
		
			[image: Cover of “I’ll Be Right Here” by Amy Bloom. At the top, small text reads “National Bestseller, New York Times bestselling author of White Houses and Away.” The author’s name “AMY BLOOM” appears in large yellow capitals above the white title “I’ll Be Right Here.” Below, a realistic painting shows a clear glass pedestal bowl filled with purple plums and one yellow plum, with a single plum resting on the table in front. To the left of the bowl is a blurb: “Amy Bloom is at the height of her powers in this epic tale. —J. Courtney Sullivan.” To the right of the bowl, white text reads “A Novel.”]
		

	
		
			Praise for I’ll Be Right Here

			“As Bloom has demonstrated throughout her stellar literary career…she can train her eye on any person, place or object and render it sublime. Her prose is so finely wrought it shimmers. Again and again she has returned to love as her primary subject, each time finding new depth and dimension, requiring us to put aside our expectations and go where the pages take us. As readers, we’re in the most adept of hands.”

			—Los Angeles Times

			“Big events, like the war ending, happen in less than a sentence, while small events, like getting up in the morning as an old person…receive considerable and tender explication. It’s in such small, wryly observed indignities that one feels most sure in Bloom county. So much recent domestic fiction has been about women individuating, leaving, calling the whole thing off. This one gathers everyone in the garden for shandies.”

			—The New York Times

			“Probing, ambitious…Reassuringly, the hallmarks of Bloom’s prose are present: graceful psychological insights…palpable love for her characters, and a story that lands squarely on the side of life and living…. Bloom’s vision of human history and human effort—horrors included—emanates a peculiar radiance.”

			—The Washington Post

			“[Bloom’s] latest novel weaves intimacies on an expansive loom of decades, following a found family of immigrants and sparkplug friends in New York City.”

			—NPR

			“A wryly humorous, emotionally generously and expansively embracing author, Bloom approaches each of her characters with empathy, insight, and sensitivity. She remains acutely aware of the absurdities of life, its harrowing hardships, and its fragile, fleeting joys. What is perdurable, what binds us together over space and time, countries and continents, in war and in peace, are found family, good humor, and love.”

			—The Boston Globe

			“Amy Bloom has practically patented this kind of grand dreaminess…epics spun out of intimate memories. Her latest is a sweeping, decades-spanning novel about love in all its unruly forms and the ways in which families are made and remade.”

			—Electric Literature

			“I read this stunning novel in a single sitting and then moped around for days because I missed the characters so much. Amy Bloom is at the height of her powers in this epic tale of how we shape the lives of those around us in ways both ordinary and extraordinary, and how they shape ours in return.”

			—J. Courtney Sullivan, New York Times bestselling author of The Cliffs

			“An unforgettable story of family, friendship, love, and loss by one of America’s finest writers.”

			—John Boyne, New York Times bestselling author of The Boy in the Striped Pajamas and All the Broken Places

			“Amy Bloom infuses every page of her newest novel with her singular wit and warmth. Spanning nearly a century, I’ll Be Right Here is a celebration of and lament for the families we create, the legacies we leave, the ways we remember and are remembered. It is a chronicle of ordinary life made extraordinary through the beauty of Bloom’s prose and the generosity of her vision.”

			—Anthony Marra, New York Times bestselling author of A Constellation of Vital Phenomena

			“Once again, Amy Bloom shines her brilliant attention on families bound by love, history. Kin—born and chosen—are the center of this stirring take. Told with humor and heart, I’ll Be Right Here reminds us of the sweet profundity of human connection.”

			—Tayari Jones, New York Times bestselling author of An American Marriage

			“Rich, sensual…devastating…Bloom’s suggestive prose awakens our senses…. I’ll Be Right Here is a brisk, short read, and yet, somehow it gives us a family and a world.”

			—BookPage (starred review)

			“Chosen family spreads its branches over decades and continents…. Full of surprises, wild leaps and turns, and many fascinating people who love each other…. warm, rich, beautifully written.”

			—Kirkus Reviews

			“Moves fluidly…peeling back the layers of a lifetime of love and loss.”

			—Booklist

			“Stimulating…with [Bloom’s] thoughtful and complex character development…It’s a memorable portrait of a found family’s fulfillment.”

			—Publishers Weekly

			“As all Bloom books are, it’s beautiful, sad, funny and tragic…. Bloom never shies away from sensitive, intimate subjects and often uses their existence as a way to get to much deeper truths…. This is a novel about family in the most unexpected ways, an absolute win…. Amy Bloom is a talented writer with the most poetic way of bringing the hard sharp corners of the world into her characters’ lives and then smoothing down those edges with an extra dose of life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness for all.”

			—Bookreporter
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				…or music heard so deeply

				That it is not heard at all, but you are the music

				While the music lasts.

				—T. S. Eliot, Four Quartets

			

		

	
		
			Here & Now

			Yes but

			it’s October and the leaves

			are going

			fast: rain weighted

			them and then

			a breeze

			sent them in shoals clear across

			the street

			revealing

			especially in the backyard

			young maple

			branch-tip buds that assume

			time as far away as

			the other side of the sun

			—A. R. Ammons

		

	
		
			Alma and Anne are holding Gazala’s hands.

			Alma massages in the neroli oil Gazala likes. Honey rolls off Gazala’s fluffy slippers and massages the oil into her thin feet. The room smells like roses and orange peel.

			Death circles through Gazala’s blood, in her bowels, into her bones.

			“It is eating me,” Gazala says. “Make it stop.”

			“I know,” Alma says. “You want to sit up?”

			Anne comes around to the other side of the bed, to help. Honey puts down the oil and picks up a pillow to put under Gazala’s knees if Gazala wants to sit up.

			Gazala nods.

			“Ice chips,” Honey says. Alma and Anne look at each other. Help or harm? Anne and Alma shrug.

			Honey goes to the kitchen and comes back with a Tupperware bowl filled with ice chips.

			Samir is sitting where Honey sat. He presses his hand over his mouth so that he will not cry out at the sight of his dying sister, surrounded by her sisters. Honey puts her hand on his shoulder, and he inclines his head toward her hand. Habibi, he says. Darling.

			Anne pulls up the shade. The day is beautiful. Gazala turns her face away from the light, and Alma pulls the shade back down.

			Gazala hears Samir sigh. She tilts her head toward him and opens her eyes. They see each other.

			Samir says, to Alma, Anne, and Honey, “My dears, please come back later.”

			Gazala sighs. She closes her eyes. She has lost the thread.

			The red thread Gazala pulls, the raised embroidery she feels between her fingertips, is her father pouring tea for her, Samir leaning out the window to watch two boys kick a ball.
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			Then

		

	
		
			Gazala

			 

		

	
		
			Me, Myself, Gazala

			 

			Rue Caplat, Paris

			1930

			It is the first thing I remember.

			I am lying on my side, on the woven straw mat, pulling at the red stitching. The mat is scratchy and thin under me, and at the edge of my feet the packed dirt of the courtyard is hard. Samir rolls a bead necklace toward me, to play with. Two dogs piss against the wall, the short yellow streams running down the darkened wall. I sit up in a wide bar of light, and the rest of the courtyard is cool, green in the corners at the edge of the brown brick. The cement sticks out like thick dirty cream. My father says that the workmen were no good, they were en désordre, and he added an Algerian word I don’t know. When I run my thumb over the cement, over the tiny sharp peaks, it sticks me and I cry out. My brother drags me by the foot back to the mat. I crawl as far as the brick and the irresistible white dirtiness, and Samir lures me back with blue and green glass beads sliding and clicking on a leather string. He hides them under the mat, in his pockets, under his feet. The beads are in my mouth or dangling above me, sparkling in the light. The light comes and goes all day.

			I climb into my brother’s lap, and he pulls the mat over me. It gets a little colder, and Samir lays me on top of his legs to warm us both, and then, then as the light fails, our father comes home.

			The makroud from our father’s pockets are a little stale and a little dusty, but there are two for each of us and he is too tired to care if we eat sweets before dinner or not. Sometimes he brings home cinnamon montecaos, seeping oil into the twist of paper. We lick the paper. We eat the green beans, when there are green beans, and our father puts shreds of lamb, folded in bread, into my hand. I eat from my father’s hand until I’m bigger and then from my own hand when I’m four, when he’s sure that I won’t drop the plate. We have six plates. We have four cups. We have four glasses. We have one beautiful thing, which is my mother’s tin teapot, a berrad, with leaves and flowers etched on the tin.

			We have two beds, one for our father and one for us, and when I am seven and Samir is eleven, our father finds an actual mattress for himself and Samir, wide enough for the two of them, and we switch. My father doubles my bedding in the other corner and adds another blanket because I won’t have Samir to keep me warm.

			

			—

			On Sunday my father pulls out the newspaper, a copy left behind by a morning customer. He rattles it open. He clears his throat. Sometimes, to make the suspense more delicious, more delightful, like being tickled, but only just enough, by someone who truly loves you, he pauses and says: Let’s have some tea. He makes a cup for himself and for Samir, and he lets me take sips from his cup.

			Where was I?, he says.

			Ah, yes. I see here in the paper…He rattles the paper again and lifts it to cover his face so that all I can see is the French newspaper down to his blue corduroy trousers and his worn Algerian slippers. He does have French slippers too, cracked brown leather.

			I see here in the paper, my father says, that one of the most beautiful lions from the Zoo de Ben Aknoun—I’m sure you remember that, Samir…And Samir nods, although he was only a month old when his mother died and my parents became his parents. All he knows of Algeria is what I know, is what we’ve heard from the old man who has a small room on the other side of the courtyard and who speaks a little Darija to our father and seems to have been dying since I was born.

			Samir knows the names of the cookies and the flattened dates we eat at the end of the day. He sometimes rubs our mother’s teapot against his shirt, to brighten it, and he tells me, when he’s angry, that he remembers everything about my mother, the woman who became his mother, too. Her curly brown hair, he says. Not black like yours, but brown like dark honey. Her hands were like white butterflies, he says, and then he shakes his head. You don’t remember anything, he says—

			Our father rattles the newspaper. It says here that one of the most beautiful lions, as beautiful as the great bronze lions that guard the great mosque of Oran…

			We nod.

			I say: A Barbary lion, from the royal palace. I get a nod and a cookie from behind the newspaper.

			Indeed, he says. A Barbary lion. The greatest lions of Algeria. As I say, I see here that the lion had been roaming the streets of Oran with a man—a Berber, is what I understand. Maybe his name was Samir, he says, and he winks at Samir. Maybe, he says, who knows, the newspaper doesn’t give a name, maybe it was a girl dressed as a man. A skinny girl, she put on rags and a great black beard, and maybe it was she who walked the streets of Oran with a lion. Our father makes a face at me.

			So, he says. A wanderer.

			We shrug. We are city people, is what my father gives us to understand. We are not and were not nomads. We are descended from exceptional people, superior Muslims and Christians both, and a rabbi, he said. You see how close the words are: the name Rabee, your great-uncle was Rabee, and the word rabbi—all tributes to the mutafawiq river of education and understanding that flows in our very veins. So, this Berber—I don’t see a name, my father says—has been pulling that old stunt, getting the simple folk to pay him so that his lion doesn’t eat them. You know that one, he says to Samir, who nods like he has been fleecing simple folk and laughing up his sleeve since he could walk.

			Well, it was unusual, my father says. The lion was obviously very clever. He was trained to roar and frighten the village folk, and then the Berber collected food, maybe a little money, from the people, fed the lion a lamb, and if not they split a tagine jelbana, is what I think, my father says, and then they moved on. Not a bad trick. But I see here that after a couple of months of village folk and lamb dinners, the lion ate the Berber.

			We gasp.

			Poor man. Worse and worse, my father says. The lion reveals himself to be not the docile companion of a Berber charlatan, not a servant content with bits of lamb and a pat on the head, but a proud—and hungry—killer. Our father reads silently for a few seconds.

			Aha. Ahh. I see.

			If we sit still, he will continue. We know he will but it is agonizing to hold ourselves tightly, not to give him a tap on the knee.

			More tea, Baba?, I say. My father says nothing. He clears his throat.

			Extraordinary. It says here that the lion leapt through El Hamri onto a freighter just leaving the Harbor of Oran. Our beautiful harbor, he says. It hugs the city and then sweeps out to the Mediterranean, blue like nothing here in France, never.

			We press our feet up against each other’s. We clasp hands.

			Onto a freighter. Remarkable. What a creature this lion must be. A mane like the blazing sun, paws bigger than melons, teeth, can you imagine, teeth like giant knives. It says here that the International Crime Police were notified. The International Crime Police! They seem to have tracked the lion to…Well, it says here that they tracked him to Europe. The lion disembarked in France, my father says. I’m a little puzzled by this, he says, but it seems to say that the lion came into Paris, into the tenth arrondissement, that he came down rue La Fayette.

			But this cannot be, my father says.

			The lion’s picking up speed.

			It says that the lion came down rue La Fayette and turned left onto rue de la Charbonnière to rue Caplat, traveled another little bit and turned into a courtyard, and it says here that the lion went down the street, turned right through a brick archway, and aywah, aywah, aywah, AND…HERE…HE…IS!

			He drops the newspaper to the floor and roars. We beat our feet on the floor and scream with pleasure.

			Barbary Lion Escapes was our favorite game.

			

			—

			Our father, Mounir Benamar, is the sous-chef pâtissier, assistant to the pastry chef, of the good but not grand bakery Lefond et Fils. (The owner is the fils. The père died twenty years before, and the fils has no sons.) Lefond sells to people in the neighborhood, they sell day-old bread to the elderly, and they sell to the small bistro next door. No one travels across Paris for Lefond’s almond croissants like they do for Pâtisserie Stohrer. (Samir says that Stohrer’s croissants make Lefond’s look like dogshit.)

			Lefond makes regular, affordable baked things that regular French people like, and I like them too. They bake baguettes and brioches. They bake two-layer wedding cakes with white fondant flowers (which taste like sugar and wax and I am happy with every discolored rose petal and crumpled stem I get). My father says that they make entirely adequate Paris-Brest and Opéra cakes and macarons, éclairs and mille-feuilles. When our father arrived at Lefond, he offered to make some Algerian desserts, and they said: By all means, bake away, but there’s no need to call them Algerian. People who knew knew, and they sold his ghriba cookies and his walnut baklawa right next to the éclairs. I live on broken éclairs and crushed macarons.

			Lefond et Fils Pâtisserie has suffered in the war, almost done in by the ration cards and M. Lefond’s own decency. (Mme. Lefond less so, Samir says.) The restaurants buy almost everything on the black market (sugar, ducks, rabbits, legs of lamb, pork chops, coffee), but M. Lefond does not understand the black market. He is too good. You can buy a whole pig for 400 francs a kilo, if you have that kind of money—and some people do. You can have sugar in your coffee every day, if you have 150 francs for a kilo of sugar—and some people do. M. Lefond does not, and he does not grasp the point: Save yourself. He gives what he can to the people who are hungry, he abides by the ration cards, and when he cannot get enough sugar he stops making his famous raspberry cream macarons. He puts up a big sign: Pas de macarons, next to the small sign that says: SoldatenKaffee, which is to encourage German soldiers to come by. You can’t order a cup of coffee after three o’clock in a bistro, I don’t understand why, and if you can’t have your coffee, you are not likely to order your madeleines or your sables, and so the bistro does not order dozens from Lefond et Fils. When you are at the Ritz you can buy coffee all evening and they still bring you a silver tower of cakes and petits fours at the end of the meal.

			All around us, people we took for bumbling, honest folk more or less like ourselves reveal themselves to be criminal masterminds. The awful Mme. Odette, our concierge across the street, an old pile of rags herself, wrote a letter to the police about the Jews in the apartment on the third floor. (Who knew that she could even write? Samir said she might have had someone write it for her. In any case, we all knew it was her.) She took everything she could grab before the police came for the Jews at dinnertime and then returned a little later for the proper looting, with professional notebooks and official forms declaring that in the absence of the owners, the country of France would take possession of the contents of the apartment. Samir said it was called Möbel-Aktion and the Germans were furnishing their own homes with the things. The police brought burlap sacks and boxes for the clothes, the jewelry, the cigar case, the sewing machine, the needlepoint footstool. A man down the street, a piece of shit, Samir says, had been scrounging for years, selling single cigarettes and condoms, but when the Germans came to town he leapt up like Opportunity had not only knocked but thrown open the door and kissed him on the mouth. He sees what denouncing Jews can get you, which is not nothing, and then he has himself a little think, a serious talk with himself, and he begins looking for Jewish families who seem…less obvious. Jewish grandmother? Recent baptism? Pretty blond daughters with crosses the size of your thumb, but what about the son with the curly brown hair and the nose that does not, clearly does not, turn up at the tip?

			Our father baked every day for fifteen years, up at three, home by four. He fed us. He sheltered us and sent us to a French school where we were mocked and abused but not worse than the boy with the crossed eyes (spawn of the devil) or the Romany children (filthy Gypsies) or the one truly Jewish girl (not half and half) who could have been my twin except for my little gold cross with the pearl in the center that my father had found and pinned to my collar. My father taught me to go to the corner store by myself and come home unmolested, carrying the right things bought at the right price and concealed in my six-pocket coat, which had been his. He’d cut off ten inches of material, sewed two big pockets into the lining, and added a scratchy tweed bib, under the collar, to protect me from the cool Paris rain. He showed me how to mend and patch everything we owned, and today he cut up his oldest gabardine pants, so shiny in the seat, Samir said, that you can see your face in it. He opens every stitch and shows me, step by step, how to make the pants into a dress. I wave the big scissors and he does the work. He shreds the silk lining from around the waist and makes a braided belt for me, not pretty but the right size. And when he has done everything he can, he lies down on the big mattress he shares with Samir and turns his face to the wall.

			We do not arrange for a proper burial. Samir says: We bury him, in our minds, in Oran. We tell the hateful Mme. Odette about our father, lying upstairs, and for a few coins she calls the authorities for us and they remove his body while, for another franc, we hide in her courtyard. We ask her to say that our father lived alone. I don’t think anyone will come to bother us, but everyone knows orphans who find themselves kept by the Germans as toys or slaves and are then found dead in the Seine, or just crumpled and shoeless in the alley. (You cannot keep a pair of shoes in plain sight, in any neighborhood.) Samir left school without telling me, without complaint or notice, and showed up at the bakery the next morning, wearing my father’s apron.

			I wake up to an empty room and move over to the big mattress. I can pass for only twelve, with my hair in braids and a loose dress, which Samir thinks best, but it doesn’t get me much. If Samir was not the sous-pâtissier, I would be a starveling like everyone else in the courtyard. He brings home whatever he can, in his pants and under his hat. He wraps two eggs in his scarf and tucks the scarf into his jacket. He puts half a baguette down his pant leg and limps home. He trades the bread for other things, on the way home, and walks in with a carrot and a green potato. We do share with the courtyard for a while, but the winter is so cold, people weep over their chilblains and babies die from the cold and other babies die from inhaling smoke and coal dust and Samir says to me: We trade, we don’t give.

		

	
		
			Life with Mme. Colette, Famous Writer, Anti-Semite, Beloved Friend

			 

			Palais-Royal, Paris

			1942

			Mornings, I show up at the bakery, before school, for breakfast. Samir goes into the alley for his cigarette break—it astonishes me, Samir smoking, Samir working. Samir’s pudgy belly, smooth as lambskin, hanging over his apron and out under his T-shirt, a cigarette in the corner of his mouth, like a grown man, and not a nice one. He brings me whatever goods have fallen onto the floor or been crushed in the morning rush. Sometimes he carries out a chipped demitasse and I take a sip of Turkish coffee and wrinkle my nose, like a baby, to show that I know that Samir is the head of the family now.

			One morning Samir says: M. Lefond’s hands are bothering him. He says: I told M. Lefond you’re good at that, at the hand-rubbing.

			I massaged my father’s hands from the time I was six until he died. He said it was a useful skill. He said: Some people have not even that to offer.

			Samir takes me inside and we go right upstairs to the Lefond apartment. Mme. Lefond opens the door. She looks me over. She is reassured. I don’t look like a husband-stealer or a Nazi spy, and someone has reassured her that despite the dark curls and the tilted eyes, I am not a Jew. Mme. Lefond goes downstairs to keep the croissants and brioches coming as long as they have the flour. Later in the day they make bread for the working people, and the dry dark loaves are so heavy, Samir says, that people have to shave them, not slice them.

			M. Lefond, this is my sister, Gazala.

			M. Lefond nods. He waves me closer.

			He is a fatter, whiter version of my father. The big nose, the thin, still-black hair oiled to the scalp, the shuffle that tells me that his hips hurt and have hurt for the last twenty years and that beyond the hips are the bad knees and the swollen ankles and, above, a spine like an iron bar, and if all he needs is some hand-rubbing I’ll be surprised. M. Lefond looks at me and I look at him. He sits in his armchair. I am so happy to be in a proper apartment, to breathe in the thick, eye-watering scent (I will learn that this is furniture polish—rancid lemon, ammonia, and walnut oil—and I love it), to sit on one of several chairs, to admire the dark wood table, with a coffeepot and a large cup (chipped, just like Samir’s, and this pleases me too), and the faded green carpet—which is, nonetheless, carpet—stopping just short of the radiator, and even if the radiator is hissing very weakly there is carpet and there is heat. I am not a husband-stealer, but if I could be an apartment-stealer I would throw the Lefonds out and keep house for me and Samir (and voilà, the actions of our neighbor, the terrible Mme. Odette, are no longer a mystery to me). The people who have what we want and cannot get are worse than obstacles. They are enemies.

			M. Lefond pushes his sleeves up on his arms. His arms are like my father’s, thick with silky black hairs and some scattered gray hairs curling below the rough elbow. He rests his hands on his knees. I bring my chair closer to him, and then we both see that I would be bent in half like a bug to work on his hands like that. So I sit on the floor and he moves his feet and crosses his swollen ankles, gently.

			I begin the way my father liked, a circle around the wrist bones. I ask M. Lefond if they have any warm water to warm up my fingers and he directs me to the coffeepot near the stove. I wrap my hands around the coffeepot as long as I can. The stove itself is cool. Around, around the wrists and down the backs of his hands, avoiding the gray forked veins. (My father didn’t like his veins touched. Don’t interfere, he said.) I hear Mme. Lefond through the holes around the pipes chatting up the customers. She is all sympathy and how hard times are, so that no one will say about Lefond’s: I see that the fucking Germans get all the brioches and the buns.

			Mme. Lefond says, sighing again: It’s impossible to get decent coffee. She says: My aunt mixes chicory and hot water. Really, it’s mostly a laxative. Some people boil acorns, the man who works with Samir chimes in. (The Pole, Samir calls him. I don’t know his name.) I hear a woman say: Honestly, we now drink herbal teas every night. You can find mint and lemon verbena in the parks.

			Mme. Lefond says: Oh, you are so right. And it’s impossible to get potatoes. My daughter needed to eat vegetables, so I gave her carrots until her hands turned orange. A customer laughs and says: My grandmother told me that when the Prussians surrounded the city during the last war, the best restaurants served Le chat flanqué de rats (Cat Flanked by Rats).

			Everyone is hungry and everyone talks about food, stories of ingenuity or meals remembered (not everyone wants to hear about the simple, perfect chicken a woman we don’t know made with rosemary and lemon and twenty-four cloves of garlic in 1939, but some customer wants to tell the story and stretches out her arms to show you just how big and fat the chicken was), or how people were making fools of themselves all over the city. Women collect these stories. At night, in the courtyard, a neighbor grabs me by my six-pocket coat and says: People are boiling rhubarb leaves like they’re spinach. It’s poison, she says, don’t eat them. You have no one to tell you these things now. I know someone who ate a cat. Can you imagine? She picks up her filthy white cat and presses him to her cheek, like a witch in the fairy tales. His whiskers touch hers.

			Mme. Lefond comes up the stairs, loudly, wearing the cork shoes all the women wear. (Not me. Samir has found me a pair of brown leather shoes with laces, and I care for them like jewels. When it rains, I carry them in my coat.) Mme. Lefond wears dark cork wedges, the uppers and straps dyed black. They do not flatter her. Her ankles, like her husband’s, are giving out, like old chairs. Mme. Lefond takes off her shoes and I can see the design of the whole shoe on her dyed bare feet, black all the way to her toenails. She puts on her slippers and looks hard at M. Lefond. If he insists on sitting upstairs like a pasha, she will trudge downstairs like the martyr she is and wait on more people, despite her painful feet. She sighs. M. Lefond looks into the center of the room, blankly. No one looks at me.

			Mme. Lefond goes back downstairs, sighing all the way, and I hear her revving up, encouraging the customers. A woman says that she nearly got run over by a big black car. She doesn’t say “a German,” but we all know who has the cars. Anyone who can manage a bit has a bicycle or shares one. Old people, young people. Mothers with one baby strapped in front and one in back. Businessmen. Teachers. The fashionable girls wear culottes so that their skirts don’t get caught. Even the priests just shrug at that. A girl passed me one day and she’d tucked the back of her skirt into her sturdy serge underpants, and I saw other girls looking, thinking: That is not stupid. You cannot leave your bicycle unlocked, even if you take the wheels with you. Samir told me that a man stole his own brother’s bicycle from in front of the bakery and his brother stabbed him with a bread knife. I long for a bicycle. I wonder, constantly, who might want to get me, or give me, a bicycle.

			Downstairs, Mme.
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