise ashtray made of glass that sat atop a speaker, into which I dropped my small change, and an inflatable silver alien with a wide head and a single eye, which I’d brought back from a trip to New York with Alex. Folded into a seated position, I’d placed him at one end of the records, as if spying on them from above. The room was 11precision-tooled to accommodate the only two postures I frequently employed back then: sitting (for work) and lying down (for watching movies, fooling around, or going to sleep).

         2.

         Alice and Pallas had only been living together for a month when I showed up. Pallas had rented the two-bedroom with her girlfriend of the moment, who—shit luck—left her the night before they were supposed to move in. Then Pallas met Alice at a private showing, and the latter, waiting on housing details from the Cité des Arts, decided to settle here for the time being. So Alice and Pallas had only known each other a short time, but they’d developed an immediate camaraderie, a camaraderie based on shared obsessions: fashion, celebrity, and hard cash, spending all their welfare money at Colette and periodically racing out of the bathroom screaming with enthusiasm or incredulousness over whatever articles they’d been reading in Voici. Alice, consumed with anorexia, was no longer the sweet little kid I used to encounter with her brother. Now, at age twenty-two, she was nothing but a bundle of arrogance, capriciousness, rage, and uncontrollable weeping, but her issues were easy to take compared to Pallas’s princess act. Pallas was just emerging from a four-year fling with a girl who had always taken care of everything, and even if once upon a time she had been capable of fending for herself, now, at age twenty-six, that fling had eliminated any of her inherent street smarts.

         Not content with a mere phobia for housekeeping, she couldn’t handle dinners either, dinners that she would organize nonetheless, or more accurately where she’d simply drag our table out of the closet. Everyone, Alice and I as much as our guests, came duly 12warned: she’d be cooking, but nothing else. Therefore, it was only fair that each of us, in exchange, would dip our hands in the sink after—but her ego fooled no one. Any pushover who came to check on the broken TV, free of charge, couldn’t expect her to stay and keep him company. When we ate chicken, it was breast meat or nothing. When we rode in cars, she’d only get in if she could have the front seat, and whenever she decided it was time to go home, then at the drop of a hat we’d have to oblige, whether it was convenient for the driver or not. The most minor aggravations (benefits procedures, utilities) completely wiped her out, and she was always hurting somewhere or other. And so she’d wander from room to room in her Versace mules like a weary, resigned old man. But, in her defense, Pallas did have routine migraines, suffered from chronic lumbago, and on top of that had every allergy in the book (dust, mites, pollen, fur, feather pillows). Knowing her as little as I did early on, that side of her personality was by far the most charming.

         So in the beginning, I kept my distance. After seven years cohabiting with Nikki, one year spent bouncing around, and three more with Alex and her four roommates, all I aspired to was privacy behind closed doors. That was only possible at the end of the night, when the girls were done messing with the living room closets, but at least it was something. With Alice I was considerate, whereas Pallas I didn’t even approach. In their minds, there was no doubt I would claim Alice’s room once her studio opened up, but from my perspective, staying behind, just me and Pallas, felt out of the question. She had demanded I pay a third of the rent for what was still a shared living room, and so I found her unbearable. I kept it to myself, but it disgusted me that she wouldn’t let me collect my things from Alex’s place. Taking up more space in the living room, space that could be used for dinner parties, would have impinged 13on her mental health. If I stayed rather than find my own efficiency somewhere, which honestly wouldn’t have cost me that much more, it was because I lacked the pay stubs and savings for a security deposit. But I wasn’t worried about Alice’s impending departure; by then, I would already be gone.

         That is, until that moment finally came, in only the second month, before I’d had time to squirrel anything away, and so I found myself out on the balcony with Pallas, waving at Alice as she drove off in the moving van, asking myself what the hell I had gotten into. But strange as it might seem, Pallas underwent an immediate transformation. All it took was one phone call and a suitor of hers pulled up in a van to help me grab my things from Alex’s; then, as I started bringing boxes into the now-empty room, Pallas drew me a bath, shouting about a mattress she had at a friend’s place that I could now retrieve, and that she could loan me a little something if I wanted to buy whatever I was missing. It was like she’d been waiting for this moment all along, as if she knew that we’d only get closer once Alice had left. Alice, without being the direct cause, acted like a trigger for Pallas’s more trying qualities, and Pallas could tell that if she wanted to butter me up, then she’d have to cut the crap. The urge to do so felt even more intense because our tastes had considerable overlap (Marilyn Manson, Kevin Spacey in The Usual Suspects, potato puffs). This hadn’t escaped my notice, but I’d previously refused to indulge it, unprepared for what would result. I allowed her to serve me all evening, amused, expecting that it’d be back to the old Pallas the next day, but the charm didn’t wear off over breakfast, which she presented on a tray, nor over lunch while I set up my equipment, and I couldn’t tell, was it that she was taking a sudden interest in my work? But that night, as she started to yawn, I even held her back so our conversation could last a little longer, and 14longer still, until the early rays of morning. And from that moment on, we were inseparable.

         Our newfound friendship gave rise to a need to assist Pallas. Naturally, early on I felt tempted to show that the more she delayed in stemming her phobias, the more risk they’d only amplify, but she got so distressed that I always compensated by doing three times as much work. So now I was the one in charge of everything, from the dishes to the laundry to tidying up her room. Attaching myself to Pallas meant taking on a second, even trickier problem: her total lack of ideas about what she wanted to do with herself. Her talent for drawing was left to rot in a corner while she tried all sorts of other endeavors, without ever persevering with any specific one. An exhibit of Polaroid self-portraits for a small conceptual gallery, a performance at a nightclub, vocals for a trip-hop cut that wound up in DJ sets for years: each of her attempts was successful except when it came to generating a follow-up. Sometimes, having multiple talents can be a handicap … To change would have required catapulting her into a country where she didn’t speak the language, with no friends and no credit card—survival, pure and simple. From time to time, I pointed out that the people she envied, like Puff Daddy and Lauryn Hill, already multimillionaires by her age, had worked their asses off to get to the top. She fired back that she wasn’t aiming for the top—at most for a rich husband who wouldn’t object if she needed to get with women now and then. What she wanted was the superstar lifestyle, and in many ways she was already living it. From Marks & Spencer muffins to little bottles of Bon Marché orange juice to the latest Le Vernis from Chanel and daylight-hour cab rides, she never refused herself a thing. Whenever the bank sent her a letter, she’d call Mommy and Daddy, retirees from Nîmes who didn’t really have the means to help but who always managed 15to mop things up, however appalled and stressed they were about their only daughter’s misadventures. And in a show of solidarity, she would unearth little projects here and there, whether they were focus groups or medical tests—her particular habit, before swallowing even aspirin, of always nervously scanning the instructions for the list of “undesired or embarrassing” side effects … But that was Pallas. She’d barge in elated with some brand-new test product, then spend a whole month complaining of nausea, right back to her insufferable-princess ways, and yet one couldn’t help but be proud that at least she was trying.

         Among people who didn’t know her that intimately, she was perceived in two different ways, both equally disastrous. Girls exasperated by her haughty side saw nothing but a pretentious bitch, whereas those fascinated by her inaccessibility wouldn’t dare to make moves on her, scared to suffer the defeat of a lifetime. The same went for her occasional hookups with guys. Sex, in her case, was always rather complicated: if she was in love, then she couldn’t take things further physically, but if sex came first, then she wouldn’t fall in love. And that’s how the two of us wound up sleeping together.

         It happened by chance one night when we were talking about what we liked during sex. And because it felt so good, we started doing it all the time. But what should have remained recreational curdled into a nightmare when we were stupid enough to make out in front of Alex at the club. Alex didn’t care if I had one-night stands, but she blew a gasket if she thought it might lead to something more. So she started turning up at all hours, nuzzling up to me in front of Pallas, trying to demonstrate who held the reins here. It was a funny thing, making her jealous; it altered those few post-breakup experiences when she’d persuaded me to sleep with her again, only to leave me the next day feeling sick and abandoned, ducking out 16without the slightest clarity about whether we were back together or not. But it completely humiliated Pallas, who it turned out was, in fact, looking for something more, to the extent that eventually I had to tell them both to fuck off. Alex was thrilled to be done, but Pallas was convinced that free of Alex’s interference, we might still end up together. Maybe for her that was possible, but for me, even if I totally adored her as a friend, it felt like there wasn’t any substance I could cling to. So it all came to a stop, and Pallas went through a pretty little rejection period of obnoxious sarcasm until, through my own patience and tenderness, I managed to tame her once again. And since we had never really said we wouldn’t sleep together in the future, the seduction remained, binding us together that much more.

         3.

         And so, a year and change later, on a particularly damp night in May, I was slumped on the living room couch, where I typically landed when I found myself working too long. Whenever I had kept the bass thumping for hours, with the analog graphics dancing across the screen eventually looking like nothing but a bundle of jerking, tousled striations, like a lie-detector needle gone wild—that’s when I’d drop down there to rest. Sinking into its leathery depths, which comfortably embraced the whole of my body, felt like connecting to a brain-clearing machine; I got a soft calming sensation that let me review the fruits of that day’s work, then joyfully, even impatiently, greet the prospect of doing it all over again upon waking the next day.

         But this time, I was there to temper palpitations brought on by too much coke. Lying on my back, I glanced sideways at the huge 17unlit TV, its edges glowing in the half-light, and I giggled to myself about what a welfare worker would think if he came to check our lifestyle, the two of us benefits recipients—he would flip his lid, for sure. With TVs, VCRs, and stereos in every room, tons of clothing and CDs, monthly magazine subscriptions: all catch as catch can. Stuff that had fallen off the truck, publicist friends who brought us to sales or friends in retail who gave us their discounts. Even the cable hookup had been a ruse, asking Nikki to patch us into the upstairs neighbor’s connection. Even with our respective incomes, Pallas and I were really struggling. Our housing benefits covered our shares of the rent, our welfare checks reduced the burden for the first ten days every month, but for the rest, we juggled things as best we could. Pallas borrowed from her credit card, and I borrowed from Pallas. We lived in nonstop anticipation of the next payment or advance, which then inevitably went out the window through repaying our debts.

         A lot of things had changed in a year. Most positively, I had reconnected with Nikki, with Alice having sent him back my way; contrary to what I’d always been tempted to think, and which had made me hesitant to call him all these years, the fact that I had gotten into techno when he was still playing rock guitar didn’t change any of the respect we had for each other. Whereas the worst change was Alice’s anorexia, which now alternated with fierce bouts of bulimia. Alice was making conceptual photos—photos of feet—that met with instant success. Moving from “young fine-arts student” to “young hope for modern art” should have chilled her out some, but strangely enough, it only widened the gulfs she needed to fill. Advertorials for Swatch watches, action shots of Rollerblades, or pictures of Kangol bucket hats on clubbers’ heads as they pissed at nightclub urine-troughs: she started to take on all kinds of derivative work. 18Some part of her blithely reveled in trend-hopping like this—the reception from women’s media slipped the bounds of indecency—but another part of her was truly unwell. That’s the part that wanted to binge, vomit, then start back from the top, again and again until there was nothing left. Until the next time, that is. Except that even though she couldn’t keep anything down, she was still gaining weight, and that drove her crazy.

         I got up to grab a Coke from the kitchen. When I came back, my eyes lingered over the shelf in the entryway where we placed our mail and our keys. There was a pouch full of photos, a Post-it note in Alice’s handwriting asking us to hurry up and tick off the ones we wanted to remove. They were pictures of the three of us at a party a few weeks back. Generally, looking back at old photos is how you notice things have changed, like when you stumble across the first season of a TV show and the clothes and haircuts make you cringe. But in this case, it was seeing ourselves in our present forms that called attention to it.

         These days, Alice had shoulder-length hair like Björk, with brow-level bangs, but no hairdo was ever going to completely vanquish the sense of bulimia bloat. On her best days, her plump rosy cheeks and bulging electric-blue eyes made her look like a jolly little kid, but in her more troubling phases, like when these photos were taken, her face felt cruelly transformed. Her eyes had been sapped of all expression, nothing but blindly staring marbles, while her mouth, always so cheerful, mutated into a limply skewing orifice always open just a crack, like the stupor after an accidentally heavy infusion. Pallas wasn’t really at her peak here either. Her shaved head had grown back into a long black bob with thick, blown-out bangs, like a more severe take on Bettie Page. Whenever her forehead showed, she refrained from wearing makeup or dressing too 19fancy, making her look young and fresh. But whenever she pulled out her gaudy red lipstick and fluffed up her bangs to accentuate her Spanish features, she looked ten years older. As for me, my expression changed with my hair, which was now very short, very disheveled, as if when I cut it, my gaze also got a trim … I looked gone. As long as I was working, I felt present, involved, but otherwise, from the moment I stuck my nose outside, it was like I entered self-protection mode, afraid things were about to go ass-over-tit …

         I went back to the living room couch. Yeah, lots had changed in a single year. Alice was blowing more and more cash on clothes, but Pallas, through my intervention, was now making real strides toward limiting her overdrafts. Aside from the occasional dress she bought to refresh her evening wardrobe, she made do with mixing stuff together that she’d found at H&M (everyone, in fact, had started visiting H&M since their campaigns with Johnny Depp and Helena Christensen, whereas previously no one would have dared be seen wearing things that cheap). As for me, the change, which had kicked off with Alex, had been a slow one, but it now felt in-your-face. Gone were my years of ’70s clothes, my years with Nikki; nowadays I was always in T-shirts, jeans, and sneakers. I initially resisted by specifically wearing rock shirts, but now I only wore ones that Alex had given me in bulk. Label logos (Ninja Tune, FCom, Giant Step, Warp, Output …) or détourned ad slogans—it felt like a competition with Alex: a contest to see who’d be first with a new style or could produce the coolest designs. We made them on a computer before transferring them to whatever cut-rate T-shirts we could purchase wholesale: she’d roll up wearing Cindy Crawford’s head, with supermodels suck printed just above, and I’d counter with suck me over Evangelista’s face. But even if Alex still found my jeans “too rock,” there was no way I was going to switch to baggy 20pants like the rest of our scene. Three-sizes-too-big might look sexy with curves, but when you’re tall and skinny, it makes you look like nothing. And no way was I forcing myself to buy Northwave skate shoes that gave you duck feet. Sneakers, fine, but not just any sneakers, always leather Adidas, pre-1980.

         I wasn’t sure if the change owed to a dead-end sort of feeling, or if I’d simply wanted to escape my sense of exclusion from Alex’s universe, but there was one thing I felt sure of: my musical aspirations had shifted due to infatuation, not frustration. Before Alex, I played bass. I had only ever played with Nikki, both on record and on tour, and when we split I couldn’t find another band. I felt caught in a loop, conscious that the things I liked to play had no future because they were too passé. Then I caught my first set by Alex in a bar, then my first rave, and then everything else transpired from there.

         4.

         I lowered my eyes to check the time on the VCR. It was close to one in the morning. I had done it. I had stopped thinking.

         But now, it was already theoretically the next day, and it was time to face things head-on. So I got up and headed to my bedroom, and I picked up the envelope I had left on my bedroom carpet. I had given it a once-over with the afternoon mail: “Virgin” in the top-left corner. I had unsealed it so quickly when I got upstairs that I tore the first sheet inside. The letterhead read, “See enclosed for two copies of your contract.” The fucking contract, beyond my wildest hopes, because it had been under discussion now for six months. Three pages with all sorts of clauses, and on the second page, my advanced sum written out longhand … Then back to page one, where they asked me to provide a bank account number for the transfer. 21

         I don’t know what came next—I think I started crying.

         First I called Nikki, but I hung up as soon as I heard his voice. Even though he’d be nothing but extra-excited for me, the contract was a hundred times better than the one he’d just signed, so first I needed to figure out how to break the news. After that, I tried Pallas, who was out shopping with Alice, but I got her voicemail every time and hung up. After that, I stood outside the mailbox on the sidewalk, sticking a stamp to the envelope, with my bank account and signed contract inside. Afterward, I lay in my room, flat on my stomach, my cheek against the carpet, arms crossed beneath me, telephone and answering machine unplugged, afraid of getting a call to say they goofed up the sums. I stayed like that all afternoon, unmoving, listening to my heartbeat, and as soon as I closed my eyes, I saw doors opening onto dusty back-rooms where deluxe TB303s and TR909s, old Prophet-5 synths and Minimoogs all lay dormant just for me … After that, I visited Alex in the nineteenth arrondissement, pacing her bedroom up and down, shoving my copy of the contract in her face, trying to get her to lend me five hundred bucks to spend at her coke dealer’s two streets over. And then to cap it all off, I headed to Notre-Dame.

         There I was at the foot of this hulking behemoth I had always found incredibly moving. There I was telling myself that my time had come at last, that at last I was being given the chance to add my stone to its edifice … I was about to be something more than a former French rock bassist allowed to record a few electro sputterings for some crappy compilations. Here I was among tourists returning my smile but keeping their distance all the same, a little leery of my wide-open arms and my face that was drowning in joyful tears … A hundred thousand francs. A HUNDRED THOUSAND, HOLY FUCK! DO YOU KNOW WHAT THIS MEANS? 22

         Then I ran back home, ran all the way from Notre-Dame to the Rue du Chemin-Vert, like Denis Lavant in whichever Carax movie, I was literally flying, shearing through the warm late-May air. Pallas had left a note by the entrance: she had stopped back home for a change of clothes and was wondering why I’d called so many times without even leaving a message. She gave me the address for a private showing she was heading to with Alice, then for the restaurant they were going to next, before popping in at Pulp where Alex had a set scheduled. I tried calling her a bunch more, but I kept getting her voicemail, and that’s not how I wanted to break the news. I could have caught her in person anytime that night, but despite the obvious urgency, I didn’t want to be in a crowd at the moment. I wanted to stay right here bumping coke until I couldn’t anymore. So I wound up back on my bedroom carpet, on my back this time, and once again I just listened to my heartbeat. Except this time I thought it might give out, might ironically give up on me now, so close to attaining my goal. And maybe I would’ve liked that. To still be waiting for victory. To not have to measure myself against the impending outcome. Because all of a sudden, I was scared shitless. But I thought about Nikki and Alex and so many others who would have given anything for a contract like this, and I told myself I didn’t have the right. Yeah, as dumb as it sounds, that’s what I told myself. And then I tidied up the leftover coke and I made myself lie on the living room couch—that benevolent fucking couch.

         Now it was one in the morning and I was standing in the middle of my room, envelope in hand and completely flustered. A hundred thousand francs … Wild, wild shit. My phone started ringing. At that hour, it had to be Pallas just now turning her cell back on, but I took my time to pick up. My head was spinning too fast—I needed to move as slowly as possible to prevent from overheating … 23

         Right away, she asked “What’s going on?” in a flat tone of voice.

         I could hear traffic in the background. She must have gone out in the street to call.

         “Take a guess.”

         “No … It can’t be … The contract?”

         “Yeah.”

         “Oh my god! That’s awesome! How much? How much?”

         I wished she could have been right there with me so I could hold up ten fingers, then open and close them ten times more.

         “Ten times what I owe you,” I said softly.

         I could picture her eyes widening and instantly bringing a hand to her mouth to stifle a scream.

         “Oh my god,” she couldn’t help repeating it, “oh my god, it can’t be, that’s impossible!”

         So what if it’s possible, I wondered as I heard her go back inside Pulp where the music was pounding, shouting for whoever wanted to hear, “Louise got a hundred-thousand-franc advance! Louise got a hundred-thousand-franc advance!”
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            chapter two

            x-tazy roomalator™ rave on experience

         

         1.

         When the taxi finally pulled onto the top of Avenue de la Grande-Armée, I couldn’t sit still any longer. I hoisted myself up as best I could to stick my upper body out the lowered car window, trying to catch a glimpse of the Place de la Porte-Maillot below. Beside me in the back seat, Alice and Pallas sulked.

         “SUPER-MEGA RAGER!” I repeated over and over, trying to make them crack a smile.

         Alice got annoyed by traffic jams, and Pallas was anxious to learn if I had E in my pocket. She hated when I took things, convinced that when I did, I got too blotto to … I don’t know exactly, to be her friend anymore? She was probably pissed at the inscription on my new T-shirt, too, because the money she had loaned me that morning was supposed to go toward groceries. It was bright orange, just skimpy enough, with “drugs” written on it in white. Fine, five hundred bucks for a cotton sheath, it was a little excessive, but an opportunity like this called for high-level idiocy. I pulled the flier 25from the pocket of my jeans, unfolded it, and for the umpteenth time I reread its pretentious claim:

         
            Friday, June 2

            Detroit—London—Berlin—Brussels—Paris

            The best the under ground has to offer

         

         It was all anyone could talk about for two months, ever since the flier first started making the rounds. No address, obviously, otherwise the cops would have camped out for two straight months, but also no named affiliations or any indication of sound quality, which was truly unusual. And more mysterious still, no DJ list. Even when you met this or that person who’d been booked, no one could provide the full set list, no one had the faintest idea who the foreigners would be. That kind of secrecy suggested either a wild first-class rave, like in the early days, or a hyper-commercial crapfest with smiley-face T-shirt stands and other baloney. But everyone had decided to go and have a look, just in case.

         We were starting to see the Porte-Maillot in the distance, and it looked a mess, cars parked anywhere they could find, people strolling in between. We were still many hundreds of feet away and already things were bumper-to-bumper. I suggested we finish up on foot, but the girls didn’t want to hear it. Mostly, they were sulking because they didn’t know our final destination, when it was precisely that nothing was clear in advance that made the coming attraction so thrilling. My first rave with Alex … A real treasure hunt, that one, choosing which cars to follow by the strange getups of the people inside, stopping at every backwoods intersection to decode the chicken-scratch directions scrawled on road signs, and then, when we got close, dropping silent in the blackest night to 26suss out what might have been sub-bass or scan the sky for potential lasers. We eventually arrived at a giant warehouse—all it needed were showers to be a concentration camp. There was water streaming everywhere, and especially around the electricity sources, with sheet-metal walls so rusty that I avoided getting too close for fear of catching tetanus. But when Alex started mixing, it all became clear. Obvious. And it had been just the same with every subsequent rave, every night … By the edge of the square, we could finally move no farther; we stepped outside at last. Our butt cheeks were sticky with sweat from the leather back seat. On days like these, the pricks selling Coke cans for ten bucks apiece and little water bottles for fifteen made their weight in gold, while the entire city, the entire country even, dopily took it all in.

         I made my hand into a visor, trying to pinpoint Alex’s car, a metal-gray Ford Puma coupe. People were exiting the metro in clusters, others in cars expanded the traffic jam even farther. Everyone was heckling one another, waving greetings. It smelled like a highway rest stop, tires burning in the heat. Everywhere maps were unfolded over hoods, and everywhere the techno was pumping. But most astonishing were the cops, who were there to try and get the traffic moving, and who didn’t even seem interested in the cause of all this mess. Yet these same guys would carry out raids across France, barging in, blithely shoving anyone who wanted to negotiate, barking “shut up or I’ll knock your face in,” mangling ten thousand francs’ worth of gear in the process, just like that, for no reason at all. Unless these things were operating with really shady security, what the hell did they care if we blasted music without a single neighbor nearby? Half an E in your pocket got their panties in a twist, when they had pastis on their breath by seven in the morning. Why even do this job if they hated it so much? For the adrenaline rush they got every time 27they nabbed some unlucky fuck with skin that wasn’t the right shade of white? But here they were, gesturing the cars to inch forward or back, ridiculous in their little pleated jackets designed by who-the-hell-knows. Perfect little sniper targets—watch them dance, tightly clenching their ass. That would teach them the meaning of terror. Nothing felt creepier than getting hounded by a cop, because who could you turn to in that case? I was more afraid of cops than any psycho I met on the street corner at night. The power these guys had was downright obscene. That was one reason, among many, that we all wanted our work to break through. They couldn’t afford to force famous people to wait on the shoulder for half an hour, listening to them spout their little threats and dirty jokes. Scumbags.

         We eventually located the others, all grouped around Alex, who despite being 5′2″ was always the first to get noticed. Alex, molded into a Marilyn Manson “Dope Show” promo shirt (that fucking bitch …), magisterial with her short dirty-blonde hair slicked back to accentuate her pure, angular face. She was there with Inès, her seventeen-year-old girlfriend, whom Pallas dashed over to hug. The entire scene coveted what Alex had with her, but I could barely even say hello, I found her so loathsome. Sort of a Natalie Imbruglia clone: the same unstructured brown bob with longer strands falling over her eyes; sure, she was pretty cute, but she gave off the same contempt as kids whose families might not be well off but who still think they’re hot shit because they live in Versailles. Always decked out in low-rise pants fifteen sizes too big, short T-shirts hanging just above her belly-button piercing (as if she were the only one), always standing rigidly erect with both hands on her lower back, effectively thrusting her breasts and chin forward, while the rest of her body—her shoulders, elbows, and ass—slid backward, making her look like a freaky bird. Among the older set, like me, she couldn’t stay 28consistent, acting pathologically shy to the point that she could only look at you from behind the locks devouring her face, which made her that much more unbearable. There was Eva, too, one of Alex’s roommates, who, like her, was originally from Montpellier and was her best friend in childhood, and thus the only one Alex never dared treat like a flunky. A short twenty-six-year-old brunette, a little chubby, with soft sea-green eyes, she was different from the rest, and not just because she had once been hetero or because she was the only one of us with a “normal” job in retail. Even if she was the one who went out the most, the one who took the most E and never had a serious thing to say, always with the blonde jokes, schlepping around tons of Hello Kitty kiddie baubles, she was like our den mother. Maybe because she was always cooking up a storm whenever we left the club, but even more so because, as a recent Paris transplant, she had no history with the scene here, and therefore shared no exes, no conflicts, with anyone. And Gayle was there, Eva’s girlfriend from London who came for a week every month, her adorable baby face framed by short brown curls, practically sucking her thumb in her sleep, always loopy in an acid haze. And Julia was there, the same age as Eva, also Alex’s roommate, who worked the cloakroom at Pulp but more importantly was an unparalleled dancer and juggler, huge and imposing with her heap of red dreads constantly whipping around like a hard rock singer. Your prototypical Midwestern teen: robust, wholesome, and corn-fed, yet a tireless party girl perma-stoned on weed. Little Cyril was also around, already shirtless, already spritzing himself with water. Alex’s little brother—he wasn’t much taller, but he exercised a lot, buzzed brown hair with a gnarly depilated torso that he sculpted relentlessly, never missing a chance to flaunt his six-pack. And lastly, her brown hair also buzzed, looking tan and rather strong, standing somewhat slouched in a form-fitting black 29shirt open to reveal a WonderBra that looked ready to explode—this had to be Jessie. A DJ, from Nîmes just like Pallas, who had just settled in Paris to make music with Alex, and whom everyone always talked about but whom I’d still never happened to meet. In the spitting image of hundreds of others pacing the surroundings—except for Pallas and Alice, who were wearing dresses, and me, faithful to my habitual snug jeans and Adidas—our whole little gang wore short, form-fitting T-shirts (whether G-Star, E-Pure, Lady Soul, or Tim Bargeot), wide pants (Carhartt, Dickies, Homecore, Goodvibes, or Kanabeach), and bulky athletic shoes (Northwave, Globe, Oakley, New Balance, Nike, Reebok, or Fila). But somehow it suited them so well that I couldn’t picture it any other way.

         “How many of us?” shouted Alex, her eyes locked to my shirt’s inscription. “I’m taking Eva, Gayle, Inès, and my brother; the rest of you are going with Fred.”

         That bitch. I was supposed to be taking her shitty ride for once. And now, all because of my T-shirt, she wanted to find this place before I did. I couldn’t understand it—hers was cooler than mine anyway. Her Puma was sparkling in the light behind her. Through its open door, I could see the chrome dashboard, the built-in CD player, and the clean floor mat, with the Puma proudly bumping. When the two of us had been together, cars like this had always been our solemn dream. We always figured that one day we’d move to San Francisco and get a house with big bay windows, like Sharon’s in Basic Instinct, out by Stinson Beach, with two Lotus Elans parked out front. And now that she could get herself something comparable on credit, I still hadn’t taken a spin inside it in the entire month that she’d had it. I was mad at her for that, and for so many other things. After all, I had her name tattooed on my stomach, and she had mine on hers (I had “Alex” and she had “Lou,” each in the same place, between the navel 30and our bush, in beautiful, thick, blood-red, black-embossed Gothic letters). Sure, to be fair, it was rare I could see her without getting furious at some point or other. I was mad that she had goaded me into leaving her, I was mad that she never cheated on Baby Inès when she had been fine doing it to me, but more than anything I was mad that she kept periodically letting it slip that someday somehow, we’d wind up together again. The problem wasn’t whether I wanted that or not; I was mad because she was making my decision for me.

         I was on the verge of calling her out for not letting me in her car, but then Jessie grabbed my arm: “Sick shirt!” in a beautiful throaty voice, a funny contrast with her broad shoulders (which made Alex so exasperated that she pulled Inès in close to suck some face). “I’m Jessie—want to help me load my records?” Alice tapped my shoulder to ask who Fred was. I pointed to a shaved-head guy from Radio FG, wearing a black T-shirt with white letters that read Home-Fucking Kills Prostitution, then I looked in all directions to see if I could spot Guillaume, who had said he was going to meet us here.
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