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Five 

 

That evening, Olivier examined his bare torso as he brushed his 

teeth. The movement of his chest muscles was more clearly visible 

than a couple of years before. The fluorescent light cast a bluish 

shadow into every hollow. 

 He’d left the bathroom door open. Sylvia, walking past on 

her way to the kitchen, caught his eye in the mirror. His cheeks 

were full of toothpaste. ‘Good grief,’ she said, ‘are you trying to 

depress yourself?’ She walked in, turned off the big light and 

switched on the smaller one above the bathroom cabinet. She 

stroked his back for a moment before going away again. He heard 

the kitchen tap, and a few seconds later his own sink started 

belching air bubbles.  

 There was the clink of glasses and he knew that she was 

pouring herself a liqueur. She shouted from the kitchen to ask 

whether he wanted anything. He rinsed his mouth and tensed his 

chest and stomach muscles one more time before putting on his 

dressing gown.  

 He went and sat next to Sylvie on the sofa in the living 

room and put his arm around her. She planted a kiss on the hand 

next to her face and carried on reading. For a while Olivier joined 

in, looking at the women on the glossy paper. Above the 



magazine, Sylvie’s chest rose and fell lazily. He gazed at her 

décolletage, with its fine, fan-shaped wrinkles and skin slightly 

glittering from the bronzer she used. Sylvie took nips of her 

Cointreau. It was only when you looked at the crown of her head 

from above, as he was doing now, that you could see that her 

roots were grey. From a distance she looked younger than him. 

People sometimes complimented him on that. ‘You’ve done well 

there,’ they said. And Sylvie did always know what to wear and 

what to say. A white bouquet and a basket of rose petals, she’d 

said, when he’d had to bury his mother. Thank God that he’d 

had her then. And that she’d sat next to him in her neat black, 

nodding and smiling to the old people in the church while he 

stared at the coffin. His mother’s hollow cheeks had been done 

raspberry red, making her look like some extra in a horror film 

who could spring up at any second. That night he’d jolted awake, 

terrified, imagining the feel of a coffin’s slippery artificial silk 

around him. Sylvie was lying next to him, snoring gently, a 

dragging sound as she breathed in, whose vibrations he could feel 

once he pressed himself up against her back. It comforted him. 

 It had been so different with Mathilde. Nobody could 

flummox him like her. He remembered his stomach muscles 

clenching in a café when she’d slammed her hand in rage on the 

table, making the whole bar glare at him reproachfully. Or how 

she would stick her head and shoulders up his t-shirt in the 

middle of the street, throw her arms around his middle and refuse 

to let go, shaking with laughter. When he did his washing in 

those days, he could tell from the smell of his t-shirts whether it 

had been a Mathilde day. 

 She was the same age as he was but looked older. Maybe 

because she’d always lived in Paris. She could be as rude as a 

fishwife, while he, in defiance of his massive body, preferred to 

keep himself to himself. It was only when nobody was looking 



that he sometimes grabbed her and threw her over his shoulder, or 

pressed her, blushing, up against a wall. 

 She would have laughed if she could see him now, sitting 

among his alphabetised books. Olivier looked around his small, 

neat living room and remembered the first time he had gone to 

her house, the studio in Montparnasse that they would later share. 

Clothes were strewn everywhere, and books, and things she’d 

found on her travels: the skull of a small rodent, juggling balls, a 

red wig atop a tailor’s dummy. He had carefully sought a space on 

her bed. It was winter, and the skylight was turning orange in the 

sunset. Mathilde wanted to see it. She ran to the landing and 

opened the Velux window in the sloping roof above the stairwell. 

She had to lean right out. To get a better view, she put one foot 

on the bannister and pulled herself up slightly on the window 

frame.  

 He stood there, resisting the urge to grab her, ‘are you 

being careful?’ 

 She looked at him; the tip of her tongue appeared 

between her teeth. Suddenly she pulled herself right up, her legs 

swinging for a moment above the five-storey stairwell, and 

climbed out through the window.  

 ‘What are you doing?’ he squeaked. 

 He wanted to stick his head out to see where she was but 

didn’t dare to lean over. 

 ‘Come on then!’ 

 He heard her clattering around on the roof. Inside on the 

stairs all he could hear was his own heart pounding. He climbed 

carefully onto the bannister and popped his head and shoulders 

outside.  

 Mathilde was standing in the gutter with her back to the 

street below, leaning with her hands on the slates of the roof. She 



couldn’t see over it. In the dying light, her face and the clouds of 

her breath glowed orange over the edge of the roof. 

 ‘Wow’, she said, ‘Olivier, you have to see this!’ 

 ‘Mathilde, please come back in, this is really dangerous. 

We can go for a walk or something if you want, but…’ 

 She didn’t even look at him, and made moves to climb up 

further onto the flat roof. Olivier felt his right leg begin to shake. 

 ‘You’re going to fall through! Don’t do it, it could be 

slippy!’ 

 ‘But it’s so pretty. You have to see the city.’ 

 ‘I’m sure this is illegal.’ 

 She laughed in a way that made the blood rush to his 

cheeks, looked at him and waited. Then she clambered up onto 

the roof.  

 Both his legs were shaking now. 

 ‘You scared?’ she called. For a moment he stood in the 

stairwell, undecided. Then he pushed himself off. His legs hung 

from his body like lead weights as he wriggled his way outside. He 

had to grab onto the window frame with both hands to keep from 

falling and, in the seconds he spent crouched in the gutter, 

imagined five ways in which he could fall. A somersault, a swallow 

dive, tripping over backwards into the stairwell, straight through 

the gutter that was cracking beneath his trainers, or was it ice? He 

didn’t look down and suddenly he was lying next to her, gasping 

and shaking all over. Mathilde put her arm around him and 

laughed in his ear. 

 ‘Someone’s going to shut the window in a minute, and 

then we’ll be stuck up here.’ 

 She chuckled. ‘If studying doesn’t work out you could 

always get a job with the emergency services. You can always spot 

the worst-case scenario.’ 



 Well then. Sit up. The cold stuck his hands to the roof 

and burned through his jeans. He felt his balls recoil, took a 

couple of deep breaths and saw that his knees were gradually 

stopping shaking. To their left the bare trees in the graveyard 

reached up out of the darkness. Around them the rooftops, the 

lights, the hum of the evening rush hour. The sky above 

Montparnasse was as if someone had pressed pause on an 

explosion. Mathilde turned to him; her tongue glowed hot against 

his blue lips. He wanted to be angry with her but wasn’t. It was 

often that way. Never what he had planned. Better. 

 On the sofa in his living room he squeezed Sylvie to him 

and gently rocked her. She hummed with pleasure but didn’t look 

up. When he persisted, she put her reading glasses on the side 

table and shut her magazine. 

 ‘Shall we watch another episode before we go to bed?’ she 

asked. 

 ‘Sure.’ 

 She stood up, and a moment later the theme tune of a 

British crime series rang out. Olivier breathed in the scent of 

Coco Mademoiselle, warmed by the heat of Sylvie’s body. He 

slouched down slightly on the sofa and crossed his legs. So long as 

he didn’t pay too much attention to that girl. Then he would be 

in trouble. 

 



pp. 149 - 153 

 

After lunch they visited the private rooms of the Duc d’Aumale, 

who, Fie said, summarising from the guide, ‘must have stunk.’ 

 They stayed until closing time, then allowed themselves to 

be sent out dazed into the cold. The snow had stopped. They 

went back across the fields in the twilight. Night had crept into 

the treetops, only the sky was still light. The layer of dust on the 

grass flattened with a jerk beneath their feet. Sofie was quiet. As 

they reached the edge of the forest that concealed the station, she 

walked more and more slowly. Finally she wheeled round to face 

the illuminated castle in the distance. 

 ‘Tell me about Mathilde,’ she said. 

 ‘Mathilde?’ 

 ‘The one I look like.’ 

 He sighed. There it was. He came to stand next to her. 

 ‘She was my girlfriend, a long time ago, when we were 

students.’ 

 ‘And then?’ 

 ‘Then we broke up.’ 

 ‘Just like that?’ 

 ‘Yeah. Pretty much.’ 

 ‘Do you still think about her.’ 

 ‘Sometimes. Often.’ 

 ‘How sad.’ 

 He looked at her but she didn’t return his gaze. 

 ‘Why is that sad?’ 

 ‘You know, when you stay hung up on someone like that. 

It would make me miserable.’ 

 ‘I think it’s beautiful.’ 

 ‘Why?’ 

 ‘Do you really want to know?’ 



 She nodded. Olivier pressed his fingers to his eyes until 

the darkness dissolved into colourful shapes and he knew what he 

wanted to say. 

 ‘I grew up in a tiny village. One where you know more 

about your neighbour than you do about your father. One of 

those villages with a little square, a church and three benches 

across from a war memorial. We always played in that square and 

often there’d be a lady sitting on one of the benches. She sat there 

every week at the same time, between four and five. She’d watch 

us, or she’d sit with her eyes closed; then we’d pretend that she 

was a sleeping watchman in a heavily guarded castle, something 

like that. If we asked her to, she’d pretend to be sleeping and open 

one of her eyes now and again. Sometimes she didn’t feel like it. 

But she always sat there for a full hour, even when it rained. 

Anyway, I mentioned her once at home when we were at the 

dinner table and my mother said that I shouldn’t speak to her. 

The lady was sitting waiting for a fiancé who was supposed to 

meet her there at four o’clock when he came home on leave. But 

her fiancé had never come back from the war. So people tried to 

get her away from the bench. As if she was crazy. The thing is, the 

lady knew very well that he wasn’t coming back. Just imagine that 

she had allowed them to send her away and had started doing 

crosswords, drinking coffee, or watching television, whatever, 

between four and five, instead of sitting on that bench. Then 

those hours wouldn’t have meant anything. Look: when it comes 

down to it you could erase everything and leave days empty. You 

could call that freedom. But I think that’s wrong. Everything 

fades away quickly enough already. You have to be able to hold 

on to something.’ 

 Fie was silent. Every so often she wiped her nose on her 

sleeve. Her face was solemn. 



 ‘So I’m your four to five,’ she said finally, ‘Your war 

memorial.’ 

 ‘Maybe to start with. It’s not that simple.’ 

 ‘Isn’t it?’ Her mood had changed again and her acid tone 

held a trace of fear. 

 ‘Look. I’m here because you asked me for help. Not for 

my own enjoyment.’ 

 She turned up her nose. She looked cold and angry. 

‘So it’s pure chance that we’re here,’ she sneered. Olivier 

thought about it. He had met Mathilde; that was chance. At a 

tender age, so they had fallen in love. Maybe that was chance too. 

But everything after that had been a choice. That he got drunk 

every year on the same day was a choice. That day weighed 

heavily on him. 

‘Fine,’ he said eventually. ‘You look like her. That means 

something, it has to. Do you think I’d take all this from a random 

student? And do you know what would happen if I let this sort of 

thing go? If it wasn’t allowed to mean anything anymore? If I 

spent four to five hoovering?’ 

‘So? You’d be tidying up.’ 

‘I’ll show you.’ 

He sat down in the snow and patted the ground next to 

him. 

‘What are you doing now?’ 

‘Just sit.’ 

She plonked herself down beside him. Olivier put his 

hood up and lay down on his back. He motioned to Fie that she 

should do the same. 

The sky above them was now pitch black and clear. Their 

breath formed the only clouds. A road rumbled in the distance.  

‘Have you ever done this, lain on your back in the grass at 

night and looked up? Have you ever thought about how you’re 



lying stuck to a ball that’s turning in an endless, expanding void. 

That’s what we see.’ He paused for effect. ‘If you look for long 

enough you can almost feel it, just for a second before you 

reassure yourself with the grass pressing into your back, and the 

sound of the motorway, and the feel of your clothes that you 

bought at good old H&M, and your sock with a hole, which your 

second toe is poking out of. Who can consider an endless void 

when they’re wiggling their toe in a hole in a cheap pair of socks? 

Just for a second, you feel like nothing is protecting you from the 

sky, that you could fall in, that you don’t even exist in space, as if 

instead of writing one in a hundred thousand places after the 

decimal point, you wrote a zero.’ 

He fell silent and carried on looking up. Now and again 

her white breath drifted over to him in the darkness. 

‘Maybe you could just look up at the stars. I used to think 

that was the most beautiful thing in the world. I used to dream 

about travelling in space. Now I feel them sucking me in, and I 

try to anchor myself. People tether themselves to anything: 

names, songs, other people. And that’s not for no reason.’ 

Finally he looked to where she was lying beside him. She 

was still, her mouth slightly open and her eyes half-closed. 

‘It’s only empty if the person you share a house with no 

longer sees you,’ she said finally. ‘Everything becomes empty. 

First the edges of your day. You ask yourself what the point is of 

putting on make-up and of having another shower before bed. All 

that effort.’ She spoke softly and slowly, as if he wasn’t there. 

‘And then there are the places in your house that don’t mean 

anything to you anymore. The photos in the hall. His half of the 

wardrobe. The mirror. Only when that’s empty do you 

understand what’s happening and start clinging to everything. To 

your daughter. But I went to Paris. To your daughter’s dog, who 

never wonders whether he’s going to fall into space, and who has 



twice as many feet on the ground as you do. He’s warm and heavy 

and sleeps on your feet at night.’ 

She turned her head towards him, one eye hidden behind 

the edge of her hood. ‘I’ve looked at the stars before.’ 

Then she turned her head away again. 

‘I really didn’t want to tell you that. I’m cold.’ She sat up 

and did her best to dust the snow off her coat. 

‘Do you want me to leave you alone?’ 

She thought for a moment: ‘No. That’s the whole point. I 

wish that I wanted you to leave me alone, and I wish that I could 

be alone. But I can’t.’.  

‘I’m trying to help. Don’t get angry.’ 

‘I know.’ She looked to her right for a second. ‘Maybe I 

can still learn.’ 

‘Yeah. And maybe one day you’ll learn to live without 

sleeping or eating.’ 

‘Ha ha.’ 

‘I mean it.’ 

She turned her face back towards the stars. 

‘I’m freezing to death. Shall we go?’ 

 


