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1

The windless sun is starting to burn. The white car is parked just below the road, at the mouth of a sunken lane edged with shrubs and clumps of bracken.

Inside the car is a spiky-haired man apparently sleeping with his eyes open, resting the side of his head against the window. He has olive-colored skin and dark eyes with long, very fine lashes like a child’s.

The man’s name is Blériot, he has recently turned forty-one, and today—Ascension Day—he is wearing a narrow black leather tie and red Converses.

While the few passing cars appear to ripple along the road thanks to distortions caused by the heat, he carries on scanning the landscape (pastures, grazing animals trying to find shade), staying quite motionless as if counting each animal in his head. Then, still not interrupting his scrutiny, he eventually climbs out of the car, doing a few half-hearted stretches and rubbing the stiffness in the small of his back before sitting cross-legged on the hood.

At one point, his phone starts to ring on the rear seat of the car, but he doesn’t move. It’s as if he weren’t there.

Blériot adopted this peculiar ability to be both present and absent without training or special effort, simply by happening to listen to a piece of piano music while staring at his neighbors’ shutters. He realized later that any sound would do, so long as he focused on some point in the middle distance and shut off his lungs like a free diver.

That’s exactly what he’s doing now, until his lungs threaten to explode and he’s forced to let out his breath. He immediately feels a growing weightlessness, imponderability, as the blood gradually flows back to his extremities.

It is only when he lights a cigarette that he realizes he hasn’t eaten anything for two days.

HE DRIVES FOR about twenty miles looking for a restaurant with some sort of appeal and then, weary of the search, ends up parking outside a single-story building surrounded by a wooden terrace and five or six dusty palm trees.

The air inside is clammy, almost static, despite the open windows and the big blue fan on the counter. There are few people left at this time of day, just a trio of Spanish truck drivers and an exhausted couple who seem to have lost the urge to talk to each other. The air swirled by the fan sweeps up and down a waitress’s face as she busies herself behind the bar, blowing back her blond hair.

It’s a normal early summer’s day, and Blériot—who’s expecting nothing and no one—is just eating his mixed salad while trying to work out what time he will first see the foothills of the Cévennes, when the ring of his cell, which sounds like the fanfare of destiny, breaks the emptiness of the afternoon once more.

“Louis, it’s me,” Nora says immediately in that reedy, very husky voice that he would recognize among a thousand, “I’m in Amiens with some English friends. I’m meant to be getting to Paris in a few days.”

“To Paris?” he says, jumping to his feet to head for the restroom, away from inquisitive ears.

She’s calling from a café opposite the station.

“How about you?” she asks. “Where are you?”

“Where am I?” he repeats, because he’s used to thinking slowly—so slowly that he’s usually last to grasp what’s going on in his own life.

“I’m going to see my parents and, right now, I’m having lunch somewhere near Rodez,” he starts before realizing—his lips still moving in a vacuum—that they’ve been cut off.

He calls back several times but each time gets the same recorded voice: Please leave a message after the tone.

Just then the light in the restroom goes out, and Blériot stands there in the dark, his phone in his hand, not fumbling for the switch or even trying to open the door, as if needing to collect himself in the shadows to get the full measure of what’s happening to him.

Because he’s been two years waiting for this call.

WHEN HE GETS back to the table, he sits for a moment gazing at his plate, his hands limp by his sides, feeling something like a hint of fever, coupled with a shiver between his shoulder blades.

Maybe there are girls who disappear just for the pleasure of returning one day, he muses as he reaches for his table napkin. He orders another glass of wine and sets about finishing his cold meat, neither letting anything show nor relinquishing the breezy expression with which he usually disguises his reactions.

While the Spanish truckers embark on a game of cards and, behind him, the couple in crisis still haven’t exchanged a word, he sits very upright on his chair, totally self-possessed; nothing, except for the slight shake in his hands, would lead anyone to believe the baffled and emotional state he’s been in since that call.

AS HE LOOKS out the window, Blériot feels two contradictory emotions. When he thinks about it, he wonders whether the second—excitement—isn’t a sort of screen or decoy intended to take his mind off the first, which has no name but could be something rather like premonition and a fear of being hurt.

But at the same time, the more he thinks this, the more his excitement grows, as if to distract him from his apprehension and show him how lucky he is to be seeing her in Paris. And, before getting back into his car, he tries her cell one more time, with no success. He hears the same recording in English. Which is almost a relief, given how undecided he feels.

Having wisely made up his mind not to change any of his plans, he now calls his parents to let them know he will be with them in the early evening, and then his wife, not for anything in particular, just to talk to her and, in passing, to check that she’s not aware of anything.

“Hello?” his wife says. Blériot momentarily feels his legs give way as if he is about to collapse, and he just has time to hang up.

It’s the heat, he thinks, catching sight of the couple in crisis escaping in a red coupe like Jack Palance and Brigitte Bardot.

He stays hunched in his car for several minutes, prey to a slight feeling of nausea. As he watches the succession of trucks on the road between the lines of plane trees, he tries to remember when he last saw Nora, two years ago, and realizes that he can’t. However much he tortures his mind, he can’t find anything, not one sound, not one image. As if he has consciously erased the scene so he can begin it all over again. So that the last time can be revived another time.

THEN HE DRIVES for a long while without thinking of her, driving for the sake of it, through the empty mountains and the high-altitude clouds suspended over the valley in geostationary flight.

Because of the heat, he has all the windows closed and the air-conditioning seeping silently around the inside of the car, like an anesthetizing gas dimming his sense of reality, clouding his short-term memory. Until everything that’s just happened to him—Nora’s call, her saying she’d be back, the call being cut off—is now affected by such a coefficient of uncertainty that he could just as easily have imagined it.

Perhaps because some events for which we’ve waited too long (two years and two months in his case) are beyond our capacity to react, too big for conscious thought, and can be assimilated only as dreams.

Blériot snaps awake when he recognizes the outskirts of Millau, its viaduct, its accumulation of traffic on the freeway, its gloomy houses, and its advertisements for hamburgers sparking longing in children and despair in animals.

He takes the next exit, coming off the freeway and ending up in a sort of suburban outpost, passing a maternity hospital, a social housing project, two or three shops that are not yet open, a cemetery—a whole life flitting by—before starting up a long incline toward some hills covered with scrub.

He is the only person on the road, and this makes him drive as carefully as a spy sent on a mission to an unfamiliar country. In front of him, as far as the eye can see, are stony plateaux with the cliff to one side and, to the other, a sheer drop that occasionally reveals a river below hidden in the trees. He then contemplates the fact that, at this altitude, no one is likely to get hold of him, or he them, because there can’t be a signal tower for miles.

If he wanted to he could disappear, unbeknownst to anyone, change his name and start a new life in the depths of a lost valley, marry a shepherdess … (Sometimes Blériot just loves scaring himself.)

HE PARKS HIS car in the shade at a deserted rest area, stands there for a moment with his nose to the wind, assailed by the smell of resin and cut grass, and rummages through the glove compartment for some sunscreen, which he spreads generously over his face and arms. Then he improvises a little game of basketball to stretch his muscles before getting back into the driver’s seat.

He suddenly feels younger.

For two years, shut away in the confines of his heartache, he applied himself methodically to aging. He lived hanging by an invisible thread, not looking up, not noticing anyone else, coping with his humdrum world and his worries, turning his back on everything as if trying to eclipse himself.

In fact he was almost entirely eclipsed when she called him.

Still under the effects of this intervention, Blériot listens absently to some Massenet and now drives with nonchalant delight along these winding roads through the Cévennes hills in the shadows of sweet chestnut trees. Until, far below in the distance, he spots a small village that doesn’t seem to appear on the map, and he promptly decides to have a break and go in search of cigarettes.

The village is built of red stone and can be summarized as two roads running parallel to each other toward a disjointed little square around the mairie and a café. Blériot stocks up with a packet of cigarettes and, to celebrate his newfound youth, grants himself a draft beer, which he drinks at the bar, listening—without making it obvious—to locals out on the terrace discussing subsidies and agricultural policies, probably more out of boredom than out of any labor-union conviction. In their flat caps, they look like a ring of gossiping mushrooms waiting for nightfall.

Out on the street, he feels dazed by the heat again and briefly leans against the mairie, making the most of the shade in the courtyard and the slight breeze cooling his legs. Then he walks across the square and heads valiantly for his car. Not that he’s in any particular hurry to see his parents again—if it were up to him, he’d go straight back and order another beer—but, since Nora called him, a gnawing feeling of impatience or anxiety has been urging him forward.

So Blériot folds his tall, thin, almost tubular body behind the wheel, puts his sunglasses on again, adjusts his earphones—once young, always young—and roars off.
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Given that the time difference between London and Paris is one hour, it is at about four-thirty on that same May day that Murphy Blomdale opens the door to his apartment, puts down his luggage, and, after a couple of minutes, has the chilling sense that Nora is no longer there.

Everything around him feels strangely calm and lifeless: the windows onto the courtyard have been left open, and, in the space of three days, silence has crept into the apartment, infiltrating every nook and cranny, yet having a different resonance from one room to the next. The place has never felt so vast and abandoned to him.

Time itself seems to be standing still, exactly as if this moment of his life, this slice of afternoon, has seized up altogether and nothing will ever come after it.

Shaking off this morbid spell, Murphy carries on with his exploration, going from the living room to his study, then from his study to their bedroom: the closet is empty, the drawers tipped open as if after a burglary, and, instead of frames with their photos in them, all that is left on the pedestal table is a little film of dust and a set of keys.

Enough said.

Anyone else in his position would already have accepted the evidence. But not him. He can’t quite believe it. In fact, he peers at himself in the mirror to see whether he looks as if he believes it, but no, he has the eyes of someone who doesn’t.

THERE MUST BE some explanation for this sort of denial. Murphy Blomdale is big on voluntarism, he is one hundred percent American, both austere and hyperactive, held up as an example by his bosses; this is a man who is confronted daily by the anarchic tides of the financial world, by the unpredictability of markets, the speed of exchanges, and the volatility of capitals. In short, nothing that might prepare him for being the male lead in a romantic drama one day.

This role that fate has suddenly foisted on him seems to be casting him so badly against type that he’d rather just pretend he hasn’t noticed.

Murphy, who’s still holding Nora’s keys in his hand, glances out at the street to have something to believe in.

He hopes to see the odd passerby or some children fresh from school; they would soothe him by drawing him out of this bad dream. But, at this time of day, Liverpool Road is like a long, baking interstate highway, about as busy as the Gobi Desert.

Light bounces off the sidewalks with unusual, almost worrying intensity.

It then occurs to him to take his phone from his breast pocket and call Nora’s number. About a dozen times. She doesn’t reply, so he tries to get hold of her sister, Dorothy, in Greenwich, with no success.

She must have moved from London a while ago, he thinks, washing his fingers as if his phone has melted.

To crush his worries and get a more objective angle on the situation, he decides to resume his search in reverse order, starting with the bedroom and bathroom, then the study. All he finds are a shoe forgotten at the back of a cupboard, a leather belt, a mauve scarf, a paperback of Somerset Maugham’s short stories, school editions of Milton and Chekhov, plus a few fashion magazines that he tidies onto a shelf with the other things.

Later, when it is all over and he is left with nothing but regrets, he can always put these relics behind glass, with a little sign. In response to this grim prospect, he is just resolving to go back into the living room when the light coming through the window in the hallway reveals the outline of a hand. A hand so distinctive, so alive, that it seems to wave to him before it vanishes.

His legs undertake a peculiar sort of rotation, and he starts turning circles on the spot, arms spread like a skater, his body’s movements apparently completely disconnected from his mind. If he didn’t instinctively clutch a chair in passing, he would almost certainly end up out for the count on the wooden floor.

Once safely wedged in his chair, Murphy Blomdale stays put for a long time, legs stretched in front of him, one finger uselessly pressing the button on his cell, eyes staring blankly, as if utterly stripped, like a man confronted by his own nonexistence.
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Blériot does not yet know Nora at this point, so all this is happening in another life.

Here he is with his wife one September afternoon, at the house of friends—the Bonnet-Smiths, small-time landowners who have a place on the banks of the Eure that boasts extensive wooded grounds through which little groups of guests have started to disperse in search of cooler air.

Blériot, who hasn’t been talking to anyone except his wife, stays on the sidelines at the bottom of the steps leading to the front door and wonders, as he often does, what he’s doing here. So when Sabine tells him rather brusquely (their marriage is going through a tricky time) that their friends Sophie and Bertrand Laval wondered if he’d like to join them for a little walk around, he makes as if to follow them, then changes his mind, firstly because he’s hot and also because he’d rather wander through the house.

He has thirty minutes left till he meets Nora. But he is completely unaware of that. And yet he’s ready. He needs something to happen to him. At some stage all men probably need a story like this of their own, to convince them that something wonderful and unforgettable happened to them once in their lives.

This is a conviction Blériot once had, when he set up house with Sabine, but he’s lost it since. None of which stops him repeatedly telling himself—and it’s getting more and more like autosuggestion—that he married the most intelligent and devoted of women, the one best equipped to make him happy, and if he had to do it all over again, he wouldn’t hesitate for a moment.

His conjugal affection has never actually been as vehement as he claims, and their relationship, despite intermittent bonds of complicity and tenderness, has become more or less incomprehensible.

In fact, no one in their circle of friends understands it at all.

But Blériot doesn’t mind what people say. It’s a relationship with no logical explanation, like in myths and legends.

SO, NOW SABINE has gone with her friends, he withdraws into the house in search of a glass of champagne and ends up in front of the buffet, alongside a certain Jean-Jacques, whom he’s now running into for the third time this day in the same place.

Incidentally, despite his good intentions, Blériot hasn’t managed to establish whether the man’s a semiologist or a sociologist. Perhaps because his white suit and buttoned ankle boots are more inclined to suggest an Italian singer. And anyway he has a maddening habit of constantly turning up the collar of his jacket and running his hand through his hair. Even when he’s heading for the restroom.

As they don’t have much to talk about, they discreetly look away from each other in perfect unison while knocking back their champagne and hoping to spot someone receptive to talk to. The first of them to be rid of the other will have won.

Blériot is the one who gets ditched.

He has eleven minutes to go.

HEARING IT PUT like that, you would think there’s a young woman he’s never met already standing at the far side of the door, and that when she comes in Blériot will spin round and feel something as sudden and unpredictable as an avalanche.

But no woman comes into the room. He’s still by the buffet, champagne glass in hand, stuck between a couple of academics heatedly criticizing a female colleague, and a bevy of former left-wingers who have rallied to the capitalist cause and are now laying into civil servants. It’s almost a competition to see who can stoop the lowest.

While Blériot wonders why he should have to put up with conversations like this, his attention is drawn to the right by a stunning young couple who suddenly revive his faith in his fellow human beings.

THE BOY IS quite tall with a slightly indolent, bored quality, and, just to have something to do, he’s leafing through an art magazine on a sideboard, while the girl half hidden behind him looks so slight, so transparent that—by comparison—her partner comes across as a giant.

Blériot, now in a heightened state of susceptibility, notices that every now and then she goes up on tiptoe to say something in his ear, and that he has a funny way of tilting his head and turning his brown eyes—which match her own—on her.

They are standing alone, beside the door to the garden, apparently not interested in anyone else, or wanting anyone to take any interest in them. They look as if they’re on the alert, ready to flee at the smallest sign of alarm like a timid pair of deer.

Blériot, who keeps losing sight of them because of other guests’ comings and goings, now undertakes a discreet maneuver to get closer to them. As a secondary concern, one day he would love to know why it is that beauty makes him so vulnerable and dependent.

Almost as if it were inevitable, just as he is getting nearer to the couple, he recognizes Valérie Mell, a friend of his wife’s, waving to him enthusiastically from the hallway. In the time it takes to go over to her, find out how her son is—he’s had a motorcycle crash—and to show a bit of sympathy for him, the other two have disappeared. Despite Blériot’s subsequent efforts exploring the surroundings and coming back into the house, they are nowhere to be found.

Neither was his wife. A fact he finds reassuring for now.

AFTER THIS THERE seems to be a sort of temporal collapse between the time when he is still there in the house, champagne glass in hand, thinking about the fear that his wife’s prickly, capricious nature has always inspired in him, and the time when he walks around the grounds, guided by his predatory instincts, and comes out onto a small covered terrace, almost next to the girl with the brown eyes. Without her partner.

Thrown by this interpolation of fate, Blériot hangs back a little at first and is of course careful not to stare too much.

While, slightly in profile to him, she tilts back on a chair, resting her feet on a stone bench, he checks once more that there’s no one in the vicinity, and then, as she doesn’t seem to have noticed him, he just stands there, quaking at the thought of disturbing her, yet suddenly incapable of walking away.

Approaching her in due and proper form, asking her permission to sit down, finding the appropriate words to engage in conversation—all this is clearly way beyond his abilities.

He’s already decided to turn on his heel and leave as silently as he came when, with no hint of affectation, she asks him whether he’s a friend of Paul and Elisa’s.

“Paul and Elisa’s?” he repeats, lowering his sunglasses.

It is now, as he gets closer to her, that Blériot, who never notices anything, realizes her lips are dry and her cheeks pale and silky with a light dusting of freckles around her eyes.

She looks even more unbelievable than she did earlier.

But, although it pains him more than she could imagine, he’s honest enough to admit that he doesn’t know Paul or Elisa. On the other hand, he does know a Jean-Jacques Baret or Bari, and Sophie and Bertrand Laval, as well as Robert Bonnet-Smith … who, according to her, is none other than a friend of Spencer’s mother, Spencer being the boy she lives with.

It’s all clear.

“Spencer went for a nap in the car,” she tells him, still balancing on her chair, hands crossed behind her head.

“He finds these people boring and anyway he can’t stand alcohol,” she adds with a slight English accent he hadn’t noticed at first.

He dreads the fateful moment when she will probably ask him whether he came alone, and would also rather not pursue the subject of Spencer, telling her instead about his disappointment with the other guests—it’s usually a unifying subject—with a special mention for the gang of academics on every floor of the house. They’re all over the place. Academics standing up, academics sitting down, lying down. You’d think it was a nursing home for teachers.

That’s when Blériot sees her smile.

And she has a very pretty way of smiling, showing the tips of her teeth, but he doesn’t make any comment.

“WHAT’S YOUR NAME?” she asks all of a sudden, stopping her chair-tilting.

“Blériot,” he says. “Officially it’s Louis Blériot-Ringuet. Blériot because I’m a cousin three times removed from the aviator, and Louis because my father—who’s an aeronautical engineer—must be the only man in the world who wanted to call his son Louis Blériot. I’ll spare you the explanation for Ringuet. I try to take comfort from the thought that Louis Blériot-Ringuet has a ring to it, a bit like Sugar Ray Robinson or Charlie ‘Bird’ Parker.”

“You’re clearly modest,” she says, laughing out loud.

“I was only giving examples, but if it seems a bit long, you could always settle for calling me Blériot, which most of my friends do.”

“I prefer Louis,” she says, without any explanation.

“How about you?” he asks after a moment’s hesitation, as if she’s bound to have a secret name.

“Nora,” she replies, “Nora Neville. I’m English on my mother’s side and half French on my father’s. I think my family were from near Le Havre.”

“Miss Neville,” Blériot says in affectedly solemn tones, “I don’t know your parents, but I’d like to thank them from the bottom of my heart for bringing you into the world. I can assure you of my sincerity.”

“Call me Nora, just Nora,” she asks, returning his smile.

All the same, he can’t help noticing that it’s a different smile from the previous one, a slightly thoughtful smile.

She seems to have seen right through his performance and is giving him the indulgent smile of a woman who’s met dozens like him and knows exactly where they’re coming from.

Of course it doesn’t occur to him that he might be better off relinquishing his position to someone else.

Because at that precise moment—they’ve gone for a stroll at the bottom of the garden, away from prying eyes—he feels that, whether or not he is married, whether or not there is a Spencer, the fact that he may be making some sort of mistake doesn’t affect the immediate fierce conviction that this girl is destined to be his.

And this feels both very powerful and quite inevitable. What surprises him most isn’t that it should be so powerful, but that it should be inevitable.

She is so close to him Blériot feels that, if he accidentally or inadvertently leaned a little too far forward, he would fall into her arms like a sleepwalker. She seems to be waiting for his reaction, so—although he makes no conscious decision to do this—he settles for touching her ear with his hand. Nothing else happens. She doesn’t brush his hand away, but doesn’t take it either, so that for a few fractions of a second his arm hangs there in the air.

“It’s nearly six o’clock,” Nora says suddenly—given that there is now a Nora. “I’m a bit worried.”

“Me too,” he says, also feeling strangely different.

Together they walk back, glancing toward the gardens and the house, as if filled with foreboding.

“What are we going to do?” she asks all of a sudden, her voice stunned. “Do you have any ideas?”

But Blériot, who’s never been this much in love, is as lost as she is.
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