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                ABOUT THIS BOOK

                Somewhere in Montréal, in the not too distant future, an obscure company offers custom-designed suicides for its clients with one their desire to die must be pure and absolute. Antoinette Beauchamp is a successful candidate but her suicide is not. Now a bedridden paraplegic, hooked up to machines that monitor all her bodily functions. she tells her story, taking the reader into the Kafkaesque world of the company and its bewildering cast of characters.


Exit is at once a profound examination of what it is that drives someone to want to end their life, as well as how that urge can be turned on its head against all odds. Written with her signature brio and acerbic wit, Nelly Arcan's last novel is a hymn to life.


Exit was completed only days before Arcan took her own life in 2009 at the age of thirty-six.


"A work of originality pushed to the limit. It's crazy. Full of imagination. Even funny at times. A story unlike any other." —Danielle Laurin, Le Devoir


"Her writing will grab you and pull you into a fabulous world." —Benoît Aubin, Le Journal de Québec
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         After searching for months, I finally came upon the empty house. It could have been paradise. The charwoman said I could take possession of it immediately—clef en main—and then she smiled and pressed the key into my hand.

         —St. Peter of Damascus
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            IT’S MY LIFE

            WE’VE ALL THOUGHT about committing suicide. At least once, at least for a second, for the time it takes a night of insomnia to pass, or incessantly, for an entire life. We’ve all imagined, at least once, shoving a gun in our mouth, closing our eyes, counting down the seconds, and pulling the trigger. We’ve all thought about dispatching ourselves into the beyond, or six feet under, which comes down to the samething, a gunshot… bang. Or, then again, to end with a sudden jerk in the crack of the noose.

            Life is sometimes unbearable.

            That’s just the way it is.

            It comes… grabs you by the throat… and goes.

            At best.

            There are people for whom these thoughts do not go away. They get stuck in the gears. They impose, they are imprinted: these thoughts follow them every step of the way, standing over them, waiting for the chance to trip them up, looking over their shoulder from the moment they wake up ‘til night falls, hounding them into their dreams. For them, life is an impasse, a dead-end street, because of an unhappy event, a loss, a desertion, a death, but above all because life is naturally, at all times, unlivable. Every day they are pursued by the dazzling images of their own death, primitive images to which suffering has lashed itself, to which suffering clings: they are possessed by the climax of their eventual liberation, that moment when life leaves the body; they strive with every ounce of their being towards that fraction of a second when the end, the true end, the last performance, beyond which suffering is no longer possible without the organic support to give it form, takes place. People for whom the moments of respite are non-existent or which are so few in number or of such a short duration that they pass by unnoticed. Even worse: these moments of rest only serve to revitalize, with even more force, the dramatic tension of their daily lives, of their droning thoughts, unremitting in their darkness and exhausting like a swarm of bees that is impossible to brush aside with the back of your hand without getting stung, eaten.

            People like me. Or should I say, like me before. Before seeing my own death in person, the Grim Reaper right at hand, shot in close-up, a death that was conceived, planned, and paid for in advance. From that death I emerged alive. And in living I have only one desire—to talk to you about it. About the pain. We are in Québec, Montréal to be precise. This is important. It turns out that a lot of people here want to die, just like that, for no reason at all, or for every reason, because they are suffering, because they’ve had enough, because life is a punishment, because each day is one day too many. On the other hand, a country’s history and geography don’t really matter: the practice of casing the pain of those who no longer want to live, like easing the pain of burn victims, those with cancer, the paralyzed, is not new. It has, in fact, spread like wildfire to the four corners of the earth.

            Today’s date isn’t important either. Our age continues to perpetrate the ills of the one that went before, with its surplus trinkets, its accessories, its eye candy, its prostheses which extend the reach of the body, make it faster, more efficient, propelling it through space or plunging it to the ocean floor what we confidently call technology.

            Nothing new, so it seems, under humanity’s sun. The world continues to go wrong as it usually does. In places, things are better, like here. But there are still wars, that ancestral distraction of men, taking place at this very moment, divided up appropriately enough among the most impoverished regions of the world, those which are also the richest in natural resources.

            North America is still the land of the good life where it is possible to mind your own business without a care in the world, but where your security is threatened daily. Especially in the mouths of politicians. These virtual threats materialize on occasion, wearing a real face in the form of expected—but surprise—attacks which comfort America as much as those who are conventionally called “the enemy”; America just can’t take being afraid of the uncertainty of the void anymore, fretfully waiting for its strategic cities to explode, the same America that wants to surround its investments, its resources, its latest brainwaves, its peace-making warrior spirit with bloody flesh. Its global march to be continued.

            We’re on a different scale, but we’re still on God’s side.

            My name is Antoinette Beauchamp, but my name doesn’t matter. Let’s not be afraid: I don’t need one anymore. When your social life amounts to just your mother, it’s better not to have one, a name that is. To fall into anonymity, just like leaving a small town to move to the big city, can be comforting, one way of sheltering yourself from all the strange looks you get. especially when the only person whose face you can see is also the one you detest the most.

            My mother was born to her wealth and she quintupled her fortune by founding a company called Face the Truth which makes cosmetics sold around the world. She didn’t invent anything, like most very rich people. Instead she marketed expensive products which subjugate the aging process with moisturizing formulas made of cell-renewing proteins and supplements, all stirred over a low heat with other miracle ingredients. Especially the aging of the face. A strong and capable woman who worked for beauty. Until the day when beauty started to work for her. Through productivity and profitability, beauty, by becoming technology, eventually tripped over itself and became a slave to its creators, to its liars.

            My mother has always supported me financially, like she always did for Léon, her strange and maladjusted brother, my beloved uncle who chose to remain in the shadows and become a librarian, a rarity these days, who was also a lover of volcanoes, their cycles of sleeping and awakening, their eruptions, the splendour of their destructive power.

            A brother for her and an uncle for me. Apart from us, he was a repository of forgotten books printed on reprehensible paper, killer of trees, robber and destroyer of Mother Nature, the planet’s beneficent wet nurse—books which are of interest to only an infinitesimal fraction of the population.

            When I was fifteen, Léon committed suicide. His father, my mother’s father, did, too. It runs in the family. No one ever gets raised by the neighbours.

            As for me, I’ve waitressed in a bar, sold lingerie; I’ve posted online classified ads; I was even a night-shift security guard at a shopping centre. I’ve done nothing with my life except reject it.

            My rich and slavery-supporting mother calls me Toinette. It’s close to toilette. I only have to change a letter to differentiate myself from the throne, the howl. What’s really funny is that this striking coincidence only became apparent two years ago. When you think that I live today in my bed, that I urinate and defecate in it, that I soak permanently in a great white padded shitter, my mother’s little pet name isn’t necessarily inappropriate. On the contrary, it’s right on the money.

            I’ve been a paraplegic for two years. A tragedy that is replayed every time I open my eyes, which work pretty well if you consider that I survived a suicide attempt that was executed like clockwork, down to the last detail. It’s not day and night that regulate my time, that separate it into instalments of hours of sleep or staying awake in my bed, but my mother’s visits. A necessary evil. A smelly survival. Once a day at a fixed time: a time fixed by her like a relentless metronome. Outside of these tiresome and inescapable visits, time coils around my slackening body mercilessly, a body set free once and for all in a bed of unheard-of sophistication customized to the needs of my severely disabled status.

            Out of utter despair, my mother will sometimes consent to bring me alcohol. Of all drinks, I prefer white vodka mixed with fruit juice the best. It’s the nicest present she can give me when there’s nothing else to hold me back from offending her, from insulting her, when I become unbearable, an overexcited child deprived of physical activity other than moving my mouth which I can now stretch wide open, a mouth that speaks, and screams, and chatters without end, even when it’s closed, or my hands and arms which like to throw things on the floor, at the walls. Which doesn’t prevent her from punishing me afterwards with her tears of remorse every time she finds me covered in my own vomit or delirious, or when I threaten to kill her come hell or high water, or when she surprises me while I’m yelling and waving my fist at the ceiling.

            That I find pleasure in such alcoholic delirium just adds to her distress; that I delight in contact with my own vomit is more than she can stand. A victory over her all-powerful body. Her healthy, superior, medicated body, protected against the visible and detestable signs of aging, her body so familiar and inhuman, bulletproofed against all excess as if she were a competing athlete.

            In my life, vomiting is an event. The climax of an evening. Vomiting is one of the only activities over which I have control, outside of my voice which is narrating this story in the closed-circuit of my room. Urine and excrement are a question of pipes that I can’t see, beginning with bags whose contents are pumped under my bed on their way out, in pipes, to the wall

            behind which other mysterious containers of a medical nature are found that I can’t see. A set of solid and liquid Russian dolls which escape from my asshole and are hidden from me. Only my mother has a physical connection to them. My shit and my piss generate no sensation when they leave my body by way of these pumping pipes.

            Mère et merde. Mother and shit. Two more related words that don’t need any further comment. She and I are in the same boat, we come from the same mould.

            One would think that it’s not such a great loss not to be able to feel yourself taking a shit. That’s not true: at the moment when all communication is lost with your own shit, it becomes an obsession like a black dot floating in your eye, and not only have you not lost it, this filthy shit, but it forces itself backwards up to your mind and spreads itself out and stains your thoughts. You become a baby, a child condemned to filth, an invalid who inspires pity. Privation without rehabilitation.

            Sometimes I dream of being sucked up by those pipes and finding myself clean on the other side of the wall that they perforate, in a sunny, verdant world where I can run away as fast as my legs can take me.

            My legs, the real ones, the dead ones, are my best attribute, very long, thin, and hairless. Ironic legs, luxury rags. Legs that make men crazy with desire and women crazy with jealousy or pained confusion.

            Since the moment I stopped walking, I started talking. A real chatterbox. A continuous current of words. A gush of furious bile, an uninterrupted geyser of blah blah blah in the comforts of my immediate environment: a room with pink walls where I am always alone unless I’m with my mother (which is worse); big windows with diaphanous apple-green curtains (my favourite colour), a multi-function remote control, and a white ceiling which serves as a screen on which I can watch films, surf the Web, play games, and even watch porn, although it doesn’t do anything for me, unless you count the discomfort brought on by complete incomprehension, or the boredom of a biologist who has to do an inventory of all the possible vermin at the end of his microscope.

            What’s most important is that I can write on the ceiling with the sound of my voice. The ceiling is also my head and the thoughts that swim promiscuously around in it, each trying to elbow the other out of the way. It’s my hands, my mouth, the reflection of my lost mobility. It’s my past. It’s my whole life. I can erase my written voice by pronouncing the word erase. Or correct it by saying correct. My life could easily be considered a playground, but the ceiling is also my mother. At least, that’s what I think. Yes, anything good comes at a cost, and everything has its price. Even the streets of heaven are crowded with tourists these days.

            I look at the ceiling constantly and it looks back at me. At least, I believe it does. It wouldn’t be the end of the world if there wasn’t an intention installed in its gaze. Surveillance. My ceiling spies on me, it hangs over me with its third eye, because my mother, no matter where she is, no matter what’s she’s doing, can retrace my every move in this horizontal world of mine at her leisure, with the help of a little camera mounted in its centre, so discreetly that it is impossible to see from my well-kept latrine, always clean, but intrinsically contaminated.

            My mother knows that I know that the camera captures me and sends images back to her whenever she pleases, whenever the mood strikes her, but she still continues to deny its existence. Her presence above me is one thing that I have deduced from her words, from what she has confided in me, what she knows about my days, and which, otherwise, if there weren’t a camera hidden up there, if she didn’t see and hear me continuously, if she didn’t delight in her omniscience that encroaches on my very thoughts, she couldn’t know. That I am writing. That I am telling my story.

            One day she will be exposed, unmasked, and on that day, who knows, I may recover the use of my legs and completely crush her.

            I talk and talk and talk to exasperate my mother who is forced to listen to me or to cut me off with, I imagine, her own remote control. To reduce me to silence, put me on Mute. and take away my voice.

            Words. I need them as well, because it’s words that allow me to keep going, that substitute for these dead legs which, in the past, opened a lot of doors without a word from me, without a single thank you, without so much as a nod of the head and sometimes not even a glance at the doormen of this world. I need words to tell the story that connects me to Paradis, clef en main.

            That irreproachable pro-choice company, so impeccably organized, which completely sells you on the notion of a death that can be carefully considered, freely chosen and paid for, which, they contend, will preserve your dignity in the face of the contempt you have for yourself, in the face of the violence of your last breath, and all this done securely, efficiently, and hygienically. I’ve seen it first-hand, too much so to forget.

            I may be sealed in this bed, but my lips are not. I am going to reveal all the secrets that I don’t want to carry with me when death really takes me, and I am going to do it at the top of my lungs. From every rooftop.

            Monsieur Paradis is the uncontested head of the company, the founder of the death factory that is Paradis, clef en main. He was the first man to dare to set up a company offering the meticulous organization of fixed-rate suicides which can be purchased in a variety of packages. A death seasoned to the tastes of the day and planned at the discretion of the soon-to-be-dead.

            His boldness came to him after his son, suicidal since childhood for reasons which everyone attempted to define, but which remain, still today, mysterious in spite of the variety of interpretations put forward, killed himself in such a bloody fashion that his death could only have been a message addressed to the father. This suicide had all the markings of a settling of accounts, an acknowledgement of receipt thrown in his face, as if his son were saying: The state of my corpse speaks of my death which is watching you closely. This death is the shadow in which you will, from now on, be condemned to walk, and it will follow you all your life.

            That his son committed suicide with such fury and determination threw him into a state of impotence that lasted for years. Until the desire to somehow repay his son—to bring him back from the dead by killing other people—finally prompted him to act. Instead of combatting suicide and helping the suicidal choose life, he fought to guarantee the success of the suicides of people who wanted to be done with it. With life.

            According to the idealists who have elevated death to a human right, the pro-choice activists, and the company’s lackeys, everyone has the right to a death that is certain and without collateral damage; and, above all, the necessity of being able to grant oneself that death can only be proclaimed by the person who is suffering, whose life is at risk. Each existence belongs only to the person who gives substance to it: neither the state, nor religion, nor society, nor family or friends must intervene between the body and the life force which animates it. To use one’s body as one sees fit, even if this arrangement leads to the cemetery, is an inalienable right.

            I didn’t quite grasp the complexity of the issues and the ideological nuances of M. Paradis’s words. On the contrary, in my desire to die, the desire of other people to die was the least of my concerns. I had always left the war over rights and values to others. Most suicidal people are the same way: consumed by the need to be alone, to show everyone the door: reduced to their loathsome selves, leaning over a great blackness.

            According to the articles in the press of the time, which reported on the first failed suicide attempt of M. Paradis’s son. the boy overdosed on medication taken haphazardly from his father’s dispensary, in sufficient quantities to leave him unconscious for days, but not enough to kill him. It’s not enough to want to die, you have to really set your sights on death and prepare everything around the impact of your chosen weapon, which is not always obedient: which often disfigures without touching the brain: which leaves a bloody trail that smells of iron without emptying the body of all its blood. The body is an autonomous machine which will not stand down; it has its own plans for the future.

            Five years ago, M. Paradis decided to speak in the name of all those who suffer from this affliction, from this existential pain, and who decide to never be healed. He chose to work underground to escape the law in order to help those who were suicidal take their lives.

            Existential pain is an eel sliding between your fingers: the eel itself can do nothing about its lack of grip, it can’t stop itself from being elusive, it is powerless in the face of its own slipperiness. You can call that fate. My own existential pain is being written on the ceiling which has me in its omniscient third eye. Somehow, it is meant for my mother.
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            IT’S TUESDAY, an oppressively hot day in July. It’s time for the scheduled visit from the Mother of God. Outside, the scorching summer burns everything that dares to constitute a surface. Pedestrians, in too much of a hurry to seek shelter, walk quietly and hardly look at each other as they try to save energy, itself a potential surface to be singed and cracked if it is exposed too long.

            The sun in July is a terrorist that lasts all afternoon, unmasked and smiling, whose attacks are met with apprehension and against which no one can protect themselves. Outside, people won’t begin to relax or drink or sponge away the leftover humidity from their foreheads until nightfall when the patios overflow with joie de vivre and don’t empty until the middle of the night.

            The plate of white fish that my mother brought me yesterday, whose buttery odour I can still smell, is scattered, just as I intended, over the varnished ceramic floor. The shatterproof plate did not shatter in spite of my insane desire that it do exactly that and the exhortation I yelled while throwing it that it Break!” I need to drink and, subsequently, to vomit. If I lean a little, I can spot the tips of caramelized fennel whose sauce has solidified to form a stain which is also varnished and shiny.

            In this tiny golden cage which hems me in here on the fourth floor, I enjoy a certain luxury: well-prepared meals, beautiful and useless exotic plants including a majestic lemon tree which clogs up my living space without really bothering me, and a luxuriant climbing ivy that has taken over the brick wall at the far end of my room.

            The vegetation that surrounds me is proof of a greater physical activity than mine. From the height of their autonomy the plants perhaps watch me as well, carrying in their foliage, which is just too flamboyant to remain hidden, too hardy not to soon break out of the limits of my upscale prison, tiny cameras which offer my mother, who knows, a new angle on my bedridden, thirsty, and outraged life. I have a truly enviable lifestyle including air conditioning which stops and starts following the wave of my moods, as well as the rest of the artillery of cutting-edge technology that I operate in the same manner as God created the world: by command. By the power of the Word.

            My mother and I are conjoined twins. Every couple fights according to a pattern of dance steps which they respect to the letter without even knowing it. Frustrations and recriminations are always strung together in the same order and the retorts that automatically burst out, identical from one time to the next, eventually scar the dance floor with grooves that are impossible to camouflage—once installed, it’s too late: they can’t be sanded out, and no amount of lacquer will hide the accumulation of scuff marks left by this precise dance. That’s the way it is with my mother. We form a two-headed torso which can only move in one direction: hers. The absence of reciprocity has always been our greatest connection.

            I can hear my mother’s footsteps emerge from the elevator and clip down the hallway of this building where my pen is located. In less than twenty seconds the door will open, and, as always, she will start speaking to me on autopilot before she’s even in front of me. She likes to get ahead of me, make that breakaway, shoot, and score. My mother, always on a man-advantage. Her footsteps are becoming louder. As always, she’s wearing high heels. Feminism will never break a woman’s penchant for height, even if it demands painful implements like heels or corrective spinal surgery. In three, two, one…

            The door opens, a current of air makes the plants tremble, the jangling of keys deposited in her well-armed handbag.

            “Toinette?”

            “Toinette la toilette!”

            The footsteps stop, my mother’s exasperation reaches me as an imagined pair of eyes rising to the ceiling.

            “Your scatological humour exhausts me, Toinette. Please spare me.

            “All right, stop calling me Toinette.”

            A classic sigh of discouragement followed by high-heeled footsteps coming towards my bed. I can smell her scent—a famished predator on the hunt. I shout at the ceiling where my voice is transcribed into words.

            “Close Paradis, clef en main!”

            My mother looks beautiful with her appropriate air of sadness. I watch her with the bravado of the belief that I can take it, in my supposed water-resistance, but the shock hits me again, and once more I weaken: I recognize my face in hers, my hair, my shoulders, my non-existent breasts. I recognize my lost legs in those that my mother still wears and sets into motion as if her daughter weren’t a paraplegic. The skin on her face, lit up by the sun, remains free of wrinkles despite her fifty-eight years. It’s the latest in exfoliation without recuperation, giving impeccable results, accessible to all those who can afford it. A costly process but with no need to stop work, she declared one day.

            My mother can afford anything, starting with eternally youthful skin. In her thick, dark brown hair, which brings out the green of her already too-green eyes, there isn’t a trace of grey thanks to Dragonax, a new, massively prescribed, time-release medication that settles under the skin and replenishes the hair’s lost pigmentation.

            Today the inevitable is reversible. By retracing one’s steps, rewinding the clock, the inevitable has become avoidable. But not my legs. The money invested in medical research flows to the lowest common denominator: the universal affliction of grey hair. Everyone has, or will have, grey hair; everyone takes, or will take, Dragonax.

            “What did you do last night and this morning?”

            “You know very well what I did.”

            I point my index finger at the ceiling, but my mother ignores the designated direction. She looks instead at the floor and sees the plate, still stubbornly intact, from which the fish and fennel escaped last night. A look of defeat, which strikes me as a ruse, is visible on her face where I see my own green eyes accuse me of tyranny.

            “At least you didn’t vomit.”

            She sits on the bed and finally glances at the ceiling where my writing has disappeared leaving the normal, white screen. I wonder if the camera continues to capture my life in sound and images when my mother infiltrates my private world, when she forces her way into my solitude paved with quilts and pillows, into my luxurious dog’s life. Her gaze seeks out mine which tries to look off in every direction like a fly put under glass. She grabs hold of it, nails it down.

            “I can’t take it anymore…”

            “I can’t take it anymore.”

            “…always making an effort for a spoiled child who only thinks of herself…”

            “I’m making the effort. You’re the spoiled child who only thinks of herself.”

            “…who kills anyone who gets too close with her insults…”

            “Are you kidding me? You’re the one who kills, Mother. It’s always been you who’s killed. Remember Léon! And your father!”

            The unexpected remark bears fruit. My mother is shaken and takes a few moments to go over the comment to let the meaning filter through. A ball of steel wool that she tries to unravel without hurting herself. Her father, dead. Her brother, Léon, dead, too. There are too many dead people or living-dead surrounding my mother for there not to be a connection between her and them, between her competence, her perfection, her unshakable will, and their inability to go on. The comparison is too cruel. Her reaction time has slowed. But she collects herself quickly nonetheless.

            “Why don’t you help me help you?”

            “I need your help to help you. You’re the sick mother, the first metastasis; you’re the cancer. Even your father couldn’t protect himself against your deadly plague. He blew his brains out!”

            My mother gives me a look of severe reprimand, I can see the Devil in the mirror of her eyes and the Devil is me. Her father, whom I never knew, her greatest taboo, her pit of silence, of whom very little was said, shot himself in the head after his wife, my mother’s mother, died in a car accident caused by his reckless driving. In a Porsche that he had just bought for her.

            The image of her father’s brains spilling out is the straw that breaks the camel’s back. She hits me, her powerful slap strikes me in the face, and my head smashes into the wall behind me. It hurts and it feels good. The desire to continue destroying her is gone and my final words resonate for what seems like a long time until they are swallowed by a silence that is charged with the remorse that follows all my outbursts. The dance is over. We’re back to square one. The conversation just begun, aborted.

            You can’t talk to the mirrors when the one-on-one prevents any movement, any regeneration. When there is an ice age between the two, frozen and immutable. I’m disgusted with myself; my eyes fill with tears at the same time as my mother’s. She finally gives in and reveals the presence of a bag hanging from her wrist in which two bottles are clinking, a sign of abdication. This gesture is the end of me, it weakens me, I burst out crying. It’s the sound of alcohol, undoubtedly vodka. Today’s daily bread. Her hand reaches for mine which no longer has the strength to strike her or to draw away.

            “I’m sorry, Mother.”

            “I know that I shouldn’t encourage your drinking…”

            “I’m sorry, Mother.”

            “…but I don’t know what to do anymore…”

            “Yes you do, Mother.”

            “…I just want you to be a little happier, even if it’s by helping you drink. You’re the only one who can decide what your life should be.”

            “Yes, Mother. I’m the only one who can decide what to do with my life. And also what my death should look like.”

            “No, Toinette, not your death! Death is too serious to make a business out of it. You can’t buy it. Life is too precious to throw away or take from someone else, even if they appear to no longer want it. Especially for money. That Paradis and his followers, those he’s indoctrinated who worship and sacrifice for him, that monster will pay for the murders he’s committed. His time will come. He’s a serial killer—applauded by some—but a serial killer all the same. You’re very lucky to have survived, Toinette. Léon fell under his spell.”

            “Léon fell under his own spell. It had nothing to do with Monsieur Paradis. He just helped him.”

            “Helped? Helping someone to die? That’s murder. The exploitation of human suffering. Léon had everything he needed to get out of his unhappiness, he was still young, he could count on me. But he was sick and he didn’t want any help. Léon should have lived, Toinette, even if it was just so you wouldn’t get any ideas.”

            “Stop! I already had those ideas!”

            “The morbid influence that people who are suicidal have on those around them has been statistically proven. Léon knew that you would identify with him. He knew that he was putting you in danger by associating with that company, that he was going to add a link in the chain of suicides in the family and motivate you to commit the next one.”

            ‘Léon didn’t want to die because he was sick or selfish. He didn’t want to die because he didn’t want to live. That’s what you don’t understand. He couldn’t live. He couldn’t stand living even though life hadn’t done anything bad to him. You’re born with it. It’s in your blood. It doesn’t give a damn about democracy or what people believe. It wakes up every morning and doesn’t let go all day. And it consumes everything!”

            My mother turns away. I can’t see her anymore, but I know she’s hanging on to that part of herself which doesn’t want to hear anything, which holds fast to her ideas, which lashes out from inside her steel-plated enclosure.

            “Mother, Léon wanted to die for a very long time, maybe his whole life. Every day was filled with the temptation to kill himself.”

            “You don’t know that.”

            “Yes, I do. I was his confidant. He would never have confided in you. You’re too radiant, you’re too successful, you’re too everything. Radiant people don’t listen, they’re just concerned with their own self-actualization!”

            Gestures and words can’t be taken back. There isn’t anything to undo them like there is for grey hair. They don’t have their Dragonax. They can only be repeated and confirmed. My mother’s body rises while I cry, unable to stop. Sounds of the pump under my bed indicating defecation, a reaction to the bottles, my mother’s transformation into a dealer for an alcoholic daughter. Nervous caca in the face of my own shiny attitude. While the package carries itself to the obscure reaches of the wall, my mother cleans up the food thrown on the floor the day before. Then, in the kitchenette, she takes a glass, pours the vodka, orange juice, ice cubes. After putting the glass on the bedside table, she places the bottle of vodka right beside it, as well as a plate of sliced meats adorned with various cheeses, the whole thing like a mission-to-poison accomplished.

            “I’ll leave you now since you still refuse to speak to me with a civil tongue. I’ll be back tomorrow.”

            “See you tomorrow. Mother.”

            The mechanics of our words have ground to a halt. My mother squeezes my hand one last time with hers which is trembling. She is on the point of saying “Toinette,” but holds herself back. Her reserve makes me feel guilty and horrible. Her heavy steps towards the door are powered by those legs which now step through the door, which bang down the hallway towards the elevator Once again, I am seized by rage, blinded by my own arrogance. But drinking vodka by the glassful warms my throat. It warms my heart, too. There is absolutely no guarantee as to the accuracy of this.

            I look at the white ceiling. Come on. try to write some more, try to walk towards your insubordinate version of the facts…

            “Open Paradis, clef en main!”
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            THROUGH HIS LOVE OF GOD, Job lost everything. If I had been God, even with the knowledge that Job had to subject himself to the absurdity of a test proposed by the Devil and carried out with my blessing, under my perverse scrutiny, I would never have wanted that type of love, not even at the end of a forty-foot pole: it’s the love of wet dogs. Soaking wet love that one renounces from a respectful distance according to how much barking is going on.

            I cannot love my mother. I’ve got nothing against her. It’s not a spoiled child’s way of testing her endurance like Job was tested. Hatred is a safeguard. Hatred is the sunscreen that protects me from the deadly intentions of whatever shines too bright. Iron, what is bigger than me, even if it lavishes me with care. It protects me from the type of killing that takes place in the head. It’s a psychological thing. Giants can eat their children by accident. They can crush their children by simply putting one foot in front of the other, without thinking about it, without wanting to.

            I once killed a kitten in my sleep. It had curled up against my skinny girl’s body and had perhaps nosed about for its mother’s nipples before falling asleep in confidence. The poor little thing. I must have rolled over him all night long without feeling his fur which smelled like a baby, without hearing his mewing which he couldn’t do yet, without feeling anything of his touching struggle, which was useless, his tiny paws could hardly scratch. I didn’t even see him in the morning. It was only upon returning from the bathroom—where I had taken a long shower to get a reaction out of my mother for wasting hot water—with a glass of orange juice in my hand, that I saw his little kitten’s body on its back, in the middle of the bed, its paws folded up, eyes closed, its tiny pink tongue sticking out sideways like a clitoris drawn out of its hood, hanging, unhooked from its station of pleasure.

            I can’t hate my mother either. That’s the worst of it. To fight against your mother is like swimming against a torrent, punching a wall, putting your big mouth right up against her great lipsticked gob. All I can do is try to stay on my feet, so to speak, through the daily alternation of screaming and cries of remorse, through the rapid cycles of claw attacks and Band-Aid-like caresses. It’s this untiring dance that keeps me alive, that establishes a limit between the integrity of my malleable body, this Plasticine, and its dissolution. The bobbing cork that stops me from being completely swallowed up by the Mother of God with no grey hair. Without it, I might as well have died at the outset.

            It’s true that these legs that she gave me as part of her generic legacy have opened many doors, but they never really led to much. Men, for example, who were never of any interest to me. Except my uncle Léon, who formed a human shield in front of my machine gun-toting mother and whom I resembled psychologically, if not physically, as I do my mother. Two sad twins, Léon and me, lovers of existential pain.

            My legs always helped me save face, but that was before my little drama at Paradis, clef en main and the paraplegia that followed. I hated life, and the length of all the legs in the world put end to end in a macabre circumference of the earth wouldn’t have changed anything.

            The lack of clear and identifiable reasons, I would find out later, was part of the prerequisites for being an ideal candidate in the eyes of M. Paradis: a desire to die that was pure, because it was an intrinsic part of your existence. Wanting to kill yourself for the simple reason that you’re alive. But above all, being ashamed of not being able to kill yourself and being afraid. Because, in order to have the privilege of dying under the supervision of Paradis, clef en main, you had to be scared by the prospect of staying alive as well as by the fact that you lacked the courage to end your life. Instead of being dead, I’m a paraplegic: the difference isn’t very clear. Voracious on top, voiceless below. An unhealthy mind in half a helping. A crazy woman’s head stuck on the top half of a man.

            My vagina died out of simple proximity to my legs, from a process of adhesion. Perhaps also in a sort of independent organic act of solidarity of the human will. They say that the parts of the body communicate and, like the stars, they obey the laws of gravity, mass, and attraction; that they act on each other like lovers, and will collectively dash towards the precipice when one part takes sick, running gaily, hands to hips, like lemmings in a conga line.

            The extinction of my vagina means that masturbation, which could have relieved me of the absence of sensation down there, of the void full of shit brimming with blood and skin, and this emptiness which, just out of spite, has decided to piss me off, by pointing out, in no uncertain terms, my own stupidity for having finally given myself a valid reason to die, is impossible. My clitoris is like the tongue hanging out of the mouth of the kitten that I killed. Its function redirected like a useless appendix. When the most accessible means of compensation for suffering—the human organs built for monkeying around—fall into reproductive obsolescence and remain indifferent to even the most amorous touch, when you’re confined to your bed twenty-four hours a day, when your life has been handed over to a robot, to science, when walking—that universally practised mode of locomotion—no longer works, then you can truly say that you’re fucked.

            When you exist in conditions like these, you have every reason to cry, to give up hope, to demand a neat and tidy death crowned with success at Paradis, clef en main.

            And yet, I no longer want to die.

            That’s just the way it is.

            The bottle of vodka, half-empty now, has taken away all my misery. I am neither too drunk nor too sober. I haven’t eaten a thing from the plate of sliced meats, except for the little green pickles and a mouthful of Brie. Very shortly, in less than an hour, I will vomit.

            Right at this moment, I’m happy. I break out laughing for the camera which continues to follow me. Perhaps. Always deducing. I put on a show revealing my negligible breasts, so tiny. I give the Mother-camera its money’s worth, pinching my nipples and hurling foul insults at it.

            In spite of the regular noises of the urine pump which signal intermittent peeing, I am bursting with an intense joy. I feel like singing and I start singing anything that comes to mind. I hum the tune to a polka without knowing what a polka is. My outrageous lemon tree has twice as many lemons as usual. The yellow fruit sparkle, swept into a Ferris wheel of motion. On the brick wall, the leaves of the climbing ivy wave at me with hundreds of little leaf-hands, its creepers and shoots intertwine like tousled hair, aiming for my bed where they can find support for their endless expansion. The whole room is wriggling. The greenery that livens up my nights wants to join the party and have a drink, too.

            One day, my mother sometimes declares, there will be a treatment that will reanimate my lower half, as if I wanted to reclaim it the same way she has reclaimed her lost youth. One day, she says, I will be able to walk again. But before that day, before medical science points its “Lazarus, rise and walk again” finger at me, while I wait to return to the land of the living, those who walk towards tomorrow, first I have to prevent boredom from driving me completely crazy.

            The bottle is now on the floor with the meat and cheese. I have to tell my mother to get me some cigarettes, which are hard to find these days, now that they’re illegal, and—if found by surprise in a handbag or glove box—punishable by a prison term.

            The bed yanks me around in an illusion of movement created by drunkenness, ever-widening circles which accelerate in spurts. If your body can’t travel, then you have to travel by subterfuge, letting the tricks of intoxication guide you through the maudlin house of mirrors inside your own head, with its endless galleries of colliding lights and blind indifference.

            You have to let yourself sink to the bottom of the well of your unbridled mind to understand how everything is connected, how the infinity of the cosmos rests in a single bacterium, how the fabric of the present is forever woven out of the chaotic threads of your past, how desire can seduce the future, how the ascent to sudden fame is always followed by the precipitous crash back to anonymity. The crash comes when I’ve finished singing and burst into tears.

            The sun begins to set on the city whereas sadness rises and climbs the stairs to my room. The desire to vomit takes hold of me in increasingly powerful waves. Soon the spasms will shake what’s left of me and the streams of vomit, that comforting delight, that palpable discharge of my existential pain, will cover me and complete this picture of a diapered, force-fed baby.

            A chocolatey birthday spread over a white bib. The cake ground up, inedible, sugary mud. Another type of nervous caca that I can exhibit like a trophy. Each time I manage to send the streams of vomit shooting over my head so that they cover my face when they descend and I fall asleep while it’s drying, embalming me through the night and accompanying the foot race that I dream, freed from my dead, debased, mollusk legs—hey, that’s the life.

            Remembering the past, my paraplegic present, and alcohol: that’s what constitutes the extent of my life, my little patch of sand, my playground. My Bermuda Triangle where I joyously sink and disappear from view. That’s what it is to get drunk. That’s what drugs are for: bailing out of yourself by running your body through the wringer at the same time as you lie motionless, on your back, at the bottom of nothingness.
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JUMPING THROUGH THE HOOPS

             THE FIRST QUESTION posed to candidates who come before the selection committee of Paradis, clef en main is “Do you want to die?” The next is “How?” And the last words that candidates are likely to hear, when on the verge of the act itself and they are perhaps regretting their own machinations against themselves, one foot in the land of blond angels and billowy clouds and the other in a profound state of doubt, are: “Here at Paradis, clef en main, there are no second chances. If you change your mind at the last minute, or if the procedure fails, we will release you. Once you have regained your freedom, all communication between you and the company will be severed. Forever.”

            The least that can be said about this organization, this secret slaughterhouse which is not so secret, is that they don’t have much to say. If I compiled everything that was said to me, outside of the meetings with their psychiatrist which weren’t in the least bit therapeutic and were, in fact, more like court appearances, I couldn’t fill more than two pages.

            That’s what saved me. The failure of the procedure. I was “released,” as much as a woman who has lost the use of her legs can be released. I was transported, while unconscious, to somewhere outside of the city, and then picked up by the owner of a garage who sold rebuilt cars—models that get rehabilitated every twenty years, dinosaurs of obsolete technology: The New Beetle, the Mini Cooper, the PT Cruiser—and at the end of a scrapyard in the Eastern Townships, I was left for dead. Or I was dumped with the knowledge that I was still alive and the belief that I was going to die my beautiful death, dehydrated and invisible, behind the shells of old cars, unable to drag myself to civilization. Such good Samaritans.

            Because of my first name, I had submitted a point-by-point proposal for my decapitation by Guillotine. But at this point, that’s not important. I’ll come back to it.

            To tell you the truth, after engaging the mechanism connected to the blade suspended above my head which was supposed to slice me in two, after setting in motion the guillotine that was going to kill me, I have no idea what happened. I wasn’t dead, but I was in no condition to analyze the situation. It was like an accident seen from a great height and experienced coldly because of the lack of physical sensation. I think that I really believed I was dead, to not be was impossible: before me, no one had ever survived a suicide organized by the company.

            The state in which I found myself could only have been caused by death, and I undoubtedly said to myself that this is what death is, a trick. One big finger stuck in your eye. It wasn’t the liberation that was promised. It wasn’t the end of consciousness, even if mine was hovering at zero degrees, the freezing point, the reduction of being to nothingness.

            I could no longer feel my legs and yet I was moving around, as if in the air. I couldn’t open my eyes, but I could hear voices and muffled sounds without being able to tell what they were. A hubbub of feet and gloved hands thrashed about my body, I was lifted off the ground and someone took my pulse in what seemed to be to be a confused panic. I must have lost consciousness. Maybe someone drugged me, as they had often done, drugged me, whacked me over the head, used sleeping gas. Maybe, in all the excitement, the medical examiner who was supposed to confirm my death really thought I was dead.

            What happened between the moment when the blade fell without killing me, thanks to a malfunction that was never made clear, thanks to the miracle of the blade somehow bouncing off my neck, also never confirmed because there were no witnesses, and the moment when I woke up in hospital, remains a mystery. All I can say is that I never saw my life pass before my eyes like a tightly edited film, nor did I see that damn tunnel with a light at the end of it.
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            TODAY IS SUNDAY. All sunshine, all the time. In fact, Sundays don’t mean anything special, no new joy. It’s a day which slows down the rhythm of everyday life, breaks up the craziness of trying to make a buck, allows parents to observe a moment of anguished silence before the spectre of Monday, and lets children contemplate the spectacle of their helpless parents.

            My Sundays would really like to take the day off from me. I bore them, so they try to escape by the windows of my little shithole. But they get their heads caught, they look into the distance at this hot and muggy awful city, they do what they can to amuse themselves in this air-conditioned playpen which cordons off my existence in front of a brick wall covered with climbing ivy. I like the immutability of my life. It’s like being bathed inside the placid world of your pregnant mother: amniotic fluid, regular ingestion of fuel by way of the umbilical cord, minimal consciousness of the outside world. I miss being able to walk, that’s undeniable, but since I can’t do it with the legs I have, I prefer to stay in bed. I have my pride. There are esthetic criteria to be respected: my legs cannot be seen if they are not fully extended, they are too beautiful to be gathered into a sitting position, too enviable to be cancelled out by folding them all up.

            For a whole year, my mother attempted to convince me. in a flurry of tears and platitudes, to use a motorized wheelchair—top of the line, like my bed.

            “Toinette, you can’t refuse more autonomy. More freedom. You have to get out of this isolation. You have to sit up again. It kills me to see you stubbornly lying there when you could be outside in the fresh air.”

            As usual, I don’t listen to her. I just want to catch her making a mistake. To take her at her word.

            “Everything kills in the end, Mother. Even life.”

            Her intense green eyes lock onto mine. First, the recognition of our connection. Then, the beginnings of a smile on both our lips. My mother lowers her head and looks out the window.

            This is one of those moments of quiet complicity that I have always rejected with all my might. Because of my physical aversion to any maternal contact. And yet, all it would take is for us to lower our weapons. That way silence could take over, the war could be averted; but, by force of habit, I persist.

            “When people open doors and let motorized wheelchairs pass, it’s not because they’re open-minded or kind. It’s because they need to obey. Civic duty swollen with pity. A dictatorship. Terrorism of the sidewalk. I don’t need a rolling latrine no matter how practical or high-powered it is.”

            “You are so hard-headed, Toinette!”

            Being hard-headed. My intellectual armour. My shield always raised. Every time my mother puts her finger right on it, I feel like crying, dissolving at her feet, letting her win. So I snap back at her even harder.

            “I’m not being hard-headed. You’re the one with the heart of stone! The iron fist!”

            “Stop blaming me all the time. I’m only trying to help you. What did I ever do to make you hate me so much?’

            And the same monotonous dance begins again, the same old song that always cuts so deeply. The pain isn’t dulled in the least by the constant repetition, it’s masochistic: it suffers itself in the knowledge that it’s being replayed over and over again, so predictably.

            It’s Sunday and the enormous lemon tree, heavy with its sour and sunny generosity, has rediscovered its normal number of lemons. Things are not spinning around me, the world is no longer a vortex spiralling around my bed. Nothing is upsetting the established order because, on Sundays, my mother never brings me anything to drink. It’s the Lord’s Day, a day of enforced fasting and detox. It was my uncle Loon who opened the door to the company via the Internet. Without him, I could never have gained access. Before he died, he gave me an e-mail address and an encryption key that made it impossible to trace messages to their source. One address, one key, and some warnings: ‘Don’t talk to anyone about this, especially not to your mother. It’s your business, nobody else’s. Promise me that you won’t say anything, ever.”

            And then: “Be patient, be determined, but stay calm. Don’t act like a spoiled child. For them, suicide is an art. They’re looking for a certain sophistication in their candidates, they like to see the maturity that it takes to make this decision. They’re going to try to throw you off balance with far-fetched stories, the confusion surrounding the company, and so on, ‘til you can’t stay awake. That’s to be expected. You’re going to ask yourself if they’re just having you on. They will put you to the test. If you really want to die, you will find a way through their labyrinth to the exit. You will die.”

            As he told me to do, I first sent them a message introducing myself: Hello, my name is Antoinette. I want to die and I need your help because I am just as afraid of pain as I am of living, and I don’t want to kill myself without a guarantee that I’ll succeed. I don’t want to fail and fail again, and I don’t want to die an ordinary death, to die like I’ve lived, etc.—and letting them know of my family connection to Léon. One hour later, they replied: Your application has been accepted. You will be notified shortly. Thank you for choosing Paradis, clef en main. The speed of their reply took me by surprise. For some reason, I expected the standard forty-eight hours. And what if they notified me today? And what if I died today? Another impulse that the suicidal have: Yes, I want to die but only if I have full control. When things are delegated, we get tense. We feel like we’ve been shot in the back. Executed and still not satisfied. It’s like leaving a passport in the glove box of your unlocked car, or your child with a new babysitter: the unknown pesters and overwhelms us, our thoughts stay in the glove box or with the child, surveilling the surveillance system.

            My uncle, who was already long dead, could no longer come to my aid with his advice or his warnings. But he had told me about their unpredictability. Only the “pick up” with a driver hidden behind tinted, bullet-proof glass, remains a constant for all candidates, determined a day in advance, and taking place in a location that is always public, full of people coming and going, free of suspicion.

            A month passed without any news. I was often seized by the fear of having been forgotten, but I remained confident. I was protected by my uncle’s name, and, for the first time in my life, I stopped wondering how I was going to kill myself. I stopped making plans. Tension in the face of the unknown slowly transformed into relief: I no longer had to do anything. My time would arrive shortly, and it would arrive carried on the wings of professionalism.

            Five weeks after writing to them, after my application was accepted, I received another e-mail:

            Please be at the parking garage on the corner of Perri and Ontario at 1:30 p.m. tomorrow: 8th floor, Section C, Stall 35.

            That day, the next day, was gorgeous. The lingering summer refused to give way to autumn and her efforts to pull the last leaves from the trees. The city was all yellow and orange, red and brown, and, for once, the humidity no longer weighed everything down. That weightless film of water had finally loosened its grip. The rustling leaves, propelled by a warm wind, sounded like applause from a crowd of dwarves, rising and falling as if by command.

            It was the most beautiful time of the year and my troubles were behind me. I wasn’t afraid, but I wasn’t exactly calm either. I was overcome by the deceptive tumult of conflicting emotions, and to be rid of them, to prevent myself from running to my mother and telling her everything, or telling a journalist. I decided to consider the whole adventure as being imposed on me from outside. Not as a choice I had made, but as an act of God. Or by the unavoidable, constraining force of fate against which no one can act. From this vantage point, going backwards was not possible: what I had set in motion by own free will would hang over me from now on, would overtake me in such a way that my project became everyone’s. My suicide was no longer in my hands. It had escaped me.

            I arrived at the corner of Berri and Ontario half an hour ahead of time, but I didn’t show up on the eighth floor of the parking garage until 1:25, giving me five minutes leeway to play the nervous girl who doesn’t want to appear as if she’s in a hurry or overzealous, who tries to look casual at the same time as appearing politely concerned.

            The eighth floor was packed with cars, with only a few spots free among the hundreds of parking spaces; curiously, there was no one around except for a man at the far end walking towards his car, which he started remotely, the motor faintly audible, and a woman passing by the door in a stairwell to my right who didn’t bother to look in my direction.

            My steps quickened as I headed towards Section C. already

            short of breath, my heart beating wildly, trying to think as little as possible about anything that could distract me from the reason I was there, trying to concentrate on what needed to be done, namely, to get to the meeting place as fast as possible. A task that proved to be more difficult than I had envisioned.

            First of all, to see the numbers, I had to pass between the cars and the wall to be able to see the small concrete parking curb on which the numbers were printed. Section C was much bigger than it had appeared at first sight, its horizon seeming to continually recede as I progressed, as if the surface beneath my feet was opening out into even greater surfaces which themselves would unfold. I glanced compulsively at my watch. 1:38, 1:39, 1:40, and still I couldn’t find the number.

            A few patrons who were entering or leaving the parking lot gave me looks that were both vague and suspicious, but no more than that, undoubtedly intrigued by the presence of a young woman leaning over the front of cars and then straightening up. looking completely lost, only to worm her way in front of the car beside it.

            Something didn’t make sense with the numbers, the way they were organized wasn’t clear at all. As my panic increased, I began to notice incongruities: in certain places, they were painted in yellow (these had been worn away over time, sometimes hardly legible), while others had been freshly painted in white, as if by hand, and in a rush. An inexplicably dubious arrangement in a place that was supposed to bring order to an otherwise chaotic jumble of cars. Even worse, in other places, the succession of numbers was broken by a number that didn’t fit, which had no relationship to the number preceding or following it, an indication of either a gross error or an absurd compulsion to confuse the clientele: 22. 23. 24. 885. 26. 27. 28.

            It was completely incomprehensible. Even today, after having researched the company that operates the parking garage to reassure myself that I wasn’t crazy, to corroborate my perceptions. I still don’t get it. Not a single newspaper article, not a single complaint to the city, it was as if the disordered numbering had been put in place just for me and reordered after I left. A typically paranoid idea that all psychiatrists will confirm, except, of course, those working for Paradis, clef en main.

            When I finally struck upon the row with numbers in the thirties, I already had a feeling. It was quickly transformed into a hard fact: the number 35 didn’t exist. Like thirteenth floors: erased, denied, abolished. Between 34 and 36. there was no 35. All the other numbers arranged in increasing order were there, but the 35 was missing: 30, 31, 32,33, 34, 36, 37, 38. 39…

            This is the first hurdle, the first test, I told myself. That was the only thing it could be. There was no way around it. By what coincidence would there not be, at that very moment, the number 35 in Section C of the 8th floor, the very number that I was supposed to find in that stupid conundrum of a parking garage.

            A flood of possibilities surged forward: I was on the wrong floor; I was in the wrong building; I had somehow misread the instructions in the message, even though I must have read it a thousand times; I should have come the day before to study the terrain and I had neglected to do so. The sand in the top of an invisible hourglass was diminishing rapidly, calculating the time that I was going to take to find that sly number, like a mouse in a timed lab experiment whose distress and blunders are spied on: the driver had obviously judged me too slow, not resourceful or smart enough, and had already left the premises.

            The only possibility that I could think of was that someone had moved stall 35 somewhere else on that level, or anywhere else, for that matter. I scoured Section C, but number 35 still eluded me.

            Alter about twenty minutes of methodically searching row by row, I started to run like a caged animal from one end of the section to the other, then the entire level, stopping randomly to lean over the front of a car to read the number of the stall it occupied. I must have looked at my watch a hundred times and, for some reason, I remember 2:27. An hour late, an hour of silent pleading, an hour of appeals to a higher power to protect me so that it might help me hasten my death.

            The entire parkade began to whirl around me. I no longer recognized the cars that I had already checked, the rows and the passageways stretched out in a nightmarish optical illusion. In spite of the warnings of my uncle, I felt that I’d been had. I thought that I had failed simply because of a lack of skill and time. Tears began to obscure my vision and I retraced my steps to look again at the sequence of numbers beginning with 30. As I headed back to that section, crying uncontrollably, a car began to pull out of a nearby parking spot. I was about to move out of the way to give it room to back up, but I had another feeling it was leaving for a reason.

            I stopped, still in tears, a little to one side. I was at the right place, at the right time. Once the car had left, I could finally see what they wanted me to see: the now-empty parking space was not numbered. Where I expected to see a number, there was nothing. Just a blank, unsullied space. And right there, on the concrete floor, a canister of some sort.

            I had found my answer.

            Before even picking the offered container up off the ground, I knew what it was, I had seen its slapdash work left and right, all over the parking level: an aerosol can of white paint. Parking space C35 was lodged in the can lying on the ground in front of me—my meeting place was simply asking to be let out so it could find its rightful place and spread out under my feet. With a trembling hand, I sprayed a 35 where a number should have been. I stepped back, satisfied, a sense of mission accomplished. The 5, which was still dripping, was bigger than the 3. but I didn’t care. I had just discovered the first key. I had also just turned that key in the first lock.

            I closed my eyes which were still streaming with tears. Barely a minute later, when another car pulled into the parking space that I had just crudely numbered, I didn’t immediately open my eyes, but remained motionless, concentrating on my breathing which had become uncontrollable. I waited several minutes, as if, in addition to regaining control of my breathing, I myself wanted to put someone’s patience to the test—the patience of whoever was introducing my new adversary: Paradis, clef en main.

            It was a dark blue car, nothing out of the ordinary, with tinted windows, and a normal-looking licence plate, a motor that was running quietly, and an already open door, waiting for me, beckoning me. No longer resisting me.

            I had never been so happy to get into a car in my life. It was as if I were not going to die. As if I had just been rescued.

            Once inside, I closed the door with a burst of enthusiasm that was uncharacteristic of me. I cheerfully let go a Hello, my name is Antoinette and I am here for the interview!—with the exuberance of a naive schoolgirl, as if the driver were someone normal and not the driver of a hearse, as if I were in a taxi, or attending a Tupperware party or an Alcoholics Anonymous meeting. This type of initiative on my part was peculiar given the context, but also because, between me and the driver—I was never able to see more than a blurry image of the back of his head—there was an opaque, embossed window which blocked any conversation or exchange of looks in the rear-view mirror.

            A video screen mounted beneath the window lit up and some insipid corporate music began to play, activated, I imagine, by a preprogrammed response to my presence alone; it displayed the well-known company logo—the scoffing, brazen image of a simple red button, a children’s toy, one of those big buttons which in old war films triggers, with hands trembling and foreheads beaded with sweat, the deployment of a bomb from a command centre full of huge computers with their tape reels whirring away, radar monitors blipping frantically, all against the background of a screeching alarm. Written on the button were the words Paradis, clef en main in an elegant, round script. The button, symbol of a threat ready to be unleashed as well as the promise of a liberation which would be both radical and definitive, seemed to pierce through the screen and appeared so real that I touched it with my fingertips. The logo disappeared and was replaced by a message:

            You are not permitted to speak to the driver or to ask any questions, nor to attempt to exit the vehicle while it is moving. You will be driven to the location of your first interview. When it is over, you will be driven to your home. Have a good trip and thank you for choosing Paradis, clef en main.

            The endurance test that I had just undergone in the parking garage made me amenable to this cold, impersonal, take-charge approach. It seemed like the worst was over. I was wrong. I was lost in the fiction of my own assumptions. As soon as we left the parking garage, I reflexively began to note as many details as possible: driving south on Berri: a group of young punks scattered around a treeless park from which they are always being ejected, hard-luck anarchists who still commit the crime of smoking cigarettes in broad daylight; orderly crowds of pedestrians with faces uniformly consumed by their careers; spinning autumn leaves, the only real sign of nature in the city; right turn onto Viger, heading to Autoroute Ville-Marie: quick descent into the bowels of downtown: Champlain Bridge exit, masterful, resolute driving, frequent passing. Then, onto Champlain Bridge—the traffic surprisingly fluid for the beginning of rush hour when the cars are normally already bumper to bumper.

            I observed the faces of the drivers, some affected, others impassive. I tried to determine whether or not they’d had a good day, if they were happy or burned-out, lighthearted or exasperated. Or if, like me, they were tormented by the idea of suicide.

            I greedily embraced the world outside as if I were seeing everything for the first time: from the blue sky flashing behind the structures of this bridge under perpetual construction, to the profusion of houses on the south shore of the river, roped together like clones into tight little subdivisions. I was allowing myself to fall into a rather inappropriate daydream when I heard a sound. A pssssh. A small hole at the bottom of the screen was releasing a mist of white vapour which, in no time flat, filled the back of the car with a toxic cloud that stung my nostrils. I must have sunk into the mouth of unconsciousness a few seconds later. The passage through blackness is not lived. It can only be presumed once you’ve returned. A blackout is not an experience, properly speaking, but a deduction.

            I took time to get up, resurfacing in small bites; I felt limp, heavy. I tried to move, to sit up, only to fall back into blackness once more and then to wake up again, less limp and less heavy. When I finally did sit up after many failed attempts, and was able to have an unclouded view of the outside world, I noticed that we were crossing Champlain Bridge, but in the other direction: we were entering Montréal instead of leaving it. The traffic, now heavily congested, effectively immobilized us, forcing the car to navigate the bridge in tedious increments of only a few metres.

            I glanced at my watch: 5:07. We had been driving for two hours, without me having any idea where, shunted around ‘til I had completely lost my bearings. This was kidnapping. The idea that we might have remained on the bridge, leaving the city only to return to it straight away, travelling in a circuit for two hours above the indolent waves of the Saint Lawrence River, didn’t seem impossible. Neither did the equally conceivable idea that they had taken me to the interview asleep, unconscious and malleable, with the sole purpose of examining my body at their leisure, subjecting me to medical tests, playing around with my neurons with their electrodes, holding forth on my file, the interview being essentially a unilateral procedure. Examining my forearms, I did indeed discover needle marks, painful blue spots in the crook of my arms. They had pricked me with a needle and taken blood samples, which was absolutely the sensible thing to do: before granting me death, they had to be assured that I was perfectly healthy. Besides, I was already getting used to the company’s capricious strategies, its lack of orthodoxy, its bizarre way of doing things.

            When we were again heading north on Berri, I was sure that the driver was going to take me back to the parking lot where he had picked me up. But we passed by without even slowing down, without a reaction from the phantom driver. Then, when we took Saint-Denis in the direction of Avenue du Mont-Royal, I thought that he was going to let me off at my place, straight to my door. Why wouldn’t they know where I live? Why wouldn’t they know everything about me, my medical history, my academic record, my suicide attempts, my hospitalizations? But then why take all these extravagant precautions not to be discovered or followed, and, in the end, expose my return in broad daylight, in plain view of my neighbours, and, who knows, the watchful eye of my mother?

            I was worrying for nothing; it was futile to even think about it. All my thoughts were pointless, dross in the larger picture, a waste: I was, as we say, just shovelling clouds.

            We passed in front of my place, once again without slowing down. The imposing, red brick building where I lived flitted by. I noticed that my window was open, my apple-green curtains freely flapping in the wind, and the cute little face of my grey tabby cat who was sitting on the window ledge, seeking cool air, his tail wrapped all the way around him. The thought that it wasn’t over, that, maybe, it hadn’t even begun, discouraged me.

            I’d had enough. The stress, the tears, the passing out, the journey and all those hours had exhausted me. I just didn’t get it. But I did understand that they wanted me not to understand anything. The ruse was impenetrable: even knowing that, I knew nothing, it made no difference. At the same time, I was supposed to remain an obliging, firm believer. My uncle had specifically asked me to do this; undoubtedly, he wanted to be proud of me in a post-mortem sort of way. At least, he didn’t want to die without delivering a final instruction, a point of pride torn from his painful life.

            A few streets away from my apartment, the driver stopped.

            On the screen, another message appeared:

            You must now leave the vehicle and proceed to the 10th floor of the building which is presently in front of you and where your interview will take place. We are expecting you. Good afternoon and thank you for choosing Paradis, clef en main.

            I already knew the building from having gone there over the years. I also knew the tenth floor: it was a gym, a huge and modern Nautilus fitness centre where I had taken classes in spinning, Pilates, aerobics, and kickboxing. In the past, I had been crazy about individual sports, those that focused inwards, the isolated workout, with its pain and scratches and scrapes. The suicidal are like that: incapable of team spirit or self-control, always looking for a way to achieve a state of physical annihilation that will end their solitude and blot out their pain.

            I had two choices: either I backed out immediately, or I stopped asking myself questions. By all accounts, they wanted to test me, but more importantly, they wanted to remove any credibility from what I might say about them or against them; it was better to act like a soldier, a robot, to walk, climb the stairs, to seek and say nothing, rather than be gassed again.

            I went up to the tenth floor, and entered the gym without looking at the two receptionists who were expecting me to show them a membership card. They undoubtedly recognized me. For some reason or another, they didn’t try to stop me, or tell me that I was breaking the rules. The gym was full of people. I had never seen so many people working out at the same time. I immediately began to look among them for something that didn’t fit, an old man or an Hassidic Jew, or some dubious character looking at me insistently, wearing a T-shirt with a big red button printed on its front or back; in a word, something garish, obvious, a visual explosion, but nothing distinctive met my eyes. Everywhere there were people running on treadmills, riding exercise bikes, lifting weights, bodies sweating or still warming up, all of them completely average-looking. The air conditioning, running full blast, felt good on my skin and it whipped my thoughts into a sudden clarity.

            I went into the women’s locker room which was awash with bodies: nothing of mention. Then the men’s. Pointless to say that I created quite a scene. They all stopped what they were doing, including those who were drying their hair, the hairdryers like guns pointed at their temples, looks of surprise exchanged between them, their free hands covering their groins. Men are more modest than you think. To make them blush, all you have to do is surprise them when they’re not in the saddle—or when they’re riding bareback.

            I scanned all of them in search of some element on their naked bodies that would be an ostentatious sign of Paradis, clef en main. Nothing—just dicks, hairy bodies, funny looks, just muscles and wisecracks: You’re in the wrong change room. It’s the other one just opposite. On the other side. The one with the little woman on the door. The standard stuff.

            I left to do a tour of the premises. I was starting to panic again and, once more, had to fight to hold back my tears. I had wanted to go unnoticed and hadn’t succeeded. I felt like I was being spied on; the word had probably gotten around that I had barged in on the men’s locker room. I sat down just to think. I let my eyes wander about the room, calmly, trying to convince myself that by looking too hard for clues, they get lost, that they are often closer than one thinks and will offer themselves up, coming to light at just the right moment. I decided to let it drop, realizing that I was famished and that I no longer had my handbag: I had left it in the car.

            Continuing to look around without thinking, without really searching for anything, I finally focused on what it was I was supposed to see: the string of huge picture windows with a view of Mont Royal as well as a good part of the city. The Nautilus was not the location of the interview but rather a showcase designed to point it out to me—at least, that was the feeling I had and, so far, my feelings hadn’t betrayed me.

            I walked towards the windows with the intention of analyzing the landscape. What was there that shouldn’t be, that was extra? Where had they hung a flag? A sign? Arrows? Or, conversely, what was missing? What had they eliminated from sight? Mont Royal was hopelessly true to itself. No new business in the area, nothing newly demolished either. The neighbourhood buildings looked like they always had. In fact, I should say that the roots of the buildings were all the same—I was looking at them from the tenth floor of the gym—lit by streetlights which melded with the natural light of the early dusk, colouring the cloudless sky with an astonishingly beautiful mauve, deep and unreal.

            On one of the roofs, I noticed something that I had never seen before: a door. Not the door to a storage room or a stairwell, just a door. A door attached to nothing. A door which served no purpose.

            What they had wanted me to find could only have been that. An abandoned door, adjoining nothing, something truly bizarre—people just don’t go around putting up architectural poetry like that. The sight of the door against a mauve background could have, by itself, left a lasting impression, but there was another sight that I will never forget: the door opened and a man dressed in a grey suit and a bowler hat stepped onto the roof.

            He then closed the door behind him before looking in my direction. He spotted me without even having to look for me. A minute passed without either of us dropping our eyes. His clothing was old fashioned, comical—who wears a bowler hat? And I couldn’t determine his age: somewhere between thirty and sixty. Impossible to say.

            In the same way that he appeared—out of nowhere, from behind an orphaned door giving onto a deserted rooftop—he walked back through the door to disappear into darkness like a magician performing an illusion.

            One thing was certain: I was supposed to go there. I was supposed to open that door. It was the door to Paradis, clef en main.

            
            [image: ]

            
            THE FINAL SPRINT couldn’t have lasted for more than five minutes. I left the gym and ran straight to the building with the roof decorated by a door that could have been plucked from René Magritte; I climbed the wrought iron stairs which overlooked an alley cluttered with garbage cans, and I clambered up a rickety ladder which led to the roof. The idea that people could see me and call the police didn’t even cross my mind. The possibility of being stopped by anything was inconceivable. I was completely consumed with reaching the carrot they were holding out in front of me, the orange of its promise, the eternal rest I would deserve after a job well done. It was all at my fingertips, or almost.

            On the roof the door awaited me, curiously illuminated by a light bulb attached to its frame from which hung a small chain that I pulled. The light went out. Which is what you might expect, but it surprised me: I was waiting for it to explode, release a poison, start talking, or play music. I opened the door whereas I could have easily walked around it. Behind it, there was a square hole cut in the roof in which a ladder descended into indistinguishable darkness.

            The discovery of the hole did nothing to alleviate the jolts of adrenalin which just kept on coming in spite of my complete physical and emotional exhaustion. The game was still on. A game which had been thought up, custom-made, just for me.

            I climbed down the ladder which led to the top floor of the building, by all appearances unoccupied. It looked abandoned, gloomy, bathed in a pale, sickly light, and smelled of dust and mildew, the belligerent odour of old age left to its own devices. In front of me, a hallway with ten doors, five on one side, five on the other. I decided to open them one by one.

            Behind the first, nothing but a large empty room.

            Behind the second, still nothing, a room filled with stacked cardboard boxes.

            Behind the third, absolutely nothing.

            I lost my patience. I bashed the fourth door open with a violent kick and an unrestrained scream of intense rage that crescendoed into another empty room. My uncle Léon’s words “No spoiled child tantrums” immediately brought me back in line: I mustn’t appear impatient, it was silent endurance that was required. One thing that I learned that day: it is always in moments of calm that events resolve themselves by revealing their logic: it’s always with a cool head that the solution winds up manifesting itself

            As I was trying to adjust to this new discouragement. I heard a small dog yapping, the irritating sound of some canine creature that makes you want to squash it with your foot at every opportunity and even at the opportunities that don’t present themselves. Somewhere a dog was yapping and indicating, by its bark, the door to be opened. I had guessed correctly: it was behind the last door, the right one.

            I opened it. The first thing that I saw was the dog in question, a tiny white curly-haired poodle which hurled itself at my legs as if in attack, as if to stop them in their quest. A ridiculous creature incapable of seeing itself for what it was: hysterical and pathetic, not big enough to fight but always picking a light, vainly baring its useless teeth, a little guard dog that can’t guard anything, fight off anything, a dog that only provokes the desire to hammer it with a good kick.

            I have always detested dogs—especially poodles and chihuahuas. They get on your nerves, they wear you out, they drool and they stink of drool. It is a hatred that is unchanging, unconditional, and openly admitted. I love cats, noble and non-servile, autonomous, and affectionate when they feel like it. Dogs will let themselves die for their master, they will starve if neglected, and it’s for that reason that they don’t deserve to live. Their needs surpass what is possible to give. Like my needs. I was undoubtedly a dog in a previous life.

            The second thing that I saw was a giant portrait hung on the wall facing me, framed in a wide, ornate, golden border that you usually see in museums. A huge painting, heavy, overwhelming, lit by four lamps attached to its four corners, whose light was directed to the centre, spilling onto its subject.

            I had never seen the face of the man who was depicted here in what seemed to me to be a Baroque style, or something like that, art from a dead age condemned to perpetual embalming, but I knew who the face belonged to. It was Monsieur Paradis.

            Monsieur Paradis enthroned on the wall of a dusty room in a rundown building on Plateau-Mont-Royal. So, M. Paradis indeed existed, at least in this form, his artistic representation, a presence that was crushing and devoid of emotion. He was in his sixties, steel-blue eyes, salt and pepper hair, clean shaven, wearing a very sober dark grey suit like any ordinary businessman. Any ordinary businessman painted by Rembrandt, that is.

            Ordinary with the exception of his gaze which was paralyzing. It was beyond intimidation. It was both a tribute and a punishment to have it fall on you. Those eyes by themselves could rule the world, lead it by the nose, decide the outcome of entire peoples, start or stop wars. I thought of his dead son, for whom he had founded the company, and I was certain that those eyes had had something to do with his death—with his son’s desire to die, his desire to escape, to no longer be exposed to their Gorgon-like power. To evade the annihilation that they threatened and to forget forever the piercing sensation that they produced.

            Perhaps I recognized in them the glint of my mother’s eyes, her omnipresence. I was in a state of trance, outside of time, I felt as if I were on the verge of fainting, from hunger, fatigue, that I was going to collapse beneath those petrifying blue eyes, when a voice spoke up.

            “Antoinette Beauchamp?”

            It was a woman’s voice. I turned around to face her and I saw them. The selection committee was there, seated behind a long table on which documents were scattered, case files no doubt, bizarre in an age when virtually everything has been computerized, digitized, where the use of paper is in certain instances a criminal act.

            There were thirteen sitting on the committee. A bureaucratic Last Supper. Seven men, six women, strung together in alternating pairs: a man, a woman, a man, a woman, and so on, right to the end. Both men and women dressed in an identical manner: dark grey suit—the same as the one donned by M. Paradis in his portrait—white shirt, white socks, flat-heeled shoes. No tie. Hair short and combed backwards. This uniformity was obviously not by chance, but rather a means of eliminating gender. A way of making it perfectly clear by pairings of the opposite sex that gender doesn’t matter in the granting of death, demonstrating it in a logical sequence that renders the difference merely mathematical, organizing a reciprocal pattern where the difference is cancelled out in favour of the function occupied.

            In the middle of the room there was a chair. Mine, I decided. Who else’s? A low, wobbly chair matching the decor of the room: most certainly uncomfortable. I sat down obediently, and the movement of my body pulling into itself, landing heavily, carelessly, nearly upsetting the chair, provoked the poodle to redouble its barking. I didn’t look at it, but I knew that it was going to try to attack me again, that it thought I was a burglar, that my legs were an infinite source of annoyance. It started running round the chair and then chasing its own tail. Its piercing yapping was turning the whole scene into a farce, making the entire project seem ridiculous, sabotaging the credibility of the wall of decision makers who were facing me.

            The partial lighting which fell on their heads from a great height prevented me from seeing their eyes, and consequently their expressions: I could only see the bottom of their faces, just their months. But I could deduce their sex from a five o’clock shadow or the smooth glaze of beardless skin, the width of shoulders, the size of feet, but they were otherwise all the same. Only the sharp contrast of their voices would have Differentiated them unambiguously, but they did not speak. They remained silent against the continual barking of the poodle which was now running all over the room, heading to a corner to sniff out something, sticking out its tongue, growling, heading back the other way, at the mercy of its impulses, running into a table leg, charging at me, jumping at my legs, wanting to climb them, yapping louder than ever.

            That wasn’t all. Not exactly everything. I noticed, in one corner of the room, hidden in the shadows, a long coat hook on which hats were hanging. Not baseball hats, or tuques, or even Borsalinos, the hat of choice for mafia types, which would have been fitting, or why not, while we’re at it, sombreros? No. I was looking at bowler hats. Identical to the one worn by the man on the roof. I didn’t count them, but I knew there were thirteen. It was just too much.

            I was no longer hungry, I wasn’t even tired. All the questions that I had been waiting so long to ask seemed, in the face of this production, laughable. I refused to go any further in my observations of the bizarre and ridiculous things around me. It didn’t matter anymore. I didn’t matter anymore.

            Monsieur Paradis could easily have been in front of me. among them, and I couldn’t have identified him. They could see me, but I couldn’t see them. It wasn’t fair.

            The barking didn’t stop, and I was ready to break. Where do poodles get their energy? What was the meaning of the presence of this dog in this place? So many pointless questions which continued to pop up in the heavy vacuum of my mind. Finally, my torpor overtook me, taking me out of the game, I could no longer keep my eyes open, my body straining to stay upright, making it evident who, between the poodle and me, was the strongest. I don’t know how long I remained sitting in silence, fighting against sleep, in front of this mute and camouflaged committee. Perhaps half an hour.

            At some point, from the far reaches of I don’t know which corner of the room, the key question resounded.

            “Do you want to die?”

            It was a man’s voice. It was what I’d been waiting for. All I had wanted was a sign, a cue, the sound of a starter’s pistol. I sprang to my feet as if, all my life, I had waited for this precise moment. “Yes! Yes! Yes! I want to die!”

            As soon as my “yes” had been pronounced three times, I sat back down. A block of cement in the ocean, sploosh, my body a dead weight violently striking the bottom. More hysterical than ever, and outraged by my sudden aggressiveness, the overexcited poodle started jumping everywhere, yapping insanely and with such a high pitch that if I had been in better shape. I would have killed it right then and there.

            There was a brouhaha as the committee collected its papers, rising in unison to take their bowler hats from the coat hook, leaving in single file without a word of goodbye, without a single remark, without a look in my direction. I was dumbstruck. They left me alone in the room loomed over by the portrait of M. Paradis. The interview was over. The interview that had been designed to make me sweat all day and get me to scream—while they watched me drowning myself—that I wanted to die.

            It was no small relief to notice that the dog had followed the committee into the hallway where its yapping was still audible, but less and less so as the procession moved farther away. I left as well.

            Outside, the driver was waiting for me. During the short trip it took to get to my apartment, the distance of a few blocks, I fell asleep. I might have been gassed and taken outside of the city. But I think I fell asleep. When I woke up, lying on the seat where my handbag had remained, I could see there was a message on the screen:

            Please now wait for your next interview: Thank you for choosing Paradis, clef en main.

            The message faded away slowly, only to be replaced by the gradual appearance of the red button, the logo, which again seemed to jut out of the screen, piercing it in three dimensions. As if it were real.

            I looked at my watch: it was twenty-five minutes after midnight.
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            OUTSIDE, IT IS STILL HOT. I no longer feel like breaking everything, my great outbursts of the last few days have placated me. Putting some order, albeit incomplete, even imperfect, into what happened, has been good for me. I have said everything I have to say for today, my daily quota of words has been written on the ceiling and saved.

            I want to get a cat, another one, and let it come to me or walk away and perch itself on the windowsill. Perhaps I’m ready to love something that’s alive.

            Tomorrow, my mother will come to visit me, as usual. Maybe she’ll surprise me with a bottle of vodka.

            One can always dream.

            

      

   

   
      Exit
      

      
   
   


THE PSYCHIATRIST

            THE SECOND INTERVIEW took place the following week. To go into too much detail would be pointless: even the unexpected can become tedious in the long run, even the biggest surprise can have the air sucked out of it and fall flat.

            We might as well as take a look at the road to the psychiatrist’s office. Paradis, clef en main avails itself of the services of brain doctors, whores in the trade of the mind, shady and unorthodox individuals who are not there to heal patients but rather to probe them and obtain, with a straight face, as if nothing were amiss, the certainty that they can never be cured of their profound discontentment. I would imagine they do this so that the company can have a clear conscience, so they can sleep at night. But still, I’m not sure. Psychiatrists themselves are never shielded from despair, nor from going crazy either. Especially not the one I met at Paradis, clef en main. A week of waiting during which I didn’t let anything slip, even under the pressure of the turmoil within. A week spent at my mother’s, although I have always preferred staying at my place, alone in my small apartment which is really nothing to speak of—a sunny, little studio hidden behind thick green curtains that let in just a faint, artificial light. A week of being exposed to her inquisitive, suspicious looks. What’s more, a week of also being cooped up in the tiny room at the back of the nice and cozy maternal home where I spent my childhood, where I slept and grew up, where I dreamed of my future life as a pop star, and where I also concocted my first plans to kill myself. A week spent sitting in a leather armchair, contemplating the view offered by the sole window in my childhood room which faces a brick wall. Big grey bricks like those you see in a prison crowned with a layer of barbed wire and a surveillance system. A wall that strikes you by its proximity. A wall that you can touch with your outstretched arm if you sit on the narrow windowsill, which has no other use than to function as an emergency exit in case of fire, assuming the fire hasn’t overwhelmed the enclave between the two twin buildings which are inhabited by people who have no relationship to one another, who are united unwittingly, behind their back, by the hand of an architect.

            An implacable wall, more substantial than any human life. A wall as indestructible as the faith of any religious zealot or the suffocating convictions of a psychotic. A wall, like an unassailable army of armour-clad red ants, which imposes the necessary obstruction of light to allow you to escape from your own untruthful thoughts and their trickery. If I’m talking about it, it’s with good reason: my whole life resembles a grey brick wall, a view offered to an absence of opening, the lack of a horizon. I have never known why. No one has ever been able to tell me why.

            My uncle Léon often told me that people like that existed, people who were not fit for life, for whom life was a mistake. That God, or whatever it was that Caused life, whether it was the Big Bang or some other Ignition switch, in a word, the Person in Charge of the worst bad move in the history of the universe—the granting of existence—had also caused unviable people to be born, human beings who deserved to remain in limbo. As far back as I can remember, I was always forbidden from joining the world because of this impregnable wall which, on its other side, I imagined, smiled at all the other kids or, at least, was inviting.

            Often, when I was young, I would sit in front of the window for hours, staring at the cinder-block wall. Like all children, I cultivated the idea that if I concentrated hard enough, really hard, I could smash the wall to bits, with my willpower alone. If I thought intensely about an explosion, a real explosive charge would be set off in the world and the wall would buckle- under the weight of my desire to see it pulverized. I imagined laser beams shooting out of my eyes, converging in a point on the wall, emitting a toxic smoke before blasting it into a thousand pieces, the big ones for skull fractures and perforated lungs, the small ones opening up microlesions, deadly by dint of their overwhelming number.

            Just like the first time, the pick-up by chauffeur took place in the same parking garage, but not on the same level. This time, I didn’t need to find the unfindable, to trace a number with a spray can, to run around in tears like a fool disappointed by having to look for her stalker. It was a striking, fire-engine-red sports car with fins, a low-riding convertible with the top up, probably the most conspicuous car in the parking garage and perhaps even the whole city, and it drove directly at me with the bravado of its engine and the screeching of its tires.

            The interior was the same: a screen mounted in front of me displaying the red button, a message ordering me to keep quiet, a driver inaccessible behind an opaque window.

            First, I was gassed, then driven—according to God knows what idea of a red herring—to a well-known local strip club which has since been elevated to something of an institution: Chez Parée. Inside, I found what one is supposed to find in a strip club: strippers, male customers, and a few women customers here and there, who were, for the most part, escort girls posing as openly consenting, non-remunerated sluts.

            After gliding between all the tables, with a look of complete disinterest, and lingering in dark corners to analyze this parade of undulating stereotypes and the lust of automatons that always brings up the rear, I sat down at the bar to have a drink. What else was there to do?

            I was not in the habit of drinking. Drinking didn’t seem necessary to me and, on the rare occasions when I did drink, I would drink white wine, almost reluctantly, in little sips. I had never been drunk. A little silly, perhaps, certainly tipsy, but no more than that. I ordered a glass of house white wine from a semiclad waitress, then a second, then a third, followed by a fourth. I drove them back, screwing up my eyes, as if they were shooters.

            As my drunkenness increased, opening me up to the world around me with the desire to extend a hand to my fellow man and even to those who were not my fellows, this embarrassing masquerade began to take on a more and more precise meaning. I started to smile at the dancers, at the customers, crossing and uncrossing my legs, putting on a show for myself, shifting my hips just to feel them move, playing, contributing. I was suddenly overflowing with some vital essence, oozing with its pheromones, its fragrance of a kitten, its deluge of cyprine.

            The alcohol was revealing the buried secrets of the universe to me, its foundations: since the beginning of time, the meaning of life, its origins, its laws of attraction, its ultimate purpose, had all resided in fucking; you had to accept that fact, otherwise, you alienated yourself from what really mattered; not accepting it had prevented me from being happy; in fact, maybe I didn’t need to die, maybe I just needed to get laid.

            By the fifth glass, my notion of sex was expanding upwards, in the sense of its nobility: beyond being a strip club, it was a strip club of love; it was love and nothing else that motivated men and women to bargain their bodies off to each other; strip clubs were places of pure generosity, humanity, warmth, self- sacrifice, collective fusion. The dancers whose ages were impossible to attribute individually, as if they were all very young and, at the same time, not so young at all, continued to step on stage while others left it, ceding their place to their missionary colleagues to uphold the guarantee of a hard-on with the same dance that once graced Neanderthal caves. It was now playing out here under a subdued black light. A light which favours the skin, hides imperfections, and, at that moment, erased any difference between the carnal uniforms of the dancers. A strip club manned by soldiers of love, whose sole weapon was their body. This weapon was a mirror of love held out towards the love of men, a mise en abyme of love reflected back on itself, self-referential, perpetual. It was love and its oceanic essence that had fished this strip club out of the water to save it from sadness.

            While I was reflecting on the nature of existence, a stripper approached me and spoke to me, not a word of which I remember. She was neither short nor tall, thin nor voluptuous. Never had a body struck me as being so normal, without distinguishing features. She was wearing a bobbed pink wig which outlined a very pretty face with hazel eyes, laughing eyes, perhaps inquiring eyes. Drunkenness was of no help to me in front of her. All I could manage to do was to return an inane and stiff smile. She buttonholed me, a tireless little worker bee whose suspicious character was diluted by the alcohol, eliminated quite naturally, as if nothing were more normal. What did I know about the vast world of strippers? Nothing at all. I might as well just give up and admit that they had won. So, I paid her to lap dance for me, her body riveted to mine, her cold and impersonal touch still perceived as love, the machinery of seduction interpreted as sisterhood, a dance during which she grabbed my hand to place it against her G- string which I had no desire to touch. I withdrew my hand politely, and again she took it and redirected it to her crotch, and once more I pulled my hand away; this dance of our hands continued for a few more minutes until I conceded, out of fatigue, to touch it. I immediately felt something odd beneath the fabric; I stuck two fingers in her G-string and extracted what turned out to be a business card. On the card, printed in elegant, gold lettering were the words:

            Your driver is waiting for you at the door. He will take you to a church where you will meet your psychiatrist. You must follow his instructions to the letter. Thank you for choosing Paradis, clef en main

            Once the card was in my possession, the stripper departed without any further ado. I watched her go. Instead of returning to the stage, she disappeared behind a door which perhaps led to a dressing room or maybe to the outside. I remained seated and had another drink, then another. At the time, still clinging onto the bar, numbed and happy, I was convinced that I was staying because I wanted to stay, that it was a result of my autonomy and independence, because my decision to remain would show them that I, too, could throw them off course, make them wait. In hindsight, I think it was because I was too drunk and I was no longer in any condition to consider the consequences of my lack of compliance. I was beaming and incapable of getting up. I remember telling myself that getting me drunk was all part of their plan. That everything had been foreseen, even my most whimsical impulses, that I was caught in a net woven by destiny, everything was known in advance behind my back. Basta!

            I remember spotting, just by chance, my worker-bee stripper in the distance dressed in jeans and a white shirt, walking quickly towards the front door of the club without granting me so much as a look, a large, brown shopping bag in her hand; she walked with the assurance that any ordinary woman would have going home after a day of shopping. I kept glancing at the business card that she had forced me to fish out of her G-string, barely able to read what was printed on it, barely able to get up out of my chair.

            The entire club started to make a slow rotation around me, like a growing seasickness that touched everyone and everything, when I saw, or rather saw again, directly ahead of me. on the stage, running between the legs of a pair of strippers which were multiplied tenfold by the clumsy and distorted vision of drunkenness, the white poodle from the first interview. I couldn’t believe my eyes. I was absolutely stunned. That shitty little pain-in-the-ass of a dog, up to now the most important and most visible representative of Paradis, clef en main, had shown up at Chez Parée to put on a command performance just for me.

            I would like to be able to tell you that, at least, the music succeeded in masking its hysterical barking which was enough to make you want to throw it off the top of every skyscraper in the world. Well, no. The poodle’s strident yapping punctured through the layers of music like a chainsaw as it continued to leap around on the stage, hardly drawing the attention of the strippers who avoided it deftly without appearing surprised, without stopping. Even the customers didn’t seem to notice this dog whose white coat was exploding in the black light, its frenetic pace making it even more eye-catching than the floating configuration of G-strings and high heels. The most visible dog in the world was also the most ignored. Which clearly meant that the club was complicit. They were all, clients and strippers alike, in the employ of Paradis, clef en main.

            This realization sobered me up right away. The poodle was now doing full circuits of the stage: master of the house, livid, barking itself out of breath, only to come to a halt right in front of me. Its eyes fixed on my mine, its barking became even more intense, and it started to jump in the air to impressive heights, as if it were inviting me to catch it in my arms. Or to strangle it. Seeing it leap about just for my benefit turned my notions of love and fraternity into a feeling of persecution. I no longer despised it because it completely dominated me. It no longer annoyed me, it scared me. I was frightened. They had thrown the dog in there to bring me back in line, that was for sure. I was not allowed to remain in the club. I must resume my journey, enter the church, be examined, and led up the garden path. The dog was a message, a warning: I must clear out of there.

            When I finally managed to drag myself off the barstool and stand up to my full height on my numb legs, the poodle jumped off the stage and started heading for the front door. I followed it—that was what I was supposed to do. En route to the exit, I thought I noticed, sitting at a table in the back, playing cards, undoubtedly poker, three men in grey suits wearing bowler hats. But maybe it was the alcohol. Maybe it’s just my compulsion to exaggerate the truth or one of those false memories patched together with images seen in dreams or on television, fantasized images which are reconstructed to fill in the gaps in one’s memory or to camouflage even more unbearable images. The inventions of the mind say a lot about the insignificance of accuracy in the hearts of most people.

            Once outside, I saw the sports car reappear and advance ‘til it was right in front of me. Waiting for me inside was a bottle containing a half-litre of vodka, some orange juice, and ice cubes laid out on a fold-down table designed with recesses to keep everything in one place. On the screen, the usual red button, garish, eye-catching, a two-faced joker happily denouncing me, the company’s cynical logo, cruel in its childish simplicity.

            I had never drunk vodka before in my life. That night would be the first time, but it wouldn’t be the last. Not by a long shot.

            Why did they want me to drink? Why vodka? I never found out. The company’s way of doing things was beyond all comprehension. It was obviously another whim, and whims elude justification: they simply impose their arbitrary nature with the goal of exasperating those who have to satisfy them.

            The first mouthful made me wince. It was unexpected and unpleasant; the surprise of the burning sensation brought on by the intense taste of hard liquor almost made me vomit. But the second mouthful was soothing, warming me up, caressing me: I was already used to it. By the third, the vodka went down like silk, as if I had been drinking it all my life, and that decisive mouthful demanded a fourth; it held within it all the drinks to come. I was already an alcoholic. While I was enjoying this new potent cocktail mixed with orange juice, I didn’t see a thing of the route taken co get to the church.

            It was two o’clock in the morning when I got there, overexcited and drunk, a puppet with long, wobbly legs, there to meet a specialist in human misery.

            The church’s two grand doors were not locked, but I didn’t stop to wonder why as I stepped inside, trying to suppress a fit of the giggles. Asking questions could only slow me down, make me even drunker, exhaust me for nothing. I started looking around for a human presence in the dim light that shrouded the interior of the church, but it appeared that no one was there. It wouldn’t have surprised me to have found another orphaned door behind which a parallel immaterial world opened out into a labyrinth of passageways. I was convinced that I was, once again, going to run into the poodle who would, any minute now, come hurtling down the gallery staircase to attack me, to bark at me like one of the damned, to try to bite me, to inject a sonic disorder in the stillness of the church, to run around helter-skelter beneath the long, uncomfortable wooden pews designed for contrition.

            At first glance, nothing to report. The banality of such derelict churches was evident everywhere, from its aura of half- light and abandonment, the stature of its ceilings now obsolete, left to themselves, to its stained glass windows, its comical representations of divinity, its naive conception of another world where the angels are all men who fly around in the sky sporting little boys’ penises.

            As the area to be investigated was too large and too poorly lit, the best solution seemed to be to do nothing: I sat down on a pew to close my eyes, to take the time to recover my equilibrium, to refocus on my mission, to collect my hazy thoughts, to give this place time to show me what I was supposed to see. It was a wise choice.

            When I opened my eyes, it was obvious: in front of me, at the far end of the church, instead of Christ on the cross, illuminated at its base by a multitude of multicoloured votive candles, hung the imposing painting of M. Paradis. It was the same portrait that I had seen at my first interview.

            The same size, the same frame, the same man. Except that the portrait, in this place, with this lighting, bore no resemblance to the other. No comparison was possible, even though they were identical. I was rediscovering it in the same way you rediscover an acquaintance you had lost contact with, only to find you no longer know them. The emotions that the portrait aroused in me were not the same either.

            The first time I saw it, M. Paradis had the toughness of a leader who commanded his troops with an iron fist, the assurance of a conqueror who will not tolerate being disobeyed, who immediately puts others at a distance, while at the same time insinuating himself, unasked, into the private world of his observers. To look at him was to brutalize yourself. In the church, the opposite was true: he looked like a man who was completely lost. Still strong, of course, but afflicted. Vulnerable and not ashamed of letting it show. Still proud, still the man in charge, but tormented. His blue eyes constituted the central element of the portrait: they were still remarkably charismatic, but they shone more than before, as if they were moist, as if they were on the point of tears; the weight of their menace, their power to suddenly lash out, had given way to a colossal disappointment, an irreparable sadness. His eyes were no longer two probes scouring the souls of others; they were no longer a weapon or a shield brandished in front of his interlocutors: they were staring at me, but they were looking elsewhere, perhaps back at themselves, turned inwards towards thoughts of guilt. His eyes no longer repelled, but neither were they inviting; they were observing some hidden, but inferable, disaster. The mixture of colours that brought life to them was animated by a fragile movement, a subtle jiggling created by the play of light from the candles, tiny glowing ballerinas who made the objects they were illuminating dance as well.

            Apart from his face, the rest of his body appeared much more sombre; you could no longer make out his businessman’s suit, there were no more shades of grey or defined edges, everything other than his eyes was soaked in darkness—which explains why I hadn’t noticed it before.

            Monsieur Paradis, in this church, was right at home, and that was even more troubling. He had the infinitely sad expression of God before his creation, standing over the expanse of horrible suffering he had inadvertently unleashed into the world.

            It wasn’t funny, I was trying to regain the lightness of Chez Parée, its promise of love, its gaiety, but the portrait imposed a dictatorship demanding respect and esteem. It engulfed the space around it, filling it with its edicts, bringing me back to my reality: I was suicidal and in search of an expeditious death.

            I was absorbed by his gaze, devoured by it, but I was also conscious of the necessity of escaping from the pull it exerted, its crushing magnetism. I turned towards the other end of the church where I noticed, right in the back, a statue of the Virgin Mary with her arm outstretched, at the end of which a finger pointed in the direction of a confessional. The statue’s posture was immediately suspicious. Was the Virgin Mary really in the habit of pointing her finger to give precise directions in all churches? I didn’t know. I still don’t know.

            As far as I’m concerned, in today’s clerical organizations, women, whether they’re posing or not, in plaster or in the flesh, even if the woman concerned is a saint and that saint is the mother of God, still don’t have the political power to direct any flocks of lost sheep. But I decided to obey her gesture and walked to the confessional, opened the door, and sat down. On the other side of the latticed screen I could make out the figure of a man hunched over but whose presence was otherwise only perceptible by his slow and deep breathing. He was essentially invisible, he didn’t speak or move: I waited for him to notice my presence, and when he did not, I tried to get his attention, first, by tapping on the wall that separated us, then, by insistently clearing my throat several times. All I got in response was the sound of snoring coming from deep in his chest. He was asleep.

            There was a man sleeping in this confessional, and that man was my psychiatrist. Perhaps he had waited and waited and had finally given up waiting in favour of letting sleep envelop him. the only leisure activity permitted in his position. It was clear that I had to offer up something, make a move, speak up. In the echoing silence of the empty church, my voice, too bold and too bright, thundered out with unexpected force.

            “If it’s still what you want to hear, yes. I want to die, and I want to say in my own defence that I…”

            Abruptly discharged from his sleep, the man let out a cry of surprise which stopped me from going any further. I closed my eyes, I kept quiet. The growling coming from the other side of the screen, followed by the movement of a body- straightening up and then coming back down to earth, unnerved me as well.

            “Silence! Be quiet! Can’t you see I’m with a patient?!”

            “Sir, I have no idea what’s going on. I…”

            “Just be quiet. Stop talking. Silence! I was having such a wonderful dream… I was hitting my mother on the head with an enormous fish, again and again; it was a huge red bass, still alive, with pointy teeth that were biting into her. I was hitting her again and again, harder and harder, faster and faster. She was right on the point of dying, when you interrupted me. What a waste!”

            “But, it’s just that. I’m Antoinette Beauchamp and…”

            “I know very well who you are, and you smell of alcohol. These are lousy working conditions!”

            I instinctively moved my hand to cover my mouth, to prevent the betraying odour from escaping. The shame I felt pulled me back to the same feeling experienced long ago, quickly buried by the arrogance of adolescence: I was being scolded by a stranger and I felt guilty, inadequate.

            Yes, I was drinking, but they also made me drink.”

            ‘All right, all right. That’s enough. Enough talk about you.”

            I had been called to attention. It was useless to try to defend myself; once again, it was better to remain passive, to allow my words and actions to be manipulated.

            At least everything was clear; the ruling was unambiguous. His instructions had to be followed to the letter. But were they actually instructions? From the other side of the screen, Theard a deep yawn and the groans of stretching limbs. I was dumbfounded. I waited for him to speak.

            “I had a horrible day, you have no idea. The problem is my wife. I’m not saying that I’m pure as the driven snow, that I’m beyond reproach—far from it, but she is a hundred times worse than me. I swear to God! She’s always scheming and manipulating, and then she tries to pass herself off as someone who is generous and who cares about others. That’s crap! She does everything she can to drive me crazy; she manipulates my daughter with her perverse psychology to purposefully alienate her from me. My own daughter has formed a tag team with her mother, that evil cow, to join forces against me. I went to see her today, I specifically went out of my way to see her—she’s studying political science at Concordia, she is brilliant, she’s really impressed all her professors, a great future ahead of her… Anyway, she lives very close to the university; I dropped by to see her like any good, loving, attentive father would, to show her how much I care about her, and she wouldn’t even talk to me. Hardly a hello. No smile, just a look of utter contempt. I could see the distrust in her eyes, they were full of blame. She hates me and I don’t even know why. My wife has stolen my daughter by playing her off against me; she’s told her lies about me, sown doubt in her mind, saying that I abused her, that I raped her when she was little… She has taken the one thing I hold precious. I’m at the end of my rope, honestly, I have insomnia, at night I can’t sleep and then I fall asleep when I’m not supposed to… I… I have to…”

            I could hear the sound of a pill bottle having its lid popped off, the percussion of pills colliding, many tumbling to the floor, the swallowing sounds of pills and water.

            “This damn arsenal of drugs and their bogus panaceas, these charlatans of addiction! It’s a damn shame. I mean. I should know they don’t work. Pills! But I need them—sedatives, stimulants, pills to give me an erection, to help me concentrate, to relieve my boredom. I can’t function without them, all my body wants to do is to surrender and… Oh my God!”

            The psychiatrist started choking and coughing. Then he started to cry. You can never get used to the fact that you don’t know what’s going on. The mind is always looking for a reason, an explanation; it’s an organic reflex, like a knee being struck by a doctor’s mallet, the leg jumps up regardless of its intentions. And, at that moment, my explanation for this onslaught of complaints, which left me sitting stunned in the confessional, was that this man was not my psychiatrist, but that he was using me as his. I had to intervene.

            “Are you my psychiatrist?”

            “Unfortunately, I am. You have no idea how tough this job is! All these people going on and on about their little problems! Their sad little lives! As if I could give a damn! And who listens to me? Nobody! Absolutely nobody!”

            Now the sounds of sobbing, stilled at first, then unleashed, loud and disagreeable, followed by the pulling of several Kleenexes from a box. He blew his nose. The man sitting on the other side of the screen was my psychiatrist. My psychiatrist, crying about the rough hand he had been dealt, telling me about his wife, his daughter, his life, his medications, shamelessly blowing his nose and then having the gall to criticize me for the alcohol on my breath. He kept interrupting me and ordering me to be quiet. This in no way resembled professional conduct. It was appalling.

            I was often discouraged during this venture, but never had I wanted to quit like I did then. To forget about my pre-arranged death. All I wanted to do was to start a new life somewhere else, to continue existing in spite of my aversion to existence, or to kill myself by my own methods. If you want something done well, do it yourself. My hand was already pressed against the door of the confessional and I had begun to open it when the memory of my uncle, thanks to whom I had access to the company, once again pulled me back in line.

            To die, you had to suffer.

            You had to suffer to stop suffering once and for all.

            That was the price you had to pay for eternal liberation. I decided to stay put and play along even though nothing about it all was the least bit funny. The most preposterous thing was that the absurdity of my confessor-psychiatrist falling apart in front of one of his patients—a patient he wanted nothing to do with—in no way diminished the fact that his distress appeared to be real: I couldn’t swear to it, but he didn’t seem to be putting on an act, in fact, he seemed quite sincere in his misery. I wanted to show him that I was on his side.

            “I can listen to you. I can understand you.”

            The silence which followed lasted for some time, enough so that I thought that, once more, I was just wasting my breath. But he answered.

            “Really?”

            “Yes. I know what it means to suffer. I’m listening.”

            “Ahhh… What a relief! Someone is listening to me! Someone really wants to listen to me! You have no idea how good that makes me feel. All the same, I would have preferred that someone to be someone other than you.”

            Even if it was calculated, even if it was just a way of teasing me, his remark annoyed me, but I had just put my hand on another key and I was pleased with myself. I was expecting a string of confidences, tales from a life of humiliation in which he was painted, in the words of his wife, as a perpetrator of incest, a rapist of daughters, but instead of finally speaking and emptying the baggage he had been carrying around full of all the words he had suppressed while they simmered like cancers inside him, the man stepped out of the confessional and with one abrupt movement threw the door to my cubicle wide open. He was standing in front of me smiling.

            “When you know that someone is listening, talking really loses its usefulness. When it comes right down to it, nobody actually wants to be heard. Most of the time, knowing that people are willing to listen to you leads to the realization that you really don’t have much to say. Well, that’s just the way it is, I guess.”

            Before me stood a man who couldn’t have been taller than five feet. Maybe the smallest man I had ever seen: stocky, thickset, almost as broad as he was tall, his age uncertain, with a shock of white hair a la Albert Einstein, hair that couldn’t care less about its appearance, which had better things to do than to be combed, styled, or returned to its original colour with Dragonax; he was wearing a red shirt with frills that rustled against his broad, bulging chest.

            Nothing about him was conventional, but his strangest fashion accessory were his round, Coke-bottle glasses which magnified his eyes so that they completely filled the lenses, to the point of bursting out of the frames like two bubbles blown out of a little plastic hoop. Classes from another era which I had seen in pictures but didn’t realize could still be purchased today.

            He was ugly! But in his case, ugliness was a distinguishing feature, which set him apart from others, from the esthetic conformity which people find so appealing, sick as they are from knowing their bodies are corruptible, without prophylactic certainty, condemned to a shape that is constantly in flux. He was smiling; he seemed to have forgotten about his wife and daughter. Most likely, the effect of the pills.

            Seeing that I was still sitting down, docile, exhausted, barely able to keep my eyes open, he picked up where he left off.

            “C’mon, out of there. It’s suffocating in there.”

            I extracted myself from the cubicle with some difficulty, still extremely drunk but without any lightness in my step, no longer in a good mood, struggling under the dull weight of my being, the combination of alcohol and fatigue causing me to lose my footing as I attempted to coordinate my movements.

            As soon as I emerged from the confessional, and fully stood up, I got the impression that the audacity of my height against his lack of stature had caught him by surprise: he recoiled, he looked at me with mistrust, as if discovering me to be so tall changed everything about our little nonreciprocal relationship, about his vision of me, his role, the world in general. Without saying anything more, but still fixing me with his enormous eyes which kept rolling around inside the frames of his glasses, he pointed a finger in the direction of the portrait of M. Paradis, whose own eyes were still dancing like diamonds caught in the light of a candle, ever ready to expel their burden of tears, their excess of pain.

            “Yes, yes, that is Monsieur Paradis. You’re not mistaken. He is a great man.’

            The hauteur of his tone stood in sharp contrast to his own lack of altitude, emphasizing it, diminishing it even more, but he no longer seemed to care; he had grasped his two pudgy- fingered hands behind his back and was staring at the portrait with an attitude of reverence and respect.

            “Before I tell you about him, his life’s work, let’s observe a minute of silence in memory of his son who committed suicide.”

            I couldn’t believe my ears. Now we were going to observe a moment of silence for a family member of the man pictured in the portrait. Then, the psychiatrist was going to tell me all about this man who apparently only existed in paint. I was just a simple spectator in what they dared to call a “comprehensive service,” and I felt like screaming, hitting him, or, in the end, begging him.

            “I’m sorry, I know that I should just shut up and wait until Godot gets here, but are you ever going to look over my file? Yes or no? Fuck!”

            The look he gave me was full of disapproval, underscored by his own high opinion of himself. He reminded me of the grinning Cheshire cat from Alice in Wonderland: his eyes suspended in the half-light, unattached to a body, independent, autonomous, unavoidable. It was perhaps my intervention that he disapproved of, or maybe my Are you ever going to look over my file? which squarely placed in front of him the fact that he didn’t possess the physical means to look over too many people, regardless of their situation, and especially not a woman of my height.

            His eyes, at the same level as my diminutive breasts, but breasts all the same, weren’t sure what to do or where to look next. They bounced back to the portrait of M. Paradis, which had usurped the place of Jesus Christ, forcing him back into oblivion, into folklore, a time of magical thinking when words could bend reality under the weight of their will, part the seas, change water into alcohol, etcetera. The portrait was still as masterful and staggering as the first time I saw it. The psychiatrist, his voice now soft and no longer ringed with aggression, then spoke up.

            “All in good time, all in good time.”

            He closed his eyes, lowered his head, and took a deep breath, as if he were preparing to dive into a swimming pool. I was about to close my eyes in turn, when he began his speech.

            “Monsieur Paradis is a great man and an outstanding physician. He is a specialist in two fields, which is extremely rare. He is an anesthetist, but, above all, an oncologist. He has saved the lives of many, many people. People who had little chance of surviving, or in some cases, no chance of surviving. Patients who were hopeless cases abandoned by other doctors and left for dead. Miraculous survivors. You can take my word for it, I witnessed many recoveries, admittedly all of them medically plausible, scientifically verifiable, but miraculous all the same. Monsieur Paradis had a passion which surpassed that of all his peers. What mattered to him was fighting against disease. What really mattered to him was claiming victory over death.”

            The psychiatrist stopped speaking, he looked at me for an instant with his bulging eyes, which I was beginning to get used to, as if to gauge my reaction; he stroked the frills of his red shirt with his fat fingers and pulled a pill bottle out of his pants pocket from which he took a pill and then swallowed it. He sat down in the first row of pews and invited me with a sweep of his arm to do the same. A few moments later, he spoke again.

            “He has saved many people from death. Now, he saves people from life.”

            I’m sure it was because of my extreme fatigue, but hearing that people could be saved from life, profoundly affected me. I felt a wave of sadness pulling me under, but also a wave of solace, because finally it seemed like he was talking about me.

            “During his practice as a doctor, his patients were given the job of keeping hope alive. He would tell them that, regardless of their condition, they had to hold on, that they could always make it, that they had to continue their treatments, maintain their relationships with their friends and family, keep active, as limited as those activities might be. Some of his patients came very close to dying. Many were at death’s door for so long, kept alive by an intensive regime of medication that his colleagues often judged as being immoral and cruel, so much so that his methods became the subject of numerous complaints to the College of Physicians.

            “Malpractice suits were brought against him, but, one after another, they all fell apart. Dead in the water, so to speak. The coalition of cancer survivors was ready to do anything to defend him, to the point of sabotaging his opposition, committing perjury, and even, paradoxically, of resorting to violence. Some thought of him as a messiah, others compared him to Dr. Frankenstein; he was criticized for playing God, for being more concerned with his heroic status than the well-being of his patients.”

            The psychiatrist began to speak with more confidence and poise. His words were rushing out, propelling themselves at me, perhaps the effect of amphetamines, or maybe he was just wrapped up in the story he was telling, a story that he must have told a thousand times, that he knew by heart.

            “Several of his patients who were in the end stage of the disease, eaten away by the spread of their cancer which had caused seemingly irreparable damage, saw their tumours recede and their conditions improve against all odds. Their metastases disappeared one after the other, their vital organs started functioning normally again, their pain was gone, their appetite back. They rediscovered the strength they had lost in their long fight against the black energy that had invaded them, as if nothing had happened to them, right up to a complete remission. The treatments that he administered to his patients were, however, essentially the same as those of any other oncologist. Only, Monsieur Paradis refused to back down in the face of the disease. He had something the other doctors did not. He was possessed by an extraordinary desire to heal. He had talent, an intuition that always drove him to look in the right place, to intervene at the right moment; he had flair, and patience as well, and… a… a…”The psychiatrist stopped again. He raised a hand to his lips as if to prevent his words from escaping. Then, the ritual movement of the same hand to his pants pocket to retrieve a pill bottle, a different one this time, filled with tablets of all colours, opening it and taking a blue one which he swallowed in a precise and efficient motion born out of habit. This was followed by the flourish of his fingers against the ridiculous frills of his musketeer shirt as if he were attempting to play the piano with his lack of fashion sense, and, finally, his eyelids closing. No one had ever spoken to me like that, for that long, except my uncle Léon. And that was my reward: a story, one that made sense. I was happy. The psychiatrist continued.

            “He had a gift. Pardon me for hesitating to use that word. As a man of science, I know that type of statement can ruin careers. Yes, he had a gift, and even his greatest detractors, even those in the College who denounced him with the greatest hostility, also feared him. And with fear comes respect, the burying of old rivalries, and, sometimes, even devotion.

            “Monsieur Paradis was a brilliant physician, but he was also a father. He had a son. An only child.”

            The psychiatrist interrupted himself again, this time to take his glasses off and run a nervous hand over his plump face; beads of sweat were trickling from his forehead.

            “Yes, he had a son… whom he couldn’t save. Ironic, don’t you think? Well, these things happen. Right from childhood, his son was different from all the other children. He didn’t play, or at least very seldom played. He cried a lot for no apparent reason. He isolated himself. He had very few friends, and those friends he did have never came to his house.

            “He was a strange, enigmatic little boy who pushed away everyone who tried to get close to him. At the time. Monsieur Paradis was absorbed in his work, and the boy’s mother was not exactly present either: she had gotten remarried to a European and had left to live with him over there, in Spain… Barcelona, I think, and she only saw her son on rare occasions, twice a year at most. When the boy did see his mother, he wouldn’t light up at all; he remained apathetic, almost lifeless, which his mother must have taken as a sign of punishment for having abandoned him. She would say: ‘My son isn’t boisterous like the other boys. My son has the soul of an artist. He is more sensitive than the others. So what?’

            “His father thought that things would sort themselves out when his son hit puberty. That, I never really understood because, in general, it’s the opposite that occurs: puberty usually only brings on more problems with its surge of hormones, its germ of violence which quickly transforms desires into actions, often destructive ones. He excelled at school, he was brilliant. He did appear to get bored in class, but for his father what was important was that his son succeeded academically, that his son was gifted. What mattered to him was intelligence and a capacity for hard work, and the boy lacked neither. What the boy did lack, and what you lack. I’m afraid, is that crucial animus, that strength of will to desire, to discover, to love, to believe. The fundamental fuel that propels us all—or, at least, most of us. Without it. life has no meaning.”

            I didn’t know what to say. No one had ever put into words what it was that I was lacking. It was always what I had: depression, anxiety, fear of others, difficulty socializing. Something that is missing is hard to see, difficult to describe.

            “The boy continued to exhibit signs of a psychological disorder as he entered adolescence: lethargy, a general disinterest in life, a tremendous need to isolate himself, all against a backdrop of profound melancholy. Every time someone saw him. he would be alone, and when he was with others, he gave the impression of being alone as well. The thing is, nobody noticed him; he would simply fade into the background. Nobody ever knew where he was or where he was going; he hid himself like a wounded bird that thinks that by not being seen it is protected from attack, from being spied upon. And nobody ever really knew what he actually did in his solitude.

            “Most of the time, such states are understandable, usually because of some type of trauma: abuse, a death, a broken heart. But nothing out of the ordinary had happened to him. So, why? Abandonment by his mother? Millions of mothers around the world have abandoned their children since the beginning of time. His mother was certainly not the ideal mother, far from it. But what else? The boy had everything. There were always women present in the household: women who took care of the housekeeping, and his father’s paramours who also looked after him. He had a full complement of maternal substitutes. His father wasn’t present in the home that much, it’s true, but he was concerned, attentive, affectionate: even with his extremely busy life, he took care of his son, making sure he had everything he wanted. It was absurd. You can’t be sad all the time for no reason, you can’t drag yourself through your life like that without a reason. And so young! So young!

            “When the doctor questioned his son about what was causing his sadness, the boy shrugged his shoulders, lowered his eyes, and said that he didn’t know, he just felt that way. And one fine day, when he was only thirteen, he confided in his father that he

            wanted to die, he admitted to having often thought about killing himself, which sent his father into a rage. This was a man who, every day, dedicated himself to saving lives, to wrenching people back from death, people who were truly ill, who wanted to hang on, to survive in spite of everything, in spite of all their pain and suffering, to exist in all their incontinence, but to exist. To exist a little bit longer and to give all they had for this reprieve, even if it was only for a few days. Deep down, I think that when he heard his son’s words, Monsieur Paradis judged them to be a sign of immaturity, that his son wasn’t serious. He didn’t believe him.

            “Two years later, his son made his first suicide attempt. He was fifteen years old. He emptied the dispensary in his father’s office, to which he apparently had the access code. He was discovered lying on the office floor by one of the hospital cleaning staff, his mouth caked in dried spume, his eyes rolled back in his head, and very close to being in a coma, test results showed traces of analgesics, amphetamines, cortisone, opiates, and I could go on. Oh, most of these medications aren’t lethal when taken separately, and he hadn’t ingested large quantities either, but their interaction could have been deadly. He was lucky to have survived. Or unlucky. I guess it depends.”

            A welcome silence followed during which we both studied the portrait of M. Paradis, in the light of this new story—new, at least, for me. Behind the altar, from the depths of the church, his look of sadness remained fixed on us. I finally understood: he was mourning the loss of his son. I began to mull over everything that the psychiatrist had just revealed. It felt like it had all been meant just for me with my own desperate and failed attempts. The psychiatrist took another pill, this time a long pink capsule, then he pulled out a small flask of what must have been alcohol and washed it down before continuing.

            “Once his son was out of danger, his father, completely devastated, in a state of stupor unlike anything he had ever exhibited before, decided to take control of the situation: he had his son hospitalized for months, more than a year, in fact. He made him undergo a mind-boggling array of tests, all of them as taxing on the mind as they were on the body—endless blood tests, scans, tiny cameras probing his insides, neurological tests, biochemical analyses of his nervous system, MRIs, biopsies, X rays, specimens… They found nothing. There was nothing wrong with him. He was perfectly healthy. It made no sense at all. His father arranged to have him followed by a team of psychiatrists of which I was a part. The care provided to him was intensive and round the clock, but there were too many doctors coming up with contradictory diagnoses, and the working conditions were less than ideal. In fact, they were unworkable. I tried to reason with him, to make him understand that too much of this type of tightly controlled observation could suffocate his son, resulting in the opposite of the desired effect, actually hurting him, but he didn’t want to hear it. All the families of antidepressants, sometimes in doses that could have knocked over a horse, anxiolytics, antipsychotics, and, I suspect, even electroshock—everything was tried on the boy. The medication had knocked him out, turned him into a zombie, left him bloated, swollen, and dulled he was crying less, sleeping more, but he didn’t say anything, he would just rock himself back and forth for hours on end, watching his two thumbs as they pressed against each other as if they were the only things in the world that mattered. He was not any happier, but he wasn’t unhappier either. In a way, one could have said that he was dead. Brain dead, at least.

            “After fourteen months of hospitalization, during which numerous experts examined the boy—and not only neurologists and psychiatrists, but also psychoanalysis, a bunch of quacks in my opinion—after fourteen months of the father’s unshakable helmsmanship, visiting the boy daily, speaking to him, holding his hand, and even spending the night in his room, Monsieur Paradis was forced to reconcile himself to the inconceivable: what he was capable of doing for others, he could not do for his own son, his only child. Only his son defied his care, his gift. Only his son remained impervious to his magic. His beneficent sorcery had proven to be impotent in the face of so much deeply rooted suffering which was impossible to pinpoint, that surpassed everything, transcended everything, a latent defect missed on the assembly line, a weakness without remedy. It seemed like the son wanted to destroy his father as much as himself, that his sole purpose, his singular aim, was to be the embodiment of his father’s greatest failure. A failure made even more stunning by virtue of their blood ties.”

            Listening to him had become too painful. I felt like howling at the moon like a wolf. I touched the psychiatrist’s shoulder so he would stop. It was too much for me. I recognized myself in everything, in each word, in the stupor and the lethargy of someone who refuses to accept life; he was telling my story, with my mother, all her efforts rejected, quashed, to no avail. I was crying my eyes out. I had lost any sense of propriety. In a church that looked like it was headed to perdition itself, a church on the losing end of history, I blew my nose directly onto my fingers and wiped them on the wooden pew. The psychiatrist held out a ball of used tissues that he pulled out of a pocket without looking at me, like a drunk slumped down in some alleyway passing a bottle to his hard-luck companion: no need of contact with anything other than the object to be shared when you’ve hit the bottom of the barrel, when your luck has truly run out. He picked up the narrative again; it was clearly demanding and painful for him as well.

            “Even though his son had survived, his father’s disappointment, his dismay in the face of the inexplicable, drove him to distance himself from the boy: he immersed himself in his practice like never before, he continued to care for his patients, to help them get well, to take on the fight of anyone who consulted him with their illness, anyone who believed in his healing powers. There was nothing else he could do for his son, beyond simply being at his side. But his vigilance, at the beginning, full of deep affection and concern, had become cold, even contemptuous, and his son, who could feel it, wasn’t getting better.

            “One night, the boy went to speak to his father. It was an astonishing act on the boy’s part, usually so taciturn and lacking any initiative, and his father listened. The boy said: ‘Since you’re an anesthetist, since you know the fine line between life and death, since you possess the knowledge of that organic frontier between the body and the corpse, and since you can gauge and control that line so well, could you. please, help me die? Could you put me to sleep, and gently push me towards death? I beg you. Papa, please help me!’

            “The boy was crying, he was begging his father to kill him, his father who, for all practical purposes, resurrected people, brought them back from the dead. For the first time in his life, the boy had actually mentioned his pain, confessed to his unhappiness… and that would also be the last time he would speak to his father.

            “According to what the boy himself said, he didn’t know why he was unhappy, but he was, and irreparably so; he had searched in vain for the cause. The only thing that he was certain of was that each day brought with it an unbearable mountain of pain, each morning broke open into a day weighed down with the desire to return to sleep, an interminable number of hours to wade through, during which he thought of death, longed for it; hours spent imploring the celestial powers that be to extract him from his own existence. He had tried being like everyone else, but he simply couldn’t do it; and he would never be able to. And, worse than that, he didn’t want to; he hated life and everything that came with it: people, the obligation to interact with them, the constant energy that simply existing demanded, the sun in the sky, the cruelty’ of daylight, the darkness of night and the dreams it unleashes, the stipulation that you must eat, drink, sleep, endure thoughts that are as useless as they are terrifying. The idea of having a future scared him, made him feel ashamed, angry, indignant. What had he done to deserve being born? Had someone asked him for his opinion before pushing him on stage? Life was an indecent assault, a fundamental violation. Letting him live was the same thing as not taking care of him, refusing him the help that he needed, saying no to the amputation of everything that he hated, everything that made him so unhappy—life itself. Life, period.

            “His father, for his part, listening to what his son had to say, felt his own anger mounting within him. An anger directed at himself, perhaps, but. more than anything, at his son, this milquetoast, this disappointment. His son was a freak of nature, not equipped for survival in spite of having everything, in fact, having too much, much more than was required to survive. Perhaps, that night, in his heart, he did kill his son. He gripped the boy by the back of the neck with the hand of a commanding officer who faced a crucial decision, and pulled his son towards him, so that they were eye to eye, and in a low voice, he said. You want to die? Is that what you want? Well, be a man for once and do it yourself! Who knows, it might be the greatest accomplishment of your life!’

            “Never have such harsh words left the mouth of such a brilliant philanthropist.

            “Once the father’s final verdict had been handed down, there was a silence that lasted for several months. The father refused to see his son, and the son no longer sought out his father. They lived under the same roof, but the house was large enough that they could avoid each other.

            “After a night of being on duty at the hospital, the doctor returned to his home in the early hours of the morning; he immediately smelled a strong odour with which he was deeply familiar: ferrous, heavy, sticky. The smell of blood. As he walked into the dimly lit foyer, he slipped and fell flat on his back. He was lying spread-eagled in what he was quickly going to discover was a sizable pool of blood, an astonishing amount of blood, exactly the amount that is held by a human body.

            “Even before seeing the body of his son, he knew it was his blood. He flicked on the light above the entranceway. He was covered in blood from head to toe, distraught, screaming profanities at a God in whom he had never believed, looking everywhere for his son, calling out his name, crying out for his presence even though he knew he was dead.

            “Then he raised his eyes towards the high vaulted ceiling. His son was hanging by his feet, his throat slit: his blood had drained to his head, and spilled out through the opening in his throat. A long, deep, clean cut. He had almost decapitated himself, his head was dangling, drenched in blood, ready to fall off with the slightest breeze, the slightest puff of air. No one was ever able to figure out how he had managed to string himself up like that. Everybody thought, without actually saying so, that he had hired someone to kill him. He would have had to suspend himself by the feet before slitting his throat, which, in itself, was an act worthy of a trapeze artist, a performance of stunning prowess. Whatever the razor-sharp implement was that he used, it was never found.

            “The boy had left a note on his father’s bed that read:

            You were right. Papa, I didn’t need you. I never needed you.

            “I never saw Monsieur Paradis again. In the days that followed, he had contact only with those who dealt with the legal, administrative, and technical services required for the processing of a dead body. The strict minimum. People say that he was unrecognizable, pale, mute, but would sometimes speak out loudly to himself or to some imaginary entity, his body shaking with the nervous tremors brought on by antipsychotic medication. There was no burial service, only the mother had the authorization to penetrate the sanctum which enclosed the father and his son. It was perhaps a lapse of his usual courage, or, maybe, it was his desire to finally respect his son’s wish to remain outside of human society, outside of any gathering of people, of any ritual, to be alone and finally free in death.

            “Monsieur Paradis disappeared for ten years. People say that he travelled around the world, incognito, several times, that he became a hermit, secluding himself in an arid corner of the Andes, in South America, with a herd of goats.

            “One day, he reappeared, in a manner of speaking, to found Paradis, clef en main. He had become one of those rare men, a visionary, invisible but unrelenting. He remains incommunicado to this day, but he is still alive, and living… well, somewhere. I believe that he never stopped thinking about his son. He came to understand that life, in certain cases, was an illness that required treatment. And that it was our duty, as a society, as human beings, to treat it. This illness was all about energy, will, faith. Or, rather, their absence. An intrinsic deficiency of everything that is needed to live, to want to live, a lack of that vital energy which pre-exists all life experience and which remains permanent and intolerable. Without this energy, the world has no meaning. And this energy cannot be compelled or medicated into existence; pills will only substitute for it temporarily, you can’t inject it, you can’t just dream it up.

            “Perhaps, over time, Monsieur Paradis, being the thinker that he was, came to the conclusion that it is pointless to outlaw assisted suicide because a true desire to end one’s life will always find its way towards death…”

            “Well, that’s it. That’s everything I wanted to tell you.”

            The psychiatrist had finished speaking; either he’d said everything or he hadn’t. In any case, he’d said enough to help me begin to understand things, but most of all, to begin to understand myself. A long moment of silence ensued. I wanted to run away, but I couldn’t. It was impossible for me to be alone after hearing the story of my own life, but I didn’t feel like hearing any more either. Regardless, he started up again.

            “We did some tests on you while we were carting you around in that car.”

            “I know.”

            “You must already know that there’s nothing wrong with you. You are in perfect health.”

            Once again, his pudgy fingers tickled his musketeer frills, a long yawn, a smug look cast in my direction as I wiped my fingers with a sticky tissue. I felt like licking them, and so I licked them: all social norms, the idea of appropriate conduct and good manners no longer had any meaning at that point, in that place.

            “The more I look at you, the more I see something of your uncle Léon. You have his soul. Or, should I say, his lack of one.”

            He stood up. The consultation was over. He turned towards me.

            “Do you know how to play poker?”

            “Yes, why?”

            All in good time. All in good time. In the meantime, give this some serious thought. You can change your mind at any time. It’s not too late.”

            He took a few steps, hesitant, uncertain, a man marked by the woes of being a psychiatrist.

            “It’s bedtime. You must leave now and wait for what comes next.”

            He climbed back into the confessional, closed the door, and collapsed, his limp mass running aground like a beached whale.

            As I walked towards the exit, I heard a new ruckus in the confessional, the sound of the psychiatrist trying to get up. I turned around and I saw his head sticking out: his glasses were askew and hung diagonally across his face, leaving him only one enormous eye with which to try and locate me. He did.

            “I have suffered greatly because of my height. I always thought that tall people were happy people, especially pretty, young women like you. Stupid, huh?”

            His head disappeared, his voice swallowed up by the silence of the church.

            Outside, the convertible was waiting for me.
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LÉON

            TODAY IS WEDNESDAY. Like Sundays, Wednesdays are nothing special, just a certain number of hours stuck between Tuesdays and Thursdays. Time strolls by without having much of a pull on bodies subjected to a routine planned out by others. By udders. I am a babe-in-arms in a nursery for grown-ups with good-for-nothing spines, invertebrates relieved of standing upright. A nursery for limp little babies with inept little legs.

            Outside, it is pissing down with rain. In spite of the air conditioning which lays down the law in my world, which fabricates the rainy and sunny days in my room, I can feel the warm droplets of rain that coat and cling to the city below. Like me, people are forced to spend the day inside, each apartment building a shade-producing parasol, a climatic zone whipped by the synthetic wind of their air conditioners. At night, they go out, they go wild, rebels without a cause disturbing the peace on overcrowded terraces where you can eat until midnight and drink until the wee hours.

            For several days now, I’ve been eating what my mother has prepared for me. I’m drinking less, and, as a result. I’ve stopped vomiting. My adolescent rebellion seems asinine, childish. But that’s only temporary. At least, I hope it is.

            I received a kitten as a gift, a grey tabby whom I have called Moustafa, who keeps searching through my hair to find the nipples that belong to his mother, the cat responsible for his tumble into existence. And, as a consequence, for his hunger, his unquenchable thirst, his race to the end of appetite. Moustafa sees in me that surrogate mother whom he perhaps abandoned too soon, causing him to despair of ever finding, in my brown tufts, a source of nourishment that will always be available. But when you’re a paraplegic, it’s easy to make yourself available. You can talk to my mother about that. It’s easy to be sucked at like a teat- less mother cat when your own body doesn’t belong to you, when life forces you into one fixed position with its great baseball bat of immobility. It’s highly unlikely that I will ever crush Moustafa in my sleep like I crushed that other kitten when I was little. That’s good news.

            I feel better and it worries me. My mother has won—she can feel it. Every day a smile blossoms on her lips and her joy unfolds into a display of her laser-bleached perfect teeth, and I don’t mind. It even cheers me up. But this moment of tame compliance is just a lull, a necessary breather, in my savage campaign.

            Her new self-assurance has led her onto dangerous terrain: yesterday, she offered to buy me a cutting-edge electric wheel-chair. Which, reading between her lines, means leaving my bed and returning to the world. I was furious just thinking about the looks of pity on the faces of people, their smiles of condolence, sympathy, their eyes running over my incontinent, limp rag of a body.

            “Toinette, if you don’t want to do it for yourself, do it for me.”

            “You’re crazy.”

            “You’re the one who’s crazy, Toinette. for refusing to take your rightful place in society.”

            “When are you finally going to understand, Mother? I don’t want your rolling latrine, your high-speed electric shitter. If I ever do agree to sit in one, it will only be to hurl myself in front of a car, or maybe I’ll just trundle right on down to the Jacques Cartier Bridge and throw myself over the edge!”

            In spite of my threats, my customary blackmail, my mother’s smile doesn’t falter, it perseveres. In her heart, she can feel that her moment of glory is at hand. She knows that soon, very soon, I will end up giving in. Yielding to her by leaving my bed. Bending to her will by freeing myself.

            Last night, several lemons fell from the lemon tree. I can’t see where they are from my bed; their coming unstuck is a logical conclusion of their absence from the fruit tree, from where they undoubtedly fell like chicks from the nest. When my mother arrives in a little while, she’ll pick them up and use them in her kitchen, cut them into slices to garnish my plates. A kind of vegetarian cannibalism. Earing the flesh of something that plays a part in our family etiquette, juicy flesh that you’ve watched flower and grow.

            But there are people other than my mother who matter to me.

            I have to talk about Léon. That’s the hardest part. My relationship with him was not exactly filled with action. It was spent groping my way forward in thick fog. A silent communion in the preparation for death. We were toxic, that’s true, but our toxicity was the fuel not the fruit of our coming together.

            Léon was the only man I have ever loved.

            In the eyes of everyone else, his presence exuded something criminal, sick, perverse. If only they had known. But even if they had known, they wouldn’t have found out anything about him, and they wouldn’t have changed their opinion either. People never want to know anything.

            Oh yes, I almost forgot: I don’t have a father. My father resides in somebody’s kind gesture of donating sperm, in a not-for-profit ejaculation, albeit with procreative intentions, and the readiness of my mother to reduce him to this gift. I know that the subject of sperm donation and my sperm cell daddy who shaped me by marrying one of my mother’s eggs perhaps demands that I linger a little on the subject, that I look into it more fully. But. I really have nothing to say about it.

            I have nothing to say about that little biological package, both so close to me and remote, which was buried in my mother’s womb at her request. At least, nothing more than I’ve already pointed out: the ridiculous notion of this minuscule father shot into a vial and then frozen, picked out and shoved in. A father forcibly expulsed from his own body. What’s more, a father who has never taken up very much space in my mind.

            My real father was Léon. A lousy example of a father, an oppressive father, but a father nonetheless. It was Léon who made the effort to get close to me when I was little, advancing towards me with the caution of a wounded animal. From the outside, I appeared to blend into the mass of other children. Like them, I went to school, I did well, but the mass wouldn’t let me in. Their world was closed to me. The feeling was mutual. I didn’t play. Or I played out of obedience: “Play with the other kids! Play with your dolls!” my teachers and my mother commanded; so I would play with the other kids for the appointed time, not really knowing what to do with them, nor with myself in their midst, nor with the doll who refused to come to life, who balked at the idea of taking on a personality, of expressing joy or pain. I didn’t know whether I was supposed to stroke it like you stroke a cat, if I was supposed to talk to it or keep quiet, if I was supposed to assume that there was a telepathic connection between us, or if the doll was simply a surface reflecting my own inertia. All the dolls that I had, and I had a lot, all looked like me. They were gifts from my mother who collected them, little corpses, amusing and educational, dead meat made out of plastic.

            The people around me could have been people on television, or the Internet: visible but untouchable, distant, from somewhere else, pygmies, apparitions from ancient Egypt. I would move through them, uninvolved, untouched.

            I had no desire to please my teachers. The idea of finding a reward in the recognition of some talent or other being announced out loud in class did nothing for me. Only the idea of punishment could get me going, if that. The one unifying act of my life has been to run away. As fast as my legs could take me.

            Now that I don’t have them anymore, I’m forced to stop running. I’m forced to speak, to try to make some kind of sense out of it all.

            Léon wasn’t unattractive, but his charm, or the charm he might have had, had long been ploughed up, worked over, and beaten down by a stabbing pain which relented only rarely. He was of average height, kind of scrawny, sloping shoulders, his back slightly rounded: the muscle mass and figure that he could have developed, the seductive charge of his body, his erotic potential, had all done an about-face when confronted by so many well-reasoned death wishes.

            The same thing happened to me.

            The only striking thing about him were his eyes, my mother’s eyes. His appearance didn’t matter. His body didn’t matter. Everything that is destined to break down doesn’t matter. In the end, nothing matters, only fossils and the incredible longevity of stars.

            Léon immediately noticed my difference, which was also his. He took me by the hand, put me on his knee, and rocked me. He cared for me in the same way that one cares for the dying: by knowing in advance that they are incurable.

            Many poignant images from my childhood still remain. They are very much alive and may be meaningful. Or maybe not, it’s hard to know.

            I remember one spring day when the air was saturated with the white fluff that trees produce, an invasion of tiny feathers which redden the eyes and tickle the nostrils, especially designed to inseminate the ground with the trees of tomorrow and provoke the sneezes of an allergic populace.

            I was on the playground of my elementary school, not doing anything in particular, perhaps secretly watching the others while they played, all of them running around, hopping up and down impatiently, pushing and shoving each other in some mean-spirited game of force. But that day, the other children who normally didn’t bother looking at me, began to watch me with funny looks on their faces, mocking smiles. At first, I didn’t understand why.

            But the reason for their strange looks soon became apparent. I was wearing a fluorescent yellow sweater. I admit, it was awful to look at. That colour wouldn’t have looked good on anyone, but I couldn’t see myself. I was a child without any awareness of whatever signals she might be giving off. I didn’t think I was capable of having an impact on others. I hadn’t yet integrated the notion of ugliness. It still fell under maternal jurisdiction, still validated or dismissed by the look of another. Nor did I know that I could be isolated from the group and singled out, even by mockery. For the first time in my life, I was visible, overexposed, my deformity emblazoned with a yellow highlighter.

            The colour yellow was a bad choice. The week before, the whole school had to be tested to ward off some deadly flu pandemic, one of those new viruses sprouting from the breeding of genetically modified cattle. That week, all students had to urinate in a plastic container. For days, they sauntered through the hallways holding their piss sealed in a little jar, greeting each other with a “Cheers!” while hoisting the container as if it were a glass of white wine.

            For more than a year, this particular form of mutual acknowledgement, born out of a collective experience which put everyone’s deepest intimacy at stake, became the stuff of folklore. A running gag which really had legs. During that year, I was also a running gag: whenever kids would come across me. whether inside or outside the walls of the school, they would greet me with a knowing “Cheers!’’ which I attempted to ignore, and which each time would rip off a little bit of my already lacking self-esteem.

            The sweater belonged to my mother; she had worn it as a child and had kept it for I don’t know what reason, but it didn’t matter because, on her, ugliness took on a different meaning: one of willful subversion and bravery. My mother, far from foreseeing the risks that I would run by wearing it, encouraged me to put it on.

            “It looks good on you! It was made for you.”

            That day, in the schoolyard, a boy made fun of me. His name was Lyndon. He looked at me disapprovingly, but not so much as to cause a lasting scar. Because it wasn’t anything. Just an anecdote, something trite, a pseudo-trauma. Lyndon was an anglophone who rarely spoke. When he did. he was always friendly and polite, he behaved like anyone else. He would often say obvieusement for obviously, and no one ever corrected him: he was an anglophone, and, as such, was under no obligation to speak French correctly. On the contrary, when he did speak French, it was an unexpected act of generosity. Every pore of his being oozed with shyness and he was much more disciplined than most of the other children. These character traits impressed me because, like him, I never spoke; well, only when I was forced to. In class, I would never ask questions. I watched the other students as they were bent over their lessons, but I remained impervious to the group they formed around me. Lyndon’s usual reserve made the moment even more stunning and humiliating. He walked towards me, pointing me out with his finger, and in a strong and assured voice which captured the attention of the other kids, said:

            “What colour is that? Looks like a urine test!”

            If I could have—if it wasn’t for the fact that I wasn’t wearing anything under the sweater—I would have taken it off, right there on the spot. But I was a prisoner of my own modesty. I suddenly felt like I was being bitten by an army of ants. I was their ridiculous prey wrapped in phosphorescent fibres which were tearing into my skin like microscopic saws.

            If Lyndon had limited himself to this one mortifying observation, I could have gotten away with a heartfelt whiff of shame, but he couldn’t leave it alone. Seeing that the others were laughing, and riding on the success of his new schoolyard wit and his little exalted anglophone’s social acumen, he began to chant in a voice more powerful than anything he had ever used before:

            “Urine test! Urine test! Urine test!”

            The others joined in on my collective drubbing, shouting along with him “Urine test, a prophetic element to which I was quickly reduced, branded with the piss that, in their eyes, I had become. I spun around and all I could see was a mob of children shouting, laughing, pointing their fingers at me while they evoked the putrid world of excrement. Then Lyndon launched himself at me, just like a football player, in an attempt to tackle me. At the moment of contact, which almost knocked me down, I heard his voice screaming above the melee:

            “Cheers!”

            I pushed my way through the jeers and raucous laughter that had closed in around me and made a run for it. I ran all the way home and hid myself in my bedroom, the one at the back of the house, the one with the window that faced a brick wall. I didn’t cry, even once I was safe inside. I felt numb, as if I had left my body. I took the sweater off, threw it on the floor, and trampled it with my feet. I picked it up again and began tearing at it, creating big holes at the neckline, doggedly pulling strands of wool until it unravelled into pieces. I didn’t go to see my mother to complain or seek her consolation. I just stared out the window at the bricks, with my little girl’s breasts exposed, and watched the replay of what had just happened at the school.

            The whole thing was already far in the past, and it was no longer me. I felt sorry for the girl in the yellow sweater. I watched her as if I were seeing her for the first time. A girl who had been judged and found to be unforgivable. A girl from whom I felt as far removed as all the others. I surrendered and let her fall away. We parted company as if I were saying goodbye to someone else. It was easier that way, to continue to live, to press on, thinking of myself as a different person. To each his own way out, I guess.

            Time passed. The grey wall began to consume me, put me under hypnosis. I warmed myself in the smouldering ill will of my thoughts. The back bedroom, it too a cocoon undisturbed by a hateful horizon, held me captive, shielding me from the rest of the house, the territory haunted by the Mother of God. I didn’t move. I stayed in my room and contemplated the window without a view and kept my gaze fixed on the implacable grey wall.

            For how long? I don’t know. Maybe an hour. Maybe two. I imagined being an ant who had become separated from a long chain of ants that had only one thing in mind: cutting down and transporting a big piece of green leaf from somewhere off in the distance, and repatriating it into the sandy bowels of their nest of bifurcating tunnels: I was an ant gone astray, disoriented by not having anything to do, other than finding her mates, caught in the shadow of a man’s shoe which comes crashing down on her, a painless death. Crunch. Dying is easy when you’re an ant.

            I imagined that I had grabbed hold of Lyndon and that I let go with a punch, an unexpectedly powerful and accurate right hook, which struck him right in the face. The bloody nose, the whimpering, the humiliation. His defeat: “Obvieusement, you’re much tougher than me! I’m sorry! I’m sorry!” I saw myself as a man, an action hero in a Hollywood blockbuster. But this screenplay wasn’t as good as the one with the ant. Being an ant was more plausible.

            Another scenario involved my mother: it was she who was being laughed at. I imagined her taking my place, being pushed and shoved by a taunting throng of students who surround her and close in on her like a vise, smothering her, tearing off her sweater and leaving her naked, her two hands hiding the absence of breasts. She is trembling. Her face wet with tears. This screenplay seemed to be the least plausible of the three.

            I thought of other storylines. Every time an event popped into my mind that was even remotely painful, I spent hours, days, and sometimes weeks going over it, replaying it in a continuous loop, like some old, obnoxious melody that you can’t get out of your head, weeks spent forcing Lyndon to undergo an array of outrageous humiliations, sometimes played out in an act of spectacular vengeance or an absolutely crushing victory which at least allowed me to take a break from the urge to destroy myself. Even so, all that was left of me was a skeleton, a pile of bones. The others, just bits and pieces. It was as if I were trying to exhaust the supply of that malignant substance that glues people together, into a position of obligatory contact. As if I were trying to extract the acidity from the juice of a squeezed lemon. I was thinking about ants, about my right hook, when, from right behind me, a masculine voice spoke up.

            “One day, it will all be over.”

            I didn’t flinch. I probably should have: I thought I was alone and I wasn’t expecting to hear a man’s voice. No men ever came to my mother’s place, except in cases of absolute necessity: a police officer looking for someone who witnessed a crime in the neighbourhood, a tax inspector sniffing our great deals, a window washer plying his trade. I never knew her to have a lover; I think my mother has always detested sex, not because of the male organ itself, but because it was attached to men. Ironic, when you think of it. A woman who dedicated her life to appearances, to the surface of things, to catching a man’s eye.

            I turned around and recognized the man right away: it was Léon. I had forgotten about my flat, bare chest which later in life wouldn’t have much more than that to offer anyway. Two halves of a mandarin orange. We had never spoken before. By that. I mean, had a real conversation. He had the reputation of being someone with a problem. In other words, someone who was potentially contagious, who could become a burden, a pain in the ass to be avoided. Someone you cross the street to steer clear of, someone you don’t invite anywhere.

            For his part, Léon wasn’t one to surround himself with people anyway, and when you were in his presence you got the feeling that he could barely tolerate those around him. He didn’t seek out the company of others, and especially not my mother, who only saw him on rare occasions, during courtesy calls because he was family, or when he was in hospital after a suicide attempt.

            One day, my mother told me that you cannot say “failed suicide attempt,” that the failure was implicit in the attempt. I am the living proof of that.

            She only invited him to our house from time to time and never for very long. She would don her mask of plastic gentility in order to not let it show that she didn’t want him to get anywhere near me. Her fear became an obsession. He was a bad influence who wasn’t talked about, a rotten apple that mustn’t be mentioned. Her big brother was sick. Her ever-diminishing big brother, adored but unadorable. He was the village idiot and my mother, the mayor. Her browbeaten big brother who wouldn’t look you in the eye. Her autistic big brother who got lost in thoughts that nobody showed any interest in. In addition to his natural invisibility, his preference for being looked through and not at, his profession also contributed to his marginalization. further erasing him and earning him the scorn and silent contempt of the public: he was a rare book librarian. He liked books that hadn’t been digitized, books printed on blood-stained paper; he was a bookworm who kept thousands of old books lying around his apartment, taking up space, giving off an indefinable odour of ash, shadow, and dust. My mother looked down her nose at his scattered piles of books with her air of disgust well concealed behind a face that had been firmed by an onslaught of creams, drugs, and surgery. Her brother, a trustee of paper books which seemed to be his only friends. Her brother, complicit in the assassination of trees.

            When he did come to our place, she made sure I wasn’t there. She would have him come over on school days or late at night, when I was in bed. Our running into each other was inevitable, but those moments were always supervised, cut short. I should also mention that Léon never really paid me much attention. Or very little. Not more than one would give to the family pet: What a pretty little kitty-cat, I used to have one just like it.

            I would watch him out of the corner of my eye. He didn’t look at me and he didn’t look at my mother, even when she was right in from of him, as if he were a blind man, eyes that saw nothing, strange sunken gemstones, green marbles disinvested from the shapes and colours of his surroundings, disinvested from the external world. His only domain was his books, his thoughts, his torment.

            He was standing against the frame of the door which I had forgotten to close. He must have watched me for a long time before deciding to pull me out of my cinematic reverie.

            “What?” I replied.

            “One day, this will all be over.”

            That was a weird thing to say. What will be over? School? Day-Glo sweaters? The brick wall? My mother? Him? I didn’t feel like questioning him: I was on my guard and didn’t exactly appreciate him showing up like that, surprising me, seeing me banging my head against the proverbial brick wall. He walked into the room and picked up what remained of the sweater, then simply dropped it on the floor, in the same spot, a heap of humiliated, fluorescent rags. He looked at me a little awkwardly, with a fatigued smile on his lips. 

            “Your mother wore that sweater when she was your age. At the time, it was all the rage. She was never a trendsetter. I completely understand why you don’t want to wear it. It’s hideous.”

            The meaning of the word hideous was beyond me. But it criticized my mother and that made it much more appealing.

            “I shouldn’t have pulled it apart. She’s going to be angry. Maybe it was a shawl that belonged to my great-grandmother.”

            I didn’t know what a shawl was either. I had heard the word a few times, always associated with an elderly person and. therefore, with dusty, neglected heirlooms.

            “It’s no big loss.”

            Léon was still standing over the remains of the ruined sweater; I tried to look behind him, my ears primed for a sign that my mother was home.

            “Where’s my mother?”

            “She’ll be gone for a few hours. She got a phone call.”

            His hesitation made the phone call doubtful, most likely a facade, a lie, a mysteriously recurring event.

            “She said she had to go out. She shouldn’t be back too late.”

            He stopped talking but kept looking at me, taking stock of me. while my embarrassment, my horrible need to run away and hide, continued to mount. I wanted to return to the wall and make it explode with my laser beam eyes. I wanted to concoct more screenplays to disappear into. I felt uncomfortable; I wanted to be nice to him, but that was just it, I am not nice. I have never been nice. I lowered my eyes and once again thought about what had just happened to me, about the fact that the whole school would notice that I wasn’t in class. It made me sick to think that the story of what took place would reverberate throughout every corner of the school, down every row in every class, following the twisted branches of the grapevine. Then, I

            remembered how little I was worth, how quickly they would lose interest in me and in the whole incident. But it wasn’t much of a comfort.

            “You want something to cover yourself up? You must have another sweater in your dresser over there.”

            The abrupt reminder of my nudity was horrifying. My naked skin started to grow hot. I wanted to tear it off, just like the sweater. Then, my eyes began to play tricks on me: in a flash, Léon was sucked backwards into the distance without having actually moved, as if on some frenetic conveyor belt. I had completely forgotten that I wasn’t wearing anything, now a man, an adult, was throwing this enormous oversight, this impossibility, right back in my face. I was naked. It didn’t matter that it was only my top half that was exposed; it didn’t matter that I didn’t have any breasts- I was naked. I slipped down out of the chair and onto my knees, my body folding over against my thighs, my arms covering my head, my head touching the floor.

            A second serving of shame in the same day, a second scalding helping of unwanted attention, waves of acrid heat began to pass through my body attacking me with thousands of little pins, thousands of biting ants, waves that radiated from my stomach, exploding onto my face which I still kept hidden.

            Léon stepped towards me and I got scared. I had a vague notion that my nakedness might interest him in a way that would horrify me even more. But he crouched down beside me and assumed the same position, out of solidarity, like someone who shaves his head to join a cancer patient in her journey, her degeneration, to give the illusion of somehow sharing the disease. He stayed like that without moving for quite a while. I could hear him breathing. When I lifted my head to see what he was doing, he was still crouched over in the same position.

            Then he slowly lifted his head and turned towards me. I could see in his face that I had nothing to fear, that there was no reason to suspect that side of men in him: there was no desire in his eyes. He got up and offered me his hand. I took it and got up as well, still embarrassed. But I was no longer afraid and no longer ashamed either.

            “Put something on. I’ll wait for you. Then if you want to, we can go somewhere else, outside, downtown, we can go for a walk and you can tell me everything.”

            Go for a walk. Tell him everything. Pour my heart out to someone who isn’t a brick wall—for your information, it’s not true that they have ears. It seemed like a good idea; no one had ever wanted to go for a walk with me before. I was about to follow his instructions when a shrill and hysterical voice exploded behind us.

            “What is going on?! What in the hell are you doing in here, Léon?! What for the love of God are the two of you doing?!”

            My mother, the spoilsport, had come in without her indelicate hooves making a sound, and she was now ready to horsewhip us both.

            The Mother of God had returned.

            Her green eyes, now wide open with shock, were on fire. They glanced at me, at my bare chest, and then at Léon, then back to me, my nakedness, then Léon. Her eyes could not stop taking us in, they couldn’t get their fill of this new discovery: me, my bare chest, and Léon, a love triangle in her own home that was impossible to square with her feelings of outrage and alarm, panic and confusion; feelings that, nonetheless, were mixed with the satisfaction of having been right, of having already thought of it, this possibility, of what she saw in front of her, her daughter, the victim of incest at the hands of a pedophile.

            Her eyes were rolling in their orbits, bouncing back and forth between me, my missing breasts, and Léon, as if they had lost all control, like silver ball bearings in a game of pinball that keep crashing into the same bumpers, short-circuiting.

            She was gasping, as if she had just run too far and too fast, out of breath from having seen too much, from having to scramble to find a way to plug up this flood of images. She placed a hand on the door frame, hoping she could rely on something more solid than her own body. Then she began to look all around the room, she saw the shredded sweater on the floor, a formless pile of yellow wool which she couldn’t recognize, she scoured the room again, looking for the weapon used in the crime, for some clue, for proof, and then she returned to the sweater, or what remained of it. She hesitated to enter the room, taking a classic one step forward and two steps back. Finally, her eyes came to rest on me.

            “And you, Antoinette. What are you doing here? Why aren’t you in school?”

            My mother never called me Antoinette except on important occasions. This was an important occasion.

            “It’s because of the yellow sweater. Everybody laughed at me. I came home because they were all laughing at me.”

            “What are you talking about?’

            My mother came into the room, this time decisively; she picked up the sweater and examined it closely for a moment, her disgust visible on her face, her unfurrowed forehead tensing against its own rigidity, and then she turned to Léon who, in her eyes, was already guilty. But Léon refused to accept her silent condemnation.

            “She ripped it up, not me.”

            Standing in front of my mother, Léon looked like a little boy. They were brother and sister, but, right there in front of me, the crude familiarity that existed between them imposed a pecking order; they were mother and son. He could have kept quiet, but he decided to put his foot in it again.

            “I saw everything. The complete destruction of your sweater. It was a beautiful thing to watch.”

            I could imagine a host of untenable ideas colliding behind her eyes which were almost bulging out of their sockets.

            “What? That’s my sweater, Antoinette? Was it really you who ripped it to shreds?”

            “Yes, it was me. But not at school, here. I waited until I got here before I broke it.”

            “You can’t break a sweater. It’s not fragile. It’s not… solid.”

            “Anyway, it’s iddyus. Léon agrees with me.”

            Her outrage shifted to the guilty party, Léon, the son.

            “Léon, I have to speak with you. Antoinette, stay in your room.”
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            MY MOTHER COULD never believe it. I must have told her about the incident with the sweater dozens of times, right down to the last detail. It was completely plausible. There were no holes in my story, except for my child’s lack of persuasive force in the face of an authority figure who has already made up her mind, who refuses to believe you. That one diabolical image, the one that could never be plastered over in her mind, of her hare-breasted daughter in the presence of a male adult, was far more powerful than the image of her daughter as the laughingstock of the schoolyard. The carnal image was more compelling than the trivial image of an everyday and ridiculous humiliation. It screamed at her, shoving its way into her consciousness, overpowering the reality of the situation and quashing what should have been obvious.

            “My mother’s intuition tells me so! I can feel it!”

            Her sixth sense. Her compulsive fear of the power lurking behind the penis. She never believed that nothing had happened and she held out for some time, but in the end she relented. Her feeling finally bowed down to the objective scrutiny of her mother hen’s watchful eye, permitting her to slowly release her iron grip on the two of us. Not completely, but enough to get the unmentionable message across that she realized that we were less unhappy when we were together. Lion and I saw each other often after that. I would go to see him after school, sometimes at lunch. She really couldn’t do anything. She still kept watch over us like a guard dog, a chaperone waiting for a slip-up, for some hint of original sin, but she saw nothing other than what there was to see: a forlorn and ailing uncle and his niece who was cut from the same cloth. She couldn’t see anything, but she could still feel it.

            Together, Léon and I both felt more alive. Perhaps, two people who are half-dead can make one complete life.

            Lion knew what to say and do. In adult words, he expressed my own desire, still unformed at that time, to put an end to my life. It was Léon who opened the door for me to Paradis, clef en main. Not right away, but later, when I was a teenager.

            Everything about our time together is a blur. Memory can play a shell game with the images you hold, shrinking or enlarging them, confounding faces and places, superimposing unrelated events that become forever intertwined by their simple juxtaposition. What I do know is that he was the only person I have ever loved.

            But I’m repeating myself.

            At least, more than I’ve ever loved my mother, for whom my feelings have always been somewhat guarded. It’s difficult to say why. Maybe because of the lack of space between us. Or maybe because of the unbridgeable distance that exists between two facing mirrors which get lost in the endless ricochet of their own reflections.

            Léon was obsessed with his own death. Often, just like that first day when he found me facing the brick wall, he would say, “One day, this will all be over.”

            He repeated himself, too.

            People like us do that. We repeat ourselves the way a pianist practises his scales, like a windup toy trapped in a corner because it insists on bumping into the same wall, like parrots, we repeat our thoughts in an endless litany which, for anyone other than the one doing the squawking, is a long, monotonous chant. Sometimes my uncle would say: “One day, everything will be over,” and I didn’t know if he was talking about us, about our lives, or the whole world. Obviously, the two scales of existence merge into the same complaint, the one containing the other. Or sometimes, he would say “Life isn’t fair,’ and I didn’t know if he meant that it was unfair by mistake, because of somebody’s bad decision, their not paying attention, their outright cruelty, or just the fact that they didn’t do a good-enough job. I hadn’t realized, at that point, that life could even be fair, or that simply being alive might, in itself, be unfair. “Life isn’t fair” and ~ To live is to suffer” were two of the indecipherable observations that peppered his conversation Two ideas that began to correspond to things that I had perhaps already been thinking about.

            For me. Léon’s presence was supreme: for a long time he was the sole object of my thoughts. To add to the great orgy of assertions about life, I think there are hordes of people who want to participate in it, who want to sing and dance, who would gladly hold hands to form a chain around the world, and then there are those who recoil at the very thought of a party without ever having stepped inside, who remain in the margins because it is impossible for them to situate themselves anywhere on the planet, impossible to imagine taking part in the human parade where one and all are marching full steam ahead, united in their fear of death.

            I have often wondered if someone could die from an over dose of the fear of death.

            I have never been afraid of death, with the exception of those brief moments when I was completely terrified by the repulsive notion of having to continue to live after my own life was over, by virtue of some unknown black magic in the universe, some cosmic sorcery. Not being afraid to die isn’t normal. At least, that’s what people say.

            I don’t know if Léon actively anticipated my suicide, or if the things he gave voice to were already inside me There was no question that he watered the seed that had already been planted.

            When I was little, all the adults around me were tall and good-looking. Especially, my mother And they all made me feel uncomfortable. Especially, my mother. There were two possible explanations for this discomfort: either it was brought on by their behaviour or it was coming from me. In other words, it was already there inside me and had attached itself to their conduct, which, in turn, became the cause of the problem.

            It’s true. I was not a particularly well-liked child because I was always so ill at ease, which made me appear shy, aloof, and just odd.

            Léon had his theory. The only notable difference between people was their souls which were as singular as they were archetypal, as unique as much as they were just copies of someone else: certain people talk big, like my mother; certain people like to run the show, like my mother: certain people refuse to bend, like my mother, while others belong to the lizard family, resting completely immobile, hoarding their energy, their only defence a scowl and their ability to camouflage themselves. People like Léon. People like me. Certain people lift themselves up while others obey and bow down. A converse movement like a see-saw in a playground: one up, one down. One the road hog, one the road kill.

            A few months before his death, Léon expanded on his theory:

            “Your mother came into the world a few years after me. I was five when she was born. But her energy quickly surpassed mine; she would run to places I didn’t feel like running to, she talked about everything, things I had no interest in knowing, she would be the first one to act when even the idea of doing something demanded a superhuman effort on my part. It was as if she had something more than the others. Or, as if I had something less, as if I had been denied the gift of enthusiasm for the world. That’s just the way it was, she didn’t plan it that way, she didn’t even really want it. I think that road kill, like all those who are waiting for a saviour, are on the constant lookout for the coming of their road hog. Road hogs crush without bias, sometimes obliviously, indifferent to the opinions of the world, whereas road kill need a reason to give shape to their existence and they wait for this, As yet undisclosed, reason for their suffering so they can justify and understand the others’ strength.”

            I didn’t always understand him when he spoke to me. In fact, I often didn’t understand a word he said. But now, with the benefit of hindsight, I get it.

            When he spoke, Léon would regularly stop right in the middle of a sentence, not so much to reflect on what he was saying, but rather out of an acute awareness of the vanity inherent in all speech. He would often look at me as if my presence gave him courage, the little jolt of life he needed to continue.

            “When the road hog’s strength begins to grow, road kill start to die. At least, the desire to die begins to germinate, to flower until it covers everything.”

            For several years, we could be seen everywhere: on the Metro, Léon’s hand on my shoulder, talking or sitting quietly in a cafe, smiling or holding hands at a movie, or raking a drive through the steep avenues of Mont Royal studded with the luxurious houses of the rich. We could be seen everywhere and everyone talked about us. It was when they didn’t see us that they started to worry. That’s when they really started to talk about us. When we were no longer a concrete, visible presence, within earshot or eyesight, it fanned the flames of their imaginations. People like to be able to picture the things they dread the most, the things they abhor the most: sexual abuse, incest, rape. The hidden perversion.

            In my mother’s eyes, this relationship was the cause of my revolt against life, and it was Léon who made me suicidal. But I know that’s not true. It was never true. There was never any question of sex between Léon and me. But she will never believe it: she’s a road hog. She knows everything because she thinks she knows everything. There are lots of people like that. You have no idea. The worst thing is that they often wind up being right, simply by pigheadedly believing that they’re right.

            It’s all in your head.

            A few years later, at around the same time as he was beginning to put out feelers to the company, Léon started to cut himself off. Over the course of the next few months, our routine came undone. The car rides, our meetings in cafes, our trips to the movies became more and more spread out until I understood that his desire to end his life was stronger than his desire to be with me. In the end, he no longer initiated any contact and simply stopped inviting me out.

            For weeks, he would disappear only to resurface transformed: discouraged, sometimes devastated, or sometimes overjoyed and energized with new hope. Today, I know why: he had to negotiate the same obstacles and freakish charades at Paradis, clef en main as I did. It can really wear a man down.

            I believe that although he recognized that I was just like him, he still wanted to shield me from what was awaiting him, from what he was concocting behind my back. It was difficult. I had a good idea of what was about to happen and I wanted to leave too, so I could follow him, but also because I coveted any departure; it was a natural state of being for me. Once, in a moment of weakness, he admitted: “There are people who are going to help me.” And I replied, “Help me. At least, help me to be helped.” But nothing doing. And I retaliated by behaving the same way I did with my mother, stirring up as much shit as I could and threatening to denounce him: “I’m going to tell my mother everything! I’m going to rat on you!”

            Perhaps I was in love with him, who knows. If I was, it didn’t take much to turn me into a traitor, to try to hog him all to myself, to make him feel guilty, responsible. To turn him into my road hog.

            He put me to the test. He waited until my first suicide attempt before consenting to let me into his double life, in other words, the preparations for his own death.

            “Antoinette, don’t do it for me. Do it for yourself. But wait until you’re the legal age. Wait until your eighteenth birthday.”

            As if he were talking about plastic surgery. Or being old enough to drink alcohol or buy a gun.

            All I had the right to was an e-mail address, an encryption key, and his warnings. As well as some references to M. Paradis and the suicides that he had orchestrated. A briefing that told me absolutely nothing about the scenario of his own suicide, which remains, to this day, unclear.

            Léon carried his shadow to the grave and graves don’t speak.

            It’s the survivors who make them talk. And graves, in the mouths of the living, are loquacious. They just never seem to be able to shut up talking about themselves.
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            THERE HAVE BEEN many times in my life when I wanted to die. But in order to die, you have to wait for some kind of disease, or an accident, you have to wait until you fall asleep from the sheer fatigue of old age, or, alternatively, you have to take things into your own hands and kill yourself. I tried many rimes. It never worked. My body always balked at my intentions and my plans. Its allegiance would slip through my fingers at the last moment, as if we were two different people. As if it had its own aspirations, an autonomous vision of life, which was contrary to mine.

            We are a lot stronger than we think. Our veins are harder to open, our necks harder to break, than you might imagine. It’s not easy to overcome the bristling resistance of the body as it stands on a subway platform, as it overlooks the pulsating tracks which shudder at the sound of the cars looming up at full speed, coupled together in a lethal unison. The body has foreseen the likelihood that we might want to do away with it, to extinguish it. And it has armed itself against that very possibility.

            I made my first suicide attempt at the age of fourteen, four years after the tragicomedy of the Day-Glo sweater. They called it a cry for help. A warning signal. They believed, and they were perhaps right, that I didn’t want to die. Who knows? I still don’t know, even today, if it’s possible for someone to unambiguously want to die, if it’s possible to truly have only that as your goal in life, to take the exit once and for all and disappear forever. For real. For keeps.

            Like all those who are self-taught. I made the mistake of employing the least effective method first: medication. I swallowed a bottle of little orange pills which I had found by chance at Léon’s and which I had consciously stolen.

            I didn’t realize that the medication had not only been designed to treat psychosis but also not to kill someone who was suicidal, it was an antipsychotic that was impossible to overdose on. How was I supposed to know? If all efforts are made to avoid informing the suicidal person of the surefire methods for dying, then they are also not informed about the initiatives not to undertake. Especially, if the suicidal person in question is a fourteen-year-old girl. The images of that first time are hazy, like a dream dreamed a long time ago, an eternity ago. in a past life.

            I remember having stolen the pill bottle with the intention of swallowing its contents in my room at my mother’s. I can’t remember how many pills I actually ingested, around thirty at most. I swallowed them one after the other without daring to stop: I knew that if I took a break, they would start acting on my system, confusing my drugged brain and inviting me to fall asleep; in other words, preventing me from continuing to swallow more. This had already happened to Léon. He had been saved by his inability to force down the right dose. The lethal one. That, I knew.

            I don’t remember blacking out. I found out later that it was my mother who found me crawling around naked on the kitchen floor, delirious, groaning like an animal. She didn’t know what I had taken and when she tried to get me to tell her. I was unable to speak. I had returned to the dawn of humanity, wobbling around on all fours and foaming at the mouth. I was in no condition to situate myself in time or space, or even to know who I was. Everything was saturated by the overflow of psychotropic chemicals in my system. Everything except the knowledge that I had somehow survived.

            I remember the brouhaha at the hospital, the ambulance stretcher being wheeled blithely down corridors, the fluorescent lights in the ceiling floating by like highway lamp standards, restraints for my wrists, and being asked questions: “What is your name? How old are you?” I remember that they tried to coax out of me what it was I had taken and what exactly had happened. But I couldn’t understand a thing, the world around me was as thick and formless as bread dough. Finally I managed to figure out what it was that they wanted to know, and with my hands free, I mimed taking a pill several times. After general agreement all round, they wanted to know the name of the medication. I opened my mouth but could only produce a sound that I had never heard before, a kind of impotent groaning noise, the plea of a young girl who was lost, incapacitated, and incapable of speech.

            I don’t know how much time it must have taken, but the distortion of the world around me brought on by my intoxication began to slow down. I still had no idea of what was going on. I remember my mother at my bedside crying in a suitably dignified manner and repeating: “She is so young! She is so young!” For her, childhood wasn’t supposed to be a rime of sickness, at least not like this. Not to this extreme. I remember the liquid charcoal they made me swallow, the taste of chalk, the sickening thickness of it; I remember the black stools that I expelled from my body for days. This was the beginning of my long love affair with antidepressants and with all the drugs that can knock you out cold.

            I remember my descent into a toxic psychosis which also lasted for days. Everywhere I looked. I could see giant bacteria—on the walls, the floors, on my hands and feet, I could see them floating in the air. Huge bacteria squirming right in front of me, almost touching my face. I was captive in their glutinous world, omnipresent to me yet apparently invisible to common mortals. When I averted my eyes, they shifted with me. I became convinced that I was staring at translucent microbes swimming in their original amniotic liquid, a previously unimagined life form living in my own eyes. I was witnessing the inner microscopic world of my own body being projected onto every surface that was external to me. I could no longer express my ideas; my thoughts and feelings remained formless, stunted. But that didn’t stop me from talking. I couldn’t stop. The correct pronunciation of words was beyond me. I tried to identify an object and I wound up giving it the wrong name. I wanted to know what day and time it was, and I found myself babbling on about some errant piece of chocolate hiding out in a box from Laura Secord that had been given as a present by some grandmother-or-other last Christmas. I searched my memory for my telephone number, but I couldn’t figure out how to extract the numbers from the magma of my thoughts. I wandered through the corridors in my nightgown. I was constantly walking, I couldn’t lie down for more than five minutes. Whenever I saw a nurse, I would swoop down on her. sticking my uninvited face in hers, to show her the bacteria, so she could take a look at them, but the nurse would invariably take me back to my bed without listening to me. Never before had I tried so hard to communicate what it was that I was thinking, at the very moment when I was completely incapable of doing so.

            “But what’s wrong with my daughter? What could she have taken? Why can’t she say more than just monosyllables?”

            “It’s a side effect of the medication she took. We’ll keep her under observation until it subsides and she starts to return to normal. For the time being, all we can do is take more blood tests until we’re sure that her condition has stabilized.”

            “Has she lost her mind? Will she stay like that?”

            Right now, it’s impossible to say. But her prognosis is good: your daughter shows no sign of brain damage and all her vital organs appear to be functioning normally.”

            “Oh my God! She is so young! So young! Why? Why did she do it? “

            I could hear everything, but I couldn’t understand a word of what I heard, or when I did understand what was being said, I felt completely disengaged from the conversation. I paced up and down the corridors. Eating was unthinkable: they had stuffed tubes down my nose. I would get out of my bed and discover a neat circle of urine on the sheet. I would stare at the evidence of my own incontinence in that sanitized but befouled space, that medicinal hideaway which was also being eaten up by villainous bacteria orbiting indifferently around me, as big as the bed to which I sometimes had to be forcibly confined.

            “She pissed on the bed again!”

            The nursing staff were beside themselves. I kept pissing in the bed and it made them furious. I had no inkling of what my bladder wanted to do; all I could sense was the bacteria everywhere around me, everywhere, even when I closed my eyes. In an attempt to help the nurses, and to help myself as well, I launched into explanations that invariably emerged as strings of onomatopoeia; in the process, I would forget who I was speaking to, I would forger the existence of others, and start walking again, talking into space.

            “And there she goes talking to herself at full volume again!”

            At some point, I decided not to say anything at all and, in fact, didn’t say another word. For my mother, as well as the staff, that was the last straw. My silence worried them more than my babbling, my refusal to describe my condition forced them into wider consultations and pessimistic pronouncements.

            My mother accused the doctor of lying to her about how serious my condition was. She suspected that there had been some type of procedural error. She started legal actions by the dozen. For my part, I wasn’t embarrassed or ashamed in the least, I continued to walk around in circles; I knew that it wasn’t normal not to give a damn at all, but I couldn’t give a damn. I was a baby, soft in the head, harmless, unaware, on the cusp of language, at the very dawn of the birth of the world.

            Once the side effects of the medication finally lifted, and I had recovered my faculties, I felt ashamed like never before. Not of having wanted to die, but for having lost control of my bladder, for going crazy, for wandering around in an oily delirium teeming with imaginary bacteria, unable to put even a simple sentence together. I was ashamed of having been in a state where feelings of shame were completely inaccessible to me. I had proven that I was vulnerable. I had proven that I was a girl who still wet the bed.

            I never again tried to kill myself by overdosing on prescription drugs.

            At that time. Léon had already retreated into himself, into a state of internal exile and was stewing in the prospect of his imminent death. Léon, who had already broken it off with me, wasn’t told anything until several weeks after my return home to my mother’s, to her house. She didn’t want him to know; it would have proved he was right, that I was just like him. It would have proved something that she didn’t want to concede. That it runs in the family. As far as she was concerned, my uncle’s influence was incurably bad, and she had cut all ties with him.

            For Léon, it all clicked into place. I had been put to the test and the test was over. I had proven that I must be cured of the affliction of living: it was up to him to save me from all the other ineffective methods, the wounds and possible amputations, to spare me the fate of winding up a vegetable: it was up to him to remove me from life in complete safety, satisfaction guaranteed or your money back. No matter what.

            But not right away, he insisted. I had to be patient. I had to show that I could endure.

            I always listened to his advice, and I proved to be more long-suffering than expected: I didn’t take the great leap into the world of Paradis, clef en main until I was thirty. Fifteen years after his death.
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            I HAVE ALWAYS thought about death, as far back as I can remember. At least, that’s the way it seems. Things are kind of blurry, but I think I was four or five when images of my own death first began to haunt me, images in which my mother was somehow being punished. I would often see her standing over my grave crying. But being a child, I had no idea how to proceed, and it’s not even sure, since I had just entered the world, that I really wanted to die.

            I can still remember all my childish approximations of a dramatic death which I reinvented over and over again until my mind was saturated with them. I started huge fires, the flames at first lapping at my bed until it was engulfed, then incinerating my room, then the entire house; I tumbled in a freefall into a bottomless chasm, my body striking the sides on the way down, an endless descent accompanied by an uninterrupted scream which echoed around in circles like a boomerang, a scream so powerful that it seemed like there were many children falling with me, screaming, crashing into the jutting rocks on which we left pieces of our bodies.

            Later, things got even darker, the more romanticized scenes gave way to less poetic acts of ugliness and cruelty that were both crudely efficient and more realistic: hangings where the legs were still swinging when found, eyes disgorged from their sockets, pants stained and ballooning with piss and shit that trickled down the feet into a puddle on the floor, dry ejaculations; bath- tubs stained with blood spurring from open veins, red water thick as soup perfuming the bathroom with the heavy, suffocating odour of blood; walls covered in brains blown to bits by a shotgun, the contorted body slumped over, the unidentifiable remains of a head signifying an open act of revenge. Just like my grandfather. An empty message directed at a cold and vacant universe.

            No suicide notes, no reasons given. Just a body that says it all. A body that leaves the autopsy up to others, leering them do their part, allowing them to use their ingenuity to uncover the answers they’re there to find. It’s important, at that point, not to do their homework for them.

            But today, I no longer want to die.

            The desire to die is often inexplicable, but wanting to live after having so desperately wanted to die is, in fact, easily explained: death has already happened, the act was consummated. and now the body, satisfied in the knowledge that it went the distance, that it walked right up to death’s door and knocked on it, is somehow reborn. A kind of Christ-rising-from-the-dead routine. Coming back from the land of the dead has changed me. I am a new person, someone else. Which is what I wanted, I think. Deep down, that was my goal: to strip myself of the person that I was, and to rediscover myself in another form. Even if that form cannot walk.

            I wish Léon hadn’t killed himself; I wish he had loved me enough to carry on in spite of his labouring heart, in spite of everything, enough to keep his head above the waves that stirred his terrible seasickness as he floated through his grey days, enough that he would have been able to rise up, again and again, forever, like Sisyphus pushing his boulder up the side of that mountain, out of love for me, to hold my hand just a little bit longer. I wish he could have offered me something more than just a dead end. And that he could have offered himself another possibility as well, a way out, a view of something other than a brick wall. He wasn’t in love with me. He was in love with the fact that I wanted to die as much as he did, he saw in me his own profound impulse for self-annihilation, self-cannibalism. He could see the beginnings of his own despair when he looked into my eyes, and he cherished the little Léon that dwelled inside of me. I was his little flower of evil that he dutifully nursed along.

            Life is always worth living, even if it’s only to curse at it. Even if it’s just to stand up, head held high, and bear witness to its impenetrable absurdity.

            Suicide is a waste of time. Dead people are useless.
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            LÉON’S SUICIDE HIT the headlines and when the story broke, it created a shockwave. The press was jubilant, they had a reality show on their hands like no other: Death by request.

            Conjecture and debates quickly followed about the legitimacy of the company. There were experts expounding, politicians pronouncing, sham witnesses testifying, and outraged citizens flatly denouncing the company. The truly bizarre incident spawned equally bizarre and contradictory versions of the facts without any tangible proof or official explanation. Widely varying accounts were played up by the media based on information that was leaked to them by, who else, my mother. Léon had been filmed without his knowledge. By whom, no one knows, but it was undoubtedly the pro-life camp. Maybe even by my mother.

            On the video, there’s really not much to see, you can just make out a tiny plane flying through a sky lit by a pink sunset, and clouded by a plume of grey smoke, a little black dot trailing a thread of white vapour; you can see the plane approaching an active volcano which is spewing up lava; the dot gets closer, like a moth to a flame, flies over the volcano, and then suddenly does a nosedive and disappears from sight. Poof. Gone forever without a trace. Nothing. Plane and pilot incinerated in the infernal temperatures of a sputtering red cauldron. Total annihilation.

            Léon was the pilot. He had plunged the plane, and himself with it, right into the mouth of a perpetually erupting volcano: Mount Merapi on the island of Java in Indonesia. I guess they taught him to fly at Paradis, clef en main and really trained him well. I can also imagine that Léon put a lot of time and effort into it, that he must have somehow overcome his great lethargy to realize his dream: to be completely devoured by the eternally purifying fires of a volcano. They must have arranged for him to be taken to the island where his plane was waiting for him. They must have been present at the time of takeoff and remained in radio contact with him once he was aloft. They must have done plenty of things that I can’t even imagine, things that nobody could figure out.

            Very little is actually known about Léon’s suicide, although every possible explanation was postulated. It’s true that it might not even have been Léon in the video. He could still be alive, living in peace somewhere on an island, maybe Java, his face surgically reconstructed, his heart rejoicing in the fact that he was dead in the eyes of the whole world, stretched out on a chaise longue, a blue cocktail forever in hand, contemplating the clear blue sky in a climate of continuous sunshine. But I know it was him. The time of his disappearance corresponds with the surfacing of the video. I remember spotting a shelf full of books on volcanoes and volcanology at his apartment. They didn’t pique my interest at the time. Today, I can’t get them out of my head, I really regret not having flipped through them. The sensational nature of his death was meant as an atonement for his inability to live. It had Léon written all over it.

            Then there were his words:

            “When I die, my body will vanish into something less than ash, less than dust. I want to leave nothing of me behind, not a speck, not a grain of sand, not even a single atom. “

            And later:

            “I don’t want to give life the pleasure of grinding me down again once I’m dead, appropriating my body like some decomposing plaything, eating it up in order to create another life form, even if that life form is only something vegetable or mineral.”

            At Paradis, clef en main, no one ever spoke of him. Except obliquely, when the psychiatrist said that I had his soul. That he could see Léon in me.

            The media could never have claimed that his suicide was the handy work of Paradis, clef en main if it hadn’t been for my crusading mother and her big mouth. My mother, the sister of mercy to all the wretched. She was seen on the news, over and over again, her voice loud and clear:

            “My brother, Léon, was one of the many victims of the murderers who collaborate in that monstrous enterprise called Paradis, clef en main. A company which operates on the basis of principles that transgress all laws. It’s a death factory! Monsieur Paradis and his henchmen encourage the most vulnerable among us to commit an irreversible act. Contrary to what they claim, they do not alleviate suffering, they kill people! They are murderers! They must be arrested and brought to justice!”

            Tall, dignified, and beautiful, my mother spoke with conviction. But when Léon was alive, she avoided him. And after my first suicide attempt, she disowned him.

            By dying, her brother had finally come to life.

            There are many things I still can’t figure out: my mother knew what Léon wanted to do; she also knew how he wanted to do it. She has admitted as much without exactly spelling it out. I never knew how she managed to find out all that she did. Léon was cautious, close-lipped, and didn’t take her into his confidence. He must have told me a hundred times never to talk about the company, that it was dangerous, that people would know if I opened my mouth, that I would be permanently excluded as a candidate. That it might put my life at risk. I’m still not sure why my mother is alive.

            “Don’t talk about it. Especially, nor to your mother. When she wants to, she can be a real bulldozer. She is powerful, she is ambitious, and you are all she has in the world.”

            On the subject of money, the price you had to pay to die at Paradis, clef en main, all he had to say was this:

            “We inherited all our wealth. Your grandfather was a powerful real estate developer. When he died—when he killed himself—your mother inherited everything. My father knew that I was not capable of managing such a large amount of money. And since your mother had no interest in real estate and, more than anything, because she wanted to distance herself from the suicide of her own father, and from everything that symbolized him, she founded Face The Truth.

            “At Paradis, clef en main, the cost of dying is tied to your income and assets. They do a full investigation. They look everywhere and they know everything. They comb through your medical records, check to see if you have a criminal record; they have a very long reach and they can hit hard. People have died because they talked, or they were going to. But you don’t have to worry about money. When I die, a sufficient amount will be deposited with Paradis, clef en main to cover the cost of your suicide.

            “You get to treat yourself to the death you want. The death you dream about. It will be your crowning achievement, so it has to be big, dress it up, make it flashy, be original. And have fun. If you decide against going through with it, the money will be given back to you. But I can’t tell you how or when. Once the money has been returned to you, you can never set foot inside Paradis, clef en main again.”

            I don’t know why he never talked to me about his own choice. Perhaps, for him, it was just a detail. A spectacular detail.

            The accounts of Léon’s ditching his plane into the crater of Mount Merapi were broadly accepted without any concrete proof. Other than what my mother had to say. Even if I do believe it’s true, I don’t believe what they say about him, about the man that Léon was. No one knew him better than I did.

            Without question, there would have been a red button in his plane. Léon made it clear that the button was the central element in all scenarios, no matter what they involved. The button was the key to paradise, the emergency exit, the usher into nothingness. It was the button, staring at you with its sadistic clown’s nose, that heard your God, please forgive me. right before you took your last breath. I would imagine that the button in Léon’s plane, once he had pressed it, unleashed something that prevented him from taking control of the aircraft which then plummeted irrevocably towards its final landing and total destruction.

            Léon didn’t leave me a letter, not a single word. He didn’t ask anyone to forgive him, unlike many people do. That would have been to leave something of him behind, a fingerprint, and he wanted to take everything with him into oblivion.

            There have been other spectacular suicides that got people talking. Some of them that reached epic heights, and others that were simply crazy. But they haven’t talked about mine. At least, not yet.
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THE POKER GAME

            IT’S AROUND NOON. But what difference does it make? It’s Friday. A day that follows another day, a day that precedes another day. A day that should be just like the others.

            Moustafa meows as he wanders around my disinfected prison cell guarded by a climbing ivy that is just too prolific for its own good, to the point where it risks collapsing my red brick wall by infiltrating the cracks and creating new ones. He mopes around like a lost soul in my little greenhouse: he’s hungry, he’s thirsty, he’s hot, he curls up on my bed, right beside me, he changes his mind, he jumps off the bed, saunters over to his bowl, he notices its incomprehensibly empty state, he sniffs the bowl, doesn’t believe it, meows again, comes back and curls up on my bed. I open my window with my voice, he runs towards it, and I’m scared that he wants to jump out, to commit suicide, because the confusion brought on by the absence of sustenance, by his withdrawal symptoms, is too great for him, just as it is for human beings. So I close the window.

            I stroke his fur in an attempt to satisfy him, to be his mother. I meow with him, but I don’t have any milk to offer him, and I don’t speak cat.

            I’m hungry, too. I’m thirsty. I’m hot. I’m cold, and I have no idea what to do next. Which nails to bite. My fits of crying have snapped me out of my usual cynicism, out of the comfort I normally take from deriding my mother.

            She didn’t come to visit me yesterday. For the first time since I’ve been a paraplegic. A full day of her absence which has plunged me into the unthinkable: I would like to be able to get out of this bed. I’ve finally done it. I’ve finally come to terms with the fact that I’m a member of the herd. I’m ready to take the great leap of reintegrating myself into society. I’m ready to throw myself into the open arms of the system, because for the first time, for a scattering of hours that should have no importance, my mother’s body has not existed. I want to re-experience the pleasure of going to get something for myself: I don’t want to have to wait anymore for the things I need to come to me.

            When you’ve reached this stage of powerlessness and neediness, others’ opinions of you are unwelcome and meaningless. The idea of being looked down on by people no longer incites in me the will or even the desire to raise my head up high and hurl insults at them. All the arrogance and pretensions of my deeply held convictions are spewing up like vomit. I don’t know what to think anymore; I feel weak and yet there is something indescribably powerful inside of me. I want to bellow out my humiliation, roar with indignation: I also want to implore my mother to come back to me, even if it’s only to brazenly flaunt how indestructible she is. I want to scream at her that I need her, that without her. I’m nothing. Me, her only child, her daughter with no father, her daughter made from a donation to a test tube.

            Im scared. I’m trying to convince myself that her absence is just some kind of tactic. Just one of her many trademark strategies to give me the kick in the ass that will make me fall out of bed, just another horsewhipping from the Mother of God to force me to leave the corral, so I finally realize that she is indispensable, that I owe everything to her, my life and even my life after my screwed-up death, which is still a life. That all resistance is futile. The outhouse on wheels is inevitable, I might as well get used to it. I’m trying to persuade myself that she will arrive with the wheelchair that will ferry me around, today, right now. I am trying to believe that she had to bring it back from somewhere out of the country, long enough to leave me famished, a full day just to frighten me, so that she can then offer it to me like a brand-new Mercedes. The wheelchair, my padded route to the exit.

            But my faith doesn’t hold out, she doesn’t arrive to comfort me so I can reassert the role I have played with her for the last two years, the role I have played forever. She isn’t here to get me to dance our traditional Siamese waltz, the one that we know so well, the one that we dance to the rhythms of an endless tug-of-war.

            This is a period of metamorphosis, of dry and violent winds of change. A passage across the desert. From my mother’s side as well as from mine. Because for several weeks now, my mother’s mask has been slipping. Or, more precisely, signs of aging have started to cross the unbreakable surface of her face which until now had been spared, astonishingly well preserved.

            There are blue rings of fatigue beneath her eyes, her irises are less green, less striking, and the whites surrounding them are the colour of nicotine stains. There is a sudden sprouting of grey hair at her temples, her skin is tired and dull, no longer diligently exfoliated, and small liver spots have begun to appear. A face that is slowly sagging, sliding off, breaking away from her. Breaking away from me as well. Her body looks increasingly emaciated, sucked out from inside, like mine. Her voice has softened as well, as she attempts to conserve her energy, her shortness of breath slowing the rhythm of her words. Words that are no longer those of the Mother of God.

            The last time she was here, the new eyes in her new face watched me constantly, but they were inert, lifeless. I began to cry without warning, without having given my consent. I didn’t understand, and I understood only too well without wanting to. An organic glitch, a flaw in the pattern that has been printed over and over again since the factory’ opened, is destroying my indestructible mother. I wanted to protect her, to give her the shield of my violent temper which I no longer need.

            “What’s wrong. Mother?”

            “Nothing. I’m just tired, that’s all. Don’t worry, Toinette, I’m here.”

            No, my mother was not here. I could feel it. I also have my sixth sense. If she had been here, really here. I would have wanted to tell her to go to hell. I would have shouted at her to get lost and leave me alone. But I just wanted her to stay and reassure me.

            “Don’t lie to me. Mother. You have never been tired. You have never looked your age. You have never had a single grey hair. You are immutable. Mother, you are… imputrescible!”

            She laughed, a little snicker, a feeble little laugh in the face of my pompousness.

            “You and your big words! I am not immutable and I’m not immortal either. I am still here, but I won’t always be here. One day I’m going to leave. I have spent so much time looking after you that I’ve forgotten to prepare you for that… the fact that…”

            She started coughing and it was clearly too much for her insubstantial, artificial body. I could feel the effort it took her to try to speak. I had to say something, speak in her stead.

            “You can’t die, Mother. I was the one who was supposed to die. Let me die instead of you! I don’t want you to die before I do!”

            Her tired eyes were full of reprimand, rising from their ashes, swelling up with the extraordinary strength of those who tenaciously hold on to life.

            “Stop saying that! It just kills me when you say that. And you bring it up again today. I don’t ever want to hear you talk about that possibility again. Is that understood? Never again! I’m sick of it! You’re killing me. Do you hear me? You are killing me!”

            I took her word for it. I started crying, and it was over. I surrendered. Silence intervened, my crying was tranquil, my sobbing inaudible, tears shed on tiptoe out of fear of upsetting her, out of fear of consuming another piece of this life of hers that was now so clearly at risk.

            “I’m not dead yet, Toinette. I still have time. We still have time. Today, it’s me who’s asking you for help. You have to start doing better. When you feel better, I will feel better, too… at least, a little better.”

            I thought of Léon and how he had helped me. How he hadn’t helped me. Léon whose death hurt me more than anything. There are no words to describe it, no comparisons possible. I never got over it. Léon’s death was a huge loss that will stay with me forever, even though I understood the necessity of his act, a project he had zealously entered into as a consenting adult. Death between consenting adults. An idea that is both funny and horrifying. I could never take sides, decide who is right or wrong. I’m sorry about that.

            My mother is sick, I know that now. With what terminal illness, I don’t know. What imminent death awaits her, I also don’t know. She has fallen from the kingdom of celestial beings, tumbled back down to earth where life relentlessly chafes at you, and where no one has thick skin. My mother, whom I have never called by her first name, has become a woman. A fragile, mortal human being. I can’t stand it.

            That evening, she placed a plate of fettuccini rosé on my bedside table along with a bottle of vodka and some orange juice. But swallowing anything, even the vodka, was impossible. Everything was unpalatable, except the presence of my mother, who kept coughing as she tried to tell me things that I didn’t want to hear.

            “I have to talk to you. There are certain things I have to tell you that you are not aware of. Not right now, but soon.”

            I started crying again and she kept coughing. I didn’t want to know those things, I knew already that they would hurt me. At some point, neither she nor I had the strength to carry on with this little coughing and crying encounter. She left.

            The ceiling continues to register the words I speak out loud, which I can erase with the word erase, which I can correct with the word correct. There are still too many important events that I have to talk about, that I have to describe to you. But instead, I want to pursue my mother in her fatigue, in her coughing fits, to track her into the shadows of whatever it is that is happening to her body, without her in any way obliging me to do this. Our double mirror continues to exert its control over me, a control that only increases when one of the mirrors is broken, each shard becoming a mirror unto itself, a mirror with the same power to imprison as its unbroken parent.

            I no longer believe that there is a camera hidden in the ceiling. It was never there. I am finally coming down from a long acid trip and the web of delusions that hijacked my mind, the house of cards that I built around me has collapsed. Something is rattling my motionless, air-conditioned world. My regulated, catered, ass-wiped, lemon-scented world.

            While I wait for my mother to return—if she returns—I have to carry on and finish what I’ve started. If she’s dead, and even if she’s not, I owe it to her. We all have a debt to pay off. Life is just one long repayment plan.
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            ONE WEEK BEFORE the company put the wheels of my suicide in motion, I saw the psychiatrist again.

            This time, I was driven into the lush vegetation of a huge zoo which was teeming with people and, of course, animals: the animals behind bars, and the people eating ice cream, french fries, and hot dogs. They used the same routine: an invisible driver, a route that zigzagged throughout the city, several crossings of Champlain Bridge, anesthetizing gas, and the general wasting of time to make me lose my bearings.

            I had never been to a zoo before, partly out of disinterest, partly out of principle: the unscrupulous caging of wild animals for the purpose of entertainment has always struck me as obscene.

            Just like all the other times when I found myself in a location chosen by the company, I wound up wandering around, combing the entire area, trying to unearth whoever it was that I was supposed to meet from among the crowds of parents parading around their children, many of them Japanese tourists brandishing their cameras, who were plugging up the footpaths. I ploughed my way through them, scrutinizing their indistinct faces which were all preoccupied with the task at hand: gaping at animals, marvelling at their captivity, their brute force shackled by Pavlovian conditioning, their freedom augmented by natural habitats designed to simulate space, built behind bars of bamboo.

            There were monkeys of all types, multicoloured birds, exotic parrots greeting everyone with Hello, how are you?, rhinoceroses, lynxes, tigers and their cubs, crocodiles, beavers, llamas, camels, bears—a mishmash of creatures imported for the pleasure of their voyeuristic customers armed with consumer demand and expecting satisfaction. It was Noah’s Ark without the biblical adventure, without the fabled rescue of life on Earth.

            spent a long time studying two baby giraffes named Gino and Estelle. I touched the trunk of an elephant, which I found slightly revolting, like touching a gigantic grey penis with an inquiring mind.

            In the middle of the zoo, there was an attraction called the Mini Farm.” That was a laugh. All these people coming out to a zoo to watch cows and goats graze alongside horses, sheep, and chickens, just to hear the sound of squealing pigs. There was an enclosure for zebras, one for hippopotamuses, and one for the rhinoceroses. There was an elephant cemetery which consisted of piles of bones evidently taken from dead elephants, and there was a cave for bats. An elevated train circled the entire zoo, towering above everything and running on a perpetual tour that offered a birds-eye view of this great marketplace of penned-up livestock. There were restaurants, amusement rides, souvenir shops, and toilets. In a word, there were too many people, too many animals, too many things to look at, and, as usual, I saw nothing. Everything was new, everything was unique, but nothing was uniquely unique. So I decided to indulge myself by eating a hot dog, drinking a Coke, and enjoying an ice cream like everybody else. I strolled around the grounds soaking up the sunshine, and this time, at least, I didn’t panic and start running frantically all over the place. Taking my time and having faith in providence seemed to be my best options. ‘The animals were giving me the eye, and I was giving it right back to them. Life was almost good.

            In spite of the beautiful weather and my general feeling of elation, time started to drag. There were no signs or harbingers of the answers I was seeking, at least, they were not revealing themselves as they had done on the other occasions. For the first time, I actually wanted that loathsome miniature poodle to show up with its immaculately groomed white curls, I wanted to hear its interminable yapping, each little bark like a bread- crumb dropped to mark the way back home. That parasitic little beast, which had nearly driven me out of my mind, would have been just the escort that I needed at that moment, a back- stage pass to the mysterious location where I was supposed to present myself. I had spent the whole day at the zoo, once again completely discouraged and ready to pack it all in, walking endlessly around all the exhibits, the enclosures, the installations, the sheds, and the toilers.

            At 10:00 p.m., the zoo closed its gates in darkness. I discreetly walked away from the exit towards which everyone was converging in small groups. I had a gut feeling that I was not supposed to leave the grounds. I sat down between two trees, next to a garbage bin, and waited for them to find me, or for someone to chase me off, or tell me to go somewhere else. I just wanted the whole thing to be over.

            Ten minutes later, I noticed someone walking directly towards me carrying a flashlight which he aimed straight at my face, momentarily blinding me, as if I were the fugitive animal he had been searching for.

            “Follow me.”

            It was the psychiatrist. He was wearing the uniform of a zoo employee—a blue baseball cap on his head and a ridiculous blue lab coat which strained valiantly at his bulk.

            I got up and followed him. We walked for what seemed like a long time on paths that purposely snaked around until it started to feel like we were covering the same ground, that we were going round and round for no reason at all. I could feel the growing weariness that comes with being incessantly jostled about, which was adding to my not inconsiderable natural fatigue.

            The psychiatrist seemed even shorter than he had the last time. He was less agitated, more aloof, but, most strikingly, he was completely uncommunicative. He said virtually nothing—We’re almost there. Won’t be much longer. It’s not far now—like Papa Smurf giving updates to his ragtag following. He was nervous, engrossed in his thoughts, and still wearing his Coke-bottle trifocals. His eyes were even bigger than I remembered, two overinflated balloons which he kept fixed straight ahead of him. I didn’t dare say anything; I knew that any attempt to speak to him would be in vain and quickly trampled underfoot.

            We finally drew up to a large cage whose door was wide open. Inside the cage there was a card table, covered in green felt and illuminated by a low hanging lamp, on which a deck of cards and poker chips were set out. The cards and the chips were all a loud fire-engine red. Instead of being marked with different denominations, all that was printed on them was the company logo: a red button at the centre of a red poker chip. The unforgiving red button, the one you reach for, the one you press to achieve your goal.

            We weren’t alone. A man wearing a black suit and a bowler hat, his face concealed in the shadow of its brim, was standing beside the table in the role of croupier and disinterested observer, his hands crossed behind his back. He was waiting for us, and with a white-gloved hand, he drew back two chairs and seated us at the table, me first, out of poker etiquette. He then locked the cage with a key which he placed in the inside pocket of his jacket.

            The cage now held us prisoner. We were animals sentenced to playing cards in a zoo.

            “What exactly are we doing here?”

            The psychiatrist peered at me for a moment, already trying to read me. He touched the enormous frames of his glasses, as if to be sure they were sitting properly, before speaking.

            “We’re going to play a hand of poker, my dear. A duel, if you will.”

            “Well. I can see that. But why?”

            He smiled, not at me, but to himself. It was a question he was expecting and one for which he already had the answer. And the answer was not to answer me.

            “That’s not for me to say. It’s up to you to figure out the reason why we are here.”

            The man in the bowler hat quickly went over the rules and chose the order of play: I would go first and that gave me an advantage. Our croupier then deftly shuffled the deck and dealt us our cards. This definitely wasn’t regulation poker, in total, there were only twenty chips, all with the same indeterminate value. Ten chips each. The hand was going to be short and decisive, with no indication what that decisiveness might imply. I didn’t dare touch my two cards, and neither did the psychiatrist. We weren’t ready for that, to let chance decide who would be the victor and who would be the vanquished.

            “You know, for human beings, everything comes down to a question of deductive logic. Of course, the scientific community at large still contends that inductive reasoning should be in first place. It’s a deadlock.”

            The psychiatrist put on a stern face, as if to show that he was as deeply involved in this march towards death as I was. He kept his baseball hat on, which, with his glasses, had the effect of completely discrediting everything he was saying. He looked absolutely repulsive and ridiculously out of place. His musings, which I couldn’t care less about, were followed quickly by the mooing of a cow which meant that we were not far from the Mini Farm. Evidently, the cows didn’t close up shop at 10 p.m. We could therefore expect to hear a cacophony of sounds from all the other farm animals: pigs and sows, roosters and chickens, horses, sheep, and goats. Why not? The idea started to aggravate me. I began to wonder why, throughout this entire ordeal, I had to be constantly confronted with the animal kingdom, starting with that overexcited, demonic little poodle, the same one I had been watching out for all day.

            I finally took a quick peek at my cards: a Queen of Spades and a Jack of Spades. A strong hand: a straight was possible, a flush as well, not to mention pairs and, why not, three of a kind.

            I put down three chips in the middle of the table. Without thinking twice, the psychiatrist called me and then raised the pot with another two chips. This time, a little too zealously—a definite error when you’re trying to bluff and camouflage your enthusiasm—I called and raised two as well. I could see him hesitating, playing with his chips, trying to size me up with his huge, crazy eyes circumscribed by those depressingly antiquated glasses.

            He started sweating and began patting himself up and down, searching through the multiple pockets of his blue lab coat for the pills that would calm him down. He evidently couldn’t remember where he had put them and probably thought that he had left his little bottle of lucky charms at home, with his conspiring wife and daughter.

            The man in the bowler hat intervened.

            “Your hands must remain on the table at all times. That’s the rule.”

            The psychiatrist, his forehead covered in beads of sweat, lifted his baseball cap and wiped his brow with the back of his hand. He then picked up his remaining chips and pushed them into the middle of the table with the rest of the pot.

            “All in!”

            His cold sweat couldn’t have been faked, it wasn’t a strategy. He was too impulsive, too clumsy, I was sure that I was going to win. I picked up my last three chips and dropped them on the pile.

            “Call!”

            The man in the bowler hat dealt a total of five cards faceup on the green felt: Two of Clubs, Four of Diamonds, King of Spades, Seven of Hearts, Eight of Hearts.

            I had nothing. Not even a pair. I was screwed, unless I could win the hand with the highest card, my Queen of Spades, which wasn’t out of the question.

            We turned our cards over. The psychiatrist had a Queen of Hearts and a Jack of Clubs. We had exactly the same hand. We had both won.

            “Boy! I came really close to folding. That would have been a big mistake!”

            The psychiatrist started laughing with relief. His body temperature had spiked as if he had just gone through an excruciating childbirth that ended up with the delivery of a healthy baby. He wasn’t laughing at me, he laughing at his good luck. He quickly looked more relaxed. He folded his hands behind his head in a cavalier motion, clearly in an effort to impress me.

            The man in the bowler hat divided up the chips, ten for me and ten for the psychiatrist. We were back to where we started. My heart began to pound, then it began to pound harder, and then even harder until I thought it was going to explode out of my chest. I could hardly hear anything other than the sound of the sledgehammer that was trying to storm the barricades of my skull. Another cow let out a long, reverberating bellow, a painful lament that I recognized all too well, somewhere off in the distance, far away from where I now sat imploding in a state of shock. My heart had usurped everything, I had become nothing more than a drum, a resonating chamber for a vital organ set on gaining complete control.

            And then, suddenly, I got it. I deduced the ultimate goal of the poker game: I was playing for my death. If I lost, I would not die. After all my efforts, after negotiating all these hurdles, all the waiting, the manipulation. I would be summarily ejected from Paradis, clef en main. And that was out of the question.

            I began to suspect that the psychiatrist was not there for my benefit, that he was playing for a reason that he was keeping hidden from me and that his game, in fact, had nothing to do with me. There were two possible explanations for his behaviour: either he was also risking it all, maybe betting everything in the world that he owned, or he was an incredible actor.

            What bothered me was that both explanations were possible and improbable at the same time: they contradicted each other yet amounted to the same thing. Before me sat my rival who was, like me, desperate to win. Whether he was an actor, whether he was the company’s resident brain expert playing his role to the hilt in order to confuse me, or whether he was just an athlete competing for his own glory, it didn’t change anything: I was fighting for my death.

            The man in the bowler hat swept up the cards and then shuffled them with an expertise that was both convincing and unpretentious; his face remained in the shadow of his hat, anonymous, aloof, composed. This time, the psychiatrist would go first. He had the advantage. The cards were dealt, the dice rolled.

            I placed my palms over my cards and prayed that their energy would inflate the value of what I had been dealt, turning them all into face cards. I knew my hands couldn’t transform a damn thing, but I still believed that they exerted magic power; I could feel the magnetic force emanating from them, a force that would change one number into another, change discards into face cards, two deuces into a pair of aces—and maybe a little water into wine.

            Tears started to fill my tired, dry eyes. Nothing seemed to hold any water. I was such a crybaby, so fragile, railing against the unfairness of it all, against my powerlessness, against the death that had been dangled in front of me like a carrot only to be snatched out from under my eyes, railing against the stupid animals in this zoo, railing against the whole world.

            The psychiatrist looked green. His whole body was shaking. We were behaving like two overly earnest idiots who were both terrified at the prospect of looking at their hands.

            And right then, I decided to bow out, to quit playing the company’s game, to end this undertaking of theirs. Let the chips fall where they may. Whether I lived or died, my life and my death no longer belonged to me. they had never belonged to me. In fact, they don’t belong to anyone, they outwit us all, and they always will. The so-called services the company provided were a facade; they were really just the orchestrations of a madman amusing himself with puppets in a pantomime.

            I looked at my cards. I had two twos, one a club and the other a spade. I had the weakest pair of cards on the face of the earth. I dropped my eyes and tears streaked down my cheeks. I let my humiliation and anxiety show for all to see, which made it clear to the psychiatrist that I had, at last, understood the reason behind our game of poker, that I had deduced it. When he finally looked at his cards, his eyes grew bigger than ever, and he let go a yelp of surprise. He was happy—no, he was overjoyed, a fat geyser of glee and he couldn’t help showing it. My first thought was that he was a lousy poker player, but my panic suddenly escalated when I realized that I wasn’t very good either.

            “All in!” he shouted.

            A third moo came back in response to his little outburst of delight, as if to tell him to shut up, to remind him that it was late, that it was bedtime. He pushed all his chips into the middle of the table and looked at me arrogantly with a cruel smile on his lips. I could either call him or fold, and come back in the third hand. But I’d had enough, I couldn’t take it anymore. None of my plans were working out, nothing was going my way, I just wasn’t up to it anymore, I no longer had the strength to keep playing, to keep fighting. I wanted to start mooing too, to crawl around the table on all fours. I wanted to become a cow, a thick-headed beast, and never have to think again.

            “Call!” I yelled, as I pushed all my chips into the middle of the table to join his. Red chips, red buttons muddled together in a pile.

            The psychiatrist quickly became flustered. It was obviously much more than what he was expecting. A flash of doubt crossed his mind, but it vanished straight away.

            The man in the bowler hat dealt the first three cards: the King of Diamonds, the Seven of Hearts, the Ace of Diamonds. From the moment that the first card was visible, the psychiatrist could no longer contain himself, he was absolutely jubilant. The certainty that he was going to win made him lose all composure and I thought he was going to piss himself. I didn’t have any dignity left either, or even a game strategy. I was crying my eyes out, my shoulders pumping up and down, and I remember thinking: “God! I am going to survive because of a pair of twos. I can’t believe it!”

            The psychiatrist and I had donned the two opposing masks of the theatre, one laughing, smiling and joyful, the other grimacing in pain, a tear streaking earthward.

            When the last two cards were dealt, everything changed and the pendulum swung the other way: the Two of Diamonds and the Two of Hearts. I couldn’t believe my eyes. I kept rubbing them just to be sure of the miracle that was laid out on the table. My hand was now made up of four twos. I had all four twos. I had all the twos in the world.

            I picked my cards up and slammed them down on the table. Take that! I knew that I was going to win the hand, that nothing could beat me, given the open cards on the table, and whatever cards the psychiatrist might possibly have in his hand. When he saw my pair of twos, the crummy little hand that I had just plastered against the green felt, he didn’t react. He just kept on laughing and laughing, and then, suddenly, his laugh turned into a long sigh, and then nothing. He had made the connection between what I had just put down and the open cards already on the table, and he began to howl.

            “I have three kings’ Two kings and the king on the table! I have three kings! Kings! Three kings! Three kings! Three kings!”

            He jumped up from his chair and sent it flying, stamping his feet like a little boy who really has to pee. Then he started spinning round and round in circles shouting, “Three kings! Three kings! Three kings!” like some crazy blue dervish who had just whirled right over the edge.

            It was just too much for him, and it was also too much for the residents of the Mini Farm: a dozen or more cows started mooing at the same time, the word had obviously been passed around to every able-bodied cow to moo in chorus with the psychiatrist, to keep him company in his moment of defeat, or maybe it was just to berate him. I’ll never know if they were feeling sorry for him, or if they were just pissed off. The collective mooing of the cows had a domino effect, or, more accurately, a bowling ball effect: it alerted all the animals in the vicinity. The total complement of livestock got to their feet all at once. Something unheralded, an animal coalition, a rebellion in the kingdom. A storm was brewing, and they were going to make a break for it.

            A rooster woke up and launched straight into his cock-a-doodle-doo as if the sun were coming up; the sheep chimed in. followed by the goats and then the horses. Before long, we were buried in a horrendous din of animal cries, which made it impossible to think or act in any way, but the psychiatrist couldn’t care less, and he kept on howling like he was one of them.

            The man in the bowler hat removed the key from his pocket, unlocked the door, and opened it, and a dozen men in bowler hats suddenly streamed into the cage, a swarm of identical suits which bypassed me, without showing me the least bit of interest, as if I were a piece of furniture, to get hold of the psychiatrist and immobilize him.

            The bowler hats grabbed him by the arms and legs and lifted him off the ground, their white gloves clutching at the magnitude of his proportions as they tried to lug him towards the exit. The psychiatrist, his yowling lost in the barrage of animal calls, continued to struggle and give the bowler hats their money’s worth. But they finally succeeded in removing him from the cage, hauling him away, until he was out of sight.

            The animals all suddenly went quiet: the storm clouds had passed. In the midst of the fracas, I had forgotten that the croupier had remained with me in the cage, the man with the face in the shadow of his hat.

            He stepped towards me. I was scared that he was going to challenge me to a game of poker. I was scared that he wanted to touch me, to touch me in a way that was inappropriate, which was a bizarre thought, completely uncharacteristic of me. But he decided to remove his hat, and I knew right away who it was. I had seen him twice before.

            It was Monsieur Paradis.

            He extended his hand. I shook it as if I were a robot. My mouth remained wide open, frozen in a state of shock. I was his hostage. Kidnapped.

            “My sincere congratulations. You have won. You have successfully mastered your last test.”

            I was too tired to react. But inside me. the storm was still raging, the cows were still mooing madly, I didn’t know if I should feel honoured or threatened. This man was an infamous celebrity, but no one was supposed to get next to him. He didn’t exist in the real world; he existed only in people’s minds, he existed only as a fiction. I might have been able to study his portraits the last two limes I saw them. I might have been able to look into those eyes when they couldn’t see me, when they were only made of paint, but at that moment, sitting in the cage, I couldn’t do it. I knew that their magnetism could pull me into a trance, hypnotize me, make me feel things I was no longer capable of feeling. It was easier to look at the floor.

            “And now, tell me how you want to die.”

            I didn’t even know if I still wanted to die. But I was in too deep now. Out of the blue, an image that I had often pictured, and one that was frequently associated with my name, came flooding back to mind.

            “By guillotine.”

            “An execution? Like Marie Antoinette? What a great idea!”

            There was a long silence during which I felt like I was being examined. Whatever you do, don’t say anything. Don’t look him in the eyes. Humble yourself. Don’t resist. Finally, he spoke.

            “In exactly one week, you will have your last interview. You may leave now. Your driver is waiting for you at the entrance to the zoo. It was a pleasure to meet you.”

            He turned around and walked out the door of the cage. I was about to get up when I saw him turn around again. I had just enough time to lower my eyes, to prostrate myself, to avoid his gaze.

            “I am not going to wish you all the best, and I am not going to wish you good luck either. You don’t need it anymore.”

            He left. I never saw him again.

            I don’t remember the ride home. I just remember hearing a final cock-a-doodle-doo which might have coincided, who knows, with the sunrise.
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THE GUILLOTINE

            MY MOTHER REAPPEARED this morning. Two days without seeing her, without having her in my room, two days of praying to some vague god. some Cartesian evil genius, that she would still be alive, so I could once again hear her heels clipping down the hallway, the squeaking of the door as it opens, her face coming towards me. her smile, her explanations. Praying that she would say: “It was just some stupid virus. A little hay fever. I took some cough syrup for my cough, some antihistamines, and I took some antibiotics. I’m all better now.”

            My prayers were in vain. Praying is just a way of fooling the time you have to spend waiting, a way of filling the void.

            When she walked into my room, there was no new wheel-chair. She hadn’t left the country to pick one up for me. She didn’t want to give me my lesson in humility. She didn’t want to scare me. She had spent the last two days in hospital. She didn’t want to go, but they didn’t give her a choice. As usual, she wanted to take care of everything herself, to do everyone else’s job for them. To look after herself by herself. To be in control of everything, including her own demise.

            They wanted to send a nurse to take care of me, but she refused: “I’m the one who will do that.” They wanted to inform me of her hospitalization, bur she refused: “I’m the one who will tell her that.” My mother is a woman who says no. They restrained her. She had refused to stay even though she required urgent care, but they finally released her when she started threatening everyone with lawsuits.

            The first thing that I saw when she walked in was a huge bouquet of flowers. Tulips of every colour, their heads sticking out in every direction, some still closed, others half-open. They hid her face, but I knew it was her—who else would it be? My thirst and my hunger were slaked right then, like the moment when a heroin addict finds her dealer, and she has money in her pocket. Just the knowledge that relief is right at hand is enough to ease the body’s suffering. Confronted with the substance craved and now attainable, the body tells itself to stop screaming.

            “Mother? You frightened me! I’m so glad you’re finally here! What happened? I think Moustafa is dead. I haven’t seen him since last night.”

            The bouquet walked towards me, then my mother put it down on my nightstand. I saw her face and my heart constricted. Just as it happened with Léon—the day of the yellow sweater, that day when, for the first time, he and I spoke—my mother’s body instantaneously pulled back from me without moving a muscle, sucked backwards as if on wheels, in one terrible and fluid movement; or, then again, maybe it was me who recoiled, yanking myself off stage with enough force to embed myself in the wall behind me. I, too, am a woman who says no.

            Her hair is completely white. Her warm, dark colour gone in two days, just like that, no advance warning, no segue whatsoever, no hint of due process, as if she had just emerged from some limit-experience, scared out of her wits by a ghost, by the manifestation of some horrible demon, the prospect of sudden death, or the unbearable loss of a loved one.

            Her lifeless, white hair belongs to someone who has endured the unendurable.

            Her hair is only one aspect of her appearance that has changed. There are others. The dark circles under her eyes now extend down to her checks, the yellow in her eyes has darkened, and there is a proliferation of little liver spots on her face and hands which were shaking as she put the vase down. Her body is like a chipped Russian doll pulled from its sequence and placed beside its undamaged sister: the body she had before.

            My mother is dying, and she’s the one bringing me flowers. I feel sad and ashamed. I hate myself for being her daughter, she deserves better: a daughter full of life who can let others live as well.

            After arranging the flowers, she sat down on the bed. I couldn’t cry. I was still trying to regain control of the steering wheel to avoid the head-on collision that was about to happen in the passing lane. I felt like I was in the middle of an accident that wouldn’t stop happening, the future just kept on smashing into me…

            “I brought you something to eat, some water and some vodka too. You know it’s not good for you, but you’re an adult. You can make your own choices.”

            A feeble mewing is coming from the other end of the room. Moustafa, still alive but barely. My mother gets up, gives him something to eat and fills his water dish, all of which lasts for an eternity: her firm hand has lost its strength, she seems to hesitate before objects, as if she no longer knows how to handle them. My mother has become an old woman, a great-grandmother, a little girl from another era.

            “What’s wrong with you, Mother?”

            She sits back down on the bed, and takes my hand in hers.

            “Toinette, I don’t have very much time left. They can’t tell me how long. Maybe a month, maybe a week. Or maybe just a few days.”

            “But what’s wrong with you? You’ve kept this hidden from me for a long time, haven’t you?”

            My mother’s unrecognizable eyes look away. I can feel her embarrassment. She is ashamed of her deteriorating body. A woman so rich and so proud finally having to summon all her resources to find the humility to let herself be seen in this condition, to admit defeat. She spent her life fiercely believing in what she did, a consummate businesswoman dedicated to youth and beauty. Face The Truth, her famous line of beauty products with its boldly ambiguous name, is, in some respects, a great brand with a great name.

            But this morning, I’m in no condition to appreciate the irony of it.

            “It’s the medication that stops grey hair, among other things, that has made me sick. I had to stop taking everything, I haven’t taken a thing for several weeks now, but the damage has been done. My immune system has been affected: my white blood cells are degenerating and dying like flies. It’s my liver and my lungs that have been hit the hardest.”

            “Dragonax? That’s what made you sick?”

            “That and other treatments I started taking last year that are supposed to bring back the skin’s natural collagen. What a load of bullshit.”

            She chuckles at herself, then coughs. She turns to face me and then turns away. The resignation of a woman who realizes that she has been treading the wrong path her whole life. She keeps on coughing; she still has things to say. I raise a palm to get her to drop it, but she persists.

            “When you stop time, the body saves up the years that it doesn’t live through. And then, one day, the body breaks down and all those years come rushing out at once. They’re not cancelled out, they just wait, leaning up against the door that the treatments try to keep shut. And once they’re out, they take their revenge for having been denied their rights. Once that chemical dam gives way, they surge forward to catch up on all that lost time.”

            I don’t know what to say. I understand, it all makes sense, but it’s my mother. Her sickness, her pain, the broken pieces of her face, they are all her own doing. She has built her own road to ruin.

            My mother dead. The image is inconceivable. I want to take her in my arms, give her my bed, let her lie down, get her something to cat, I would even change her diaper, if I had to.

            “Cases similar to mine were identified this year. Enough to get the medications pulled off the shelf. That’ll happen soon. But for me, it’s too late.”

            Moustafa’s meowing signals that he wants to be reunited with us. My mother picks him up and places him between us on the bed. He finds his spot and. suddenly reassured, falls asleep purring.

            “Mother?”

            “Yes.”

            “Can you stay with me today?”

            “Yes, of course. Of course, I can stay with you.

            My mother still won’t look at me, instead she looks at my hand which is holding hers; she has noticed the difference in the age of our hands. If I could, I would give her a few years of my own, even if the lower half of my youth is now extinct, just to get closer to her.

            I don’t ask her why she has refused to seek treatment. I don’t ask her why she prefers to just let herself die: I know that she could never tolerate the idea of the degradation of her body being prolonged, or the idea that she herself could be prolonged in such a state.

            “Mother?”

            “What?”

            “The other day, you said that you have things to tell me, things that I don’t know about.”

            “Yes. There are certain things I have to tell you. But not right now, not today.”

            She looks at me, and it pains me. In a way, she is more beautiful like this. It’s a cruel thing to say, but it’s easy to love those who are sick. I hate the pity that I sometimes unwittingly feel for her, the same pity I have seen in the eyes of those who look at me.

            “Toinette, if you want to help me, you know what you have to do.”

            “I know.”

            
            [image: ]

            
            MY MOTHER IS going to die soon, and I finally want to live. It’s the only gift that I have to offer her. It’s the same old story and it’s stupid. I haven’t honoured my debt, not yet. I have to keep talking. In any case, there’s not much left to say.

            The week that followed the poker game did not exist. The world was unreal, muted. People’s names, the names of streets, my name didn’t mean anything anymore. Being hungry was absurd. Brushing my teeth was ludicrous. The only event that registered, the only thing that made me react in any way, was the news of the psychiatrist’s death. It made the headlines, a real front-page story. He lost his mind and shot his wife and daughter before turning the gun on himself. Before turning the gun on himself. A curious expression. The media’s way of politely disseminating the news while keeping its white gloves on. The killer is always presented like that, as being desperate or crazy, who, by killing himself, becomes as much a victim as the others. This particular death left its mark on me not only because I had known the psychiatrist, but because I had directly contributed to it. I had killed him by winning the poker game. I still wonder what would have happened to him if I hadn’t won. I bet he still would have killed himself, but with the help of the company. I bet he was still keen on realizing his own scenario, his own memorable departure, and leaving his mark in the annals of Paradis, clef en main. I bet that the night of the game, he was playing, just like me, for his own death.

            Other cases are sometimes covered by the press. All of them crazy stories, tragedies that defy credibility. The sources are never reliable, and the facts, which are reported with such wild exaggeration, wind up turning everyone off, even those who believe them. It isn’t a secret that certain candidates at Paradis, clef en main who had failed their tests and had their candidacy rejected, did the job by themselves, right afterwards, sometimes the same day, because that was their goal, but especially to send a message to the company, to get their revenge, to deliver M. Paradis a final slap in the face. I have no doubt that someone would want to do that.

            One woman, one of many I’m sure, was refused the services of the company because she was pregnant. “We do not work with pregnant women” is what they would have told her. “It’s not because I’m pregnant that I don’t want to die. This baby will die anyway, whether I live or not. If he lives, he will carry around with him, throughout his entire lifetime, the same dying flesh that brought him into this world. You can kill two birds with one stone” was her reply. “We do not work with pregnant women” is what they would have repeated.

            Her husband was in the Canadian army and he travelled a lot. There were many weapons stored in their house, all sizes and all kinds, from automatic rifles to explosive devices, many of them of questionable provenance and some outright illegal. That fact was proven. One day, the woman took a grenade, inserted it into her vagina with the help of some Vaseline, before pulling the pin and exploding her life all over the walls of her bedroom, blowing her baby to bits to free him from the burden of having her as his mother. This was all verified and it was enough to keep the broadcasters and newspapers busy for months. Before she blew herself up, she had posted a long commentary about her life and her intentions on a popular blog that went viral before it was quickly taken down and expunged from cyberspace. After describing the way in which she came into contact with the company and the arguments they had used to reject her application, she concluded with a remark that still, even today, I find chilling: “Thanks for everything. You’re the ones who killed me and I want everyone to know it.” Anyway, that’s what people said.

            I think her story is true.

            Let’s let the woman with the exploding vagina be for now. Let’s let the psychiatrist be. May he rest in peace. May he find a poker buddy in God.

            Outside of the brief time I took to draft my proposal, the week spent waiting on death row was as empty and unproductive as it was intense. I was in a transition state between my life as a vacuum and my lift as a vegetable. Frozen. From being someone who was suicidal to someone condemned to death. I was seeing people and things for the last time; you would think that would have made me suck up all the beauty that surrounded me, sharpen my senses, make me more alert, hypersensitive, but I couldn’t see anything and I couldn’t hear anything. No ingress and no egress. I was a vacuum-sealed jar.

            Everyone whom I met, every conversation I was involved in, was muffled by cotton wool. I was moving inside a wall of cotton wool with a thickness that softened the external world and prevented me from seeing or hearing it. Like Charlie Brown standing in front of his teacher. Just noise. Words no longer had any meaning. When my mother would say something to me. when she would announce that she was going to redecorate the dining room, when she would update me with all the renovations in the bathroom, the sanding, the painting, none of what she said made any sense.

            It was just noise.

            I tried watching a movie and I saw my head falling off. I tried reading a book and I read about my head lying on the floor, separated from my body, the eyes open and looking back at me accusingly. I wanted to go for a walk, to get some fresh air in the final days of autumn, to pass the rime, so I wouldn’t go crazy, and I wound up walking towards scaffolding. I made the effort to stay active, and I activated a death warrant.

            No way of backing out now.

            My death warrant had been signed.

            I almost told my mother everything a hundred times, but the promise I made to Léon stopped me every time.

            I had worked so hard for this death. I had literally chased after it. Yet I knew that I still had the power to pull a U-turn and march straight back into life; I knew that I could back out at any moment, without receiving any sanction other than not dying. That even though everything was now in place, having been prepared down to the smallest detail, with the utmost care paid to its efficiency and artistry, I could still choose not to touch the red button. I also knew, courtesy of Uncle Léon, that I had one hour in which to press the button, after which it was deactivated for good. One hour was the maximum limit for any hesitation. After that, those who hesitated were released back to the world, and if these hesitators started talking after their return, what they had to say inevitably sounded so absurd that no one believed them. If they talked too much, or if what they said was too close to the truth, often they would become the victims of an accidental death.

            I was starting to realize that the company, beneath all the pretensions of its ideology, its purported mission, was completely crooked. I no longer wanted to die, but I didn’t want not to die either, I no longer wanted anything.

            There’s something wrong with human nature and the never-ending cat and mouse game we all play—running around, pursuing that object of desire, only to find that once the object is in our lap, it’s lost all its allure. Now that I was certain that I was going to die, my death seemed unnecessary. A paradox that I tried to resolve: the corrosion that comes with having been born into the world, the lifetime of relentless itching that is enough to drive you to jump ship, had all but disappeared now that I was going to die; and if I hadn’t known that I was going to die in a few days, it would have still been there, that monumental disappointment that comes from being stuck in humanity’s bosom, just like it had always been.

            I had to guard against letting myself be fooled by this temporary relief from the torment that had accompanied my every moment. I had to force myself to remember what it felt like to be alive, when your life stretches out before you like a prison sentence.

            I couldn’t sleep at night. When I did fall asleep, I would dream that I was dying until my death jolted me awake. A dead end. And trying to get off the treadmill of my obsessions once I was awake, and instead getting lost in a daydream, was impossible. All roads led to my death, to my Rome in flames, burning to the ground, all conduits led to the same destination as they had done my whole life, but this time with greater intensity and urgency.

            There was no room for anything else, not even my normal impatience and impulsiveness; there was no room for the satisfaction of a job well done, no room for fear, regret, or anger. I thought about running away, I thought about killing myself ahead of schedule just to get it over with, but my panic completely stupefied me. Maybe that’s normal.

            I had promised myself that I would spend that week writing my farewell letters. I had to say goodbye in due form. I found out that the company could write them on my behalf; I received an astonishing or astonishingly indecent message, depending on your point of view, the day after the poker game:

            Your final interview is only days away. Paradis, clef en main would like to offer you our “Farewell Letters” package. We would be happy to send you our catalogue of sample letters from which you can choose the messages that suit you and your situation best and that will comfort each and every one of your friends and loved ones.

            That made me smile. A deluxe suicide that even accommodates one’s epistolary lethargy in the face of death. Customer service served on a template. But in the end, all suicide letters are the same: replete with accusations, explanations, admissions of weakness, of unbearable suffering, and, of course, someone asking to be forgiven. I came very close to ordering their catalogue, just out of curiosity, but I refrained. And it was perhaps when they reached the conclusion that I had refused their offer that, two days later, they sent me another message which was even more disconcerting:

            Your final interview is only days away. Paradis, clef en main would like to offer you our “Farewell Letters Corrected” service. Send us your last words and we will return them to you professionally edited, corrected, and proofread within the next 48 hours. Don’t leave your loved ones with the impression that you can’t write well. Let us help you to find the most elegant and flawless way for you to deliver your final message.

            I was suicidal and lost, but not illiterate. Moreover, my mother was the only person I had to say goodbye to. Léon was dead. My friends were just acquaintances, people I had worked with, or neighbours with whom I had exchanged the occasional forced hello in the elevator. Out of politeness. Writing to them would have been difficult because I wouldn’t have known what to say, other than that they didn’t really interest me, and that I would have liked to feel sorry for that fact, but it was beyond me, just like everything was beyond me, just like life itself was beyond me, other than to tell them that we didn’t belong to the same species. I didn’t know if my death would cause them any discomfort at all; it would undoubtedly pass right under their noses without them smelling anything. Or if they did become aware of it, they’d say something like: “She might have had great legs, but she was a real freak show.”

            Then they would forget me.

            I wrote a letter to my mother, a cruel letter, that she never read. I was going to leave it on her bed, but, at the last moment, I tore it up and threw it out the window of my old bedroom, the wind momentarily buoying up the pieces belote their flight was blocked by the grey brick wall. Then I left the house.

            
            Mother, I never asked you for anything.

            Maybe in the future, technology will be able to gauge a child’s desire to live before it is born. Maybe it will be able to pinpoint any anomalies of the soul, the way they can spot those gross deformities that wind up spoiling everyone’s life. Maybe by killing them in time, before they’re born, the mothers of the future will be saving lives.

            I am sorry for having been the daughter that I was, and I forgive you for bringing me into the world.

            
            Your daughter,

            Antoinette

            
            [image: ]

            
            THE DAY OF MY LAST INTERVIEW, I decided to anesthetize myself by stuffing my face with tranquilizers. I met the driver on the second floor of the same parking garage. This time. I wasn’t gassed. I could have observed the entire route that led my way to the scaffold, but it was shielded in gauze, not meant to be watched, or even seen; it was just a corridor, a right-of- way with no other function than being a right-of-way. I could have flown over the Alps and it wouldn’t have lifted the gauze. The magnificence of nature was just noise.

            I saw nothing and the journey was a long one. I was catatonic, in a vacuum, in a state of absolute emptiness. Chemically at peace, but without an ounce of the real stuff. I kept waiting for some type of relief, but it never came. I kept waiting for something to occur, but nothing happened. At the very moment when the most important event of my life was unfolding, I had come up completely empty-handed. We drove for hours until I realized we were deep in the Eastern Townships. We passed by Granby, then Bromont, Eastman, Magog, Sherbrooke, Ascot Corner, East Angus, Gould, Lac-Mégantic, Marsboro, Piopolis. I watched rundown phantom villages slip by anonymously, as our route continued to wind down country roads which quickly deteriorated into a succession of potholes, sometimes nothing more than a dirt trail, and with the passage of time and being jolted up and down, shaken around, up hill and down dale, the effect of the tranquilizers gradually wore off.

            I was suddenly drug-free and unexpectedly clearheaded. And I was worried. The violence of what was about to happen, of what we were heading towards, of this last day spent on a journey that would not be a round trip, slammed into me as if I had just walked into a plate glass window.

            My stomach was in a vise. This was real. Everything was real. It was no longer a game. The game had become a dark reality. They were going to play with my life. I had turned my death into entertainment.

            In the distance, on the slopes of a hill, nestled in trees blazing with autumn colours, I could make out a large structure that, even today, I still can’t adequately describe it was a castle right out of a fairytale. Not a real medieval greystone castle covered in soot, but rather something Walt Disney might have built, all sky-blue and white, the sort of castle that adults think will make kids happy. A cardboard toy castle plopped down in the mountains, in an isolated corner of the Eastern Townships, far, far away from civilization, witnesses, watching eyes, and the uninvited.

            The fact that the castle could only have been built for me left me stunned. The closer we got, the more the world outside became discernible, slowly sloughing off its blanket of gauze, its dimensions becoming deeper, plunging down on me like a vulture to its prey; there was no longer any distance, any wall between me and the world I was quickly returning to, and my body reacted like a cat falling in space, its claws fully extended.

            I was’ suddenly seized by an absurd impulse to flee across the fields in great long strides, and I tried to open the door, but it was locked. They were one step ahead of me. I pounded my fist against the tinted glass which separated me from the driver, but my pleas were ignored. I was in a mobile prison. I had to do something to occupy my mind, to channel my awareness elsewhere; I started to look outside, furiously seeking some type of distraction, and I noticed an extraordinary herd of deer in a field. There must have been twenty or more, and one of them was completely white, an albino. This is the first time I have ever seen an albino deer in my life. It’s also the last. I was struck by the beauty of the intermingling colours of autumn leaves. This is your last fall. I pressed my hand up against my heart which was thumping out its drumbeat, wanting to make a run for it, to break away from me, to claim its independence. My heart is going to stop beating.

            The castle got closer until its papier mâché ugliness and faux opulence loomed over me. We drove up a lane to a large grilled gate which opened to let us pass and then closed behind us. Everywhere, there were people dressed in period costume from the eighteenth century, women sporting huge grey wigs stacked on top of their heads like wedding cakes, trussed up in bodices that thrust their bosom up so high that their breasts nestled right under their chins, hats with long feathers, shimmering broad hoopskirts with frills and flounces of all colours, the men in silk collars with frilly neckties suited in fight-fitting doublets with breeches and hose stockings, their wigs laden with curls that fell to their shoulders, over which was fastened a wide leather baldric to support their swords. Cake-headed men and women in brand new outfits from another time and place.

            It was all fake, the artful mimicry of a time of kings and queens that today we only have vague notions of, pure kitsch, but its organization, the planning on such a grand scale was, in itself, astounding.

            And all for so little, for my life, the one that I was getting ready to destroy.

            A woman wearing a blue dress embroidered with fleurs-de-lys approached the car; she unlocked my door to let me out. I got out. The woman grasped my arm, clearly with the intention of leading me inside the castle. I didn’t know whether I wanted her to hold my arm, I didn’t know whether I wanted to enter the castle, but I went anyway, with her holding my arm. I didn’t know anything anymore; I was a feral cat subjugated by coercion, snared in the very trap that it had so grimly fought to enter, on the other side of the irreversible trap door towards which it had strived its entire life.

            Inside the castle, there was only one huge hall. The walls were covered in paintings of the period, all fakes, mirrors of all sizes, furniture fished out of antique stores. The portrait of M. Paradis, unchanged, and, as always, occupying centre stage, was hanging among other paintings. It had been given the place of honour, but, this time, I decided to ignore it and not risk the chance of our eyes meeting.

            The fleur-de-lys woman led me to the centre of the room. I was then surrounded by other women who quickly undressed me and then dressed me in a plain long grey dress, no hoop-skirt, with a white shawl over my shoulders. It was just as I had imagined it. I was going to be accused, judged, and then executed. I was Marie Antoinette.

            Once I had been transformed into the fallen queen, guilty and reduced to rags, the women walked away from me and took up position along one wall of the huge room. On the other side of the room, I saw my judges: three men sitting behind a raised table.

            And right at the back of the hall, I could see the guillotine; it was inescapable. Its two upright posts measured at least four metres and were braced by a crossbar fitted with a block and pulley. I could see the lunette, the wooden collar that would enclose my neck, the connecting point where I would be disconnected. I could see the heavy blade, its trapezoid shape perched at the top of the uprights, and I could see the basket in front of the guillotine, a large wicker basket where my head was going to land, plop, and where it would rest until it was thrown out like a piece of garbage.

            It was a real French guillotine. Except that this guillotine was green. Apple green. The razor-sharp device that was going to decapitate me was painted in my favourite colour. A preference which hadn’t been listed anywhere. At this stage, to believe it was a coincidence was out of the question. They knew things that they had no right to know; they had obviously ransacked my private life. The company really had some stellar researchers. What else did they know?

            One of the judges spoke.

            “Antoinette Beauchamp, come forward.”

            I walked towards the table but stopped before I got too close, just close enough to hear them, but not close enough to make out their faces clearly.

            “You stand accused of several charges, each of which you must answer to by stating your guilt or innocence.”

            The game had begun. The last game. I gritted my teeth. I closed my eyes. And then, I bit my tongue, at first gently, then harder, and then even harder, until I could feel pain, until I could feel my flesh opening up and taste blood, until I could lay claim for one last time to what was about to slip away from me forever: my essential matter, my absent soul.

            “Antoinette Beauchamp, how do you plead to the following charges?”

            I raised my hand to my mouth, I touched my lips, I looked at my fingers. A trace of blood, nothing more. The man who had just spoken paused to observe me, as if he were expecting a reaction. I didn’t say a word. He continued.

            “Ingratitude towards Micheline Beauchamp, your mother, who cared for you without ever receiving anything in return?”

            I looked at the people around me who were staring at me stoically, for whom ingratitude towards one’s mother was. evidently, a valid charge, a crime punishable by death. I hadn’t expected that. I also hadn’t expected to hear my mother’s name at the precise moment when blood started filling my mouth with its salty taste. Without thinking, I answered.

            “Guilty.”

            “Negligence towards those who loved you, in spite of your failings, throughout your life?”

            “Guilty.”

            “Failure to assist a person in danger, to wit, your uncle, Léon Beauchamp, whose plans to commit suicide you were fully aware of?”

            At that instant, my legs almost buckled under me, I just about collapsed. That accusation was a low blow, the lowest blow of all. Delivered by a bunch of goddamn bastards. That’s how the company works, I thought: operating below the surface, filling you with rage and discouraging you to the point of exhaustion; treating its candidates as if they were Olympic athletes, pushing them to their absolute limits, trying to make them crack, to get them to renounce their deaths in an attempt to triage the real contenders, the real tough guys from the weaklings and pretenders, before opening up the door to the promised land. They were goading me with their charges in a final attempt to break me, but I was determined to die; at least, I was at that very moment. I was convinced that I had to, and it didn’t strike me as preposterous that death was my only option; what’s more, I had no idea what would happen to me if I declared my innocence to this unjust and shameless accusation. In a loud and forceful voice, I answered the charge.

            “Guilty!”

            The hall went as silent as the grave. Blood began to splatter onto the white shawl they had put around my shoulders. I think I created quite the sensation, my cool audacity, the stream of blood coming from my mouth. The sound of my guilty plea reverberated off every wall until it echoed back to me like a razor-sharp boomerang. I thought it was over, but suddenly the judge began to roll out a succession of absurd charges with increasing urgency.

            “Bad manners?”

            “Guilty.”

            “Mindless self-indulgence?”

            “Guilty.”

            “Failure to adequately care for your person?”

            “Guilty.”

            “Apathy? Morbid thoughts? Navel-gazing?”

            “Guilty.”

            “Complete disregard for anything other than your puny little existence? Alcoholic tendencies? Cynicism? Abstention from sex? Refusal to take advantage of your long legs? Inappropriate touching of an exotic dancer? The unpremeditated murder of a kitten by nocturnal negligence. The destruction of property, to wit, a sweater which did not belong to you.”

            The volleys kept coming. I stopped listening. I didn’t even want to contemplate what they must have done to amass so many completely useless details from my private life. It had to stop. I had to put an end to this flood of accusations, to somehow disable the machinery that kept multiplying the charges against me. I started yelling as if God himself were accusing me.

            “Guilty, you hear?! Guilty of everything and anything! For all the hunger and suffering in the world! For all the genocides, for the drifting of the continents, for the explosion of supernovas, for the arrogance of the Big Bang’s refusal to be scientifically validated!”

            The costumed crowd cried out in unison as if it had just won a victory. I had just given them exactly what they wanted, the admission of guilt for all my wrongdoing, the admission that I was entirely to blame.

            “Antoinette Beauchamp, I hereby find you guilty of all possible charges and sentence you to death by decapitation—your execution to take place immediately!”

            Over the pandemonium of the jubilant crowd, I could hear the banging of a hammer. It seemed to come out of nowhere: I couldn’t see a gavel or a hammer of any sort in anyone’s hands. The hanging continued to resound throughout the room until the crowd finally calmed down and then went completely silent. The banging stopped.

            What followed gets lost in white noise and frozen emotion. I was led towards the guillotine and I kept my eyes closed. From that moment on, everything happened very quickly. I was asked to kneel, I could hear creaking sounds as the guillotine was being readied, I could hear the brush of hands suddenly bustling around me, followed by the sensation of the lunette being tightened over my neck. My hands, curiously enough, remained free. As soon as I had been put into position, the sound of footsteps made it clear that everyone was leaving the room. They were leaving me alone. I opened my eyes. The first thing that I saw was the red button, on which was inscribed the company name: Paradis, clef en main. It was much bigger and much redder than I had ever imagined, and it was within reach of my hands.

            Again, I heard footsteps and then I saw the faux shoes of a man standing in front of me. It was impossible to raise my head and see the face attached to those shoes. When I heard his voice, I knew that it wasn’t M. Paradis. Unless, of course, he was acting, unless he had changed his voice precisely for this role like the consummate actor he undoubtedly was.

            “In a few moments, you will be alone. You have one hour to press the button. After that hour is up, the button is automatically deactivated, and you may regain your freedom. However, if you choose not to die, you must never contact us again. If you feel the need to make a final statement, someone will be here shortly to hear it.’

            A gloved hand placed an hourglass beside the red button.

            The sand began to run. The man left and I was alone, completely alone, lacing myself, facing the absolute worst of myself.

            I had to make up my mind. My life was only going to last for an hour. I had one hour to decide whether I really wanted to die. I couldn’t think. My life hadn’t flashed before my eyes, and I was determined to wait until it did, until I saw the movie that everyone talks about, the one that retraces what was important, the big moments in your life.

            I wasn’t sure of anything at all and I hated this uncertainty which was coming at precisely the wrong moment. Then, I thought of Léon; I thought I could feel his presence. Maybe he was waiting for me somewhere, maybe I was supposed to meet up with him, maybe I was supposed to embark on a quest to find him somewhere out in the nullity of space, even if he didn’t exist anywhere.

            I ran my fingertips over the button, I gently traced my index finger over all the letters of the company’s name, as if a dry run were possible. I was about to start retracing the letters when the creaking of a door and then the familiar, hysterical explosions of a yapping dog, amplified by the echo chamber of the hall, stopped me cold.

            The white poodle, the dog of death, had come to visit me one last time. These were the cars being offered to hear my final words. They had sent the most contemptible creature in the world to be the final repository of what I might have to say before dying. He must have seen others just like me. He must have witnessed a hundred deaths. The poodle started running all over the place, his barking penetrating and dismembering my already impossibly confused thoughts.

            I could feel my strength evaporating. I tried hard to concentrate, but all I could see was the grey brick wall. At every decisive moment of my life, the wall had been there—blocking my vision, bouncing my thoughts back to me until they perished in dull, wooden repetition. And here it was again, one last time.

            The poodle’s snout suddenly came into view, he began sniffing my face; he was trying to gross me out, trying to make me inhale his dog breath. I tried to grab hold of him, but he darted away and took off, re-energized, barking demonically, running round in circles, smashing into furniture, yelping, growling, panting.

            If the poodle hadn’t been there, I might not have pressed the button. Who knows? I might have decided not to even reach for it. But he suddenly reappeared right in front of me, jumping up and down and yapping away just as he was programmed to do, putting on a performance that was clearly intentional: he was taunting me, he was challenging me to do it.

            Just let me die for once… get rid of that fucking dog… and show me the exit.

            I brought my fist crashing down on the button.

            

      

   

   
      Exit
      

      
   
   


THE END OF THE WORLD

            TODAY IS THE END OF THE WORLD. The world, as I’ve known it, has just expired like a light bulb that suddenly gives out—only to be dutifully replaced by another. Because now I know that my life won’t be coming to an end for a while. I know that I have a future ahead of me, a future that I will have to struggle through every inch of the way, bur a life that is open to the possibility of decades of experiences, big and small. Why not? Maybe at least fifty years of dreams, breakfasts, surprises, and dull routine. If I’m careful, I could be in for half a century of life, even if that life will have to get along, bent over and short of breath, in a wheelchair.

            An entire life to mourn my mother. I have finally found a reason for this life of mine, a reason that almost came too late: to not let my mother die alone. Her death, which will happen soon, today or tomorrow, or in three days, is a death at the end of an indomitable life, one that simply refused to give up.

            My mother is here with me now. Tuna sandwiches, coleslaw, a bottle of vodka, orange juice. Our last meal. Who knows? Routine carries on in the face of catastrophe, it carries on through my sobbing that I must control in front of this woman who, in spite of everything, continues to go to all this trouble just for me, doing things that are clearly no longer in her best interest, reminding me of my own cowardice.

            For the first time, I am writing this with my voice while my mother is here; my words are appearing on the ceiling as I babble on and I watch them reveal their lack of confidence in all the typos I can see. My words stumble all over each other, sometimes creating sentences that are indecipherable, which makes it a little difficult to write. They’ll need somebody to run a comb through their hair, a trip to the hairdresser. Some other time.

            These words will be the final words to this tale. Without any regard for my mother and also in honour of my mother. The eternal logic of soaking it all up and expelling it all out, again and again.

            I no longer have anything to hide from her. In fact, just the opposite; I want to disclose everything, give her everything, like a goodbye letter in which I promise to remain by her side, in this world, in the land of the living. A contraindication for those who are suicidal.

            I know that she is going to die. I don’t need a doctor to tell me that, to make me understand that nothing more can be done for her. Beneath her white hair, which has already begun to yellow, beneath her withered skin covered in deep wrinkles, beneath the accelerated transformation, I can see her corpse. Our hands do not relinquish each other; I can feel that if I squeezed them too hard, I would break her bones. I could crush her in the same way that I have always wanted to crush the grey brick wall. But I no longer want to. I no longer need to obliterate everything, including myself.

            The end of the world is here and the lemon tree, ungrateful and indifferent in its majesty, is resplendent with lemons that number in the dozens. It doesn’t care about us at all, about the end, it just carries on with its arboreal duties, despite the imminent departure of the hand that feeds it.

            It does not pay to wait.

            Moustafa is still at my side. He will need me when all this is over.

            My mother is sitting on my bed, watching over me, her bedridden daughter. And I am watching over her as well. We are both in a bad way, she more than I. She starts coughing, she tries to speak, and I want to stop her from doing so, to keep her with me just a little bit longer.

            “Mother, I know you have things to tell me, but it’s pointless. No matter what you say, it won’t change anything. Please, you need to rest.”

            It hurts me to watch her every movement, but I know that I mustn’t intervene. This is maybe her last battle, and she knows it: she opens her mouth, and her mouth refuses to obey her; it stays open like a rat trap lying in wait of her words. Once again, her coughing masks what it is she has to say; she fights it off with her trademark courage which remains unflagging, even in the face of death.

            In spite of everything, my mother has remained my mother, undefeated. With my hand in hers, supporting it, not wanting to injure it. and with my eyes looking into hers, trying to speak for her, trying to save her from wasting her last ounces of strength, she finally speaks.

            “I’m the one who paid for Léon’s suicide. I have always kept a tight grip on the family fortune. He convinced me to help him. And I did exactly that. I gave him the money that he wanted. When I came to my senses, and I realized that he was really going to die because of that money, and I would therefore be responsible for his death, it was too late. Léon had disappeared without a trace. He told me a lot more about his intentions and the way he was going to go about it than you realize.”

            This news hits my brain without registering. The reaction I expect, the explosive anger, the outrage, doesn’t surface. I have poured all my energy into my mother who is dying and who is finally confiding the secret that has been rotting away in her broken body, a body that is already a fossil. Léon doesn’t matter anymore; he’s dead and my mother is still here.

            “I don’t know what I was thinking. Léon was a black hole, I had to protect myself from him on so many occasions. He was a destructive force who could suck the energy out of everyone around him. He exuded something that attracted people without their knowing it, something that slyly slipped under their radar. Léon gave off the same deathly energy as my father. He was consumed by it, by his appetite for annihilation. It’s hard to live with a father and a brother for whom everything is already corrupted and has absolutely no value. And then you fell into it. too. And that, I never accepted. I guess I thought that his death would somehow be a solution to your problem. I had no idea that he was going to place a portion of that money in the hands of those people, in the event that you would also want to die. I only found out about it when you were discovered half-dead in that junkyard. At least, that’s the conclusion I came to, because you don’t have any money, because without that money, you couldn’t have…”

            My mother stops, she slaps her chest; it’s a wasted effort, her restless, trembling hands have no strength left. A two-hundred-year-old epileptic whom I want to breathe new life into with my petitioning, my tears, with any gesture in my limited paraplegic repertoire.

            “It doesn’t matter. Mother. It doesn’t change anything. All that means nothing. I am here, I am going to stay here. I am going to live.”

            I am telling her what she wants to hear, and I am saying what I mean. Finally, we’re on an equal footing. Still the same dance, always the same dance. She looks at me for a long time, she sits up, she straightens out the creases in her dress with her two hands, the dress that her body is now lost in. In her jaundiced eyes, perverted by sickness, I can still recognize my own. They are my eyes.

            “I came close to losing you that day when they found your body. And since then. I’ve felt like I was losing you every single day.”

            A coughing fit from the flaming bowels of hell, the sound of the cries of the eternally burning rising up from her clenching buttocks of steel. She tries to catch her breath, and I can’t stop wanting to just grab hold of her and get her to stop talking, so she doesn’t die right this instant, because I know she wants to make up for something, because she believes she has a debt to settle. I beg her to rest, as if resting is going to change anything. As if I could change anything.

            “After they found you, I thought about exposing the company and that murderer, Paradis, and all his associates. I could have done it. I certainly had the wherewithal to do it. But I knew that if I did, your life would be in jeopardy.”

            We hug each other. Her body is so thin, so incredibly thin. My sobbing jars me again, my head tips backwards, my mother attempts to clamp me to her with her impoverished grip, but her hands are powerless to constrain my convulsions, her cosmic hands, stolen by shooting stars. Her life is slipping away to go sailing up with those stars, there is a rising wind that will carry her straight up to the heaven that I have dreamt so much about, the heaven that I have tried so hard to find.

            Her coughing subsides, she pulls herself together, gets up and slowly walks towards the door behind which there is something meant for me. I know what it is. My wheelchair.

            I can see my mother pushing the chair into the room. Apple green. A well-oiled, stylish little machine. A motorized, multi- functional wheelchair. The sort of chair that would make everyone envious, that is, if everyone were in a wheelchair.

            A wheelchair propelled by a mother’s love. The only love a mother is capable of, the love that only a mother can give: she will invest herself in her children to the point of foisting life on them every day, making it absolutely mandatory, driving it into their heads that there is a course that must be followed in order to continue to exist, no matter what the obstacle.

            “Thank you, Mother. It’s beautiful. I really like it a lot. Now, please let me call for help. Let me call an ambulance.”

            She relinquishes her handbag. I know that inside it I will find her cellphone, but I’m not taking any chances, I too have things to say.

            “I’m going to get into that chair. I’m going to wheel that thing around ‘til I’m a hundred years old, and I’m going to walk again, even if I have to do it sitting down. I’m going to live. Mother. Do you hear me? I’m going to live.”

            My mother lies down gently on my bed, just like a little girl who is falling asleep. Her strange mane of hair covers her back, and I can see patches of her scalp which make it look like an old derelict wig put into mothballs and banished to a cardboard box. Then I realize that she has probably done this to herself, pulling out clumps of her own hair, standing in front of her mirror, standing in front of the full extent of the damage.

            My hands search her body for a sign of life, a sign that will give her back to me, that will tell me that I can keep her just a little longer, but I can’t find it.

            “Mother!”

            I keep searching for some type of evidence of her. I grab her handbag, I find the cellphone, and I dial the number while looking up at the ceiling one last time.

            Maybe this isn’t the end. Maybe the end is still a little ways off. I tell myself that we still have a few hours together, a few days left. 