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“First of all, start by not calling this
the truth. Change its name. It’s a name,
it has an effect the moment we say it.
We cling to it like our lives
depend on it … We think we have to …
This has to change … Call it lying …”
[…]
“Look, let’s not get sidetracked.
We’re all honest people here.”
“Well, of course.”
“In fact, that’s the problem.”
—NATHALIE SARRAUTE, The Lie



Editor’s Note
 In France, felonies such as rape are tried in a criminal court known as a cour d’assises. Cases are tried by a panel of three judges (a presiding judge and two associate judges) and a jury of six. Jury selection does not include a voir dire; jurors are drawn at random from the pool of registered voters. Both the prosecution and the defense have the right to refuse a juror without providing a reason. If, after the court hands down a decision, one of the two sides has grounds for appeal, the case goes to another cour d’assises, in another district (département), for a second trial, this time with a jury of nine instead of six, as well as the three-judge panel.



She’s messed up, that’s all there is to it. Alice doesn’t need to look around. She can tell that her client is angry at her. There are days like this, when the craft of it isn’t enough. Or it’s the other way around. There’s too much craft. Too many sentences that have been said before. Too many overused words. It all slips by, collapses in a heap and is forgotten. Even the juror with the red glasses, who was so assiduous, put down her pen while Alice was giving her closing argument. The others listened politely, they must have been thinking lawyers aren’t as good in real life as they are on TV. At one point, one of the associate judges nodded off, his chin slumped on his jabot.
Gerard’s been given twelve years. Exactly what the assistant district attorney asked for. All her work achieved nothing. Not a hint of lenience, to acknowledge at least that she had fought. That, thanks to her, her client looked less pathetic and despairing. Sure, with his few strands of greasy hair stretched over his head, his little mustache, and his saggy body, it’s not easy to empathize with him, old Gerard.
Alice feels sorrier for Nicole, who crumpled instantly when the verdict was announced. She was already beating herself up for not doing enough for her brother.
“With Gerard, I’m all he has,” she’d said.
A sister’s love, or a mother’s, that’s often the only good thing that men like Gerard can offer up for their defense. Nicole had been so lost, so touching when she’d made her statement that Alice had counted on her to soften up the jury. In fact, the only time she thought she was pleading properly, that the things she said stood on their own two feet, was when she was talking about Nicole, about her super-sugary orange-blossom biscuits and the extra hours of cleaning work she put in to earn enough for her brother to buy cigarettes from the prison canteen.
She’d kept her eyes pinned on Geppetto then. Geppetto was the third juror, and she’d named him after the old man in Pinocchio because of his checked shirt, his woolen vest, and his drooping eyelids, which formed two little sloping roofs over his eyes. She’s been giving jurors nicknames for a long time. And she liked him from the start. She was sure he was moved by Nicole. Perhaps she was wrong. Or maybe Geppetto and the others wanted to make Gerard pay for this too, all the trouble he’s given his sister for so many years.
Twelve years. Sentences are always too long when you’re defending. But hey, a defendant who drinks too much, gets nasty when he drinks, beats his dog, and nearly killed his neighbor, firing at him one game night because his TV was too loud—you have to face the facts: nobody gives a damn. Even the journalist Lavoine didn’t stay till the end. Tomorrow Gerard’s life will fill just ten lines in the local pages.

—
He’s a great guy, Lavoine. Much funnier in real life than in his articles. He’s been coming here so long he knows all the lawyers’ tricks. And that includes Alice’s.
“So, my learned friend, will you be pleading for ‘the possibility of a tear in the eye of the law’ again?”
True, Alice does cite that expression from Les Misérables quite often. But it didn’t even occur to her with Gerard. Not that one, nor any other, for that matter. She could kick herself. She should have done better. She’ll do better if Gerard decides to appeal, she promises herself. She’ll go visit him in the penitentiary. She can make the most of it and do the rounds of her other clients. There are at least five she needs to ask to visit.

—
“The courtroom’s closing, ma’am,” the police officer tells her.
Alice stuffs her robe into her bag, gathers up the scattered pages of Gerard’s case file, and jerks her bag shut. The cobblestones outside gleam in the rain, clusters of leaves swirl in the chill wind, and Alice shivers. The jurors are lingering at the foot of the steps. The Gerard case was the last in the court sessions, they’re struggling to say goodbye to one another and return to their everyday lives. She pulls up her collar, hunches her head between her shoulders, and quickens her step. Geppetto looks disconsolate and gives her a discreet wave. He must have tried, she thinks.

—
The rain beats down harder and Alice is soaked when she steps through the door to her office. She drapes her robe over a hanger, the black fabric creased. It’s a pitiful thing too. The cathedral clock strikes six. It’s too early to call her daughter Louise, she’s bound to disturb her. And what would she tell her, anyway? She’s not going to burden a kid of twenty with something as ugly as this case. She makes herself a cup of tea, bites off two squares of dark chocolate, slips the bar into the drawer, opens it again, hesitates, then takes two more. She gave up fighting the extra pounds a few years ago. She likes her heavy, solid body just the way it is.
Through the three high windows in her office, she looks out at the naked branches of lime trees bowing in the wind while the glass-and-steel façade of the law courts in the far corner seems to taunt her. Alice takes the Gerard file from her bag and puts it away in the cabinet. A handwritten page slips out. It’s the first time anyone’s taken this much interest in him, anyone’s looked at him and listened to him. Apart from in his sister’s eyes, he’s just been this invisible man his whole life … It wasn’t so terrible, after all.
Naima, the practice secretary, knocks at the door.
“Your six fifteen is here.”
Alice had completely forgotten.
“Who is it?”
“A young woman.”
“You know you shouldn’t saddle me with meetings when I just finished in court.”
“She really made a thing about coming today. She wouldn’t say why.”
“Well, tell her I don’t have much time. Thirty minutes, tops.”



Lisa Charvet extended a slightly limp hand. She was prettyish, dressed with no particular care. Her wet knit cap had flattened her brown curls onto her forehead. Two streaks of mascara shadowed her hazel eyes. She must have smoked a cigarette just before coming in, her parka reeked of cold tobacco.
She stayed standing, indecisive, glancing around the room. At Alice’s invitation, she sat in the chair facing the desk and put a bulging backpack on the floor at her feet.
“This place is big …”
“Tell me what brings you here.”
“I want to be represented by a woman.”
“Well, you came to the right place,” said Alice.
“I already have a lawyer, but I want to change. My parents chose him when I was a minor.”
She couldn’t be more than twenty.
“What’s his name?”
“Rodolphe Laurentin. He’s a lawyer in Paris. A friend of my mother’s recommended him. You probably know him. He does stuff on TV, in debates. He specializes.”
“What do you mean, he specializes?”
“In victims. He represents rape victims. My parents wanted the best for me, you see …”
“I see. When you’re in a small town, a Paris lawyer always looks better.”
“Well, that’s not what I think. Anyway, you saw him at my trial.”
Alice stared at her wide-eyed.
“At your trial?”
“Yes, it was seven months ago. You came and sat next to Mr. Théry, the defense lawyer. And stayed with him quite a while.”
Alice knew Théry well. He specialized, too, in his own way, but on the other side. Defending rapists and incestuous fathers. She kept that to herself.
She often slipped into the criminal court between two meetings or while she was waiting for her case to be called in a neighboring courtroom. She’d always enjoyed getting a whiff of the proceedings. “My stable yard smell” she called it. It wasn’t her own expression,she’d read it long ago in a Simenon book, she’d forgotten which one, but the phrase had stayed with her.
The young woman was studying her, obviously disappointed by her silence.
“You were there when my legs gave way. I remember you very clearly. Especially the look on your face.”
“Really? What was so striking about it?”
“It was hard.”
What the hell was this girl doing in her office, sitting there with her arms crossed and staring at her, if she didn’t like the look on her face?
“It must come with the territory in my line of work. I imagine you were extremely distressed …”
“More than you think.”
Images were coming back to her. She now thought she remembered this girl trembling on the witness stand, not a sound coming from her mouth, while Théry’s client hurled insults at her. The girl had slumped to the floor right in the middle of the courtroom, the presiding judge had had to suspend proceedings. Alice had stayed with Théry, who was seething on his bench. “The idiot, he’s fucked everything up! It’s dead in the water.” She even remembered Théry nodding toward his adversary—who was stooped over the tearful young woman—and muttering, “Would you look at that peacock, with his tassels on his loafers …” So that was the famous Laurentin.

—
Lisa Charvet explained what had happened next. There had been another incident, the accused had been removed from the dock. He’d been given ten years and had appealed. The appeal trial was to be held in four months’ time.
“I brought you my case file.”
She delved into her backpack and put a thick plastic folder on the desk.
“I don’t know if it’s all in there, I haven’t even opened it. I asked my mom for it. She didn’t ask any questions. It’s complicated when we try to talk about this stuff.”
“What about Laurentin, did you tell him?”
“He doesn’t know anything either. You’re the first person I’ve come to see. When I was looking for lawyers online, I came across your photo and I recognized you.”
Lisa Charvet seemed to hesitate before saying anything else. Alice looked at her encouragingly.
“I’m scared. I don’t want to go.”
“It’s completely natural for you to feel that way. But I’m sure you realize it’s important for you to be there.”
“I’m trying to forget it all. I want to put this behind me and move on. Couldn’t you go alone? I don’t want to talk about it anymore. Ever. I don’t want to see anyone from that time.”
“First I’m going to read your file.”
“I can pay, you know. My grandma left me some money. Plus I have a job now. I’m trying to be less dependent on my parents. I gave them a hard enough time already.”
Lisa Charvet started telling Alice her life story. Alice disguised her boredom by taking notes. Messy teenage years. Failed baccalaureate. Work-study program. Living alone in a studio apartment. Job at a garden center. Divorced parents. Difficult relationships. Of course she would take the case, she had a practice to keep on its feet.
She put down her pen and made as if to stand up. Lisa didn’t move from her chair.
“That photo on your desk, is it your children?”
“Yes.”
“It must be better having a girl and a boy. They don’t get compared, I imagine. I have an older sister, Solène. She was always good at everything. She’s an engineer now. My parents are super proud of her. I also have a half brother, Leo. He was born just before my trial. My dad had him with his new wife.”
The phone rang. It was Naima. Right on time. Alice apologized, but she would have to go, she had an urgent meeting, she said. She would call her very soon.
“How about you, do you often represent victims?”
“Yes. But I don’t specialize, if that’s what you’re asking,” she replied as she saw her to the door.

—
It was still raining when she mounted her bicycle to ride home. All the bars were full of people, gaggles of students huddled under their awnings, beer mugs in hand. Louise must have been doing the same thing in Paris right now. Alice would ask her for news of Romain, he spoke to his sister more readily than to his mother lately. With a few pedal strokes she moved away from the bustling streets in the town center. One more hill and she’d be there.
The cat darted between her legs, purring. Alice had eventually grown used to having it there, she’d even stopped cursing when she caught it tearing up the living room carpet. She hadn’t dared say no when Romain had asked if she could look after it. He meant to take it back as soon as he was settled in a new place. Weeks and then months had passed, and Ulysses was still there. By the time Romain had finally found his apartment, he’d also found a girlfriend who was allergic to cats.

—
Alice felt drained this evening. There was her age, of course—early fifties. Plus spending half her time doing the rounds of courthouses and hearings. She didn’t drink much and didn’t smoke. But for a while now she’d found it harder to take the daily dose of darkness that hit her in the face. And yet Lord knows she loved the job! “You love it too much,” her husband used to say, and he’d soon wearied of her never-ending days and the stories of shattered lives that she brought home to the dinner table. Then the children had left too, she hardly saw them now, but at least she was free to pack her bag as often as possible and head for her island retreat. It felt like she was washing it all off the moment she dived into the ocean.
A message from her associate popped up on her phone. She had her period and wouldn’t be at work the next day. All delivered with a winking emoji. Alice sighed. Camille was the same age as her son, she was a bright, meticulous young woman who could find her way around a gnarly file or root out a legal precedent in no time, but when she had her period, there was nothing to be done about it, she disappeared. The first time she’d explained her absence without a flicker of embarrassment, Alice had been stunned and had talked about it with Louise that same evening.
“Can you believe it? I would never have dared say something like that! When I was pregnant, I sucked in my belly so that it showed as little as possible, I was still working two days before giving birth and I went back to work a week later!”
“Yeah, and? That was a quarter of a century ago! Maybe you had no choice in those days. But that needs to change too, in case you didn’t realize …”
Alice hadn’t known how to reply.

—
She went out to the garden for some fresh air. The trees were dripping, vestiges of mist clinging to their branches. She thought about the trial again, about what she should have said, one idea led to another, everything flowed. The best defense speeches are always the ones you come up with afterward. Alice tried to push Gerard’s face out of her mind. She checked that the cat was inside and closed the French door. It wasn’t all that late, she had time to glance through Lisa Charvet’s file.
POLICE STATION OFFICIAL REPORT
RAPE OF A MINOR
Crime identified and punishable under articles 222–23 and 22–24 of the penal code.
Persons involved: Charvet Lisa (victim, minor). Lange Marco (major suspect).
We, the undersigned, G.C., Criminal Investigation Department in A., being in our unit’s office and, at 14.35 hours, receiving Charvet Benoît and Fresnais Bénédicte, Charvet’s wife, who informed us of their intention to press charges concerning the rape of their daughter, a minor, Charvet Lisa Laurine, shall hear them severally and separately.
That was five years ago. It was Lisa’s parents who had given the man’s name to the police when they filed their complaint. Their daughter was in ninth grade. The file was packed with witness statements from her teachers, Alice had never seen so many, as if the whole school had been mobilized. There were also quantities of medical certificates. The girl had been hospitalized several times. She’d had a hell of an ordeal. Alice could see why she didn’t want to go through it all again.
Fellatio, attempted sodomy. Marco Lange had always denied everything. Alice came across several letters from him addressed to the examining magistrate. He had the childish, rounded handwriting riddled with spelling mistakes of someone who left school early. His letters were full of rage, with exclamation marks everywhere. There had already been several offenses on his police record when he had been taken in for questioning. Theft, battery, drunk and disorderly behavior, insulting a person in a position of public authority. At the time he was single and thirty-two years of age. Lisa was fifteen.
She didn’t read any further. It wasn’t a complicated case.



Alice was just emerging from the offices of a family court judge when she ran straight into her fellow attorney Théry.
“We’ll be seeing each other in court soon, on the Lange case,” she told him.
“How come?”
“I’m representing the plaintiff.”
“Wait, why? Did her attorney dump her?”
“No, she wanted to change.”
Alice didn’t feel like saying more. Théry had already stopped listening, anyway.
“That reminds me—I need to go back to see my client in prison. He’s a good guy, not the smartest. He’s a truck driver.”
“Plasterer.”
“Oh yes! You’re right. Plasterer. There are so many, I end up confusing them. Well then, I’ll be up against you?”
“Yes.”
“He got ten years, if I remember right. If we get that bitch Gendron for the appeal, she’ll try to slap at least another five on him. That’s the sentence these days, for raping a minor. Particularly with Alice Keridreux, Esquire, laying it on thick about the victim’s suffering, I’m guessing.”
Alice didn’t respond.
“These judges—the longer I do this, the more I hate them. Narrow-minded, weaned on political correctness. And cowardly with it. It’s just a bunch of women now, anyway. The last few men you’ll see in the corridors at the law courts carry brooms and buckets. And the young ones are the worst. I mean, have you seen them in their sneakers? They’re trying cases in sneakers! The jurors are the same. Force-fed TV series. They don’t listen to you these days. They look at you like they know it all way better than you do, because they’ve seen every episode of their favorite courtroom drama. No way you can plant a tiny seed of doubt in them! They’re too scared of being yelled at. When I think how many guys I used to get acquitted! And, believe me, there was a whole heap of guilty parties in that crowd … Say, do you think I’m actually too old for this?”
Alice was touched by his sudden distress. She noticed the slight shaking in his hands as he undid his robe. The jabot was yellowed, the lining torn in places. She thought he looked thinner, almost swimming in his suit. Like many of her cohort, she had cut her teeth with Théry. At the time he’d looked good, lived large, gambled for high stakes at the casino and made sure he was seen in the best restaurants in town, with a wife fifteen years his junior. He’d surrounded himself with young female associates, preferably pretty ones, and sent them to visit prisoners instead of doing it himself. “My recruiting agents,” he’d bragged.
Théry had secured some celebrated acquittals, his name had been bandied around from one prison to another, the practice had flourished. Big local lawbreakers had fought over him, and he had just loved his reputation as a stick of dynamite that terrified magistrates. Then his star had faded, his wife had cleaned him out before leaving him, and he was ending his career as he had started it, with a client base of small-time drug dealers, violent husbands, sex-offender fathers, and rapists, people who hardly paid him and whose defenses he botched. He’d grown bitter, could no longer bear to see great cases slip through his fingers and go to someone he’d trained, never missing an opportunity to remind them how indebted they were to him. “And whom do you have to thank?” he would snap at Alice when she congratulated herself for a good result. Over time she’d tired of his boasting, but she still had a spark of filial affection for him.
She looked at her watch. It was nearly one o’clock, she had some time before her next meeting.
“Are you free for lunch? It’s on me.”
Théry made a pretense of hesitating.
“I have a busy day, at the office … You know that kid who was found drowned? They’ve arrested a suspect. I think I have a good chance of getting the case. But I’d be happy to have a sauerkraut and some profiteroles with you.”
Alice suggested getting away from the law courts. She knew a little restaurant where they could chat in peace. Théry looped his arm through hers.
“I still need to keep going, though. I have no choice. What a shit job! It snatches back everything it gave you. One minute you have glory, success, and money—the next it’s all gone. I blew it all. I’m not like those boutique lawyers who manage their little practices well, eat sushi, drink fruit juice, don’t smoke, ride a bicycle, and do yoga. I hope you didn’t start yoga, did you?”
Alice could feel Théry appraising her like a shady horse dealer. She’d dressed in a hurry that morning, her tight blouse making her look like a badly stuffed sausage. She straightened instinctively.
“I swim.”
“Oh, of course! You swim! The lesser spotted Keridreux likes ice-cold water. Back when you were my intern you slipped off to swim all the time, whatever the weather.”
Théry’s face had softened.
“And you’re looking good. Are you still going to your island?”
“Whenever I can. How about you? Still faithful to your boat?”
Alice immediately regretted asking. She’d heard through the grapevine that he’d been forced to sell the boat to pay his debts.
“That’s in the past. Like everything else.”

—
Almost before they sat down, Théry summoned the waiter.
“The beef for me,” he said. “Rare, with fries and a large glass of red. The lady will have a green salad with no dressing and a lemon verbena tea.”
“With an omelet in between, please.”
Alice’s invitation seemed to have buoyed him up. He even became attentive, asking about her current case. He almost choked laughing when she started mimicking one of her clients. “It’s Chrystel with a y and just one l, Ms. Keridreux. I’m very particular about that.” Alice had always had a gift for it, friends told her she’d missed her vocation. Théry played along, poking fun at the courts’ newspeak, the preponderance of “lived experiences” and “lifelong misery,” and the “therapeutic benefits” of trials, along with other expressions that irked them both.
Alice was back with the boss she’d once known, a sharp, wily man with the dark humor of a lawyer that so terrifies people outside the profession. She’d climbed the career ladder surrounded by male narratives like his, so embellished that they no longer bore any resemblance to the facts. Starting with the same anecdote about a trial, they would change the court, the key players, and the date. The story grew, was elaborated, and went on to fuel legends about the profession. They all inherited these tales, and then the day came when they in turn passed them on.
“Have you heard from Jean?” Théry asked.
“I call him often. His voice is getting weaker and weaker. Last time he told me he wants to stop his treatment.”
“D’you know, of all the lawyers I know, he’s the only one I truly admire. Jean is a master.”
“Do you remember the Lucienne story?”
“’Lucienne had black hair, she wore a yellow cardigan and a pleated skirt,’” Alice began.
“‘Her husband, Marcel, was a carpenter. He had two fingers missing …’” Théry went on.
Their recollections complemented each other: a detail forgotten by one was salvaged by the other. Lucienne had turned up at Jean’s practice confessing that she had hidden her baby’s body years earlier. The child had been beaten to death by his father, they had rolled him up in a towel and buried him in a plot of land owned by the family. Justice had never been done in the case; the couple had moved away, and life had started again. She’d told Jean that she was haunted by her baby, she wanted to give him a burial place, a proper one, with a name and dates engraved on a tombstone in a cemetery. She didn’t have the courage to turn herself in. She wanted Jean to be the one to call the police. He told her it was not for him to do.
“And a week later she was at his door …”
“With her suitcase.”
Jean had told Lucienne everything that could happen to her: police custody, an inquiry, the search for the body, a showdown with her husband, a trial, conviction. She obstinately insisted that she couldn’t go on living while her child had no grave.
“At the time, Jean was already representing everybody who was anybody, the cops despised him,” said Théry.
“He had a lot of sleepless nights over it.”
Jean had called the police station, and two cops had come to his office for Lucienne. The child’s bones were found exactly where she’d said they would be. She’d been convicted.
“He always wondered whether he did the right thing.”
Silence settled between them; they were both moved. Théry ordered two coffees.
“You know, with the Lange case,” he said, “I’m sure the judge had a crush on Laurentin, your predecessor. She must have been flattered to have a Parisian in her office, the tramp. But at the beginning, she was always decent with me, I even secured my client’s release. The peacock could have killed me. And then Lange screwed up, he came back to the area, someone recognized him and went to the police. He’d violated his parole, bam, back to the slammer. After that the judge refused all my requests for a witness confrontation. She said the kid couldn’t handle it. I gave up in the end. It’s not like I wanted to spend my life with Lange. He’s the kind of client who writes you letters every day but plays dead the minute you send your invoice. Luckily, I had other more interesting cases on my books at the time.”
As he said goodbye to Alice outside the brasserie, he added, “So, I know this isn’t going to stop my bank manager jumping up and down, but, if I remember right, this case wouldn’t even hang together with glue. It’s her word against his. If I were still at the top of my game, I’d make mincemeat of your client and of you, Keridreux. Okay, I’ll try to persuade Lange to confess to something. Otherwise, it’s a lost cause. You see, I’m bettering myself. I’m starting to feel the victims’ pain too.”



By the time she’d pulled off her gloves and fished her phone out of her pocket, the ringing had stopped. The screen showed an unknown number. Lisa listened to the voicemail. Alice Keridreux agreed to take her case and was offering her a meeting the following Thursday afternoon. She should have anticipated this. Still kneeling on the damp soil, she went back to her weeding. She’d gone to see a female attorney on an impulse, and now wasn’t so sure what she wanted. She would have to start all over again, describing what had happened to her over and over. Maybe she could delay, say she wasn’t free that day or not call back. Alice Keridreux would forget. The woman could have made an effort, she thought to herself, asked how she was doing. Nothing. Lisa was struggling to push aside a limb from a rambling rose, when a branch sprang free and scratched her face. Why the hell did she have to deal with all this on her own?
The other apprentices had already stopped for the day. She put the branches into a pile, gathered up her tools, and slipped them one by one into their pockets in her tool bag, then dusted the dirt from her pants and headed slowly back to the shed. She could hear laughter coming through the wide-open door; the oldest gardener on the team was celebrating his birthday and the boss had provided champagne. Lisa couldn’t leave without saying anything to them. She was greeted with exclamations and handed a glass, she toasted with them. Their warmth and high spirits relaxed her. She would go to the meeting.

—
At this time in the evening her father was probably home. Well, good—the conversation wouldn’t last so long. Since he’d made a new life for himself, he avoided talking to her in front of his wife. He didn’t pick up right away, Lisa waited, he was probably taking himself off somewhere before answering. The champagne was still having a slight effect on her, her voice was buzzy. She apologized and very quickly explained that she’d met a female attorney who had agreed to represent her. There was a silence that lasted several seconds, a bit of throat clearing. She couldn’t make a decision like this on her own, she should have spoken to him about it sooner, Laurentin was wonderful, it really wasn’t a good idea to go changing … Lisa didn’t let him finish.
“Dad, this is my thing.”
She could hear Leo crying in the background. Then her father’s wife calling him. He must have put his hand over the phone, the sounds were muffled, he said of course he understood, but it was just … the child’s screams stepped up a gear.
“Don’t worry. I promise it’ll be fine.”
“What did your mother say?”
It had taken Lisa a while to get used to these “your mother’s and “your father’s that had replaced the “Mom’s and “Dad’s of previous conversations, this device they’d come up with to foist their breakup on her. And then, like all children of divorce, she’d adapted. She played on their resentments as she would a keyboard. She knew what to say, which buttons to press and how, and what was better left unsaid. A proficiency that comes quickly, it turned out. Her father was always flattered when she told him things first. It must have reassured him, slightly eased his guilt for dumping his wife and daughters, particularly her, the younger one, with what she’d been through.
“She doesn’t know yet. I wanted to tell you first.”
He said he was sending her a big hug, he’d call back very soon and they’d have lunch together.
Lisa didn’t even think to ask for news of Leo. She hardly knew him, this half brother of hers. She would have liked to love him, though. But she couldn’t help herself, she was jealous of her father’s pride when he held his son in his arms. And anyway, her father—with his two-day stubble, his new glasses, and his stomach tucked into his jeans—really ticked her off. She thought he was ridiculous trying to act all young at his age.

—
That Saturday Lisa had lunch at her mother’s. She felt a little pang in her chest every time she went through the gate. Nothing had moved in the house. The frames still formed their impeccable line all the way up the staircase. There were seventeen of them, one for each stair. It had been a ritual, posing as a family every summer, sitting on the sand with their backs to the sea, all in a line, as if on parade. Black-and-white portraits, ordered from the photographer on the beach, all the same size. In the last of them, Lisa must be thirteen, a little chubby, as tanned as her father. Solène has the same fair complexion as her mother. Her parents are pressed up against each other, smiling, they look gorgeous, the pair of them.
They sat at the kitchen table, both making an effort to seem bright, breezy, and happy to see each other. Lisa had brought some yanagi-ichigo fruit and a rare kind of ancient grain. She’d made a great fuss over her mother’s present, an orange sweatshirt that she would never wear—she loathed the color. Until dessert, conversation rolled along nicely, covering seedlings, the vegetable plot, global warming, and the benefits of stinging nettle purée. At least they could agree on all that. The awkwardness had come along with Solène. Her trip to Sweden was meant to last a year, long enough for her to get another diploma. But a tall, bearded Nordic man had been appearing in photos on the family WhatsApp group for some time now, and Solène had stopped talking about coming home. Because of the bearded guy and Solène’s smile next to him, Lisa’s mother avoided the subject. She didn’t want to upset Lisa.
Since her experience, an embarrassed silence had hung over anything that touched on relationships or sexuality. Memories of those tortuous years were still too raw. Poor Mom. She didn’t even dare suggest going to the movies or watching a movie together on TV, she must have been afraid they’d stumble across a sex scene halfway through.

—
Lisa pounced on the moment when her mother, bending down to put on her gardening boots, wasn’t looking at her.
“I’m changing attorneys. I’d prefer to be represented by a woman.”
She’d turned the sentence over in her head several times on the way there. Her mother couldn’t object on any grounds: Lisa clearly remembered her hesitating to opt for Laurentin at the time. She could picture her sitting in the living room, telling one of her girlfriends that it would be easier for her daughter to confide in a woman. Her father had maintained that, quite the opposite, it would be better to have a man to square up to Lange and his attorney. They’d asked what she thought, she’d said she didn’t give a damn. For once her father had won.
“I’ve met one. Her name’s Alice Keridreux. I’m seeing her again soon. She’s older than you.”
Lisa described the practice, right in the town center, the large office looking out over the river, adding that the attorney had two children—all things, she thought, that would reassure her mother.
“Your father won’t agree to it.”
“I told him just before coming here. He was at home, Leo was crying, the conversation didn’t last long, I didn’t want to bother him with this … You know what he’s like now …”
She had it all worked out and wasn’t proud of herself for it. Her mother had bristled, as she did whenever anyone mentioned her ex-husband’s new life.
“But did he at least get that this means a lot to you? He divorced his wife, not his daughter.”
It was in the bag.

—
Darkness was closing in as they reached the station. They stood in silence for a few seconds, facing each other on the platform.
“You know, you’re right, about the attorney.”
Her mother hugged her awkwardly. Lisa could feel herself stiffening involuntarily.
She smiled at her through the train’s graffitied window, put on her headphones, pulled up her hood, and kicked aside the crushed can and the greasy fastfood box on the floor. The tracks followed the highway, ran along an expanse of warehouses, and then curved around to the left before going over a bridge. The whole town could be seen from there. Lisa waited for her high school to appear, with its semicircular façade punctuated with yellow metal tubes, and she closed her eyes. The train was now racing through countryside dotted with residential areas. A group of teenagers got on at the next station, and she sunk deeper into her seat. A girl with raven-black hair and a nose piercing let her eyes glide over her. They sat in a block of four seats farther down the carriage and talked loudly while their smart speaker spewed out a terrible noise.

—
Since her experience, Lisa had hardly seen anyone from that time. She hadn’t even been in court the day her friend Marion had given evidence. The only people she hadn’t been able to avoid were her two old high school teachers, Mrs. Valette and Mr. Boehm. They’d been at the far end of the room when Lisa came in, and Pauline Valette’s eyes were red. It had really shaken Lisa up. The attorney was bound to ask her all sorts of questions about them.
Her thoughts drifted back to her mother, who would already have messaged Solène to tell her everything. Her sister would agree, too, about having a female attorney.
They didn’t talk about religion much at home, and it was a long time since anyone in the family had been to church; politics wasn’t a subject for them either, but anything that touched on the gender gap incensed her mother. She hadn’t forgiven her own parents for failing to give her the same encouragement as her brothers with her schoolwork. Which was why she’d been so exacting about her own daughters’ academic results. She wanted her girls to be independent and perhaps also to avenge her.
“We need to be armed,” she always said. “I wasn’t properly prepared.”
It hadn’t been easy, in her particular family, being a teenage girl with breasts that turned the boys on.



They call it a personality test. Its validity depends on the goodwill of the tester and, it has to be said, on the defendant’s social background and how high profile the case is. Which amounts to saying that it usually runs to only a few pages. Five was all it took to get the measure of Marco Lange.
Alice had seen dozens of men like him come through the system. She had a name for them: “Kleenex men.” To summarize, his mother had had too many children and he too many stepfathers, he’d spent several years in foster care, had been expelled from school and then sent to a metal works, and of course he’d failed his apprenticeship diploma. That little sentence, “I failed my diploma,” was among those that Alice most frequently found in her clients’ files. Along with others like “I retook first grade” and “I didn’t know my father.”
He’d wanted to enlist in the army, picturing himself as a tank mechanic, but that hadn’t worked out either. Defendants’ life stories are full of broken dreams. He’d worked all over the place, always on the outskirts of towns, taking on a string of casual jobs until a builder took a liking to him and taught him plastering and decorating.
Marco Lange had had no better luck with women. He would be offered one side of a bed that some other man had just vacated, and another would be hot on his heels to hustle him out. Not one woman he’d met had decided to make a husband and father of him. When he was thirty, he’d pursued a woman twelve years his senior who was bringing up two children single-handed. She’d told him that companies near where she lived were hiring.
“I really believed in it that time, in the woman and the work,” he had said.
They’d lasted a little longer than any of the others. He’d stayed long enough to fix up her little house, extend her vegetable patch, and grow fond of the children.
“And then it ended.”
The breakup had gotten him down, and after that he’d tried to “do it with men,” but “didn’t really feel comfortable talking about it”—the tester had put his words in quotes. Marco Lange had decided to stay in the area, though. He was tired of moving around, and anyway, he said, it was the first time he’d felt settled anywhere. He’d even found accommodation, a first-floor room that looked out over a small courtyard.
“It didn’t get much daylight, but at least it was my place.”
That was where the police had come to arrest him.

—
Shown in profile on the police photo, his forehead bulges outward directly above black eyebrows, and he has a high hairline. Alice thought that when seen head-on, he could have been one of the workers taking a lunch break on that beam at Rockefeller Center in the famous photo from the thirties. A workman’s face with nothing obvious to date it. Or perhaps it was the poor-quality photocopy that made him look like that. Lange is in a short-sleeved shirt with the collar unbuttoned. It was springtime.

—
First statement in custody. He says he is single and unemployed. When an officer asks him if there’s anyone who should be informed, he says no, no one. The questioning begins like a routine conversation, he gives the names of his recent employers, explains that he left one “because of the pay,” another “because of a personality clash,” and that a third had fired him after he was off sick, “with depression,” he explained.
On the fourth page, the officer cuts to the chase.
New line, bold letters, side heading: “Sexual behavior.” Lange says that he “does it the normal way” with women. The questioner digs deeper. For fellatio, it’s a yes, often. For anal sex, only occasionally. Does he have “urges”? Yes, sometimes. “Inappropriate behavior”? Maybe, “just my hand on an ass.” Does he watch porn? Yes again. What type? Both. Can you be more precise? Fifty-fifty men and women. And children? Never. Was he ever sexually assaulted? No, “but one of my brothers was.”

—
Next session. Of course he knows the Charvet family. He worked there for several weeks, erecting a pergola and building a lean-to to accommodate a guest bedroom and a home office. Their children? He knew them too. Two girls. How did he get along with them? “At first things were good and then it soured, I was in a bad place at the time, drinking a lot. The client didn’t let me finish the job.”
“Do you know why you’re here?” the officer asks.
“You asked me that several times, I still don’t see what I did wrong.”
“Lange Marco is informed why he is being questioned in custody,” the report says.
“I don’t get it. I never raped anybody.”
The interview is suspended for two hours. Change of police officer. When the interview is resumed, the investigator notes that Marco Lange has eaten the sandwich he was offered. And the questions begin again. Sexual relationships, urges, erotic dreams, inappropriate behavior, schedule. He gets angry. Ends up saying yes, maybe, he said some stuff he shouldn’t have said to the Charvet girls.
“The younger one was the type to strut around half naked at her window.”
And then, “I gotta say, it was more the mom who did it for me. She always complained that her husband was never around. She sent me away like I was a scumbag, and plus she didn’t pay me.”
But all the way through he keeps saying he didn’t do anything, and he doesn’t understand why he’s being accused. At the end of his statutory forty-eight hours, Marco Lange is remanded in custody.

—
In nearby interview rooms, other people are being questioned. His last employer’s wife says she avoided being alone with him at the warehouse. She thought he “looked at her funny.” She even “got the impression” he was “fiddling with himself” in front of her. The waitress in a bar he often goes to says he has “wandering hands.”
Lydie, his ex, describes a kind, helpful man, but one who “can get aggressive when he’s had too much to drink.” She, too, is asked whether Lange is “sexually normal.” There must be some police norm for sexuality, Alice thought with a sigh.
Just reading the report, she could picture the scene. The witness was clearly not the type to be intimidated.
“We had sex, what can I say?”
“Did he ever ask you for anything unusual?”
“We gave each other a good time, that’s all. If you really want to know, it was me who showed him stuff. It doesn’t cost anything, it doesn’t bother anybody, and it’s private.”
The officer asks how old her daughter was when she lived with Lange.
“Fifteen-sixteen.”
“How did he behave around her?”
Lydie balks.
“What are you dreaming up here? No way he was going to approach my daughter. And let me tell you, he had his hands full with me.”
But she does say that when she heard afterward that he “also slept with men,” now that “disgusted” her.

—
The investigation took a lot of interest in this bisexuality of Lange’s. The police had already identified one of his partners, the same kind of guy as him, a lightweight carried along by the tide, who said they’d had sex “just casually, in passing.” One young man said he’d turned down some insistent advances. Another claimed he’d felt “uncomfortable” about Lange’s intimate revelations at a bar. A friend of Lange’s described throwing him out of his place one evening when Lange was drunk and had asked his wife if she wanted to “suck him off.”
“I wasn’t sure I heard him right. I said, ‘Say that again,’ and he laughed. I came close to punching him in the face. That evening my wife and I agreed that he could rape someone.”
The police had also found a neighbor of the Charvets—a retired accountant, she described herself as—who had had her ceilings repainted by Marco Lange. She hadn’t forgiven him for damaging the casing of a wardrobe when he moved it.
“I saw what kind of man he was right away,” she said.
Oh, witnesses are wonderful! Even when they don’t know a thing, they can find something to say, Alice thought irritably. Once again, she felt the accuracy of Erri de Luca’s words: “Assessing an era through its legal documents is like studying the stars by looking at their reflection in a pond.”
Alice went back to the earliest entries in the file and reread the statements from Lisa’s parents on the day they’d filed their complaint. Bénédicte Charvet’s statement was much more extensive than her husband’s.
“As soon as she realized that I knew what was going on, Lisa locked herself in her bedroom. She didn’t open up and let me in till the middle of the night. She was so pale and she could barely stand. I took her straight to the emergency room. The doctor gave her a sedative and decided to keep her overnight for observation. My husband was away on business, I waited till he came home, and we went to the hospital together to bring Lisa home. Then she refused to come to the police station with us to make the complaint. She didn’t want to give her name, she said she was scared. I wouldn’t let it go, and in the end she told us it was someone we knew, someone we were mad at.”

—
Bénédicte Charvet is the first to mention Marco Lange. She should have been suspicious of him sooner, she said.
“He was a good worker at first. I kind of took pity on him, he told me about his life, he was so isolated. Then he started slacking. He arrived late, and always had some excuse.”
She’d been really angry with him one time when she’d found him knocking back a bottle of vodka at work. Certainly, after that, she said, “I told the girls to be careful. I thought he looked at me funny.” The same words as the builder’s wife.
“One morning when we were having coffee in the kitchen,” she added, “Lisa came down for breakfast. She was in her nightshirt. He looked at her and said, ‘Your daughter’s getting so beautiful. Even more beautiful than you. A real little woman.’”
She claimed she’d “felt just so uneasy” and had asked Lisa to go back up to her room.
“When I heard what Lisa had told her teachers, I immediately thought of Marco Lange.
Alice underlined the words “what Lisa had told her teachers.” Two of them, Pauline Valette and François Boehm, had been interviewed at length during the inquiry.

—
Pauline Valette, her French teacher, had been the first to be concerned about changes in Lisa’s behavior in class. She said she no longer recognized the lively, twinkly student from the beginning of the year. Lisa kept herself to herself, seemed to have neglected her appearance for a while when she’d been something of a coquette before.
“She didn’t dress the same, she took to wearing shapeless clothes. Between classes she always had some excuse to stay in the classroom instead of being with the other students in the schoolyard.”
At first, Lisa had told her teacher that things weren’t good at home, that she could no longer deal with her mother’s comments, and the worst thing was that she was sad because her parents were always fighting. Another time, she’d explained that it was “a girl thing.”
“She would come looking for me. She seemed to want to confide in someone. I found her touching. I tried to get her to trust me.”
She’d even given Lisa her phone number. Lisa had called her in the middle of the night and then immediately hung up. When she’d raised it with her, Lisa had explained that the call had been a mistake and she’d apologized. Another time, Lisa had asked if Pauline could drop her off at home so she didn’t have to take the school bus. She’d said the bus stop was some distance from her house and, when it was dark, she was scared of meeting the wrong kind of people, because it had happened before.
“I got the feeling she was telling me only half the story, like she was expecting me to work out the rest. It put me in a difficult position. She told me there was no one she could confide in, definitely not her mother, her father was never there, her sister worked the whole time.”
Pauline Valette also said that during an end-of-semester parent-teacher meeting she’d discussed Lisa’s well-being with Bénédicte Charvet.
“Mrs. Charvet was mostly concerned about her daughter’s poor academic results. She said Lisa was a complicated kid and kept comparing her with her older sister.”
In her statement, Pauline Valette went on to mention that Lisa did not attend a school trip that her class had been planning for weeks. She’d come to school with bruises on her face and said she’d fallen off her bike.
“I can’t say exactly why but it felt like she used that as an excuse not to come on the trip.”
“There was no denying,” she added, “that Lisa Charvet was suffering. She seemed to be permanently on the brink of tears.”
Very implicated, this Pauline Valette, Alice thought.

—
François Boehm, the history teacher, was equally concerned. Lisa had felt faint during one of his lessons. The same thing had happened in science class during a presentation on reproduction. The school nurse had said that Lisa was just hypoglycemic.
“François and I agreed that we needed to keep an eye on Lisa Charvet. But we didn’t really feel we had any support from older teachers, and certainly not from the principal.”
Pauline Valette apparently felt a lot of resentment toward this principal, Luc Fayolle.
“He criticized us for worrying about her too much and asked us to take a step back. He said there were plenty of other students with problems. He put it down to our ‘inexperience.’ He’s about to retire, he’s lost interest in it all.”

—
All the same, the principal took things in hand. Among the documents taken from the school’s administrative services during the investigation was a sort of cafeteria diary devoted to Lisa Charvet. Salmon and rice, sausages and mashed potato, spaghetti carbonara. The menus were copied out in the same careful handwriting, with occasionally wobbly spelling. “Monday: Lisa Charvet only had a main course, spinach risotto, and hardly touched it.” “Tuesday: Lisa Charvet ate her egg mayonnaise first course but didn’t really touch her main course couscous.” “Thursday: Lisa Charvet returned her pollock and steamed potatoes and her fruit compote untouched” (underlined twice), “Friday: Lisa Charvet gave her cordon bleu to someone else and didn’t eat her chocolate mousse.”
There were ten pages like this, written out in a spiral-bound notebook. Alice could picture the cafeteria monitor in her pale-blue paper hat, circulating apparently casually between tables to spy on young Lisa’s tray and check she wasn’t giving someone else her portion of sausage.

—
And then one Saturday morning events took a dramatic turn. Lisa had not handed in her French homework the day before. She’d run away in tears when Pauline Valette had tried to hold her back at the end of class. Mrs. Valette had then taken Lisa’s best friend Marion aside to ask whether she knew anything. Marion obstinately refused to talk, the teacher had persisted, and Marion had snapped: Lisa had confided in her that a man was abusing her. It had happened several times. She’d made her swear not to say anything.
Pauline Valette and François Boehm decided there and then to summon Lisa to the staff room with Marion.
“What Marion had just told me confirmed all my fears. I’d already discussed it several times with my coworker from the history department. We wanted to be sure. And that was when Lisa admitted that she’d been raped.”
Alice scowled at the word “admitted.” Admissions are for perpetrators, not victims. The two teachers had relayed this to the principal. Luc Fayolle had immediately called in Lisa’s parents and contacted the Board of Education and district attorney.

—
Lisa was questioned three days later. She was seen by a female police officer who talked to her in a cozy, familiar way, as if to a ten-year-old.
“So, is it okay if we film you, if we record what you say when we’re talking?”
The answer is yes. The police officer asks which class she’s in, whether she has brothers and sisters, and what she’d like to do in life.
Alice tried to picture Lisa five years younger, under the white light of a small-town police station, sitting opposite a woman in uniform coaxing her to describe what she’d been through.
“The first time was at my house. I was home alone, he rang the doorbell, he said he was there to pick up his tools. We talked some, and then … then he hugged me and kissed me, he started running his hands all over me, and he … put his hand in my panties. I was paralyzed, I couldn’t move … I just let him do it. The second time was in his car. He took out his penis, he got a hold of my head and forced me … He said he’d punish me if I told my parents about it …”
“For the record, the minor is crying throughout,” points out the police officer. She asks for specific details. Yes, it was Marco Lange. No, Lisa doesn’t remember if he ejaculated. But he insulted her, that she remembers.
“He said it was all I was good for.”
Her statement, which had started at 17:51, ended at 19:16. The adults—her parents and teachers—said a whole lot more than she did.

—
Next came a medical report supported by a pipette, a sample slide, three swabs, and a blood sample. A young girl, as seen in legal proceedings. “A genital examination identified normal labia majora, labia minora, and vulval opening. The hymen is intact and has a one-finger-width aperture. The perineal examination found no lesions around the anus, and the radial folds are intact. No rectal examination was performed.”
A virgin then, Alice thought.



Lisa was already thirty minutes late, and Alice was growing impatient. She still had three visits at the county jail, a call to make to an examining magistrate, and Chrystel had emptied the box of Kleenex. Naima came in looking annoyed. Lisa Charvet had finally arrived, she said, but she wasn’t alone. She had her father with her.
“He’s insisting on meeting you.”
That was all she needed. Alice straightened her blouse, smoothed the crease in her pants, and went to the waiting room. She could tell at a glance that the situation was tense. Lisa avoided making eye contact with Alice, but her father jumped up when he saw her.
“Laurent Charvet. I’d like to speak to you.”
Alice extended her hand.
“Pleased to meet you. I’m listening.”
“I have nothing against you, but I don’t think it’s a good idea for my daughter to change her attorney now. And I’ve told her that. Laurentin has always given Lisa—and us—his complete support. We owe him a lot. And the important thing is he knows the file inside out, he’s been on the case since the start and he’s very competent.”
Laurent Charvet then made a strenuous effort to soften the bluntness of what he’d just said: “Not that I’m questioning your competence in any way, of course. But the trial is in less than four months, and I’m sure you’re already very busy …”
Lisa didn’t look up.
“Your daughter is an adult,” Alice said. “So it’s up to her to decide what she’d like to do. It’s probably best to let her think about it and postpone this meeting.”
“I don’t want to,” said Lisa, her voice quavering.
“What don’t you want?” asked her father.
“I don’t want to postpone. It’s for me to choose. I want you to defend me.”
She was looking Alice right in the eye.
“You need to leave us now,” she told her father quietly.
The door to the office closed. Lisa was sobbing.
“I tried to explain. He just wouldn’t give up, right from the start. He said he didn’t understand me, and I don’t know what came over me, but it all came pouring out. I threw it in his face—that he’s never understood anything anyway. That I knew as soon as it started that he was cheating on my mom. And I kept it all to myself. I had that weighing on me for the longest time. And do you know the worst part? He acted like he didn’t hear any of it. The only answer he could come up with was to say that I was fragile because of what I went through!”
Her tears had dried now.
“It felt so good just now when you said it was for me to decide. Did you read my file?”
“Yes. Do you feel ready to get to work?”
“I think so.”
“Tell me about the fifteen-year-old you.”
“I hated myself.”
“That’s not unusual at that age.”
Lisa remembered the withering contempt in her sister’s expression when she’d caught her simpering in front of the bathroom mirror with too much eye makeup on and her mouth painted red. “You look ridiculous,” Solène had said.
All the anger she felt against this older sister, who made their parents so proud, bubbled up again inside, along with the disappointment she could read in her mother’s face and the feeling of being stifled at home. When she walked out the door, she became someone else, she took on a persona, free and provocative. What else could she do in a town where nothing ever happened? Appealing to boys was the most interesting thing she found. And it wasn’t even hard. If she’d been the older sister or if she’d had a brother, things might have been different. But it was what it was, she was the little sister, the position of best daughter was taken, and even her dad—when he was home—seemed to like her less.
“How about you?” she suddenly asked Alice. “Have you always lived here?”
“No, but it’s been nearly thirty years now.”
Alice had spent her childhood and most of her teens abroad at the whim of her father’s work and had not returned to France until the year she sat for her baccalaureate. She’d met her future husband in lectures at law school, and he’d been as devoted to his home region as she was footloose. She’d followed him there. The children had come along, they’d bought the house on the island … Alice had felt she was putting down roots for the first time. One of her forebears, an admiral, had gone down with his ship off the coast there, and his name was engraved alongside the other seamen on a stone in the cemetery. When her marriage had started to fall apart, she’d certainly considered returning to Paris, but hadn’t wanted to burden her children with further disruption. And anyway, she had her own practice, she couldn’t see herself going back to working for someone else.
“Where are you from?”
“Paris.”
“Well, then you won’t know what small-town boredom feels like.”
This was true, Alice hadn’t experienced that, but she’d definitely seen plenty of this brand of teenage boredom since she’d been doing her job. In fact, it was a hell of a breeding ground for clients.
“I became the school whore,” Lisa blurted.
“You’re a victim, Lisa.”
“It’s more complicated than that.”
“No. Just because a teenage girl has urges, she doesn’t need to feel she’s in the wrong.”
“I know that. But it explains a whole bunch of stuff that happened.”
Alice picked up her pen. She remembered the lyrics of a Bénabar song: “For lots of you / I was the first / one of the first to count / but not all that much.” Why did girls always have to feel guilty?
A bright shaft of sunlight fell on the file open on her desk.
“I’m guessing you saw Mrs. Valette’s name a lot in there,” said Lisa.
“Yes. She liked you very much …”
“Me too. First of all, she was pretty. There was—I don’t know how to explain it—something pure about her. Her husband too. He was very tall, he’d always be carrying their child against his stomach whenever I saw them in the street. They always held hands. But mostly it was because she was happy. I had her for two years in a row in high school. She wasn’t like the other teachers, she really was interested in us. It’s even thanks to her that I’m called Lisa. One time she asked us to write this essay about what we’d like to change about our lives. Well, that was easy for me, I wanted to change everything. The place I was born, my house, my mother, my sister, and my name, Laurine. At home they also called me Booby because I was a baby. Laurine or Booby, I hated both. At least Solène is a beautiful name. I added a postscript to the essay: ‘Please call me Lisa.’ It was my middle name, my favorite grandma’s name. I got a really good grade. Mrs. Valette read my essay to the whole class. And then everybody started telling stories about their names. I said I was being totally serious, I really wanted to change my name. My mom was upset, my dad and Solène didn’t give a damn, I toughed it out and I won.
“The other teacher you would have seen in the file, Mr. Boehm, was also new, like Mrs. Valette. I had him for history. He was skinny, losing his hair, he never yelled. He found it hard to command respect. He was in his own world, he never even knew what was going on at the back of the classroom. Should I tell you what we did?”
“If it’s relevant to the case …”
“He used to show us documentaries. The classroom was in darkness … and we made the most of it.”
Lisa remembered the first time. It was during a film about the Second World War, and she was sitting between Seb and Jérémie. Seb took her hand and flattened it against his jeans. She stroked him for a while through the fabric, then he undid his zipper. He had an erection and she rubbed him up and down. Jérémie watched them, laughing.
“For me the worst part was when I saw Mr. Boehm’s face right after. He’d just turned off the projector and was still emotional about the film, talking about it passionately. I was ashamed. But I did it again several times. The boys didn’t ask me for anything, they just took my hand.”
Bénabar’s lyrics form an echo in Alice’s head. “I wasn’t the kind of girl / anybody would woo / I was one of those girls / who go ahead and do.”
Lisa kept talking and her expression changed the whole time. It was like the landscape flitting past through a train window, by turns windswept or still, vast or cramped. Alice noticed the small snowflake scar that chicken pox had left between her eyebrows, directly above the bridge of her nose. Her daughter Louise had one the same. A remnant of childhood, but the teenager had been erased.
“I was in love with Seb, he was kind, he was the first boy who kissed me, but whenever we found somewhere to be alone together, Jérémie and Ryan would show up. You know, in a town like mine there aren’t too many places for teenagers to meet up, so everybody knew them. At first, I liked being the only girl with three boys. I could see what I did to them. It was because of my breasts. They’d just suddenly grown over the summer. I was proud of them. At least I was ahead of the curve on that, my mom and my sister never had breasts like that. We listened to music, smoked cigarettes or rolled a joint, we chatted, I knew what they were waiting for, there was always this moment when I knew it would happen. I did what they wanted but I only let them touch my top, never my bottom half. That was how I dealt with it, I convinced myself I was in control, and I knew more about them than they did about me. What their erections were like, the shape and smell of their penises. I hope this doesn’t shock you. I don’t know why I’m telling you all this. Maybe because you have breasts too …”
Alice automatically adjusted the neckline of her blouse.
“We’ve strayed a little too far from the subject. But we’re going to stop there for today.”
“Pity. I still have so much to tell you.”
As she left the room, Lisa added, “I’m real glad you’re my lawyer.”

—
Alice had just set off when her mother’s name appeared on her phone screen. She’d taken to calling more and more during the day.
“I hope I’m not disturbing you …”
“Nothing serious? I’m kind of busy. I just had a meeting at the office and I’m heading over to the county jail.”
“Ah. And what was this meeting?”
“A very talkative client, quite disturbing actually. A little younger than Louise. Rape victim.”
“Another rape! My poor darling, I don’t know how you do it. That’s all there is these days. In my day, we didn’t talk about it so much. I wonder if that was better. You must be tired of it, aren’t you? I personally couldn’t be less interested in all that business!”

—
A light drizzle began to fall. The parking lot was full, it was family visiting day. Alice cut the engine and just sat there for a few minutes with the car key in her hand. Around her, children jumped in puddles and were scolded by their mothers. Women in veils stooped under supermarket bags full of washing. A little girl with braided hair watched over a warmly swaddled baby shrieking in its stroller. A gaggle of young men with their hoods up stood aside to let a frail old man pass. Under the roof of a bus shelter a girl wearing too much blush adjusted the low-cut top of her red minidress and changed from sneakers into heels.
Alice went over to the security gate.



Alice needed to stick to the key facts with Lisa Charvet. Time was sailing by, the trial date was drawing near, she was an attorney by profession, not a doctor or a psychologist, even though sometimes it all got confused. She was told so many things in confidence. But that was also one of the things she liked about her job, the opportunities it offered to break into other people’s lives. Defendants or victims, at the end of the day they were all equally distressed when they came to see her.
She wasn’t one of those attorneys like Théry, who thought the only noble role was to defend the accused. Of course, on that side of the bar, you felt more useful when you were battling into a headwind and you had to be a mouthpiece for someone with everything stacked against them. What she liked best were the parricides. She’d had a few in her career. But her mother was right: there are fewer sons who kill their fathers than rape cases.

—
Lisa looked fresh-faced when she came into Alice’s office, holding a bunch of anemones. She’d run to be there on time and had even arrived a little early, her cheeks flushed. Alice studied her as she arranged the flowers, tilting her head to one side, then the other, concentrating, suddenly graceful, changing the angle of a stem, taking a step back, turning the vase, and moving it a few centimeters along the marble mantlepiece. Eventually she came and sat straight and upright on the chair.
“Let’s go back over the timeline,” said Alice.
“Where from?”
“The beginning.”
“Not everything’s in the case file, you know.”
“Case files never have everything, Lisa. But sadly, they’re all that matter at the trial. Judges don’t like any overspill.”
Alice had often felt this frustration and could have wept over it sometimes, when she saw them fixating on witness statements and all sorts of expert opinions, like the conscientious students they must have been to get to where they were, sitting there solemnly in their red or black robes. “It’s not in the case file, my learned friend!” they bellowed when she tried unsuccessfully to get them to look up from their documents. As if life could be summed up in those abstruse formulae, in the cross-examinations that said nothing about accents and hesitations and that smoothed people out until they were indistinguishable. Luckily, not all judges were the same. Alice knew some who liked taking risks and even courted them. At least with them everything was possible, you couldn’t tell what would happen at a hearing, it was almost like a blank page on which they wrote out the story together—and then, holy cow, it was beautiful!
“But as my lawyer,” Lisa said, interrupting her thoughts, “it’s important that you know everything.”
Lisa seemed more determined than at their previous meeting. There was no more talk of her not attending the trial.
“I need to tell you about the boys.”
“Lisa, let’s get to Marco Lange.”
“Wait. I don’t know if it’s always like this, but in my high school, reputations spread quickly. I knew what people were starting to say about me, but I didn’t really think about it. We all said stuff about each other, it was dumb, but not always mean. Except for Ryan. I was careful around him. He showed up in eighth grade just after his parents divorced. He said his dad was a TV producer or something like that, I never found out if it was true, but when he came back after a weekend with his dad, he told all these stories about famous people, and he saw Stromae and Fauve and even Orelsan in concert. He was a show-off, with his Beats headphones and his Eleven sweatshirt, and he treated everyone else like nobodies. I told Seb I thought he was a weirdo. I hated that Seb followed him everywhere, I wanted us to be alone, just the two of us. The stuff with Jérémie and Ryan was finished, I wanted more. And that’s when he told me about the videos. Ryan had filmed me on his phone.”
“Filmed?” Alice asked, shaking her head. High school was such an ugly, violent place. She’d hated that stage with her own children. The dense, pungent smell in classrooms when she went to parent-teacher meetings straight after classes. She wondered how teachers dealt with it. To this day she was still struck by the pervasive ungainliness of adolescence, of those mismatched bodies and faces.
“Did you know when it happened, this filming?”
“Just before the case started. I totally panicked. I had nightmares about it, I thought the whole school would know, I thought about what it would do to my mom and dad if they found out. And Mrs. Valette! I desperately didn’t want to disappoint her. I was in a really bad place. I was making myself puke and losing weight, I wanted to be sick, to have something serious, anything that would mean I didn’t have to go to school. No one understood what was happening to me, but who could I talk to? I couldn’t even tell my friends Gwenn and Marion. Especially Marion. We’d been friends since kindergarten, we’d stayed close all the way through, but she was way better behaved than me.”
“Marion who spoke to Pauline Valette?”
Alice particularly wanted to raise this subject with Lisa, the Saturday morning when the two girls had been summoned to the staff room. She wanted to know more about it. She understood how concerned the teachers had been, the urgency of the situation, their determination to do the best for their student. But why had they asked her friend to be there?
“It was terrible. I didn’t expect it. For a start, I had never set foot in the staff room before. I went in, saw Marion, and knew right away that she’d talked. She couldn’t look at me. I hated her. If you only knew how much I hated her …”
“She did exactly the right thing, you know, your friend Marion. She couldn’t keep something that serious to herself.”
“She’d promised!” Lisa cried, looking away. “The thing is I was trapped …”
“What do you mean?”
“Trapped. You understand trapped, right?” she was almost shouting.
“What would have happened if she hadn’t spoken up?”
“Nothing! I wouldn’t have said anything. I wouldn’t have said I’d been raped. Never. Because … because …” All at once she curled in on herself, balling her fists. “Because it’s not true! No. It’s not true! I lied. I lied to get out of the whole shitstorm I was in …”
“Lisa, look at me.”
“No, no … That’s what happened! But I didn’t know! How could I know? My teachers, the principal, my parents … it all happened so quickly. I couldn’t … it was too late, I couldn’t rewind.” Her voice dropped almost to a whisper as she added: “It had to come out. I can’t take any more of all this, I can’t take any more …”
Alice was knocked sideways by what she’d just heard. If this young woman was telling the truth, a man had been in prison for more than three years because of her. It just wasn’t possible. Whole chunks of the case file scrolled before her eyes. Lisa’s statement, accusing Lange in front of the police. An accusation she’d repeated to the examining magistrate. The details she’d given. Right up to the criminal court where Lange had been sentenced. It all became a scramble inside her head. She pictured the scene she’d watched alongside Théry, the terrified young woman in the witness stand, the defendant screaming when the presiding judge had had him removed from the dock: “I’m going to be locked up because of that little bitch!”
She remembered Théry’s words, “the file wouldn’t hang together with glue.” She, too, had raised an eyebrow when she’d heard that Lisa had not been confronted with Lange during the preliminary inquiry. But she’d never entertained the least doubt.
“You have to help me,” Lisa begged.



Alice needed to swim. She’d see more clearly afterward. She felt a sort of rage or fear rise inside her, perhaps both at once. But she couldn’t abandon her client like that, leaving her in the lurch. Lisa sat shaking with her elbows on the desk and her head buried in her hands.
“Let’s take some time to think. You and I. Do you live nearby?”
Lisa gave an address on a boulevard that Alice knew because she used it every time she headed toward the ocean.
“I’ll take you home. I’ll go get my car, I won’t be long, and I’ll let my assistant know you’re staying here.”
When Alice returned, Lisa was sitting on the sofa and her hair was plastered to her face by tears. She was taking little sips of the tea that Naima had brought her. A nod from Naima told Alice that her client had calmed down.
They traveled to her apartment block in silence. Lisa grabbed her bag, stepped out, and leaned against the car door.
“What are you going to do, right now?”
“Walk for a while. And swim.”
Lisa opened her eyes in amazement.
“In this weather? You’re crazy!”
“That’s what my daughter says.”
“How old is she?”
“Three years older than you.”
“So, would it bother you if I came along? I don’t want to be alone.”
“Get back in.”
Alice headed back to the main road.
“If you go swimming, I’ll keep an eye on you. This wouldn’t be a good time for anything to happen to you …”
This was the only reference to their conversation. They went along the coastline until they came to a fishing village. Alice showed her a path along a rocky escarpment. She knew a small inlet nearby.
“Are you happy to walk there?”
“Of course.”

—
After a few breaststrokes, Alice turned around. Lisa was sitting in the hollow of an overhanging rock. Alice couldn’t take her eyes off this figure huddled against the wind. But why Lange? Her thoughts jostled and barged against each other, Ryan, the video, Seb and the others, Marion, the teachers, Lisa’s parents. She was struggling to get into a rhythm in the water. None of it made any sense.
Don’t get carried away, she reasoned. You never know, it might not mean anything. She’d just had a sudden panic.
Up on the rock, Lisa had lit a cigarette. She was shivering when Alice returned.
“Do you do this a lot?”
“Whenever I can.”
Alice was feeling better already. Her anger had gone. The GPS screen said it would be twenty minutes, the radio was playing a Chet Baker song, Lisa closed her eyes and fell asleep. Her face lolled against the headrest, unselfconscious, her lips slightly parted. She looked like a child. She didn’t wake till they were outside her apartment. Alice parked at the side of the road and cut the engine.
“Lisa, what was said in my office didn’t happen. Unless you decide otherwise.”
The next morning, Lisa called to arrange a meeting.



Lisa took a letter from her pocket and put it on the desk.
“Here, it’s for you.”
Alice unfolded the handwritten page.
Marco Lange is innocent. I made up a story because I was in a difficult place at school. I didn’t think of all the consequences it would have. I’m prepared to explain myself before the court. I ask forgiveness of Marco Lange and everyone else.
“I wanted to put it in writing. Then it’s … I don’t know …” she cast around for the words, “more concrete.”
Alice made a point of intervening as little as possible. She cast her mind back to the anecdote about the woman who’d wanted Jean to hand her over and remembered an expression he’d used: “I wanted to hear the music she was playing.”
She was doing the same thing with Lisa, trying to hear the music, its slow movements and its staccatos, its silences, its harmonies and discords.
“I went for a sleepover at Marion’s one evening. Since her mom had gotten sick, she was doing everything around the house. It made her more serious. She’d felt distanced from me for a while. We turned out the light and were chatting quietly under the comforter so her mom wouldn’t hear. We talked about all kinds of stuff, our favorite TV series, other girls … At one point she said that people were saying things about me at school. She asked if it was true that I did stuff with several boys. I can’t explain it, but it gave me like an electric shock right through my body. I was convinced Ryan had shown people the video. I thought that soon everyone would know, and it would be the only thing anybody talked about in school. I puked on the floor. I felt like I was emptying myself out completely. Marion was horrified, she didn’t understand what was happening to me. I told her she’d really hurt me, and she didn’t know what I was going through and it was disgusting to tell tales like that. And then it just came out, I said I’d been raped. We spent the rest of the night crying together. She wanted to know if it was a boy at school and I said it wasn’t. She didn’t dare ask too many questions, she was scared. So I started talking, I couldn’t stop myself. I wanted her to pity me. I told her I couldn’t tell anyone else because it was all my fault and if my parents found out, they’d never forgive me. I made her swear not to say anything. The next morning, I couldn’t remember everything I’d told her, but Marion was my friend again. And right then, that was all that mattered.
“I just hated myself, not because of what I told her but for all the things that had driven us apart. I wanted to be like I was before, so no one could say I was the school whore anymore. That girl wasn’t me. I could see Mrs. Valette had her suspicions and I wanted her to pity me too.
“That was when we had the meeting in the staff room. Pauline Valette brought me there. When we arrived, the history teacher was talking to Marion. They made me sit down on this kind of little sofa, next to the photocopier and the coffee machine. Mrs. Valette said they were there to help me and if something serious had happened to me, I should say so. I’d never seen Mr. Boehm like that, all hunched over next to me. Mrs. Valette held my hands, you wouldn’t believe how warm hers were. Marion was crying. They were all so kind. I felt—how can I put this—cocooned. I wanted it to go on forever. I just sat there, not moving. And they didn’t say anything either.
“Then Mrs. Valette asked me if someone had hurt me, if I’d been forced to do something I didn’t want, and I said yes. And it was true, all that was true. I just wanted to stop that video. Mrs. Valette squeezed my hands harder and harder. I could hear Marion sniffing next to me. That was when Mrs. Valette asked if what I’d told Marion was true. She asked me, ‘Were you raped, Lisa?’ and I said yes again.”
But Lange? Why had she accused Lange?
“It all happened so fast. They wanted to know if it was someone in my family, so I said no but I told them again that it was an adult and I didn’t know anything about him. Afterward, my mom asked me so many questions, she asked where I’d met him, what he looked like, how old he was, whether she knew him, where it had happened. I didn’t know what to tell her. So, to get out of that situation, I said he was threatening me and I couldn’t give his name. Even when my parents told me Lange had been taken in for questioning, I still thought it would all stop.
“It was my dad who told me. The doctor at the hospital had given me some meds, I felt like I was floating in cotton wool. My dad had canceled all his trips so he could be with me. He had a fight with my mom and said I just needed peace and quiet. I was lying in my bed and could hear him coming up the stairs, being careful not to make them creak. He put his head around the door to see if I was sleeping. Whenever I called, he would come running to see if I needed something. He would bring up hot chocolate with too much cocoa in it, but it was still good because he’d made it. He wouldn’t leave until I’d finished it, he would stroke my forehead and kept saying, ‘My little Lisa, my tiny little Lisa’ over and over. I’d never seen him cry before. Later, he even brought his computer up to my room to work. He set himself up at my desk, which was too small for his long legs, so he had to keep changing position. He tried to make as little noise as possible when he typed. He would turn around and smile at me. It felt so good, the two of us like that. It was like all my fears had evaporated. Even Solène was kind to me.
“So when the police asked me if it was Lange, I said it was. When he was working at our house, we were often alone together. I used to watch him. At first, I remember thinking he was coming on to my mom. This is going to sound ridiculous, but at one point, I wanted him to notice me too, to think I was better than her and better than Solène.
“Then he began scaring me. Whenever I saw him in the street, he would look at me weirdly. He said crude things. I also knew there were rumors in town that he drank a lot and got into fights. One time he drove me home in his car. I’d lied to my mom, saying I was with Marion when I’d been at the outdoor activities center with the boys. It was raining, I was late, I’d missed the bus and was walking home, knowing I would be bawled out. He saw me on the road and offered to give me a ride. I don’t know why, but I got the feeling he knew stuff about me. He said, ‘You smell of sex.’ He deliberately brushed my thigh when he used the gear shift. He could see I was panicking, and it seemed to turn him on. And then I don’t know what happened inside his head, but he didn’t say anything else and just dropped me off at home.”

—
There was something that kept nagging at Alice. Lisa had gone out for a cigarette, and she waited for her to return so she could discuss it with her. It was the letter that Lisa had sent to the examining magistrate some months after the beginning of the case, asking for a meeting with her. She’d then made new accusations against Lange. She hadn’t told the whole story the first time around, she’d explained. And it had been at that point that she’d described attempted sodomy.
“It’s even worse than you can imagine. But first of all, I need to tell you about the magistrate. Her name was Julie Delmont, and the first time I saw her, I was disappointed. She looked like any other woman; I could have seen her in the street or at the supermarket. That wasn’t what a magistrate was like in my mind. I remember as I walked in, I saw the label on her coat, which was on a hanger. My mom had one by the same brand. And also, I think she fell in love with my attorney, Laurentin. She listened to him, they always seemed to agree on things. I did everything I could to be invisible when they talked about me.
“I was way more scared of her court clerk, who was older. She was a heavy lady, she reminded me of the school nurse, Mrs. Chekri, who I hated. So the clerk sat to one side, by the window, at a desk even smaller than the magistrate’s. Every now and then she’d peer at me over her glasses, like she didn’t trust me. Now that everything I said was being put down in statements, I was careful. As far as possible, I avoided making proper sentences.
“The second time I went there with my attorney, I noticed that the magistrate had styled her hair. Laurentin told her she looked very elegant, and she blushed. Laurentin himself must have spent hours getting ready. Everything matched, even his socks. But what I really remember were his hands. Mine looked so ugly in comparison; my nails were chewed right down.
“So, the letter … It must have been in May or June. Laurentin had called my parents to tell them that Lange was out of prison. They were furious, angry at the justice system for not protecting me. Laurentin explained that a different judge had made the decision and that Lange was barred from the whole region around my home, so I had nothing to be afraid of. Exactly the opposite happened. I thought that if people found out, they’d think he was released because I’d lied. Quite something, huh? Right then, the worst thing I could imagine was people not believing me anymore. In fact, I’d ended up convincing myself that everything I’d described was true. I knew Ryan was calling me a compulsive liar at school. It drove me crazy. So I wrote the magistrate, asking to see her.”
“But you didn’t think about Marco Lange? About coming face-to-face with him?”
“Of course not, that came after. When the magistrate summoned me and Laurentin. She said that Lange’s attorney was insisting on this face-off, and she couldn’t refuse it. Laurentin said it was a trap, that they’d use it to put pressure on me and I wasn’t strong enough to stand up to it.”
“What did you do then?”
“I stopped eating. I even had to be hospitalized. They fed me through a tube, and I tried to pull it out. All I could think of was that face-to-face meeting. I was obsessed with it. I had dreams of people coming to take me from my bedroom, dragging me into a room with him, and I’d start screaming. The nightmares kept coming when I was back home; I woke my parents every night. I don’t know if you’ll understand. I was dreading that meeting, but I think I was also hoping for it. It was like this wall on the horizon. A huge wall that would make everything stop. I decided that, afterward, I’d run away. Or commit suicide. That’s what I thought about in that magistrate’s office when she mentioned the face-to-face to my attorney. They asked what I thought, and I said I’d rather die.
“I remember their faces so clearly. They both turned to look at me at the same time, and I shrank back even deeper into my chair. The magistrate looked emotional—I don’t know if it was for me or my attorney. It was after that that she wrote to Marco Lange’s lawyer to say I wasn’t fit to deal with it.”
Lisa gestured toward the handwritten letter that she’d put on the desk when she arrived.
“Now do you see why I wrote that?”
Alice tried not to show her own turmoil. This was no time to weaken.
“First of all, Lisa, you need to speak with your parents.”
“That’s rich coming from you!”
The mental picture of Lisa’s father being asked to leave the office hovered between them.
“They need to know. Now. Until you’ve told them, I haven’t heard a word of this.”
“I thought of all that. But I’ll do it after the trial.”
“That’s impossible. They’ll be giving evidence.”
Lisa froze, her face turned away toward the window.
“My mother will never believe me. My father … Pfff … I don’t know how my father will react. He walked, he abandoned us. He only thought about himself. I can’t forgive him.”

—
The profound moments in our lives are never how we imagine them. A young woman only just into adulthood was gambling part of her life by going back on the accusations that had put a man in prison, and Alice didn’t know what to say to her. All she wanted was for her to pick up her backpack and leave. Her emotions were so tangled: her sense of urgency when she thought of the man who’d been wrongfully convicted; the exultation at playing a part in repairing an error of justice; the gnawing fear of the ordeal that lay ahead for Lisa. Would she, Alice, be able to protect her from the storm that her letter would unleash? It all hung by a thread. But it was a tremendous case. There weren’t many like it in an attorney’s career.



“How’s my little Alice? Still softening up juries in favor of a man who chopped his wife into tiny pieces?”
A coughing fit interrupted Jean’s dulled, gravelly voice.
“How about you? What are you reading at the moment?”
“Tolstoy’s Resurrection, suits me perfectly, wouldn’t you say?”
Another bout of coughing.
“What brings you here?”
Jean was the only person in whom Alice wanted to confide about the case. She told him Lisa’s whole story. She didn’t know what she should do with the letter. Send it to the district attorney? Tell Théry? Both at the same time? Or ask to see the judge who would be presiding over the trial?
“Do you think it’s bona fide? She really did lie?”
“I think … well …” Alice gave a sigh, then said, “I don’t know anymore, Jean.”
“Do you know the district attorney?”
“Not well enough to speak to him in confidence.”
“Whether it’s him or someone else, either way, this will have them choking on their toast and marmalade. This kid of yours won’t know what’s hit her. And neither will you, Alice. How soon’s the trial?”
“Two weeks.”
Jean coughed again. A Bach cantata played in the background.
“Okay, don’t do a thing. Two weeks won’t change much for the defendant. And if you tip Théry off, knowing him as I do, he’ll make a whole big thing of it and tell everyone. If I were you, I’d keep that letter until the trial. Wait to see the guy. Watch how the kid reacts. She might still dump you in it. Don’t take that risk … And be sure to tell me all about it. Do you promise?”
Alice promised. She was in tears.

—
She would head back to her island on Friday morning. Too bad for the files building up on her desk. She wouldn’t be able to achieve anything anyway.
She wasn’t sleeping well and couldn’t concentrate on anything else. And almost as if it were planned, bad news just kept coming. One of her clients was firing her and had asked her to hand over the files to an attorney she loathed. “Yours sincerely. PS I can’t pay you at the moment. So sorry.”
Another was threatening to settle the score with “that fucking examining magistrate.” Chrystel was longing to tell her story—“Do you know any people in TV who could help me?” Gerard’s sister was keeping a meticulous note of Alice’s visits to him in prison. She had eyed Alice reproachfully when she’d come to the office to drop off some of her sugary biscuits.
“If it goes on like this, Gerard’ll hang himself,” she’d said, and then added with a defeated look in her eye, “Oh, I know we’re not important.”

—
And Louise wasn’t answering her messages! Alice tried calling her.
“What is up with you, Mom? So you’re calling your daughter in the middle of the day now? Watch out, you’re turning into your mother already!”
She was laughing, and Alice could hear happy voices around her. She was in a café with friends, it was “so great.”
“I just wanted to let you know I’m going to the island. I need some quiet. I have some files that are difficult to handle.”
“But you do remember you said Romain could have the house? He’s planning on spending a few days there with Adele. It’s her birthday.”
“Oh, of course. Never mind. I’ll get there before them, and I’ll head back early. And anyway, it would be nice to see them, it’ll take my mind off things.”
“Okay, Mom, but you better let him know. He must be picturing a nice break with his girlfriend, not his mom!”
And now Alice needed to see how Lisa was doing. She’d found her in pieces a few days after their last meeting. Lisa had spoken to her father.
“He scared me,” she’d said. “At first, he didn’t say anything. He was, like, paralyzed. Then he said it was all your fault, and he was going to call Laurentin. I hung up.”
Paradoxically, and to Lisa’s considerable surprise, her mother had reacted better.
“At first it was unbearable. She didn’t believe me. She said I’d lost my mind, I should see a doctor and this was proof that I wasn’t over it all. Then she imagined all sorts of stuff. That I was being threatened and Lange was blackmailing me. She wanted to tell the police. I was the one consoling her. I stayed with her all evening, and we even slept in the same bed. In the morning we managed to talk it over calmly. It was hard for her, but I think she understood. Mostly she’s worried about everything that will happen at the trial. I reassured her, I told her you were very good. When we said goodbye, she said something I found really touching—at my age it’s easier to get over a lie than a rape.”
Alice regretted not thinking of it herself. Let’s hope the mother was right, she thought.



The sight of her lighthouse, Leon’s faded blue eyes at the end of the wharf … that right there was enough to make her happy. Alice had already started feeling better on the boat. She’d greeted a few familiar faces before going back to the place she always chose, up on the bridge, near the buoys. During the hour-long crossing she’d offered up her face to the sea spray. The wind and salt had plastered her hair to her head; she must have looked like nothing on earth, but she couldn’t care less. She slung her bag over her shoulder and walked toward the bicycle shed.
“I need to give you hell.”
It was always the same with Leon. He started grouching the moment she arrived. It was his way of saying he liked her. This time it was because she hadn’t tied up her bike properly the last time she left. She’d parked it any which way, having arrived just in time for the last ferry. Leon grimaced as he leaned down to lower the chain; his back had been giving him trouble for several months. He refused to see the doctor—the “quack,” to use his word—and believed only in his mother’s plant decoctions. He was a little younger than Alice, and had been working since the age of sixteen. “Not like you, as an attorney,” he sighed.
It had taken her a while to win over this tall, taciturn man, who’d been born on the island and had never left it. He was suspicious of the “invaders,” as he called the second-homers, but made an exception for Alice because of her forefather in the cemetery.
“So, you fresh out of court?”
Leon’s only knowledge of Alice’s world was from films he watched on TV. He thought of it as a world of puppets in dresses who came down too hard on the poor and not hard enough on the rich and on immigrants. But he liked her telling him stories about it. He would drop in at her place unannounced. She made him laugh—that was how she’d softened him up.
“I’ll be heading back soon.”
“Defending another bastard?”
“No. A bitch this time.”
Leon gaped in surprise as Alice mounted her bicycle.

—
She walked around the outside of the house to check that everything was all right. The wind had loosened a few stones from the wall. She slotted them back in, then took the key hanging from a nail on the window frame. Her neighbor had dropped off some eggs and lettuce from her garden. She would go over to thank her, but first she was going for a swim.
The sea was cold, the sky dark gray. Alice concentrated on her breathing—always amazed by her own ability to control it. She felt seaweed stroking her thighs. Now her body was completely relaxed, and she decided to go farther.
I’m going to defend the little bitch. She could start her defense speech like that. She could picture herself standing facing the courtroom, looking members of the jury straight in the eye. She’d go after them one by one to bring them around.
This is nuts, she thought. She’d instinctively put herself on the side of the defense when she thought of Lisa. And that was what would happen: Lisa would be the accused in this trial.
The sky was shifting toward a storm as she returned to the beach. Farther up on the heathland a couple was turning back inland. The woman was a slim little thing, in a yellow oilskin. The man leaned toward her, took her arms, and spun her around him. When Alice passed them, they were hooting with laughter. She envied them.

—
She had twenty-four hours until Romain arrived with his girlfriend. She needed to get straight to work. She pulled on a big sweater, filled the kettle, and took a bar of chocolate from the cabinet. She was irritated to see that the fire hadn’t been set in the fireplace. Those were the instructions: kindling and firewood should be built up so that whoever came next just needed to strike a match. The kids really could have thought of it last time they were here, it was the one thing she insisted on.
She started filling in a table on her computer. A date, a reference number from the file, an episode in the case. She’d decided to go back over the chronology, one step at a time. No impressions, no feelings, methodical. It was the only way of keeping the pressure off. She needed to be a clockmaker, to know each of the pieces, understand how they’d been assembled, inspect every notch in the cogs, every oscillating movement, track down the moment when the mechanism seized, when the balance wheel went rogue and led the needles in its demented dance.
Two pieces of paper in the file were stuck together. One was a photocopy of Lisa’s class photo that year. Alice hadn’t seen it before. Childhood still lingering on some of the faces, others already overrun with hormones. Lisa was standing in the back row between greasy-haired boys with tough-guy smiles. She seemed to be staring at the lens defiantly. To one side was a tall, slender blonde woman, young-looking and wearing jeans and a light-colored jacket. Alice was sure this was Pauline Valette. Which one was Marion? The brunette in the front row, legs close together and tucked under her chair, sitting there looking so well behaved? The girl next to her who has her eyes closed, missing the moment when the photographer took his shot? That one there with her bangs hiding her eyes? This one in the second row with her arms held stiffly by her sides?
Alice’s eyes wandered over the bookshelves where her family photo albums were lined up. She had brought them to the house on the island when Romain and Louise had flown the nest. They met up here more frequently now. From where she was sitting, she could see the dates on the spines. The teenage years went by more quickly than the others. She hadn’t derived as much pleasure from snapping them with their breakout skin and train-track smiles.
She cast her mind back to the photo of Marco Lange. What did he look like now? He must have that stony complexion typical of prisoners. She imagined him smoking and watching TV next to a man as washed-up as he was, shut away in a special zone with the other pedos. It had taken so little for his whole life to come tumbling down.

—
Alice remembered a case that had rocked the legal establishment. Some fifteen adults who had been accused of rape by children. Some had been pursued through the courts, others hadn’t. At the hearing, the case had collapsed. Alice had been in court when one of the accused whom the examining magistrate had not pursued was brought to the bar as a witness.
“How do you prove your innocence when you’re accused of rape by a minor?” the attorney for one of the defendants had asked him.
The witness had spread his arms helplessly.
“Is that it?”
“That’s it.”
Hah! She would have been able to defend Marco Lange!
But her client was Lisa. And it was for her that she would have to fight. She went back to her timeline. Three little taps on the window startled her. She smiled when she saw Leon standing with his back to her and his arms crossed, pretending to gaze off into the distance.
“Come in.”
“Am I disturbing you?”
“Never. I’ll make you a coffee. What do you want to bawl me out for this time?”
“Nah, I wanted to ask, did you hear about the whale?”
Of course she’d heard. Everyone on the island was talking about the beached whale.
“If you like I could bring you some bones,” Leon said, before quickly reverting to his gruff, scornful tone. “And also, that wall of yours, it’s in a terrible state.”
“I can’t afford it right now, to have the wall done.”
“Don’t they pay well, then, the courts?”
What a strange guy he was. He always hid his kindness as if protecting himself. No one knew the island better than he did: the first time Alice had told him about her shipwrecked ancestor, she’d realized that he knew more about the man than she did. The same went for everyone in the cemetery—Leon could recite from memory the dates, the circumstances, and the names of all the boats.
Alice brought two steaming cups of coffee outside, where the sun had reappeared. She pulled a bench under the window, but Leon stayed standing. He batted away two seagulls fighting over a slice of cheap bread.
“Tell me, what’s this story about a bitch?”
So that was why he’d made the detour to her place when he left the harbor.
“It’s the story of a girl who got breasts sooner than the others …”
Leon’s face lit up with a smile. He was missing some teeth.
“It’s not her fault, then.”



Alice couldn’t get to sleep. She’d left the window open a crack; the wind was whistling and the beam from the lighthouse swept her room with its milky glow. She shouldn’t have talked about Lisa over dinner. Her daughter was right, she always had to show off.
It had all started well, though. When Romain and Adele appeared at the end of the path, their room in the cabin was ready for them and the table set, the potato gratin was almost finished browning, and the fire was crackling in the hearth. It was one of those evenings on the island when you realize that it’s already nighttime everywhere else, but here you could still see, almost as if in broad daylight. Alice was sure she would grip them with Lisa’s story. When she was surrounded by her children’s friends and they could tell she was on a roll, one or the other of them would often issue a warning: “The two of us are used to it, you don’t need to worry. Ever since we were little kids, we’ve seen her come home fuming because the client she was defending was given too harsh a sentence. And then when we ask her what he did, she says, ‘He killed his father with a hammer, but he’s a such an endearing guy.’”
Alice had always loved this, seeing an adult’s face full of the same anticipation as a child hearing a bedtime story. Except that her stories were true. She’d gotten carried away with Lisa. She’d mentioned legal errors and “social crime”; she’d painted damning portraits of the teachers, the judge, Laurentin, and their oh-so appropriate and oh-so right-on convictions; then a portrait of Lisa, of her painful journey, and of the courage it had taken for her to break away from her role as victim. At first, Romain spurred her on, asking for details, but then he’d fallen silent, discomfited by his girlfriend’s expressionless face next to him. Adele had been quick to get up and clear the table, crashing the plates together and cracking one of them. She hadn’t even apologized and had gone outside for a cigarette.

—
When she came back, Romain was doing the dishes and Alice was sitting in her favorite place, by the fireside. Alice had put a tray on the chest that served as a table; she’d chosen Romain’s best-loved mug that he’d had as a child, the white one with the blue edging, the broken handle, and his name painted on it in black. For Adele, she’d taken a precious Japanese ceramic from its case. They could just help themselves to a tea bag or herbal infusion from the tinplate caddy, there were options for all tastes—Alice was not yet familiar enough with Adele’s preferences. She’d put another log on the fire and was anticipating continuing late into the evening.
She wanted to say more about Lisa, particularly to a girl who was hardly any older than she was. If Louise had been there, she would definitely have bombarded her with questions. Adele was leafing through a book. To rekindle the conversation, Alice had said that she found the case fascinating.
“It asks a lot of questions about the times we live in …”
Yes, she’d plowed on, it forced people to wonder how come a young girl was so readily believed by so many adults.
Adele had shot her a suspicious look.
“Right!” she said. “Because it was better before, when nobody believed them? Well, I prefer today’s version, where girls and women can speak out about being raped. Nobody lies about something as serious as that. It’s impossible. She never would have accused a man for no reason. Battered women withdraw their charges too. But they are victims.”
“Impossible? Why would it be impossible? How can you make a statement like that? You see, I’ve been doing this for thirty years. And, if you’ll forgive me saying so, if there’s one thing I know, just one, it’s that we should be wary of certainties like that.”
Alice had become impassioned. She’d adopted that imperious, grandiloquent voice that often made her friends tell her she’d gone too far—“Hey! Stay with us, you’re not in court now!”
Adele had stared at her grimly.
“If this girl did lie, then it’s worse. Precisely because she was lucky enough to be believed—unlike so many others. She’d do better to keep quiet. It’s not the right time for this.”
And why the hell had Alice not held her tongue instead of replying, “Because you think there’s a right time for the truth?”
“The truth? What truth? Yes, she’d do better to keep quiet! Because women all over the world finally have the courage to speak up and call out men’s behavior. Because they’re not scared anymore. And tough if not everybody likes it. Tough for anyone who benefited from the old ways for such a long time. It’s those women who need support! Not this total loser who—”
Romain had stopped it in its tracks.
“Come on, we’re going for a walk,” he’d said, taking Adele’s hand.
He’d turned around to Alice and crucified her with his eyes. She couldn’t believe it. Her son! Her son, who hadn’t made a single move to support her, who was scuttling away like a coward to avoid upsetting his girlfriend! To think he bragged that his mother wasn’t such a conformist as other people’s. He always acted all proud when he brought friends to court to listen to her pleading.
She should have been more cautious. Romain had already mentioned that Adele found it shocking that she defended rapists. Defending all of them, even the bastards, especially the bastards—that was the mindset she’d grown up with. But it meant nothing to an Adele who kept coming out with the word “sisterhood” but still dared to label a woman younger than herself stupid on the grounds that she would cast a shadow over what other women said! Was that what being a feminist meant now? And what did Romain think? Did he huddle sheepishly and guiltily in a corner of the bed when Adele had her period, trying to have stomach cramps as bad as hers?

—
Alice suddenly felt very alone. And definitely old. She’d inherited the pill and the freedoms that other women had won. And here she was being accused—by girls of barely twenty-five—of settling for that. Of not fighting for new advances in the feminist cause. She was from the in-between generation, shoehorned between the intransigence of Adeles—and sometimes of her own daughter Louise—and the unbearable frivolity of a fragrant, coquettish mother who sighed, “Oh, why on earth would these women want to go to war against men? I never minded when someone whistled at me in the street.”
Even now it pained her when her mother put on that sad little look and said, “Do watch your appearance, my girl, you don’t take care of yourself. You’re not feminine enough. You should wear dresses more often. And heels. They make your legs look longer and more shapely, you know. Yours have always been a little short below the knee.”
She’d often lost her temper with her about it. Alice snapped at her that she’d had a hard enough time bringing up her children single-handed as well as working a tough career. That for years she’d had to tolerate chauvinism from male colleagues and their crass jokes. Oh, the number of times she’d heard them quip, “I got the feeling your defense was excellent, but it’s a shame, you know, from the back of the court you couldn’t be heard. You women will never have the voice for it.” That had gone on right up until mics were installed in courtrooms. In the early days, male colleagues took pride in pushing theirs aside—“I don’t need this,” they would roar—and female attorneys felt a tad pathetic for needing to use one. But at least their voices carried without being forced, without rising shrilly; and, imperceptibly, the art of pleading had been altered by this. Nowadays, it was the old baritones who seemed grotesque with their actorly declamations and on-demand rage.
Alice had earned her place and took great pride in that. If other women were still bemoaning their lot as the invisible associates of a big boss man when they did all the work for him, tough luck for them. They should just take risks, as she had. Twenty years ago, there hadn’t been many women who’d dared to open their own practice. That was her feminism! Could she at least raise this point with Adele? That it had taken Alices to break down the barriers? That thanks to women like her, no one could say that female attorneys were less talented than their male counterparts? Damn, that was something!

—
Alice didn’t fall asleep until the early hours of the morning. When she woke, her sheets were drenched with sweat and her complexion blotchy. Then she saw her bottle of hormone gel on the shelf in the bathroom and felt well and truly depressed. She stuffed it angrily into the bottom of her washbag. It wouldn’t take long to pack her bag, and the next boat didn’t leave for a couple of hours, so she had time to make herself a nice breakfast. She leaned against the wall with her face in the sun and tried to calm herself. She pushed Lisa out of her mind and made a mental list of the files waiting for her on her desk. She needed to visit Gerard so she could look his sister in the eye with a clear conscience; lay siege to the court’s administrative office to—finally—get a copy of a file for which, at least, she could be sure she’d be well paid; and file applications for the release of two kids from the projects that she’d been dealing with for seven years. Now those were boys it was really worth fighting for.



They’d arranged to meet in a café near the law courts. When Lisa walked in, Alice felt obscurely put out. Her eyes were carefully made up, her nails painted, she was pretty, almost too pretty. How many times had Alice had to tell clients to forget about their Gucci jackets or their Balenciaga sneakers when they were planning to maintain that “Honestly, I swear it, Your Honor, I never had anything to do with drug dealing”?
Everything matters at times like these. You can’t be too much or not enough, you have to avoid bright colors, flashiness, basically anything that singles you out from the legal norm. As it happened, Alice owed this apprenticeship to Théry. He’d once sent her to a clothes shop with a client to help her choose her outfit for the hearing. The woman, who had been accused of inciting her lover to kill her husband, had shown up at his office in ever more alluring outfits.
“Find me charcoal or pearl gray, nothing else, understand! And just the right amount of heel.”
The client had arrived at the hearing virtually transformed into a pillar of moral rectitude. Sadly, this hadn’t been enough to erase the disastrous impression she made as soon as she opened her mouth, but Alice had remembered the advice.
She hadn’t thought to give Lisa any the day before, when they’d last met. What would she have said? That she should be there as a penitent, with her head held low and imploring eyes? Lisa was right, when all was said and done. She was twenty years old, and she would show herself to the judge as she was now, a normal young woman, not someone unhinged, not a shameful little thing. When Alice looked at Lisa she felt that, since the first time they’d met, she’d witnessed a hatching process. As if Lisa were breaking free of something. In her own way, she, too, had been a prisoner all these years.

—
 Alice hadn’t told Lisa anything about her conversation with Laurentin. Naima had tried to block him several times, but he’d been so persistent that she’d given in. His voice was icily cordial: he knew about the letter. He was surprised that his “dear learned friend” hadn’t taken the trouble to contact him. She’d apologized inanely, “obviously” she’d intended to, but things had happened in such a rush and …
“Actually, it strikes me that everything is a bit … of a rush, as you put it,” he’d replied.
She’d immediately regretted being nice. Laurentin used the same words as Lisa’s father: Lisa was “fragile” and “vulnerable.” He’d added “suggestible.” Alice’s heart had missed a beat. She’d felt insulted.
“I agree with you on that last point. It probably wasn’t taken into account sufficiently during the investigation.”
“What do you mean?”
“That Lisa was more suggestible and easily influenced at fifteen than she is now.”
As a bare minimum, she’d described how Lisa had felt trapped by adults—her teachers, her parents, the police. And by the examining magistrate, she’d added.
“That judge is a very good, very humane woman.”
“She never brought Lisa face-to-face with Lange.”
“You have no idea the state she was in at the time. Believe me, I have a great deal of experience with victims. I haven’t seen many as desperate as Lisa was. As for her parents, you can imagine what they’ve been through. They bent over backward to support their daughter and she made them pay the price for her suffering. And now, this letter … it’s got me thinking. I won’t disguise the fact that I see it as another sign of distress. I imagine you’re considering that too. Well, I hope you are …”
Exactly what right did this guy have to talk to her like she was just starting out? Did he consider things at all before having a man sentenced to ten years in prison?

—
Alice waited for Lisa to finish her coffee before giving the signal that it was time to leave. The air was warm, the trees were in bud, and a man on the footbridge was belting out a tune from an operetta.
“Are you absolutely sure about your decision?”
Lisa nodded yes.
“I want to hear it.”
“Yes, I’m sure.”
Her voice was clear, almost offhand.
“We won’t be able to backtrack.”
“I know.”

—
There were more people than usual by the doors to the courthouse. Since the previous day, the criminal court had been handling a settling of accounts between gangs that featured about a dozen defendants. The security staff who had been drafted in as backups were tense. When Alice came through the door, Lavoine called over to her.
“Shame you’re not on this case. You’d like it. There was a fistfight at yesterday’s hearing!”
She’d read his article in the newspaper early that morning. The journalists were all intoxicated by the presence of a famous criminal lawyer.
“I’m going back in, it’s quite a show. How about you, what are you here for today?”
“Oh, nothing much. A little appeal case.”

—
The court clerk, working away behind her computer, was the only person in the courtroom. Alice went over to say hello, and the woman barely looked up to take in Lisa. The jury started to arrive in small groups. It was the third case in the session, and they behaved almost like old hands, exchanging niceties with those next to them and gossiping with the court clerk. Bénédicte Charvet was first to enter, clutching to her throat a beige shawl that accentuated how pale she was. She was accompanied by a friend who stepped aside when Alice stood to greet them. Lisa’s mother held Alice’s hand in hers for a long time. Laurent Charvet appeared a few minutes later and just waved from a distance. His ex-wife pretended to be busy looking in her purse when he came and sat near her.

—
Alice could feel the couple watching her as she chatted to Théry in the courtroom.
“How you doing, Keridreux?”
“And you?”
“I’m tired. And I have a knee that’s giving me grief. I need to have surgery. But let’s wrap up our little case first,” he said before dropping his voice to add, “I think my client will budge. I felt it when I was talking to him. I went at it gently but … he’s unrecognizable, you know. He must have gained a good twenty pounds since last time, they’re stuffing him with meds. He’ll make the job easy for me.”
Alice looked away, embarrassed.

—
The clerk indicated that the presiding judge would like to see them. They arrived in her office at the same time as the district attorney. Neither Théry nor Alice knew the judge, who had only recently joined this jurisdiction. Without the few strands of silver in her short-cropped hair, it would have been hard to believe she was over forty. Maud Vigier was slight, almost frail, and simply dressed. Her face, which bore no trace of makeup, was fairly ordinary, but became engaging as soon as she smiled. Alice had gleaned snatches of information about her. Before being appointed to the criminal court, she’d spent ten years as a magistrate in the Paris suburbs, where she’d had a reputation for being tenacious and hardworking. Attorneys who’d had dealings with her spoke of her with respect, even when they hadn’t achieved their desired outcome. This was rare—and likely a good sign.
She talked them through the sequence of hearings she was planning, explaining that she would read the statements of the small number of witnesses who would not be present.
“But all those that you named, Ms. Keridreux, will be attending,” she said, turning to Alice. “They will be heard before the defendant is questioned.”
“Who are they?” Théry asked when they were back in the courtroom.
“Three boys who were in high school with Lisa. They weren’t summoned for the first trial.”
“Fine. But do your best not to make this drag on. We both have better things to do.”

—
The clink of handcuffs. Marco Lange was thrust into the light. Was that really him, that haunted-looking, lumbering figure with expressionless eyes, automatically rubbing his wrists where the cuffs had left their mark? Alice squeezed Lisa’s hand under the desk.
The bell announced the judge’s arrival. Now in her red robes, Maud Vigier was a different person. She had become the role. From now on, everything—or almost—depended on her. The tone, pace, and atmosphere of the hearing. Ever since Alice had started her career, this rule had been confirmed: the relative quality of a trial depended mostly on the quality of the presiding judge. The others can have all the talent in the world, but they’re only ever playing supporting roles.
The judge had the list of jurors in front of her, with each one’s full name, date, place of birth, and, where relevant, profession. She would be no more than a spectator in the draw; only the defense and prosecution have the right to reject jurors. Théry would already have underlined the numbers of those he didn’t want to see in the jury box, particularly the women. You’re always wary of female jurors when you’re defending a rape case. The courts are full of stories about jurors who, with hindsight, attorneys regret keeping or discarding, but the process still starts again with every trial. Attorneys cast out some and choose others, reveling in this scintilla of power. There are those who tend to reject the young, while others discard older jurors. Alice had never forgotten the lesson she’d learned from an aging judge in the circuit court: “If you could only hear what goes on in their deliberations! The big beefcake who you think is going to be harsh breaks down and admits that, like the defendant, he was abandoned as a child. And the nice friendly woman the defense had so much faith in to save their client turns out to be the toughest of all, because her daughter or sister or best friend had the same experience as the plaintiff. None of that appears on the list!”

—
The first juror whose number was drawn was a bank employee in his fifties. The next two were also men, a storekeeper and a builder. Théry let them walk past without reacting. He did the same with a gray-haired woman who’d retired from the Department of Education. When the fifth juror was called, a twenty-eight-year-old personal care assistant, he seemed to hesitate, but immediately relented when he saw the sturdy young woman walking over. Six and seven were men again, a local government official and a sales exec. The judge delved into the ballot box again. A very young woman stepped forward from the second row and walked resolutely into the courtroom.
“Recused!” Théry roared.
The woman froze, incredulous, in the middle of the courtroom.
“You have been recused by the defense, ma’am,” the judge told her.
Alice suppressed a smile. Did Théry also know an Adele? In the same abrupt way, he dismissed the elegant, forty-something woman in senior management who rose to her feet next. She cast offended glances around as she returned to the benches. The next juror was also a woman. No profession, sixty-three years old, according to the list. Théry peered at her over his glasses as she walked toward the jury box, awkwardly hampered by her purse and coat. When she walked past the defense attorney, she instinctively looked down, fully expecting an axing that never came. The last juror to step into the jury box was a truck driver. Théry winked at Alice.
The time had come.
In rape cases, if the plaintiff asks for a closed hearing, no one can demur. Obviously, Laurentin had requested it this time around for Lisa, but Alice had told him that it was Lisa’s decision to make.
“Whatever you decide, I’ll go with you.”
She was in little doubt herself. What young woman would want to reveal intimate details of such circumstances in front of the press and the public? She leaned toward Lisa’s ear.
“What should I do?”
Lisa had known how she would reply for several days. She had kept it to herself, wanting to get the measure of it until the last moment. When she’d sat down in the courtroom she’d weakened. But then when she’d seen Lange step into the dock, she’d stopped wavering—she owed it to him.
“Don’t ask for anything,” she whispered.
Alice allowed a few seconds to pass. The judge, the district attorney, the court clerk, Théry, everyone was watching her, waiting for her to speak.
“We will not be requesting a closed hearing.”
Laurent and Bénédicte Charvet’s faces froze with the same dread.
“Very good,” said the judge. “The proceedings are now open. I shall present my report. I would like to point out to the members of the jury that this is a summary of the inquiry and of the charges brought against the defendant. I would encourage you to take notes.”
While the judge read, Alice studied the six men and three women who had just pledged “to listen to neither hate nor malice, neither fear nor affliction” and to reach a decision in keeping with their conscience and their inner conviction. They learned that, five years earlier, Lisa had stated that the man in the dock had forced her to perform oral sex and had attempted to have anal sex with her. That expert witness psychiatrists had deemed her statement credible, her account “authentic,” “devoid of any tendency to confabulation or lying.” That other expert witnesses had found that Lange was “unable to analyze situations,” displayed “narcissistic vulnerable personality traits, had suffered emotional deprivation since his childhood, and his libido was frustrated and unsatisfied.” He also showed “deviant behaviors in relationships and sexual contexts,” with “atypical depressive episodes.” The experts had gone on to express their reservations about his “somewhat perverse trajectory, and the likelihood that it could be dangerous should not be excluded.” The jurors heard that another court, comprising other jurors who were ordinary citizens like themselves, had found him guilty and he had been sentenced to ten years in prison. Maud Vigier called the first witness. Lange had not emerged from his torpor.

—
The police officer had removed his kepi, which had left a line across his forehead and around the back of his head. He conscientiously talked them through his inquiry, occasionally consulting his notes to check a date. The Charvet parents filing their complaint, Lange being taken into custody, Lisa’s statement, and hearings for a string of witnesses. He was old-school, the sort who gave family names before first names and who spoke in the strange mechanical language of official reports. An overlay of expressions that can turn any human drama into an inanimate object. “Advised the individual Lange Marco,” “interviewed him forthwith,” “proceeded to the said location,” “carried out a search of his vehicle, a 207 model Peugeot, license plate …,” “in the presence of a female member of staff, interviewed the minor Charvet Lisa, who stated that …” In the space of twenty minutes, it was all done. The judge asked him for details of Lisa’s interview, asked him to repeat what she had said about the events when she accused Lange of raping her, the circumstances, dates, and locations she had given.
“Any questions, Ms. Keridreux?” she asked.
“No questions, Your Honor.”
The district attorney asked a few, as procedural lip service. The police officer picked up his kepi and left the witness box with a loud slap of his hand against his thigh.
“Call in the next witness.”

—
Pauline Valette was exactly as Alice had imagined her. Tall, slim, sporty looking, with hastily tied hair. One of those women on whom time hasn’t managed to take ahold, or perhaps it was her job that had this effect—all those hours spent among adolescents bursting with sap. As she walked to the witness box, she scanned the room to find Lisa and gave her a smile.
She wasn’t one of those intimidated witnesses whose only hope is to deliver a few words that they don’t know what to do with. She had a lot to say about Lisa, the student she had grown fond of and whom she had watched go downhill and close in on herself. She described her concern, “the horrible intuition,” she said, that had crept over her as she watched the teenager’s angst.
“As a teacher, I’ve always felt it was my duty to be alert to signs of distress displayed by students. It was soon obvious to me that Lisa was a victim of sexual abuse. I couldn’t just do nothing.”
Duty, evidence, certainty. And confirmation of all this one Saturday morning in the staff room. Pauline Valette was repeating what she’d said in her statement, but added to the words that Alice recognized were the teacher’s tone of voice, her emotion, her sincerity, and the absolute candor in her eyes.
At the time, she’d discussed the matter at length with her fellow teacher François Boehm, she said.
“He was the only one who shared my acute concern.”
Her voice shook with indignation when she mentioned the indifference she’d met from other teachers.
“There was a sort of generational conflict in the school. Most of the teaching staff had been there a long time. One of them even told us that it had nothing to do with us, our job was to teach, not to deal with the students’ psychological problems, and there were specialists for that. I thought they were, how can I put this … out of step.”
She’d met with “the same distance,” as she called it, from the principal.
“When I mentioned Lisa’s case at a staff meeting, Mr. Fayolle told me he had every faith in the ‘very experienced’ school nurse, and he agreed with her. He said Lisa was mostly trying to attract attention by simulating fainting fits. Those were his exact words. Hearing him say that was unbearable!”
She added, “Luckily, I had my husband’s support. He’s a sports instructor who’s very committed to young people. We often talk about them together.”
Alice remembered the loving couple Lisa had described. That quiet happiness still hovered over the teacher, as dense and reassuring as her conviction that she had done what was right and good. Utterly engrossed in her witness statement in this solemn setting and with her eyes pinned on the judge’s inscrutable face, Pauline Valette appeared to be reliving in unadulterated form all the emotion of that early and very memorable experience of her career.

—
Alice turned to Lisa and gave a nod to mean that it was going fine. Pauline Valette was still giving her statement in the witness box.
“When Lisa’s friend Marion confided Lisa’s secret to me, I immediately told François Boehm. We urgently needed to act. We took the initiative of calling in the two students the very next day. And that was when Lisa admitted she had been raped. Sadly, she was confirming all our worst fears.”
In the absence of any questions, the judge thanked her for her statement. Pauline Valette was clearly disappointed not to be staying in the limelight any longer. Just before she left the witness box, Alice stood up.
“Your Honor, I’d like the witness to remain available for the court. We may have questions for her later.” Maud Vigier hesitated for a moment.
“I would like to insist, Your Honor.”
“Very well. You may not be present for the other deliberations, Mrs. Valette. The court usher will show you back to the witness room.”
Théry stared at Alice in bafflement.

—
It all started again with François Boehm. Alice remembered an expression Lisa had used. “He was highly strung.” She was struck by how pale he was.
When the judge asked him to give his profession, he replied, “I’m currently out of work.”
“Are you no longer teaching?”
“I’ve been given extended leave by the Department of Education.”
“Have you decided to change your career?”
François Boehm smiled.
“Well, let’s say … vocation.”
He was doing his novitiate.
He in turn swore to tell “the whole truth and nothing but the truth,” then gave the same account as Pauline Valette had. The jury listened closely. Weren’t they going to be even angrier with Lisa? Alice wondered. She’d not only sent a man to prison, but also abused the trust of this man who was describing her with such compassion. Which of these two deceits would be the more serious in their eyes? Alice made the same request, and François Boehm was led back to the witness room.

—
Luc Fayolle, the school’s former principal, wore a tired-looking suit over a V-neck sweater and a shirt in the same nondescript color as his jacket. Alice always looked forward greedily to the moment when a new witness appeared. Just a few seconds—which must have felt like an eternity to the person approaching the box—of silence filled with a combination of anticipation and curiosity. The wooden floor creaking beneath their feet, the bright light of the courtroom gathering them in as they emerged from the windowless room where they’d been waiting, sometimes for hours. The way they walked, looked around, put down their coat or bag, and their intonation already said a great deal about them.
Luc Fayolle, for example, said the word “retired” with a sort of wistful melancholy. He’d hardly started his statement before apologizing for expressing reservations about Lisa.
“I didn’t pay enough attention to what the two teachers—Mrs. Valette and Mr. Boehm—told me. I was responsible for the whole school. It had a nice, quiet reputation, so the Board of Education often sent us teachers who were just starting out. Settling them in wasn’t always easy. At the time, I thought these two young teachers were showing signs of …” Luc Fayolle hesitated over the choice of word, “… of oversensitivity.”
His eyes misted.
“With hindsight, I realized it was me who didn’t have enough. I was heavily criticized for that at the first trial …”
He went back over the timeline, trying to justify himself: “My relationship with them was strained. I probably dug in my heels, which was stupid.”
He still regretted criticizing Pauline Valette and François Boehm’s initiative.
“I felt they should have told me before calling in Lisa Charvet. But as soon as I heard what she’d told them, I did what needed to be done.”
The episode had still been fresh in everyone’s mind at Paul-Éluard School when Luc Fayolle took retirement.
“I left with that regret,” he said.
“Ms. Keridreux, would you like this witness to remain available to the court as well?”
“Yes, Your Honor.”
Alice was so tense that the nape of her neck hurt. She avoided making eye contact with the district attorney and Théry, who both looked perplexed.



“My name is Sebastien Faivre, I’m twenty-one years old. I’m a forklift operator.”
He’d been living with his “live-in partner for a year,” he said.
So this was what Lisa’s first teenage love looked like, Alice thought. This thickset guy standing squarely facing the court and chewing gum.
Maud Vigier allowed a few seconds’ pause.
“You’ll be given a Kleenex to spit out your gum, Mr. Faivre. And you can use the opportunity to take your hands out of your pockets …”
The bank employee juror and the care assistant next to him pursed their lips at each other in amusement. Sebastien Faivre now couldn’t work out how to stand. He swayed from one foot to the other, crossed and uncrossed his arms, and ended up letting them hang by his sides. The inquiry hadn’t probed very far with the boys. Only Sebastien and Jérémie had been interviewed. Alice didn’t understand why Ryan had slipped through the net. They hadn’t proved very talkative, just saying that they sometimes “hung out” with Lisa, “that’s all.” Marco Lange had already been charged with rape, the police officer had been sure he had the culprit and he hadn’t dug any deeper.
The judge invited Alice to cross-examine the witness first. She got to her feet and came to stand just in front of him.
“Do you know why you’re here?”
“Not really. I’ve been questioned once, but it was a long time ago.”
“Did you like Lisa?”
“Uh, yeah. She was a nice girl.”
“Well, I think she liked you very much at the time.”
“Maybe.”
“And she did whatever you asked her …”
He stiffened.
“Ask her what?”
“I’m sure you remember, Mr. Faivre …”
“We were going out together, that’s all. Like anybody else that age …”
“Were you alone, just the two of you?”
“Yes. Well, not always. We were in a group, we hung out with the guys.”
“And what did the guys do? Did they look away?”
“I dunno. We were a gang …”
“And everyone in the gang made the most of having Lisa around, is that it?”
“She was okay with it,” he mumbled.
“No!” Lisa screamed so loudly that the courtroom froze. Sebastien Faivre rubbed his hands up and down his thighs.
“Did you hear that?”
“I can’t see why she’s saying that now …”
“Did you ask how she felt?”
“You know, girls in high school were less … they were more cool about it than these days …”
“What do you mean by that?”
“Well, it was easier …”
“’Easier,’” Alice repeated. “Is that your last word?”

—
She came and sat back down next to Lisa while they waited for Jérémie Cazes to arrive. He was doing temp work, and single. He wore a T-shirt with a heavy metal band on the front, and his arms were tattooed right up to the shoulder. He stood firmly in the witness box, with his feet wide apart.
“I was a year behind in high school, I kind of played the big shot.”
Did he remember Lisa Charvet? Alice asked.
“Yes. We had a blast together. She always came along with us.”
“And what did you do with her?”
“We wandered around. We went to the park and the activities center.”
“Is that all?”
“We did what everybody that age does. Nothing nasty. You know, in those days, us guys had our dicks in our heads …”
Marco Lange laughed. A sort of chuckle that his mic, which was on, picked up. The judge shot him a furious look.
“Do you find that amusing, Mr. Lange?”
Théry had leaped to his feet.
“My client has every right to speak, to remain silent, and, yes, to laugh too. He hasn’t laughed much these last few years.”

—
Jérémie Cazes was so uncouth that Alice had given up. She saved her anger for Ryan. The handsome, brilliant, irreproachable, and impressive Ryan Ernold. The one who’d humiliated Lisa with an ice-cold stare when she’d knelt before him to do for him what she’d done for the other two. The one who’d taken the most precious things she had in that moment, her self-respect and self-esteem.
He introduced himself as a student.
“A student of what?”
He gave the pretentious name of a business school.
“Do you remember the blindfold game?”
“Erm. No, I don’t see what you mean.”
Alice’s voice grew hard, incisive.
“Are you sure?”
“I was fifteen … It was all a long time ago. I’ve forgotten.”
“You’re lucky you’ve forgotten. Let me remind you.” Lisa had told Alice about the Wednesday afternoon when they’d met up in Sebastien’s bedroom. The boys had suggested this “blindfold game” to her, which they must have seen in the porn they binged on. She’d protested, they’d jeered at her, Sebastien had said it was just for fun, and she’d eventually let them persuade her. It was on that day, Lisa later discovered, that Ryan had filmed her.
“It only happened once …”
“Who was holding the cell phone?”
“I don’t remember … it may have been me.”
“Yes, Mr. Ernold, it was you. You who filmed Lisa. You who then showed the video to your inseparable friends. Oh, how the three of you must have laughed! It was so funny holding a girl’s reputation on the tip of your thumb. Just one click and the whole school would know. And tell me, what did you do with the video when you heard that Lisa had said she’d been raped?”
“I think I erased it.”
“You think or you’re sure?”
Her voice was so aggressive that the judge called her to order: “Ms. Keridreux, Mr. Ernold is just a witness!”
Alice asked her question again: “What did you do with the video?”
“I erased it.”
“Right. I wish you all the best in your career, Mr. Ernold.”
Ryan Ernold walked away from the witness box so quickly that he almost bumped into a bench. A large sweat patch stood out on his beautiful white shirt. Lisa had had her revenge. But the hardest part was still to come.
Maud Vigier had just turned toward the dock.
“Please stand, Mr. Lange.”
Alice sprang to her feet.
“I would ask for my client to be heard first.”
“Do I need to remind you that I’m running this trial, Ms. Keridreux?” the judge retorted tartly.
“What Lisa Charvet has to say can’t wait. You’ll understand if you read this letter.”
Alice approached the bench and handed three copies of Lisa’s handwritten letter to the usher. One for the court, one for the district attorney, and one for Théry. The silence was leaden. Alice clenched her fingers so tightly her joints clicked.
“Indeed …” the judge almost whispered.
She cleared her throat.
“Ladies and gentlemen of the court, I must read you this letter.”
Lisa’s words reverberated around the courtroom: “Marco Lange is innocent. I made up a story because I was in a difficult place at school. I didn’t think of all the consequences it would have. I’m prepared to explain myself before the court. I ask forgiveness of Marco Lange and everyone else who believed me.”
Alice had asked Lisa to add “who believed me.” She wanted to protect Lisa’s mother, who had been the first to accuse Lange.
The jurors were stunned, glancing in astonishment from one end of the courtroom to the other. Théry was still holding the letter. Behind him, Lange froze for a few seconds, his mouth hanging open. Then he snapped back tall and thumped the dock.
“I always said so!” he yelled. “I never raped her, I never raped that girl.”
The two guards tensed as one.
“Get me out of here!” Lange cried.
“Mr. Lange, I must ask you to remain calm. You will be given an opportunity to speak. But first, I must question Miss Charvet.”
Alice was impressed by Maud Vigier’s composure.

—
“Miss Charvet, please approach the bench. Can you confirm that you wrote this letter?”
“Yes.”
“Alone?”
“Yes.”
“You spoke to no one about it?”
“Only my lawyer. And then my parents.”
“Can you confirm that what you wrote is true?”
“Yes.”
“So you would have been wrongfully accusing Marco Lange?”
Alice noticed her use of the conditional. Lisa had heard it too. Her voice faltered.
“It … it was a whole chain of events. I’ll try to explain. You have to believe me, I’m telling the truth now.”
“We’ll see about that in good time. The court is adjourned. We will reconvene in thirty minutes.”
The district attorney stood up, furious. Théry had turned toward the dock and put a hand on his client’s shoulder, and with his face right up against Lange’s he was talking to him quietly. Lange gradually seemed to calm down, nodding his head as he listened. Théry stepped aside and indicated to the guards that they could lead Lange away.

—
The courtroom had emptied. Lisa’s parents were with her, and Alice decided to leave the three of them alone for a while. She went out, found Théry waiting for her by the door, and walked over to the coffee machine with him.
“How long have you known? Why didn’t you tell me? That’s not fair play.”
Alice glared at him fiercely.
“I don’t need any lectures. Not from anyone.”
They were standing facing each other, both equally taut and mistrustful.
“You should be saying you’re relieved! My client’s damn brave!”
“Brave? For doing what? For sending a guy who didn’t lay a finger on her to prison? Where’s the bravery in that? I told you this case didn’t hold up. I was always convinced Lange was innocent.”
Alice shook her head. The hypocrisy! No … he was just a lawyer.
“Well, I can tell you they’re going to hear what I have to say! I’m going to throw it all out. The ‘sacred truth spoken by women and children,’ and the whole shebang. Victims who are so pure that you’re the worst kind of asshole if you dare to contradict them. And the legal system prostrating itself before them because it’s so desperate to keep up with public opinion. And do you know what I really like about the whole thing? That it’s you, Keridreux, who’s giving me a chance to say all this stuff …”



Lisa’s statement was going badly. The young woman standing facing the bench and the jury was not the one Alice knew. Behind closed doors in Alice’s office, she’d poured her heart out with confidence. But here, under lights that were too bright, in a room that was too big and filled with so much hostility, her courage abandoned her.
Maud Vigier’s voice was hard and razor-sharp: “You stated on several occasions that Marco Lange had raped you. You gave details, you even wrote to the examining magistrate to add more. And, before other members of the legal profession and other jurors like those with me here, you repeated the same thing. They believed you and sentenced him. And you waited until now to make this new announcement. Please explain yourself.”
Alice wasn’t expecting such a frosty reception. She resented the judge for taking the jurors as witnesses like that and closing their ranks around her. Did Maud Vigier also think that now really wasn’t the time to have a woman lying about rape?
A creak from the door made Alice look over to the far end of the courtroom. It was a very disheveled Lavoine sneaking to his seat with his laptop already open in his hand. Théry must have messaged him to say he should get back to the courthouse urgently.

—
Lisa said again that she was sorry, that she wanted to apologize, about Lange. But her words died on her lips one after the other. Her eyes betrayed equal measures of distress and fury that she was expressing what she’d intended to say so badly and so patchily.
“I’d prefer it if you asked me questions,” she said quietly.
Lisa gradually regained her confidence. She described how she’d felt trapped, first in the staff room and then later with so many adults focusing on her.
“I didn’t need to convince them. They were already there.”
At exactly the right moment, she slipped in the words that the two of them had worked on together at Alice’s office: “Of course I found the lying painful. The more I lied, the more painful it was. But the more pain I was in, the more they believed me.”
“Up to that point, Miss Charvet, that’s understandable. But why did you accuse Marco Lange?”
“The only thing I cared about was making sure no one suspected any boys from my school.”
The judge reformulated her question: “That’s not enough to explain why you singled out Marco Lange.”
Lisa was out of her depth. She didn’t want to heap the blame on her mother. She explained that Lange had behaved inappropriately toward her, and he scared her.
“Does he still scare you now?”
She shook her head.
“Are you sure?”
“Yes.”
Alice took her opportunity to ask questions. She was determined to revisit Lisa’s relationship with the boys.
“Were you consenting?”
“I … I didn’t dare say no. I wanted it to stop.”
“Were you scared of them?”
“When I knew Ryan had filmed me, yes, I was scared then.”
Alice was setting out the foundations of her argument one by one. She knew that the trickiest moment would be explaining why Lisa had made more serious accusations when she wrote to the judge. She got Lisa to repeat what she had told her in her office, how Lange had been released and she’d panicked.
“Weren’t you trying to engineer a confrontation with him?”
“Maybe,” Lisa murmured.
“Actually, that’s what you were hoping for, wasn’t it?” Alice persisted.
“Deep down, yes.”
“The court is already aware, but I will reiterate it for the ladies and gentlemen of the jury, that no such witness confrontation ever took place.”
Alice took a deep breath.
“Lisa, I’m going to ask you a difficult question. You lied and you’ve explained why. But the jurors have every right to wonder whether, as well as being a liar, you’ve also been manipulative. You were a virgin. The expert’s assessment was already in the file. Is that why you accused Marco Lange of attempting anal sex?”
Alice knew the answer. When she’d asked Lisa this question in her office, she hadn’t missed a beat before saying, “It was because the boys talked about that more than any of the other stuff.”
She repeated this in court.

—
The district attorney stood in turn to question Lisa.
“When and why should we believe you, Miss Charvet?”
“You can think what you like of me …” Lisa said with a shrug.
Alice flew to her rescue: “Why, counsel, should we be more prepared to doubt a young woman who withdraws a statement than one who makes an accusation?”
In the witness stand, Lisa now looked sulky, almost insolent. She was tired of having to go over and over the same questions. Alice was watching the jury. The round-faced fifty-something storekeeper, whom she’d nicknamed Pignol after the guy who ran her local hardware store, was staring harshly at Lisa. Deal with her insolence, she wrote in her notebook.
During a brief adjournment, Lisa came back to sit next to Alice.
“They all hate me,” she muttered. “It’s like I’m bothering them.”

—
Théry was already fidgeting in anticipation of his chance to speak.
“Since day one of this case, I’ve been battling to have my client’s innocence recognized. But for five years I was the only person to keep protesting this truth that you now finally acknowledge! You took your time, Miss Charvet. The man whom I have the honor of defending has spent one thousand, one hundred ninety-five days behind bars. One thousand, one hundred ninety-five days for nothing. There is one thing I’m grateful to you for. You agreed to this trial being held in open court. It would, indeed, have been a shame if such an exemplary legal catastrophe had been heard in camera. Oh, of course, not everyone here is happy about that. The legal system hates people poking their noses in its dirty little secrets! Isn’t that so, Mr. District Attorney?”
“You will be asked to plead your case later, Mr. Théry,” the judge interrupted him. “What questions do you have?”
“I have no questions. But my client would like to say something.”
Lange’s ponderous voice reverberated in the mic. He tied himself in knots with his declarations, but what did come over clearly was that he felt more resentment toward the justice system than toward his accuser. Pure Théry, through and through. The DA rolled his eyes, the judge didn’t turn a hair. But the jury appeared to be impressed by his magnanimity. The forgiveness that Lisa had asked him for was such a paltry thing in comparison!

—
“Could the court usher please bring in Mrs. Pauline Valette?”
In she came. What a cruel moment it was! Everyone knew what lay in store for her. Everyone, except her. She didn’t notice the wolfish smile creeping over Théry’s face, or the harsh rictus of the woman on the jury who was a Department of Education retiree. Alice felt uncomfortable for her.
“The court needs to question you again, Mrs. Valette, because the plaintiff has retracted her accusations.”
Lisa’s words rang out around the courtroom for the second time. “I ask forgiveness of Marco Lange and everyone else who believed me.” The young teacher blenched and dropped her hands from the edge of the witness box. She turned around, appalled, to look at her former pupil.
“That’s, that’s not possible …”
She cast around for some support, anything, but found every face looking at her was at best saddened, at worst hostile.
“She couldn’t have done that. I don’t understand. This isn’t her. I can’t believe it. Lisa? Lisa? What’s going on?”
“You must address the court, Mrs. Valette.”
Pauline Valette staggered.
“Would you like a chair?”
She didn’t reply.
The judge waited a few seconds.
“You will be given a glass of water. We are all aware of your distress. But the court needs to understand what happened.”
Maud Vigier went back over the teacher’s statement in detail.
“You said that several of your coworkers had expressed doubts. Did you yourself ever consider that Lisa Charvet might not be telling the truth? That she might have been trying to manipulate you?” she asked, emphasizing the word.
“I … Yes, it may have crossed my mind at the beginning. I worried about going too far, overstepping my role as a teacher. But I dismissed those thoughts. It was so obvious that the student was suffering. Even later, when I tried to contact her again and she stopped replying to my messages, I did wonder. But then I thought it was only natural. I mean, she wouldn’t want to see anyone who reminded her of what she’d been through. Or maybe …”
Pauline Valette left the sentence dangling. She must have been bombarded with dizzying images and questions.
“Or maybe?”
“No. Nothing. I can’t accept that she lied to me. There must be some other explanation. A girl of fifteen couldn’t have invented it all.”
“That’s what we must try to find out.”

—
The jurors may have appeared more or less indifferent to Pauline Valette’s shock, but they seemed to be dreading the moment when François Boehm would hear Lisa’s words. There was a long silence. The former teacher tipped back his head, as if reaching for oxygen that was sorely lacking. Next to Alice, Lisa was in tears.
Théry abruptly shattered the compassionate mood in the courtroom.
“Your job was teaching history, was it not?”
The witness looked at him blankly.
“You weren’t a police officer? Describe for us the questioning you carried out in the staff room. Because that is what we should call it, isn’t it?”
“We asked her questions … Lisa said very little. We reacted empathetically toward a child in distress.”
“A teenager,” Théry corrected.
“It may have been … mishandled …”
“So you were a teacher, you delt with fourteen- and fifteen-year-olds and you didn’t know that they could lie to you? Do you know, Mr. Boehm, I’m happy for you that you have this new vocation. As I see it, it has at least one virtue: your ingenuousness, to use a polite word, will do less damage.”
It only remained for Luc Fayolle to be questioned again. The former principal walked toward the witness box apprehensively. As he passed Alice, he shot her a look of pure fear. The judge picked up Lisa’s letter for the third time. The more those sentences were read out, the more unbearable they became. Lisa’s words expanded, charged up by the astonishment, turmoil, and emotion of the person hearing them for the first time. Luc Fayolle looked unsure of what he’d just heard. His shoulders slumped, his hands hung limply by his sides.
“Well, now …” he muttered, as if to himself, “I don’t know what to think … It all seems such a long time ago …”
Théry was waiting for his moment. Finally, a witness who would give him an opportunity to say what he wanted to get off his chest. The “culture of youth worship” in a society that “heaped sarcasm on older people as soon as they expressed an unfashionable opinion,” he fulminated. He was pleading just as much for himself—the aging attorney whose young counterparts no longer respected him—as for the stunned witness before him.
“You, sir, were right to be cautious! You were the one who saw things as they were. You who knew about life! If people had listened to you sooner, it wouldn’t have come to this!”
Luc Fayolle showed no reaction as he listened. At the time of the incident, he must have felt that Pauline Valette and all the others saw him as such a has-been, so out of his depth that he ended up convincing himself that he was. Nothing would erase the bitter note on which his career had ended. He left the courtroom with his leather briefcase over his shoulder. His crepe soles slid over the wooden floor without a sound.



The headline ran right across the top of the page. “Drama in Court: Young Woman Admits Falsely Accusing Man of Rape.” Lavoine had been given as much space as he wanted by the paper. Reading his words gave a clear insight into the indignation and anger that had gripped him during the trial. He described the atmosphere, expressed pity for the teachers, particularly François Boehm, praised Luc Fayolle, and poured scorn on the certainty shown by the police officer.
He devoted a long passage to Lange. “One thousand, one hundred ninety-five days in prison for nothing?” he wrote, picking up on Théry’s words. In Lavoine’s hand, the thankless, apathetic defendant became the incarnation of injustice. His eyes no longer had the cold, insensitive glare of a presumed rapist. Lavoine now saw in them “the impotence of innocence.” He replaced the mask of culprit with that of victim. When it came to Lisa, he described her nails, painted pink, her “carefully made-up” face, and her “apparent absence of emotion” while “all those who had believed her and whom she had tricked” passed before her.
Alongside his report was an interview with Théry. “Society needs to know how a man who has always professed his innocence was condemned on the basis of a teenager’s accusations. It is not the defendant or even the plaintiff who should be judged, but justice itself! Blind justice that silently and callously destroys lives, and is the bandleader at the victims’ ball …” Et cetera et cetera.

—
If Lavoine has come down this hard on Lisa, Alice thought, then the judge and jury must be doing the same. She’d always paid attention to Lavoine’s reports; he was a good barometer. As were the court clerk and the usher, who, during the trial, appeared to pity Alice for having to defend a young woman who had wreaked so much damage around her. Even the aging police officer on duty at the back of the courtroom—and he’d seen a lot over the course of his career—saw fit to whisper “I wouldn’t like to be her father …” to Alice.
“You know,” he’d added, “I feel sorry for police officers these days. We were more suspicious … and we’ve been criticized for it often enough.”
Alice folded up the newspaper and put it in her bag when she saw Lisa. Her features were drawn, she’d hardly slept. They had a coffee, then bypassed the people waiting in line to get into the courthouse. The judge had announced that Lisa’s parents would be cross-examined as soon as proceedings resumed.

—
Bénédicte Charvet unfolded a small piece of paper. “I felt more comfortable writing,” she said apologetically. She praised her daughter’s courage, said how happy she was that Lisa was finally at peace, and described with slightly forced enthusiasm the horticultural training her daughter had begun. Her words were stiff, formulaic, so eager to do the right thing that Alice was embarrassed. Mrs. Charvet was behind the curve, talking less to the judge and jury than to Lisa. They had so many years to catch up on! Strikingly, she didn’t have a single word for the defendant.
Maud Vigier brought her unceremoniously back to the past. To the day when she’d condemned Marco Lange. Bénédicte Charvet tripped over her words. She minimized her part in it, clumsily off-loading the responsibility onto the police, who, she said, had really insisted that she provide them with names.
“You provided only one, to my knowledge.”
“I was reeling from the terrible things my daughter had told me. What I said may have been misinterpreted … I thought Lisa was in danger and that we needed to act quickly, even though she refused to speak to me …”
Bénédicte Charvet broke down in tears.
“The day before she confided in her teachers, I’d criticized her for her bad grades at school …”
She could try all she liked to fight, battling to pull the wool over people’s eyes as she scrunched up her handkerchief, but great cracks were appearing in her life. And Lisa was at the epicenter of these fissures. For five years Mrs. Charvet had been the distraught mother of a victim. Now she was the mother of a liar. Worse, the adult accomplice to a teenager’s lie. And all this was a heavy weight to bear. Alice wasn’t sure that she should cross-examine her. Wouldn’t her questions risk breaking the tenuous links that had just been reestablished between mother and daughter? She said nothing.

—
Théry had risen to his feet.
“Mrs. Charvet, do you have anything to say to Marco Lange?” he asked bluntly.
Without looking over to the dock, Bénédicte Charvet voiced awkward apologies that she drowned in a tide of self-pitying comments about Lisa’s life and her own.
The judge had stopped listening to her. She had opened another folder and was tapping her pen impatiently on the pages spread before her.
“You may return to your seat, Mrs. Charvet. Mr. Charvet, please step into the witness box.”
Was it because he felt uncomfortable about his ex-wife’s statement and her implied criticism of him? Or the accumulation of emotion from the previous witnesses’ statements and the painful introspection this had sparked in him? In any event, it was a shaken-looking man who walked toward the stand. A number of signs made his turmoil clear: a less assured tone of voice, slower delivery, the way he endlessly clasped and unclasped his hands behind his back, then rested them on the front of the stand and withdrew them only to rest them there again. He cast his mind back to that time, mentioned how he’d gradually drifted away and the feeling he’d sometimes had when he returned home after several days’ absence that the house recoiled when he arrived.
“Even my shoes took up too much space in the hallway,” he said strangely.
He described how he’d become distanced from his wife, distanced from his daughters, how he’d taken refuge in his work, how a new relationship had slowly but surely confirmed that he wanted to leave and start a new life somewhere else. And how Lisa’s ordeal had erupted in the middle of all this.
“I was so angry with myself. My daughter needed me, and I wasn’t there for her when I should have been. I should have resumed my role in the family. But—”
Laurent Charvet broke off abruptly. He looked down and his voice became barely audible.
“But I thought it was all happening too quickly. I didn’t want Lisa to be pumped with questions like that. I felt she was overwhelmed by everything that was happening to her. I watched over her for a week and I was concerned, I sometimes thought she was thinking about telling me something. I’m not just saying that today because she’s withdrawn her allegations. I’m saying it because I … I had my doubts … and then one day she suddenly clammed up.”
Lisa had flattened herself against the seat. Her eyes were closed. Every moment of that morning came back to her. It was a Saturday, and her mother had gone to the market. Her father was with her in the bedroom, and they were watching a film. Someone rang the doorbell, she paused the film and he went downstairs. He chatted with the delivery guy for a few minutes in the kitchen. His phone started buzzing on the bed—he usually took it everywhere with him. Lisa looked at the message on the screen. And that was when she knew he was cheating on her mother. She hated him.
Laurent Charvet couldn’t see her, he wasn’t looking at her, but in that moment, it was to her and her alone that he spoke.
“I was an unfaithful husband and an absent father—I didn’t have the right to doubt my daughter. And of course, I didn’t say anything.”

—
The more the trial progressed, the more Alice could see that the jury was treading the path that she herself had traveled. They were starting to see every cog in the mechanism of the file, to understand how the moving parts had interlocked. They weren’t missing a single crumb of the statements. They took notes and watched Lange standing taller in the dock, but their eyes kept coming back to Lisa, trying to spot the moment when she flinched, or when she lost concentration, or her face flushed red. They were intimately aware of the power of this place, where words had more resonance than anywhere else. Where people listen to them, but also see their impact. On the judge and the judged, on the accused and the accuser. On those who know and those who don’t. The effect that they have says as much, sometimes more, than their meaning.

—
During the next adjournment, Théry came over to Alice on the steps to the courthouse. He was rubbing his hands together.
“You know, Keridreux, I just realized I’ve been depriving myself. It’s actually very comfortable siding with the good.”



The cat had taken revenge for too many hours alone by destroying a cushion. Now, it jumped onto the table and played with a pen among the papers that Alice had spread out in front of her. The French door was ajar. The honeyed smell of wisteria drifted in from the garden.
Under the halo from the lamp, the annotations, crossings out, underlinings, arrows, exclamation marks, plus signs, and all the other cabalistic little symbols that made her writing even more indecipherable made the pages look terrifying to her. What would she do with it all? With this hodgepodge of words accumulated over the two days of the trial? Tomorrow, she would make her defense.
The courtroom came alive in her mind’s eye. She could see the position and expression of each juror. She hadn’t had time to find a nickname for all of them. Pignol; Droopy; Mrs. Ramrod; Donald Sutherland; Lizzo, for the curvaceous young health care assistant who reminded her of the singer whom she’d recently discovered thanks to her daughter Louise; Shyboy, for the truck driver who always let everyone else go first when the door opened and was last to reach his seat, looking as if he didn’t want to disturb anyone. It was to them and them alone that she should talk.

—
I know a thing or two about you. Your names, your ages, your jobs. It all features on the list we were given on the first day. You all remember that first day, don’t you? I’m going to confess something to you, I love that part. The rattle of the wooden counters in the ballot box, the judge picking one out and reading out your number. Your faces just before you master your expression again and get up to walk out in front of us. Chosen, you were chosen, and you know it because others before or after you were turned away.
I’ve been watching you for two days. Two days is a long time to be sitting, very publicly, listening. You were advised to make notes. You were told they would be the only thing you could take with you for your deliberations. I tried to work out why one witness and not another, one turn of phrase and not another caught your attention. You were also told you must
never show what you’re feeling. No smiles or laughter, no sighs or tears. Impassive. You were asked to be impassive. That must be what really struck you at the beginning. Nowhere except for the criminal court are men and women asked to turn themselves into statues of stone. And actually, you didn’t succeed.
I think I spotted the things you found irritating, those you found interesting or moving. Lisa Charvet didn’t move you. Quite the opposite, in fact. You’re angry with her, aren’t you?
So am I.

—
Alice opened the first pages of the investigation file, reread the notes in her notebook, and took a new sheet of paper.

—
Lisa is in ninth grade, she’s fifteen. Her dad is around less and less. Her older sister, Solène, is away doing a competitive college-prep program. At best she comes home every other weekend. Their mother is very busy, the company she works for is twenty kilometers away, she leaves the house at eight every morning and comes home late in the evening.
Marco Lange is thirty-two. He worked at the Charvets’ house for two months. He’s angry with them. He’s angry with the mother, because she never looked at him, she treated him with contempt, and she dismissed him. It was his last construction job, after that his boss fired him. In fact, Marco Lange is angry with everybody. Women, bosses, girls, boys. So he drinks, and when he drinks, it just gets worse. He’s a nasty drunk. He can’t stand other people’s happiness.
When he was building the pergola, he often looked up toward Lisa Charvet’s bedroom. Such a pretty girl. Yet another one who wouldn’t be his. He knows she’s scared of her mother and she must be lying to her when she goes out with boys. He also knows that she’s often home alone. And that’s convenient because he forgot a tool. He rings the doorbell.
Lisa comes and opens the door. And that day she notices that Marco Lange has a funny look in his eye. A look that her mother had often noticed too. She’d told her daughters to be careful. But pretty, young fifteen-year-olds aren’t careful.

—
Alice had Lisa’s statement in front of her.
“He hugged me and kissed me, he started running his hands all over me and he … put his hand in my panties. I was paralyzed, I couldn’t move … He took out his penis, he got ahold of my head and forced me. Another time he pushed me against the banister on the stairs, I fell to the floor and he threw himself on top of me. He pulled down my jeans, I fought but he was twisting my arm behind my back. With his other hand, he pushed my buttocks apart, he kept cursing at me because I was moving too much. He was hurting me, and I couldn’t breathe. I tried to lift my head and he smacked it onto the floor tiles. Then he stood up. I didn’t dare move. He said he knew everything about me. He threatened me. He said he’d punish me if I told my parents about it.”

—
Lisa doesn’t say anything. She goes back to school. She’s ashamed. He would never dare do that to Solène. So it must be her fault. And anyway, who would believe her? Everybody at school says that Lisa Charvet really likes boys. “She’s good. A real dirty bitch,” they snigger. “Watch this!” in a corner of the schoolyard someone’s playing a video. So Lisa doesn’t say anything. But luckily for her there’s Mrs. Valette. She’s not like the other teachers. And she’s new too, so she didn’t know Solène. It’s the first time Lisa hasn’t been compared to her older sister, who’s so brilliant and who so impresses teachers.
Mrs. Valette is the first to realize something serious has happened to Lisa. She’s grown fond of this lively student who writes so well. But she can see that she’s changed. Lisa hands in her homework late. She’s wasting away. She avoids contact with other students. She hides her body. And Mrs. Valette isn’t the only one to be concerned. Lisa collapsed in history class. Then again in science class, the day they were studying reproduction. There were drawings of men’s and women’s genitals on the big screen in the classroom. Mrs. Valette opens up about this to the principal. who couldn’t give a damn about Lisa Charvet’s fainting fits. He has a school to run. He knows everything about life. You can’t teach an old dog new tricks. With teenagers, he’s seen it all, he’s seen thousands of them come and go. Dramas are normal with them, there’s nothing to worry about.
You know what happens after that. Thanks to the unfailing commitment and compassion of Pauline Valette and François Boehm, Lisa eventually told the secret that had been eating away at her. And I entrust her to you.

—
Alice delivered the last line out loud. The cat opened its eyes and focused its yellow stare on her. It sat up, half-heartedly licked its chest and then went back to where it had been, curled in a ball under the warmth of the lamp.

—
That, ladies and gentlemen of the jury, is what I thought I would tell you after I read the file that Lisa Charvet brought me. You would have gone along with me, wouldn’t you? Oh, how pityingly you looked at Lisa Charvet when the judge read out the summary of her allegations against Marco Lange. You must remember that. It was yesterday morning. Also try to remember the man in the dock when you saw his face for the first time, flanked by two police officers. One of those guys—we all know the type—you wouldn’t pick them up if they were hitchhiking and you wouldn’t want to come across them on the street alone at night.
And those two teachers! Again, try to remember the first impression they made on you when you listened to them. They were wonderful, weren’t they? Not like that old school principal, who took so little interest in the well-being of his students.

—
I know how you felt, I know because I felt it myself. A girl of fifteen couldn’t have invented that. She repeated it once, twice, three times, she never changed it. The two experts who
examined her—you heard their reports, ladies and gentlemen of the jury—confirmed that her words were perfectly credible and showed no signs of confabulation.
That was where we stood yesterday morning. That was before Lisa’s letter.

—
Alice didn’t need to read it again. She knew it by heart. “Marco Lange is innocent. I made up a story because I was in a difficult place at school. I didn’t think of all the consequences it would have. I’m prepared to explain myself before the court. I ask forgiveness of Marco Lange and everyone else who believed me.”
She’d watched the jury so closely at that point that the image was filed in her mind, as clear and precise as a photograph. Mrs. Ramrod with her pen poised. Donald Sutherland’s eyes open wide. Complete astonishment from Lizzo. Shyboy with his mouth agape, not sure he’d heard right. Pignol clinging to the judge’s face as if to a buoy.

—
Lisa’s words turned everything upside down. And in a few hours’ time Marco Lange will be acquitted. There’s no doubt about that. You’re lucky. You have nothing to ponder now. Nothing to weigh up. Doubt favors the defendant, and when there’s an element of doubt, they must be acquitted. The penal code dictates it. So, when you’re asked, “Was Marco Lange guilty in 2017 of imposing and attempting to impose acts of sexual
penetration—to wit fellatio and attempted sodomy—on Lisa Charvet by means of violence, coercion, threats, or the element of surprise?” you will say no. I could stop there.

—
And why didn’t she stop there? A trial is a file, a debate, a deliberation, and, at the end of it all, a decision. Guilty, not guilty. Victim, not a victim. Lisa had lied. Lisa said that she’d lied. Lange couldn’t be convicted. It was the judicial truth. And that was the only truth that mattered.

—
You, too, can now recite Lisa’s words by heart. You’ve heard them so many times. Once, twice, three times, five times, they’ve been read out to you! I think there are a few missing. Did you notice that too? Lisa says that Marco Lange is innocent. She doesn’t say, “I wasn’t raped.” She says, “I made up a story because I was in a difficult place at school.”
So we need to go back to the school, to the ugliness and violence of high school …

—
Alice was sure that the jury would be with her on that. Who enjoyed their time in high school? That implacable sorting station where the truck driver and the care assistant sitting next to him realized that school wasn’t for them and they wouldn’t be getting on the same train as the other, more gifted students. That place of humiliations and sniggering when a brain struggles to learn or a body is too fat, too thin, or too short. That graveyard of parental hopes, and the site of their children’s disappointment. Even for good students, it’s a time they’d rather forget.

—
High school is war. Heroine one day, pariah the next. There are alliances, betrayals, negotiations, and reconciliations. And then it all starts over. Everyone permanently on their toes. No victory is ever achieved. Any glory is short-lived. The exact same girl with whom you’ve sworn your friendship to the death drops you without a second thought for someone else who suddenly seems like a better option in the schoolyard.
Not to mention that this was in a small town!

—
When Alice drove through these sleepy places crushed by their own inactivity, the stores along the main streets closed down, their windows painted over with limewash and smothered with flyers for a traveling circus or a house-clearance service, she often thought about the teenagers who lived there. Lisa had told her about the lingerie stores in the town where she grew up. “There were three of them, like they were the only stores that made any money, along with hairdressers and cafés.” Be careful with the small-town thing, Alice cautioned herself. Several members of the jury could be offended.

—
The thing is, Lisa dreamed of getting away from the small town where she was born. She envied girls she hung out with on the beach during the vacation who lived in real cities. Everything they had was better in her eyes. The grass is always greener on the other side of the fence when you’re fifteen and things aren’t that great with your parents. And your breasts have just shown up. Lisa hasn’t said enough about that, but it’s a very important part of this case.
I’d be surprised if you yourselves haven’t known a girl who was too young and had breasts that were too big. Perhaps she was you, ladies. Or perhaps that girl was your best friend, or the person you hated the most. And for you, gentlemen, I’m sure there will have been one who made an impression. I think somewhere in all of our teenage memories there’s a girl with big breasts.

—
Alice had her own example. She’d been thinking about her since first meeting Lisa. It was during one of the few teenage years she’d spent in France, in a big city in the south. The girl’s name was Corine, she was one year behind and had sharp features and very crooked teeth. But it wasn’t her face that people saw first, it was her breasts. Wet-nurse’s breasts on a child’s frame that was altogether too straight and too narrow. One day Alice invited Corine to spend the weekend at her house. When she went to meet her at the bus stop she was terribly embarrassed: Corine was wearing a thin acrylic turtleneck that made her breasts look even bigger, and she’d painted her nails black. Alice must have been fourteen or fifteen, but right then she looked at Corine through her mother’s eyes. She could anticipate the maternal verdict. Not a respectable girl. She hadn’t foreseen the look in her father’s eyes though. They met on the stairs. Her father was whistling—he always whistled when he descended the stairs. When he saw Corine behind Alice, he stopped dead. He looked at her differently, in a way Alice had never seen him look before. He looked with a man’s eyes, rather than a father’s, at this girl who was only a bit older than she was. It lasted a fraction of a second. It was forty years ago now, but she remembered the scene as if it had happened yesterday.
The memory had already resurfaced once, like a lightning bolt. Agnès, one of the girls from her high school days, had come up with the idea of tracing the class. She must have been bored out of her mind, working a humdrum job, divorced and mother to two thankless grown-up boys. She’d spent months tracking people down, scouring Facebook and LinkedIn profiles. “It was easy with you, Alice, you’re out there on Google,” she’d said. She’d set up a WhatsApp group—“Our Saint-Ex Years”—and that was how a group of fifteen nearly fifty-year-olds had ended up getting together one Saturday in May over sausages on the grill in Agnès’s garden. At one point, Frédéric threw Corine’s name into the conversation. “Corine’s breasts! Do you remember Corine’s breasts?” They’d all laughed heartily. Everyone had an anecdote to tell, but no one knew what had become of her.

—
Lisa had real breasts. Her classmates’ were laughable in comparison. Sure, they tried to push themselves up, but underneath they were flat-chested, or maybe had modest curves. Lisa’s breasts were assertive, they arrived before she did. The boys started looking at her differently. And this marked her out. And it’s quite something to be marked out in high school. She was proud of them at first.

—
Alice looked through her notes from the trial.
“You know, girls … it was easier than these days,” Sebastien Faivre had said.
Lisa hadn’t said no to them. Or not emphatically enough. And that was all it had taken for those young assholes.

—
For months Lisa kept thinking that if she’d been born somewhere else, if, for example, she’d been one of the girls from beautiful houses, the sort she met on the beach in the summer, it wouldn’t have been like that with boys. Perhaps she was wrong. But her friends were Seb, Jérémie, Ryan, and boredom. Oh yes, boredom! If it’s ever summoned to be tried, no courtroom would be big enough to handle the case!
And you’ve seen those boys. They said so themselves, they had “dicks in their heads.” Well, that’s bound to not leave much room for thinking. And then there was the video. Can you imagine what the shame would have felt like at fifteen? The terror represented by a few minutes of humiliating footage?

—
Alice needed to come back to that conversation in the staff room.

—
There’s something else I need you to remember. When you’re in high school, the staff room is a sanctuary. It’s almost as taboo as your parents’ bed. And it was here that Lisa was confronted by two teachers she respected and the friend she’d just gotten back together with. Let’s spend a while there, on that sofa, between the photocopier and the coffee machine. They ask her if anything bad has happened to her. If someone has hurt her. She says yes. She’s telling the truth! They ask if she’s been raped. She says yes again. Is she lying?

—
Alice wasn’t sure whether to go any further. To stand in for Lisa and describe the fear Ryan inspired in her. Their mothers knew each other, they saw each other at their gym class. One time when Ryan had come to pick Lisa up at home, he’d spent a while chatting to Bénédicte Charvet, who’d then told her daughter she thought he was very nicely brought up. Lisa hadn’t replied. How could she have explained to her mother? But they’d all heard that “No!” that she cried out when Sebastien Faivre said that she’d been “okay with it.” Perhaps Alice should pursue the point. It would be so reassuring for everyone. Meaning Lisa only half lied. But it wasn’t her job to substitute one culprit for another. And Lisa hadn’t asked her to. That was her choice.
She took another wad of paper from the pack.

—
When you’re labeled as the school whore, when even your best friend keeps her distance and the other girls—the treacherous little goody-goodies—give you sidelong glances, and the boys brush past you saying, “I heard you’re good!” and “Will you do the same for me as you did for the other guys?”—how do you get out of that?
There’s only one way, just one. You have to become a total victim. That redeeming, purifying word. The word that transformed Marion the mistrustful into a tearful best friend. And reassured Pauline Valette, the dazzling Pauline Valette, whom Lisa so desperately didn’t want to disappoint …

—
Alice was tempted to come down heavily on Pauline Valette. She was sure that the ex–Department of Education woman on the jury had found her exasperating. Pauline Valette had that good-girl vibe, the sort to make pasta salad for everyone, to have clusters of children clinging to her legs, to bring a smile to older people’s faces and to drive everyone home after a party because she didn’t need alcohol to be cheerful—the woman probably even laughed when she did the dishes. Alice would leave this pleasure to Théry. He must have been preparing his defense speech right now too. He would be putting a lot of effort into it this time, it would be his swan song.
Get back to the word “victim,” she thought.

—
The word that brought an abrupt end to the boys’ taunts. That made Ryan erase the video he still had on his phone. That devastated her mother. And softened up her sister. And brought her father home. How could anyone not like this word, and the status it confers? So, yes, Lisa Charvet liked it. She even liked it so much that every time it threatened to get away from her, she reinforced it.

—
Alice was getting to the hardest part: Lange and everything that Lisa had said about him in her allegations against him. The jury had heard what her mother said, they knew she was the one who’d given his name. But why had Lisa confirmed it? At the exact same time, she’d found out that her father was cheating on her mother. He, too, was lying, to his wife and daughters. It was a violent discovery, which offered an explanation, but it wasn’t enough. She’d heard her mother complaining about Lange and saying that she and Solène should be wary of him. He himself had been coarse with her at the worst possible moment, when things were starting to go so badly for her. But was that enough to justify her letting a judge send him to prison without reacting? Enough to stop her crying out when he was actually sentenced?

—
Yes, Lisa confirmed Lange’s name. And that’s still unfathomable, even for me, who’s defending her. But once the name had been put out there, I can understand what happened next. All the adults around Lisa leaped on it. The police officer, who with a few clicks on his computer, discovered that Lange had a criminal record. His former romantic and professional contacts, who were more likely to say bad things about him than good. His friends, barflies who only added to the image. The experts—psychologists and psychiatrists—who painted a devastating picture of him. All those adults couldn’t be wrong!

—
At this point she would talk about Laurent Charvet—she’d underestimated the man.

—
There was one person who had his doubts when it could all still have been stopped. Lisa’s father. But he didn’t say anything. You heard what he had to say. Perhaps you wondered what you would have done in his position. Which of you can honestly say you wouldn’t also have kept your doubts to yourself? You see, that’s what’s so terrible but also wonderful about a trial. At first, you can’t understand how something so dramatic can have happened. And then, the closer you look, the more you think that, perhaps, the same thing could have happened in your own home.
And then Lisa was put under pressure to be consistent. She told you about that. Whatever she’d said she then needed to confirm. That was what was expected of her. Confirmation. Not a retraction. If she hesitated, allowed anyone to think she couldn’t remember, at best they would just frown, at worst they’d tell her it was only natural if she didn’t want to remember because of the pain it was causing her. Her pain was proof. It was THE proof. Because yes, Lisa was in pain. She was in agony because she couldn’t extricate herself from her lies. She told you: “The more I lied, the more painful it was. But the more pain I was in, the more they believed me.” How does a fifteen-year-old get out of a vicious circle like that?

—
Would that be enough? Théry had scored points when he mentioned those one thousand, one hundred ninety-five days that Lange had already spent behind bars. “Think about all the life you’ve lived in that time. Relationships, the birth of a child, a grandchild, a change of job, retiring, a new home, buying an apartment, a house, vacations, trips, evenings spent with family, with friends …” Alice had seen him use this shtick several times. She’d even borrowed it from him, and it never failed to have an effect on people who heard it for the first time.

—
Just think how differently you feel about Lange now. He’s still the same man. But now he’s the victim.

—
Alice needed to remind them of every image in this role reversal. The anxious, tormented Lange of the early stages, his hunched back and slumped shoulders barely appearing above the dock, but as the evidence came out, they’d gradually straightened until the bench and the jury could see his face. Lange, who could have roared and cursed at Lisa, Lange, who had grown calmer when he knew that people now pitied him. And while the man in the dock had grown taller, Lisa had started to cower.

—
Have you seen what a fragile thing certainty can be? The teachers whose vigilance was praised have now been lambasted for their naivete. The curmudgeonly, suspicious principal is now commended for being wise and cautious. The certainty that was established so solidly yesterday has been replaced by another. It’s the same process that’s at work. It’s just going in the other direction.

—
Alice stood up to make another cup of tea. She talked quietly while the water simmered in the kettle. The jury had been presented with a twenty-year-old woman, not a girl of fifteen. They hadn’t seen her as she had in the privacy of her office, white-faced and falling apart as she spat out her truth. They’d found her too pretty, too full of life, not broken enough.

—
So, when Lisa is asked, “When should we believe you, Miss Charvet?” well, I think you know the answer. When she wrote that letter, she not only withdrew her allegations, she surrendered her status as a victim. And she’s now asking you for it back. Can you imagine the strength and courage that takes?
Maybe you think she’s unbearably insolent. But it was a very wounded young woman who answered the district attorney’s questions. Wounded by the disapproval she can feel around her. And perhaps she’s also an angry young woman. When she sat back down after giving her statement, do you know what she said to me?
“It’s like I’m bothering them.”
Yes, Lisa bothers people. Because she lied when she accused a man of rape. Lisa Charvet’s timing isn’t good. Her timing’s never been good. First of all, she was a girl of fifteen who was so proud of her breasts that she couldn’t fail to look like a whore to any man or boy who met her. And now it’s worse. She had no right to lie. Because this isn’t the right time!

—
She was coming to the end. It had taken so little for two lives to be blown apart. A teenager’s boredom and angst, the casual cruelty of a few schoolboys, two teachers wanting to do the right thing, an overhasty police officer, a self-important judge, some pernicious small-town rumors, a mother’s prejudiced convictions, a father’s guilty conscience. Alice would tell the men and women of the jury that she trusted them to understand all this and not come down too heavily on Lisa. She would tell them that you’re not guilty if you lie when you’re fifteen. That the really disturbing thing in this case isn’t trying to understand why Lisa lied but why so many people wanted to believe her.

—
At the end of the day, there are no guilty parties in this case, only good intentions.



They’ve arrived early, as they did on the first day. Lisa looks better. She hands Alice a small parcel wrapped with a ribbon and a letter.
“You can read it afterward, when it’s all over.”

—
Laurent and Bénédicte Charvet are back sitting in their same seats, in the second row. They look both older and calmer. Lisa’s mother has moved closer to her ex-husband. Lavoine is here too. He gives Alice an encouraging wave. The five retirees who spend their days listening to trials have already taken their seats. Alice is fond of the latest addition to the group, a diminutive woman with orange hair who brings her packed lunch in her bag and always gives cookies to the others. She puffs up her cushion and slips it quickly beneath her. It’s true, the benches are uncomfortable, in fact it’s something of a specialty in courtrooms, the people who design these places should be forced to sit in them for hours on end. Lange has changed his shirt. It must have stayed folded in his closet a long time, every fold line shows. He’s standing good and tall in the dock, his hair is combed back tightly, exaggerating the bulge of his forehead. The police officers on either side of him are relaxed. In a few hours they’ll be leaving without him.

—
The district attorney has put about twenty sheets of paper on his desk. He picks them up and taps them on the desk, clack, clack, clack, then turns them ninety degrees and does the same again, clack, clack, clack, to get them all square. He will give his summing-up after Alice has spoken, and it clearly won’t be very long. The court clerk has been to the hairdressers, and they’ve been a bit heavy-handed with the color for the time of year. Théry is wearing a fancy necktie, but he’s coughing a lot. He ensures his breath smells okay by popping a mentholated pastille from a packet before greeting fellow attorneys one by one as they make their way onto the public benches.
The clock at the back of the courtroom says two. Alice has taken her robe from its bag. It’s her third. One for each decade. The first had just a satin lining, this one is in silk, she thought she’d more than earned it. She’ll be ordering a new one soon. She puts it on and buttons it up, smoothing down the jabot with her hand. She’s always liked the expression “robing up.” She sets out her cardboard folders and papers in front of her and checks one last time the classification system she may need to use. Purple for Lisa, green for Lange, red for the boys, turquoise for the teachers, yellow for the Charvet parents.

—
The court officials and jury come in a few minutes late. Shyboy takes off his jacket before sitting down. Alice notices that he, too, has tattoos on his arms. Pignol is clutching his notebook tightly. Mrs. Ramrod straightens her glasses and joins her hands under her chin. Lizzo has tied her braided hair into a tight bun. In her saffron-colored dress with its pleats over her bust, she looks more regal than ever. Droopy almost trips as he moves his chair. He blushes.
The hubbub in court falls silent. Alice turns around, mentally going over her opening sentences. She glances toward the public benches. At the very back, on the right-hand side, she spots Romain and Louise.
Maud Vigier separates her files into two equal piles, one on either side of her desk, leaving just one sheet of paper in front of her.
“You have the floor, Ms. Keridreux.”

—
I’m going to defend the little whore. The little liar.
Yes, defend.
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