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			CHAPTER 1

			The technician on the other side of the window gave Louis the thumbs up. Louis lowered his steely gaze to the orchestra, who remained frozen anticipating his verdict.

			“Thank you, gentlemen. It was…”

			For a second he tried to come up with the words to express his satisfaction.

			“It was right on,” he finally said with a smile.

			He set his baton on the side of the lectern and gathered the score. The heavy soundproof door opened and the director barged into the studio, beaming.

			“Awesome!” he shouted. “I swear, you’re saving my movie. Actually, I’m going to use the score wall-to-wall. No use wracking my brain with post-production and those damned actors. They’re driving me nuts, every single one of them. The second theme, the one I told you I like so much, with all the violins? I want it to be swelling, you know? Like, haunting. Louis, we’re going to get tons of tears you and me!”

			In the spacious recording studio, the musicians were putting away their instruments. Some had worked with Louis before, and admired him unconditionally. If they gave him their best effort, they knew he’d be a pleasant conductor. Fussy but patient, demanding but always courteous. Louis preferred to record in Paris whenever the producers—and their budget—allowed. So he was popular with the local musicians’ union.

			“It was missing a bit of emotional impact, you know?” the director continued. “I couldn’t be more adamant about that. We need maximum emotional impact.”

			 Louis nodded but said nothing. He thought the director had no talent whatsoever. His stupid film was going to tank at the box office in eight days, tops. No music in the world, no matter how amazing, could turn his pic into a masterpiece.

			 “Buy you a drink?” the director said, clutching Louis’s arm.

			 “Sorry, I have to go home. I promised my son I was going to spend the evening with him. I’ll see you on Monday for the mixing.”

			 It wasn’t some lame excuse. He did need to speak to Frédéric. He’d neglected him too much these past few days. Though he knew better than to hold his breath, he wished that for once traffic wouldn’t be too heavy on the highway.

			 Coming out of the studios, in front of the Palais des Congrès, Louis realized that the sun had already begun to set. The early evening was cold and dreary, matching his frame of mind to a T. He’d composed the music they’d recorded in just five days. It was perfectly melodramatic, both “swelling” and “haunting,” just as that moron director liked.

			 Instantly he regretted thinking that. Looking down on the people who hired you only meant that you were belittling yourself. Of course, all movie directors wanted the same thing—for the audience to reach for the tissues. Like it or not, Louis excelled at exactly that kind of stuff. And, he’d been given a full orchestra to work with, something increasingly rare in this day and age. Why was he complaining?

			 He got to his car and searched for his keys. They’d escaped through the hole in his jacket pocket and found their way in the lining. He took his time fishing the keys out, all the while admiring his brand new red coupe. A beautiful thing, as elegant and powerful as the manufacturer claimed. He’d managed to make Alix crazy with envy when he bought it. Their passion for sports cars would undoubtably ruin them one day if they didn’t stop trying to one up each other. Twenty years ago, their father had made the mistake of giving them driving lessons at the Montlhéry racetrack—both of his children had fallen in love with speed. Since then, despite their fair share of traffic violations and suspended licenses, nothing could to stifle their passion.

			 Louis tossed his score on the backseat and slid behind the steering wheel. With a little luck he’d be able to make it to Notre-Dame-de-la-Mer in time for supper. Back at the house, Frédéric was probably scratching his head, wondering what to take out of the fridge.

			 Louis was about to put the car in gear when someone rapped on the window. He lowered it.

			 “I loved the recording! Musicians are always better when you’re the one conducting…”

			 “Where were you hiding?” said Louis, staring at his sister.

			 “In the booth, behind the consoles. And you know what? Everything was so incredibly tight, from beginning to end!”

			 “Alix,” he reminded her, “you know nothing about music.”

			 “Maybe. But everybody was happy. Here, you forgot the CD of the recording. You always leave too quickly.”

			 “What are you doing here anyway?”

			 “I had to be in this part of town for a meeting, and I thought I’d drop by to see how you were.”

			 Leaning against the roof of the coupe, she looked at him with an unabashed tenderness.

			 “Frédéric is waiting for me,” Louis said.

			 “Go, then!”

			 Alix backed away from the car looking sad so Louis said in a softer voice, “Are you coming over on Saturday?”

			 “I’ll be there before lunch, but only if you let me try that new toy of yours.”

			 Before driving off, he smiled at her with that incredibly youthful smile that moved her every time. Their resemblance wasn’t as striking as it used to be. When they were young twins, people misplaced them all the time, especially before she began to wear skirts and he shorts. Later, of course, their differences became more pronounced. Now, they both had the same dark eyes and straight nose. But Alix’s brown hair was now dyed blond and she’d put on a few extra pounds. Meanwhile Louis remained as thin as ever, almost looking emaciated because he was so tall. His attractiveness resided in his high cheekbones and narrow face, whose hard expression sometimes morphed into an irrepressible child-like smile. But Louis was clueless about all that.

			 The Porte Maillot was clear, and traffic was smooth on the Boulevard Périphérique. A few minutes later, Louis emerged from the Saint-Cloud tunnel. He slipped the CD into the console and listened to the beginning, brows furrowed. There was a slight discordance with the violins, as he’d noticed while conducting, but nobody would notice. As a whole, the piece was pretty good, almost brilliant, and there was no doubt that the soundtrack was going to be a hit.

			 Louis stepped on the gas on the other side of the Marly Forest, where the highway shrank to three lanes. The hum from the six cylinders was tremendous. Alix would absolutely go nuts when she took the Alfa Romeo for a spin tomorrow. At the Mantes tolls, he tossed a few coins in the collection basket and right away heard a nasal voice say, “Payment rejected.” He should’ve used the electronic payment lane. Two highway patrolmen on motorcycles glanced at him as he searched for more coins, but they seemed more interested in the slick hood of his sports car.

			 A few miles later, he pulled off the highway to take the secondary road that ran along the Seine . Night had fallen and only a slight shimmer could be seen on the river. The clock on the dashboard read eight o’clock as Louis made a left after Port-Villez, heading for Notre-Dame-de-la-Mer. He took the road that snaked around the hill, the car’s headlights scanning the bushes on the roadsides without encountering another car all the way to the house. It was his favorite place in the world, and he knew he’d never let go of it. If he’d wanted to sell it, he would’ve right after Marianne died.

			 In front of the tall wooden gate, Louis activated the remote control. When the doors opened, he saw that Frédéric had turned on all the lights in the house. More likely, he’d forgotten to switch them off in the morning.

			 Inside, a synthesizer and drums blasted. He stood at the foot of the staircase with the onslaught of noise for two minutes, and then shrugged. Tomorrow morning, if Louis remembered correctly, was his son’s math test. Frédéric should be studying instead of torturing the keyboard. 

			 Resigned, Louis ran up the stairs and into his son’s room. A teenager Louis had never met was beating the living daylights out of a drum set, while Frédéric pounded on the keyboard. The concert came to an abrupt end when the kids realized that Louis was standing there.

			 “That was something else,” Louis said in a deadpan voice. “Let’s eat now, okay?”

			 “Hey, Dad. You know Richard?”

			 “No, I don’t. Hi, Richard. Are you joining us for dinner tonight?”

			 “Gotta go,” the young man mumbled.

			 One second later, he was gone.

			 “How’s he getting home?”

			 “He’s got a moped.”

			 Frédéric’s room was an incredible mess, nothing new there.

			 “We were having fun, and time just flew by. But I did put the Shepherd’s pie in the oven!”

			 Shepherd’s pie was Frédéric’s favorite food, that and spaghetti and meatballs. Louis went over to his son, a look of concern on his face.

			 “You didn’t study at all, did you?”

			 “Well, you know, math... I don’t get it.”

			 “You’re not trying to get it, that’s not the same thing!”

			 “Dad...”

			 Something in his son’s voice alerted him to the danger. After eight years of living alone with Frédéric, he’d learned to read him very well--his rebellious outbursts, his pangs of anxiety, his passions and fears. Life in high school was the root of a lot of his moodiness.

			 “I’m famished,” he simply said.

			 Relieved, the teenager passed him on the landing and ran down the stairs with his father on his heels, a game they played all the time. The kitchen was huge, and Frédéric had set a couple of plates, paper towels, and utensils on the table.

			 “Did I scare off your friend Richard?”

			 “Of course not! Well, actually, maybe...You know, you do intimidate them a bit.”

			 Once in a while, Louis ran into kids who were so-called friends of Frédéric’s, and they’d ask him to sign CDs. They had wanted to make sure that Frédéric wasn’t messing with them, that his old man really was the Louis Neuville, who’d written the scores to Home of the Braves and Setting Sun, which had become cult favorites for their generation. Frédéric often showed the kids around the music room and sat at Louis’s piano and nonchalantly played a few famous bars. Even if he’d wanted to play correctly he couldn’t; Frédéric had given up his music lessons after two years of torture.

			 Louis opened the oven door and saw that the pie’s creamy sauce was erupting from the top like some kind of volcano.

			 “Let’s have some salad, too,” he said with forced enthusiasm.

			 “The lettuce looked awful. I tossed the two bags in the garbage.”

			 “We have to eat some vegetables,” Louis mumbled. “Or anything that has vitamins.”

			 Frédéric felt bad so he fetched the fruit basket on the counter while his father opened a bottle of Chablis. During the week, they managed as well as they could. No matter how many time Louis went to the supermarket, something was always missing. Every Saturday morning, Louis’s youngest sister Laura inspected the contents of the fridge and cupboard. Then she’d launch into a speech on proper diet, before leaving to buy “real” food. Louis and Frédéric did indeed eat and live a whole lot better on the weekend. The house was full of people, the kitchen smelled wonderful, and three generations lived together with laughter and never-ending card games.

			 Frédéric slouched on a chair. “Don’t worry,” he said, “Laura is going to cook something terrific tomorrow!”

			 He liked his aunt Laura a lot because she was so nice to him. Actually, he also liked his other aunt Alix, his uncle, his grandfather, and his two little cousins. He always hated Sunday evening, when everybody left after supper. This succession of solitary weeks and family weekends had started seven years ago. Frédéric knew that he was spoiled, pampered like a baby even, because his mother was dead. His father had the difficult role of trying to impose some discipline in his only son when it came to his education. Monday to Friday, it was up to his father to find the time to be with him despite a very demanding profession. He’d managed to finish his days at a decent hour to attend parent-teacher meetings, drive Frédéric to fencing practice or the dentist, and be around at supper time. Every evening, Louis would horse around with Frédéric, ask him questions about his life, and try as hard as possible to replace the absent parent.

			 “How did the recording go?” asked the teenager between two bites of apple.

			 “A-OK, as they say.”

			 Louis didn’t want to drift away from the topic he intended to tackle with his son. He swallowed hard and said, “Your last report card was a disaster.”

			 “Yeah…” Frédéric admitted with a pout.

			 “You could at least have good grades in French? And history—all you have to do is learn and remember. How can you fail that?”

			 “Oh, that teacher is a moron! He’s a stickler for dates. We’re not in grammar school anymore...”

			 “And a D in English, that’s also the teacher’s fault? Quit giving me your BS ! You’re never going to make it to college if you keep this up! I’m telling you, if you don’t shape up you’re going to spend the summer in England. I’ll find an English language program for you there, and it’s not going to be some silly summer camp, let me tell you.”

			 Head down, the teenager said nothing. After a few seconds of silence, Louis got up to retrieve the shepherd’s pie in the oven. Frédéric remained quiet, brooding.

			 “Go ahead,” Louis said. “Help yourself…”

			 Barely sixteen was a delicate age for a boy. A few facial hairs, exhausting growing pains, the posturing of a rebel, and very little common sense.

			 “Why are you upset with me? You should be upset with yourself.”

			 “We always talk about the same thing,” Frédéric said.

			 “But it’s my job. Who else is going to do it?”

			 “I hate studying. I hate high school. I hate the teachers, and their grades! I’ll never be a good student, and you might as well get used to it!”

			 “You want me to get used it? You think that this has to do with me? We’re talking about your life, your future. Not mine!”

			 “Dad… Please don’t yell…”

			 Louis was about to explode but he caught himself just in time. Raising his voice at Frédéric had never amounted to anything good. The kid wasn’t a good fit in the school system, though it was best not to acknowledge that fact in front of him. And seeing his father angry only made Frédéric want to retreat into his shell.

			 “Sorry, Fred. Come on, eat. It’s going to get cold…”

			 Louis had a sip of Chablis while his son helped himself to a gooey slice of pie. Maybe Laura would be better at talking to him about school. A victim of her professional training, she usually spoke like a psychoanalyst in obscure and abstruse terms. Despite that, she had a really nice touch with Frédéric, unlike Louis despite all his efforts. He poked the pot pie with his fork, giving it a gloomy look.

			“You would’ve preferred something else, right?” his son asked, trying to be nice. “I’m sorry…”

			Sure, but what? What could Frédéric cook? And, more importantly, what could he do?

			 “Don’t you have a fencing match coming up?”

			 “End of April.”

			 Louis kicked himself for having forgotten about the date. He couldn’t afford to be like those parents who always seemed out to lunch. Frédéric really was counting on him.

			 “I wouldn’t mind watching a movie tonight,” Louis said. “It’s still kind of early...”

			 In front of the giant flat-screen TV, father and son, shoulder to shoulder, often sprawled on the couch, laughing at the same jokes, feeling moved by the same emotional scenes.

			 They wolfed down the rest of the pie, filled the dishwasher, put the pot in the sink to soak, and headed for the TV room. Frédéric wasn’t quite as tall as his father, but it wouldn’t be long before he caught up. Tall and lanky, elegant, brown hair cut like a teen pop star, he was beginning to attract girl’s attention.

			 In the semi-dark room, Louis watched his son as he inserted the DVD in the player. A good-looking teenager, no doubt, but fragile and vulnerable for all his cool demeanor.

			 “Check out the opening credits,” Frédéric said with a wink. “The music is awesome.”

			 Vaguely annoyed by his opinion, Louis listened to the music for a minute and then said, “Seven notes. The guy played around with the same freakin’ sequence of seven notes...”

			 Frédéric gave him a loving punch on the knee to shut him up.

			* * *

			 Three hours later, his son had long gone upstairs to bed, but Louis was still hanging out in the music room. It was by far his favorite room, not just because he did good work in there. When he’d decided to buy Alix and Laura’s shares of the house, his father had been enthusiastic about the idea. Neuville House was very expensive to maintain and the old man didn’t have the will or the energy to deal with it anymore. He’d gotten the house from his wife, who had inherited it from her parents, who had come to this area from Belgium with a number of countrymen at the beginning of the 20th century. A few of the more stately houses in the area were still inhabited by the descendents of those pioneers.

			 Louis had wanted a house that was not too far from Paris, where he could live with his wife and son. He dreamed of a place where he could isolate himself to compose his music without disturbing anyone. Alix, tired of watching her brother struggling to find a new place, had told him what he was looking for was right under his nose. The entire family had loved the solution, and after two meetings at the notary, the papers were signed and funds allocated equitably. In principle, it was Louis’s home. But quickly he realized that he couldn’t prevent Alix, Laura, or his father Grégoire from staying over in their rooms, which he didn’t dare redecorate. When he and Marianne started to renovate, they decided to convert the old winter garden into a music room. It was a gigantic room that occupied the entire right wing of the house. They had it soundproofed with cork, before installing Louis’s Steinway. His childhood upright piano, on which he’d spent many a Sunday practicing, remained in the living room.

			 Immediately, Marianne became obsessed with the renovation. Back then, Louis was becoming famous and making quite a bit of money. Marianne had pretty much abandoned her career as a fashion designer to take care of Frédéric and she eagerly took on the responsibility of overseeing the project. She kept a close eye on the workers, studying every little detail of their work. Marianne knew that her husband didn’t want to change the general atmosphere of the house that he loved. As a child he’d spent almost all his vacations there. A wide veranda topped by a slate awning lined the southern façade of the U-shaped building. Their child Frédéric now hid behind the veranda’s windows to spy on people, not realizing that his father and his aunts had played the same game long before he did.

			 Marianne had the bathrooms remodeled and knocked down some of the walls. She installed thick carpeting in the long hallways, put up double windows in the bedrooms. All day long, Louis locked himself in his music room so as not to be disturbed by the workers. When night came, he climbed over the rubble, lowered his head under the scaffoldings, and tripped over the tarps while offering his opinion on the progress of the renovations. In the end her changes were discreet, the style of the house was respected, but the heating system had been replaced and Louis could no longer hear the clanging of the old plumbing.

			 Having kept the best for last, Marianne was mulling over different plans for the kitchen when she suddenly vanished. It was on a Saturday night, and she was coming back from London where she’d gone to a fashion show for her friend’s first collection. Louis had left the house to pick her up at the airport without the slightest premonition. He felt lighthearted, whistling a tune that was stuck in his head.

			 A nightmare of a night, one that he tried not to think about. The Roissy Airport, the bumbling of the authorities, that horrible room where the victims’ families had been stuck. And then there never had been a burial. The plane had been lost at sea. Lost: a strange word, the meaning of which had eventually caused hysterical outbursts in spite of the “psychological support” offered by the airline. Marianne Neuville’s presence on the plane had been confirmed by the passenger list. In a state of shock, Louis had called Alix. That’s what they’d always done, both of them. During the worst moments of their lives, they turned to their twin and held on for dear life. 

			 Leaving behind her boyfriend at the time, Louis’s sister had arrived very quickly. After that, the memories became murkier. The trip back to Notre-Dame-de-la-Mer took an eternity. Alix had driven with one hand on the steering wheel, the other resting on Louis’s shoulder, all the while talking to him. Words now forgotten, uttered in a soft voice flowed like water on burnt flesh.

			 Grégoire was babysitting his grandson, who was waiting for the return of Mommy and Daddy. Thankfully, Frédéric had finally fallen asleep around midnight. Grégoire was dozing in the living room when Louis and Alix arrived. The news of the crash had nailed him to the armchair. He was also a widower and the similarity to his own experience was unbearable. Louis downed a few shots of brandy before Alix forced them to go to his bedroom. Once the door was closed, Louis broke down and cried shamelessly. What he’d spared his father, he inflicted on his twin. For hours, he tried in vain to cope with the suffocating pain and the terrible feeling of injustice. Alix had listened to it all—anger, distress, bitterness—without breaking down. She stayed with her brother, even as he vomited in the toilet. She paced the room with him, cursing and crying. A night of horror. At daybreak, they both came out of the room. Louis was out of tears and staggering with exhaustion. While Alix was still talking. They walked along the trail behind the house, wondering how they would break the news to Frédéric. What could you tell an eight-year-old child? Too young for the truth, and too old to be lied to.

			 Louis had loved Marianne. Never with a violent passion, but deeply all the same. He was grateful for the son she’d given him, for their shared loved of music, for her enthusiasm in fixing Neuville House, and for the happy future they’d imagined together. All that was destroyed in an instant. Louis was a widower. Frédéric no longer had a mother.

			 When Alix and Louis returned to the house from their walk, Alix’s arm still clutching her brother, Grégoire was waiting for them on the door. He’d respected their privacy because he knew how they needed each other—always had in times of sorrow. Frédéric was up now and his poor grandfather did not want to witness what was going to happen next.

			 Louis never would’ve been able to face that moment without his sister. He sat Frédéric on his knees, opened his mouth, but he had no more saliva. No more tears either.

			 After a few days, life at Neuville House had reorganized itself. Laura had postponed her wedding with Hugues for a few months in order to take care of her nephew and proved to be extremely useful. Alix, stayed in her old room for five weeks, going back and forth each day between Paris and Notre-Dame-de-la-Mer. She went home for good only when her brother began to play the piano again. The family’s weekend ritual began after that. Louis and Frédéric were never going to be abandoned, not even for one Sunday. The family wrapped itself tightly around Louis and Frédéric, without thinking of asking first.

			 Every Saturday morning, they showed up on time—Grégoire first, then Laura with her husband and kids, and finally Alix, who hated to get up early and lived the farthest.

			 Even though she was not on duty that day, the housekeeper often came over with a litany of complaints for Laura. She said that Louis never listened to her, that he looked right through her when she asked for cleaning products. Crabby by nature, she had a hard time working in this house of men. Of course, she would’ve been scandalized by the presence of a strange woman but Louis almost never brought women home. When he did, he got up in the middle of the night to take the lady back to her home. He acted out of respect for his son, or the memory of Marianne, or because he simply didn’t feel like waking up with someone else in his bed. Sometimes, when he traveled he had encounters that rarely lasted past breakfast. He wouldn’t admit to himself that he was looking for was love—the real thing—and he hadn’t found it yet. He felt overwhelmed by the responsibility of being father and was afraid he wasn’t up to the task. And then he had a career to pursue. In his the few moments alone, he secretly started writing on an opera. It was a drama in four acts, and so far he’d only written the overture and a duet. It was his pet project, though such a gigantic undertaking had no chance of winding up on stage. Not everybody can be Verdi, as all his professors at the conservatory had repeated ad nauseam.

			* * *

			 Unable to end the jabbering coming from the person on the other end of the line, Alix had put the phone on speaker and set the telephone on her desk. She opened her agenda and jotted down a few quick notes. Then she looked at Tom, who was pacing in the office.

			 “No,” she finally managed to say. “I don’t have a contact with anyone in that production...”

			 She wanted end to this conversation, so she told her young client to be patient and promised to call him back tomorrow. All actors had monstrous egos, and directors were worse. Her least annoying clients remained the musicians--you could send them away on tour. As long as the money was right, they went too. The screenwriters? They were obsessed with money and royalties. If Alix hadn’t been a pretty good lawyer, she would’ve had to hire an attorney full-time just for that! As for the few composers in her agency, they were up in their musical ivory tower, Louis included.

			 “Are we going to go out for dinner or not?” Tom asked with a tired voice.

			 He stopped pacing and stood in front of the desk glaring at Alix. 

			 “You promised,” he said. 

			 She had, so Alix forced herself to turn off her computer. She was a slave to her work, the secret of her success, and she wasn’t about to change her habits.

			 Still, she stood up and said, “I’m all yours.”

			 That was the kind of absurd expression that made them both laugh. Alix would never belong to anyone, which Tom knew perfectly well. With his customary gentlemanly manners, he helped her with her raincoat and then pressed his body against hers.

			 “Is that a new perfume you’re wearing?” he asked, before letting her get away.

			 Ever since they started dating years ago, he’d always noticed the smallest details about her. She gave Tom a distracted smile, stuffed her agenda in her purse, and headed for the exit. The other two offices were dark. Large promotional photos of famous actors hung on the entrance hall walls. Alix had deliberately decorated the agency ultramodern, with bright colors, stylish furniture, and movie posters that were constantly replaced. She knew every facet of her industry and had a well-established reputation, which she stopped at nothing to enhance further. A fancy Italian coffee maker, cold bottled water, elaborate fruit baskets, and trade magazines on low tables gave the lobby a convivial atmosphere. Every client had to feel welcome and comfortable. Their agent looked after them, defended their interests, negotiated on their behalf. “Just be talented and I’ll take care of the rest,” Alix would tell them with a laugh. And, talent or no talent, she did the most with her clients.

			 Tom had made a reservation at their favorite restaurant. In the car there, Alix told him about the previous day’s recording session.

			 “Of course,” she said, “he wasn’t pleased. You know how he is. For him, it’s easy music, but it’s going to make even the most blasé person in the audience cry. And he composed the themes in less than two weekends! I’m telling you, he’s got amazing talent…”

			 Tom noticed that Alix had a different tone in her voice every time she talked about Louis. A few years ago, he’d found the enormous love she had for her twin brother endearing. When he first met Louis he’d liked him a lot. But slowly, with time, he’d felt irritated and then vague uneasy about the man. Louis was at the top of his game, nobody denied that, especially Tom who knew nothing about music. And even if Louis was tremendously successful, he wasn’t satisfied, which Tom liked. Though Louis was kind, friendly, and funny, Alix’s feeling for her brother were downright excessive. At first, Tom had thought that she was like that because he’d lost his wife. And it was rather sad to see this man trying to raise a little boy all by himself. He imagined him walking around at night in that huge, empty, half-renovated house of his, knowing that all his professional success would never make him forget that he hadn’t been able to bury his wife. Alix and Laura remained very close to him, each playing a different role. Laura mothered him, while Alix took care of his affairs. Tom understood the situation very well and gladly went along with the traditional family gatherings on Sundays at the house. He couldn’t get away from the nightclub on Saturday nights, but he went for Sunday breakfast every time Alix invited him. Eight years after the plane crash, he saw that the dynamics remained. Though Louis had overcome his sadness, Alix kept the exclusive attitude she’d always had. Louis this, Louis that, Louis is always right, poor and marvelous Louis. Tom wondered if Louis was the man in her life, not him. He’d been dumb enough to ask her that question once, which resulted in a violent fight and a three-month break-up. Tom suffered in silence before giving in. He was smart enough to grasp that it was a take it or leave it deal—he’d chosen to take it.

			 “Most orchestra conductors only manage to record eight good minutes of music every session. Eight minutes, max! But in Louis’s case, producers know that they’re not wasting any money so they always give him what he wants. Yesterday was a perfect example: rehearsal, recording with literally no wrong notes, and, bingo, in the can!”

			 She was laughing as she sat at the restaurant. Tom noticed others were looking. At forty, she was sexy and beautiful in spite of some signs of age. Her strong personality made her attractive to Tom and continued to captivate him. He was around too many starlets who wilted after a few short years to remain attracted to that type. Alix was his ideal woman. Cool and classy, beautiful and smart, she could stand up to anyone in the business, even blow them out of the water if necessary. She ran her business masterfully, expecting no handouts or favors. Except with Louis, of course. When it came to her brother, she turned into a pussycat.

			 She set a photo next to Tom’s plate. “Tell me what you think.”

			 It was a strikingly handsome young man flashing a phony smile on glossy paper.

			 “Typical movie-hunk nitwit… Didn’t I see him in a coffee commercial or something?”

			 “Yes, and he had a part in a mediocre movie that I watched an hour ago. But he might be the next big-screen heartthrob. He’s actually a pretty decent actor. You really think he looks that idiotic? The photo is no good at all; I need to send him to my guy. If he shows up at your club, let him in, okay? I told him to go out a lot, to show himself…”

			 Tom owned a private club that was the place to be in Paris if you were part of the “in” crowd.

			 “Are you coming to the house on Sunday?” Alix asked.

			 Tom had promised himself that he’d turn down the offer but he said yes nonetheless because she’d asked in a particularly soft tone of voice. Whenever she hinted that she might need him in any way, he was ready to drop everything to oblige her. Without regret, he forgot about his original plan of spending half the day in bed. And he had to admit to himself that he really did like Neuville House’s atmosphere and Laura’s cooking.

			 A muffled ring tone made Alix sigh. She fished her cell phone out of her purse while Tom ordered the food. Folks in show business thought it was perfectly normal to call their agent at any time of day. Tom waited for Alix to finish her call and then he said, “Turn that damned thing off, now.”

			 His exasperated outbursts were rare. Alix hesitated only a second before shutting off her cell.

			 “Thank you,” Tom said.

			 He knew that she’d listen to her messages on the highway after supper. She’d decided to head out to Notre-Dame-de-la-Mer that night to wake up to the sound of the singing birds. Leaving early would give her the chance to have breakfast with Louis and talk to him about the next contract she wanted for him. And she could borrow that new car of his, all before Laura and the rest of the family arrived. She spent almost all her weekends up there, unless some pressing business kept her in town. Early on, Tom had found it reassuring that he knew where she was. After all, he was never free on Friday and Saturday night when he personally oversaw the club. He got there at eleven and never left before dawn. He was always exhausted from talking too much, drinking with his best clients, checking out the newest members of the glitterati, breaking up fights, all the while being assailed by apocalyptic music and hallucinatory lights. Once in a while Alix would drink in the quieter VIP room on the second floor with a few actors after a premiere. If she stayed on, which was rare, she even danced.

			 “You look worried, Tom…”

			 “No. I’m happy to be with you. Let’s have a pleasant evening together, okay?”

			 Alix was scrutinizing him still. She could pick up on his weariness. They were approaching the infamous Seven Year Itch, a delicate time for couples. They’d gotten older, and were both keenly aware of that fact. It was almost too late for big pronouncements.

			 “To us,” Tom said almost solemnly.

			* * *

			 Sitting sideways on the piano bench, Louis let his fingers run across the keys of the Steinway. It was a marvelous and hulking instrument that occupied the far wall of the music room. Nothing could be set on it except music scores—that was the rule.

			 He sighed and lifted his hand. He had no inspiration whatsoever and he was tired of poking around. He’d spent so much time and energy composing junk on command that now he couldn’t come up with the epic dimension required for an opera. He raised his eyes to the picture of Puccini on the wall. He had a straw hat, cigarette holder, and that 19th century-style high collar.

			 “Without melody, fresh and poignant, there can be no music,’” Louis cited from memory in a low voice .

			 He would never be able to compose that opera and even if he did, what was he going to do with it? What had possessed him to tackle such a task? Why this inane need he had to prove himself as a serious composer? At least he kept it private. Nobody would seriously consider an opera composed by Louis Neuville! It wasn’t just him. Opera was passé anyway. Dead. The few contemporary composers who’d tried had produced very modern and elaborate music that was also an assault on the audience’s ears.

			 Louis could have—should have—abandoned this inept project. He was a good enough musician to devise four acts “in the manner of” but that wasn’t his intention. He desperately wanted to compose three hours of original lyrical music in the purest tradition of the Italian masters. And he really doubted that he had what it took to accomplish that. In two years, he’d made little progress beyond the nine-minute overture. All the themes were there, but at this pace he’d be dead before he could to develop them into a full-scale opera. Especially since he was working blindly, with a decent idea of what he wanted to do, but no libretto. He’d tackled the duet without any real purpose, only the pleasure of using the dark tonality of B minor.

			 The headlights of a car pulling into the driveway yanked him out of his melancholy thoughts of Puccini. Neither his father nor Laura had ever shown up at the house unannounced at midnight. It had to be Alix, who came and went as she pleased. Louis waited for her to join him, listening for the familiar noise of the heavy front door opening and closing, and heels clacking on the lobby’s hardwood floor.

			 “You’re still working? I thought you and Frédéric would be sleeping!”

			 In her typical energetic steps, she crossed the large music room and kissed her brother. He wrapped an arm around her waist, while putting away the sheets of paper on which he’d jotted down a few bars, even though Alix couldn’t read music.

			 “What were you dreaming about?” she said tenderly.

			 As always, she was interested in what he was doing. She waited in vain for an answer. Louis wasn’t ready to open up about this project. The one time he’d talked about the possibility of composing something more serious than a movie score, to tackle an oeuvre, she’d laughed in his face. He was making too good a living—and so was she, as his agent—to shoot himself in the foot with quixotic endeavors. His fame was too great and his music too popular for him to take on anything that would screw up the success she’d helped him attain. She was the one who’d paved the way for him, the one who’d negotiated his first gigs and had introduced him to a bunch of directors who, today, swore by him. If his heart was really set on doing something different, why not write a musical like The Phantom of the Opera or Notre-Dame-de-Paris? Something wildly commercial. Then she’d be on board and make things happen for him in Paris. He’d had to get really angry at Alix to make her forget about this idea, and he’d never brought up his dreams again.

			 “Here’s the script for the TV series I was telling you about,” Alix said.

			 Louis raised his head on the verge of protesting, but she pressed her fingers on his mouth.

			 “Wait! Read the thing first and then we’ll argue. And I don’t want to hear that you think that television is crap! We’re talking big budget here and they want to do whatever it takes to make it great and they’re willing to pay for it.”

			 Stifling an irritated sigh, he got off the piano bench.

			 “Hey you,” Alix said in a cheerful tone, “don’t you give me that great misunderstood artist attitude!”

			 Louis turned to the portrait of Puccini and said, “Can you believe how that witch is talking to me?”

			 “Wasn’t that dude deaf?”

			 “No, that was Beethoven. Don’t play dumb with me, okay? I’m going to bed now. What about you?”

			 “Yeah, yeah…”

			 He didn’t take the spiral staircase that went from the music room straight to his bedroom. Side by side, he escorted his sister along the long hallway leading to the main staircase up to her room. Marianne had the stairs covered with plush red carpeting in an attempt to break Frédéric’s falls. That was a long time ago; the teenager no longer slid down the banister. 

			 “Good night, Louis,” whispered Alix when they got to her room.

			 He brushed her cheek tenderly before heading for the other side of the house.

			 His bedroom had once been a vast game room above the old winter garden. His childhood bedroom now belonged to Laura’s two daughters, Sabine and Tiphaine. Frédéric had tried sleeping in all the free rooms as soon as he thought he was big enough not to sleep right near Daddy. A few months ago, he’d finally settled in at the far end of the left wing, in a trapezoid-shaped room that had its own bathroom. Father and son had no chance of being on top of each other during the week. They rarely even ran into each other in the hallway. One of these days Frédéric would bring girls home. He’d begun by asking a few questions about sex. The first time Louis had launched into explanations that were too detailed. Then he filled every bathroom medicine cabinet with condoms. His little boy, his baby, was soon going to see him as a rival. Louis had a hard time admitting it. Already, he could hardly hit Frédéric with the tip of the foil when they fenced, or keep up with him when they went for a run. How much time did they have together before Frédéric went away to college? And then…

			 Louis stood by his bed lost in thought. Was it Marianne’s sudden death that had kept him from falling in love these past eight years? Or was it the fear of hurting Frédéric? Or was it that his family, Alix mostly, disapproved of every vague attempt he’d made to find someone? No, it was music that kept him on the margins of the world. Music kept him in solitary confinement and prevented him from looking around him. At least he preferred to think that was the case.

			 Piece by piece, he let his clothing drop to the floor, feeling suddenly exhausted. Life had not given him what he expected. It also hadn’t turned out the way he’d dreamed when he was a child. During movie screenings, he got his good share of accolades, but he was never recognized like the actors and the director. His contribution to the movie was secondary. His life had nothing to do with the concert hall, where he’d imagined himself conducting. The sting of the failure he’d suffered five years ago in London lingered. The sparse audience had been polite, and the critics had denigrated the symphony that he’d toiled over for eleven months and believed was outstanding. The criticism was all the more depressing since the Philharmonic Orchestra had performed exquisitely, exactly as he’d wished. A fabulous moment turned into a nightmare after the last chord was played. It was an experiment he wasn’t about to repeat anytime soon. A Parisian critic had even suggested that Louis Neuville would do everyone a favor if he just stuck to television and movie scores, where he was more in his element. Louis knew the critic in question and he was determined to literally make him eat the article. It had taken every argument in her book for Alix to change his mind.

			 Alix, his guardian angel and demon, always watching over this career she’d chosen for him. He’d basically given up on being recognized as a serious composer. But his royalties were proof that he was talented enough to make a good living as a composer, no matter what kind of music it was. Why not be satisfied with that?

			 He leaned against his pillow, taking in the near-perfect silence. Frédéric was no doubt sleeping, Alix too. Tomorrow, all the rooms would be occupied. He wasn’t alone in the world. A new weekend was about to start and there was no reason for him not to be happy about that.

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			Past the gate, Louis felt disoriented. He couldn’t distinguish one glass-and-concrete building from anther on the twelve-acre high school campus. Upset, he cast a glance at the letter signed by Frédéric’s homeroom teacher: “Pavilion H4, Room 2011, 9:50AM.” Good thing he’d decided to open his mail this morning while drinking his first cup of coffee. He’d left a note for Alix on the kitchen table, before going to the bathroom to take a shower. He couldn’t fathom starting the day until he’d been doused by hot water for a good five minutes. Then he’d quickly put on a pair of jeans and a black shirt and grabbed his gray blazer at the last second, remembering his role as parent. What could Frédéric possibly have done to prompt the school to summon him so urgently? A discipline problem? Maybe it had to do with drugs? A theft? Or something even worse? Teenagers were capable of anything!

			“But not Frédéric…” Louis mumbled to himself, trying to lift his own spirits.

			The school hallways were strewn with cigarette butts and papers. The grass was yellow and patchy and the entire campus looked devastated. Climbing the concrete staircase in building H4, Louis wondered how his son could possibly be happy in such an environment. Thinking about it filled him with anguish. When he reached the hallway it was covered with a coat of God-awful fuchsia paint and the few students were sitting right on the floor. Those kids seemed to bear all the boredom in the world on their tired shoulders.

			In front of Room 201, Louis hesitated before knocking. Right away woman’s voice invited him in. It was an ordinary classroom, no different from his twenty-five years earlier. A rather young blonde woman was sitting at the end of a long row of desks with a pile of folders opened in front of her. Her head swiveled in Louis’s direction. She stared at him with a kind of puzzled expression before smiling.

			“Mr. Neuville? Hello, I’m Francine Capelan, your son’s French teacher…”

			Keeping his gaze fixed on her, he shook her hand and remained hesitantly standing. The room was silent for a moment and then she cleared her throat and asked him if he wanted to take a seat. He pulled up a chair, crossed his legs crossed, and felt nervous about what he was going to hear.

			“Thank you for finding the time to come over,” she said while sifting through a stack of papers. “I thought it’d be easier for you to meet me on a Saturday morning.”

			“Something bad happened?” he asked, unable to control his impatience.

			Right away he regretted saying that. He realized too late that for a truly serious problem the principal would’ve called.

			“You’ve received Frédéric’s latest report card, I suppose, and you saw that his grades were downright catastrophic.”

			There was a hint of reproach in her comment.

			 Louis said nothing, so she stared right at him.

			“Yes, I’ve seen it,” he finally said. “I talked to him about it. It’s…I think he’s bored in class, and that he’s not really cut out for—”

			“Mr. Neuville,” she interrupted sharply. “Nobody likes class. I don’t know a single high school kid who wouldn’t prefer to hang out at some café or go to a concert! But this is tenth grade and students have to study Rousseau and Hugo, even if Frédéric doesn’t care about any of that!”

			“Doesn’t care…” he repeated, vaguely upset by her vehement tone.

			“He hasn’t read a single page of the books we’re studying! And this isn’t coming from me. He’s actually bragging about it! I wanted to know if you were condoning his attitude.”

			There was a brief pause and then Louis apologized.

			“I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

			“Really? And so you never wonder why his grades are so horrible? He’s the one who decided to take a French lit class this semester, and yet…”

			“Well, it’s not so much that he wanted to take a lit class, I’m afraid. What he really was doing was trying to avoid algebra. That’s even worse for him. I knew he wasn’t working all that hard since the beginning of the year, but I didn’t realize he was neglecting his courses to that extent…And that he was disrespecting his teachers. Thank you for informing me. You must think that I’m so…Such a bad parent.”

			An unexpected smile lit up her face for a brief instant. Then it disappeared.

			“It’s not easy to figure them out, is it?” she said. “I have a son the same age as yours. I know how they are!”

			“To tell you the truth,” Louis admitted with a too obvious relief, “I was afraid you had something much worse to tell me.”

			“Worse than what?” she said, indignant. “As a teacher, I have a hard time imagining more disastrous grades than the ones Frédéric has gotten so far this year. It’s all the more unacceptable since he’s a smart kid. He’s not from a rough home. And he says he likes to read—as long as it’s not assigned!”

			She looked at Louis intensely and then lowered her eyes, feeling embarrassed. She rarely spoke so virulently to the parents of her students, but this one made her feel jumpy. He uncrossed his legs, rested his chin in his hands, and listening attentively. Most people preferred to think that school-related problems had more to do with the incompetent teacher and not their own kid’s laziness or shortcomings. They always tried to make excuses. But Louis Neuville didn’t fit the category, or so it seemed.

			“What does Frédéric do outside school?” she asked, calmly.

			“Fencing, a little tennis. He likes music…”

			“Oh, yes…I see that you’re a composer?”

			She pointed at a line of the report in front of her, but he shook his head.

			“My profession has no bearing on Frédéric. He merely listens to music with his buddies. As for sports, he’s not really into that either. Not seriously…”

			“So there’s really nothing that stands between him and his school work. I think you should have a serious talk with him.”

			“Yes, and it won’t be the first. But I’m not sure I can motivate him.”

			“You’ll have to! He’s not trying at all in any of his classes!”

			Louis watched her finger was running down a column of grades .

			“Are you thinking he might be held back?” Louis asked with a frown.

			“We’re still only in March and…Well, in Frédéric’s case, being held back would don’t him any good. The principal’s office might recommend it, but it’s not always the best thing to do. Hopefully Frédéric will wake up soon when he realizes that finals are around the corner. That might whip him into shape. If he doesn’t come around, I’m not sure what’s going to happen to him.”

			“What’s the solution? I mean, what do you think he needs to do?”

			“I don’t have a magic wand, Mr. Neuville!” she nearly shouted. “The solution is for him to work! I thought you realized that.”

			She caught herself once again. This man was making her nervous and awkward, and she couldn’t figure out why. Usually, she wasn’t flummoxed by adults any more than by teenagers. She turned to him and tried to match his stare, but couldn’t do it.

			“Maybe we should think about getting my son some kind of help?” Louis said. “You know...private lessons? Maybe you or a colleague of yours...”

			How many times since grammar school had he tried this sort of thing with his son? Tutoring, private lessons, summer school. He had very little to show for it. He must’ve gone about it wrong, or at least with insufficient vigor. Sitting across the desk from this small blonde woman who seemed to be judging him, Louis was blown away by it all.

			“For that to work,” she said softly, “your son must be willing to put in the effort.”

			A wave of compassion softened her up. This man—as was written in his son’s file—had been Frédéric’s sole caretaker for a long time and he seemed to take the responsibility seriously.

			“Talk to Frédéric about it,” she suggested. “He could gain some new skills, like analyzing literary texts. If he’s up to it, all he has to do is let me know. I’ll find someone for him.”

			“Thank you.”

			Louis couldn’t wait for this meeting to be over,and was already on his feet. For some reason, she seemed disappointed. Unable to come up with anything else to say, she escorted him to the classroom door.

			“I’ll do my best,” he said with a very serious air.

			She gave him a broad smile and watched him walk down the pink hallway.

			* * *

			 Laura slapped Alix’s hand away from the saucepan.

			 “You can taste it at lunchtime, like everybody else!”

			 The smell of curry wafting from the kitchen made Alix as hungry as a horse. She heard a stampede, a slamming door, and muffled bursts of laughter.

			 “I bet that’s Frédéric playing with your daughters,” Alix said.

			 She went over to the window and saw her two nieces chasing Frédéric in the yard.

			 “Yup,” Alix said, “the three of them are out there goofing around. He’s turning into a real cutie, that boy!”

			 The teen looked like Louis at the same age, which made Alix’s heart melt. Thinking of her brother reminded her that she’d been waiting for him all morning.

			 “What’s he doing anyway? He promised to let me drive that new car of his this morning, and now it’s too late! We’ll have to wait till this afternoon…”

			 “You can go for a spin in our car if you’d like,” Laura said in a mocking tone.

			 Her sister shot disgusted look her way. The old beat-up station wagon that Laura and Hugues owned didn’t even deserve to be called a car. Back in front of the oven, Alix stuck a finger in the casserole and licked it hungrily.

			 “Aren’t you supposed to be on a diet?” Laura said.

			 “Kiss my…”

			There was no doubt Alix had put on a few pounds—weight that only Tom appreciated. Laura, she was very thin, like Louis, but that was the only feature they shared. Unlike the twins, who had olive skin and dark eyes, Laura had a fair complexion and blue eyes, just like their mother. It was as though they were from two different families. Her Nordic look attracted Hugues when they met, during their last year at university for their psychology degrees.

			 “Yes!” Alix said suddenly. “Listen to that!”

			 She opened the window and leaned on the window sill to hear the rumbling of the Alfa Romeo coming up the driveway.

			 “Do I have time to go for a ride before lunch?” she asked Laura.

			 Without waiting for a response, Alix ran like a bat out of hell to the front door. Louis was getting the boxes of pastries he’d bought out of the trunk when she appeared behind him.

			 “Give me your keys! You promised! It’s about time you got here!”

			 He felt Alix’s hand in his pocket fishing out the keys. Before he could do or say anything, she got behind the wheel and gunned the engine. She made a sharp U-turn at the end of the driveway and nearly ran over Louis’s feet as she zipped by him out the gate and gone.

			 Frédéric came over. “Can I help?” he asked.

			 Without a word, his father handed him the boxes and they headed for the house.

			 “You and I need to have a serious talk,” Louis said drily. “I’ll be waiting for you here.”

			 Louis rarely used such a cold tone with his son. Dumbstruck, Frédéric hurried to take the cake and pastries to the kitchen. When he came back a few seconds later, his father was sitting on the steps of the veranda, smoking a cigarette.

			 “Anything wrong, Dad?”

			 “You tell me! I just had a very enlightening conversation with your homeroom teacher…”

			 “Capelan? Why?”

			 “Because she called me over!” Louis shouted. “That’s why!”

			 Taken aback yet again, Frédéric crossed his arms on his chest defensively, further exasperating Louis.

			 “I’ve had it with being the good guy, the supportive dad, the freakin’ idiot! You’re taking advantage of me!”

			 “Dad…”

			 “Not only are you doing no reading whatsoever, but on top of that you’re foolish enough to brag about it! Why the hell would you want to do that? So your buddies think you’re cool? A big-time rebel and all that crap? It’s pathetic! What do you want,? To be stuck in high school till you’re thirty ?

			 Frédéric lowered his head and mumbled, “Stupid bitch…”

			 “Why are you saying that? Is it her fault you’re flunking out? You’re going to tell me that she hates you and that the grades she’s giving you are unfair and that you’re working like a dog in class? I must look like a complete moron to you!”

			 He felt real anger toward his son. Until today, he thought that he and Frédéric had a strong bond.

			 “What’s going on down there? What’s with all the shouting?”

			That was Grégoire, who’d opened his second-floor bedroom window above their heads.

			 “Dad…” Louis said in the same tone of voice that Frédéric had used with him just a few moments before.

			 Grégoire winked at his grandson and said to Louis, “Stop yelling at the boy. It doesn’t do him any good...When are we eating?”

			 He slammed the window shut, while Frédéric took a step toward his father.

			 “I’ll get to it, I promise.”

			 “How about private lessons? Would you be okay with that? You’ve got to climb out of that hole you dug for yourself.”

			 “Okay, if you want me to...”

			 “Yes, I want you to. And I want you to talk to me when things aren’t going well. I want you to get your act together, but that doesn’t mean that we need to be enemies.”

			 “I know, Dad... I’ll go see Capelan Monday morning.”

			 “Ms. Capelan.”

			 Relieved, Frédéric grabbed his father’s hand and helped him to his feet. He was frightened by these rare outbursts of anger. Louis had always been very gentle with him, even soft.

			 “You didn’t tell me that you were going to my school this morning.”

			 “I only learned about the appointment this morning when I opened my mail,” Louis admitted. “That woman really treated me like some kind of deadbeat father. It was no fun at all.”

			 “Don’t feel bad. She looks down on everybody. But she’s not a bad teacher.”

			 “And you, you’re a bad student?”

			 “Yes. I am.”

			 Frédéric’s honesty erased what was left of Louis’s anger. He put his arm around his son’s shoulder, feeling the urge to protect him. From what? From whom? Frédéric was in no danger. Sure, he was struggling at school, but Grégoire was right there was no need to make it such a huge deal. They’d find a way to get through it all.

			* * *

			 “You’ve got to be the only person in the entire world who doesn’t know him!” Romain said with a laugh. “I have a couple of his CDs that I can play for you if you’d like.”

			 He found his mother’s ignorance of pop culture amusing. She had met “a certain” Louis Neuville. She asked her son, who was a music fanatic, if he’d ever heard of him. She certainly seemed to be smitten by the man.

			 Romain went over to the stereo and put in a CD.

			 “It’s the score of Setting Sun. Awesome orchestration, don’t you think?”

			 After a few minutes, he skipped two tracks to a particularly bold piece.

			 “This is very technical, very sophisticated. And it put the movie on the map, too. In most movies, the music just underlines the story and nobody really remembers any of it. But here, if you whistle the first bars, right away you know what it is... Neuville is an ingenious musician. Remember those Chanel commercials? That was him. He’s amazing!”

			 She bopped her head, won over by what she was hearing.

			 “If you see him again,” Romain said, “ask him to sign this for me. I’d love to have his autograph.” He handed her the CD case.

			 Despite all her efforts, she’d thought about Louis twenty times that morning. She was stunned that that she’d noticed so many details about him. His brooding and intelligent vibe, his youthful smile with the beautiful small teeth, his short brown hair, his expressive hands...In a word, charming from head to toe.

			 “Well,” Romain said, “looks like Mr. Neuville made quite an impression on you!”

			 Caught red-handed in her reverie, Francine sat up straight but Romain ruffled her hair affectionately.

			 “Aren’t you supposed to stay away from students’ parents, Mom?”

			 She sprang up and tried to wrestle him to the ground. He was ten times stronger than her and soon she called it quits. They laughed the entire time.

			 “I’m meeting friends in a half hour,” Romain said. “Want me to make more coffee?”

			 Though he was only sixteen, Romain looked after his mom. They were living alone in a small apartment that could’ve been spooky, but they’d fixed it up to be as cheerful as possible.

			 “Are you sleeping at your dad’s tonight?” Francine asked.

			 “Yes,” Romain said flatly. “But I’ll be back tomorrow morning. What are you doing tonight? Anything?”

			 “No, nothing. I might catch a movie. But I have tons of papers to grade. If you want, we can do Chinese takeout tomorrow night.”

			 “How about pizza instead?” he suggested, while picking up his guitar.

			 She didn’t need to ask him where he was going. Every Saturday, his band rehearsed for hours in some supportive parents’ basement. Last time she’d seen them play, she’d realized that this was something serious, not merely a hobby. They all were talented and complete fanatics.

			 “What does he look like?” asked Romain.

			 “Who?”

			 “You know who...”

			 “Well, I don’t know. He’s... he’s a handsome man. That’s what you wanted me to say, right?”

			 She laughed charmingly. Romain followed her to the tiny kitchen and said, “His son is full of it.”

			 “You know him?”

			 Romain was into science and had no reason to hang out with the literary types.

			 “Both of us had our eye on the same girl at a party just before Christmas. We almost got into it.”

			 “Which one did she choose ?”

			 “Me.”

			 “Are you talking about Élise?”

			 “Yes. He was hitting on her, and then began to act like a jerk and so I confronted him and he calmed down.”

			 Francine knew what that meant. Boys could be unmerciful with each other. Almost as bad as girls. She watched her son as he took the coffee mug out of the microwave. He was old enough to have sex and she wondered if he had already.

			 “Have fun grading papers,” he said, giving her a pecking on the neck.

			 Two seconds later, the front door slammed shut. Francine stifled a sigh. She found no pleasure in her coffee. The afternoon was going to be insufferably long, same as the evening. She could save the papers for tomorrow and phone a friend or go out shopping but she felt no excitement for anything.

			 However, she enjoyed every day of freedom since she left her husband. For the last couple years, life with Antoine felt like being in prison. Each disappointment pushed her to the limit. It was a cycle of morning jogs to stay young, a beer or two in the evening to sleep like a rock, fights against the Department of Education. He was all well-worn habits, daily monotony, little fantasy, and no ambitions or dreams, except the house on the coast of Brittany that he’d bought for their “golden years.” The idea made her want to scream--the last thing she wanted to think about was retirement when sit felt like her life hadn’t really begun. She’d made a horrible mistake marrying Antoine and she couldn’t forgive herself for that or for waiting so long to accept the failure of their relationship. Had she wanted to protect Romain? Or was it simply misplaced pride? 

			 She’d married Antoine against the advice of everyone she knew, including her family. She was twenty years old back then, and he was thirty. She was a student, while he had the prestige of a tenured professor. But more than anything, he was her first real lover. Their lovemaking was nothing like the quickies—with lights off and awkward gestures—that she’d experienced before she met Antoine. With him, sex was a slow, careful, and beautiful affair. It was a revelation. Naive, she thought that this would last forever, but with time their sex life also became in routine. In every aspect of life, including sex, she had passions that he didn’t get. After a lot of hard work, she managed to obtain her teaching degree. She worked through school subbing in classrooms almost full-time. She was dreaming of going on to grad school, so she could become a university professor. She could picture herself giving lectures to large crowds of students in a vast auditorium at some prestigious university. Maybe later she could be a department head, a dean even. Why not? Nothing is impossible when you really want it. Ruthless, Antoine had crushed her illusions, giving her the “be reasonable” speech and doing nothing to support her. The day she’d felt too miserable to take it any longer, she began thinking about divorce.

			 She rinsed the coffee mug, went back to the living room, and played the CD again. Louis Neuville...What was she doing imagining that a man like him would notice a woman like her? With his charm and his fame, hordes of women must swoon in his presence. She’d noticed him in the school parking lot standing next to his car quite a few times this school year. She hadn’t realizing that he was the father of one of her own students. He was exactly the type of man that made her swoon. Forty-something, elegant, a classic physique, a face with sharp features. Come to think of it, Frédéric looked like him. She didn’t make the connection until Louis walked into her classroom this morning. He was a terrifically handsome man who looked anguish by the accusation of being indifferent to his son’s problems. On the contrary, he must’ve loved his kid so much he wasn’t able to discipline him. Amazingly, he’d given her the perfect excuse to see him again. Private classes? Of course she was willing and able to give them! First of all, it was vital for Frédéric, she didn’t lie about that. Second of all, she could use the additional income. Extra work had never scared her. Most important, this was her opportunity to get close to Louis. She could try her luck... or at least imagine what might happen.

			 She let herself sway to the incredibly romantic music. What kind of life had Louis Neuville lived to compose such sad music? A leitmotiv kept coming back, haunting her. Romain had praised Neuville’s music, even though he was typically restrained. It was as if he’d given his blessing for what she was about to do. Nothing ventured, nothing gained, she told herself. This was true even for an obscure teacher born and raised on the coast of Brittany, something that Antoine was never able to conceive.

			* * *

			 Louis lunged. The tip of his foil finally touched Frédéric’s torso. Winded, he took a step back and removed his mask. For the past twenty minutes, his son had pushed him hard, as though he’d wanted to get back at him for yesterday’s lecture. Frédéric had lunged at him again and again. Now, sweat was dripping down Louis’s temples, neck, and back, making his shirt cling to his skin. He took off his glove, ran a hand across his face and wiped the sweat.

			 “I can’t keep up with you anymore,” he said.

			 “That’s not true. You still got game.” The teenager was being sarcastic.

			 Too much time sitting at the piano and not enough sports for sure. But the twenty-five year age difference made the contest unfair. Louis glanced at Frédéric. The kid was breathing normally and his hair wasn’t even out of place. Torn between admiration and resentment, Louis shrugged. The young male had wanted to test his old man, totally normal. In the animal world, Louis would’ve had to step aside as the leader of the pack. The idea made him smile, but right away he regained his role as a father and said, “You should practice more. You’re very good at it, you know. It’d be nice if you didn’t do everything half-assed.”

			 When he was about Frédéric’s age, Louis had already won a few competitions. Fencing let him burn pent-up energy, and get away from his musical obsessions when they became too much. His music teachers all got on his case, and convinced him that he should concentrate on harmony and counterpoint instead of risking messing up his fingers on the hilt of a sword.

			 “You have ten minutes to take a shower!” Alix shouted at them.

			She’d been watching them attack and parry and counter-attack while sitting in the sun on the cast-iron bench that had been painted a hundred times over the years. She smiled as her brother went by.

			 “We’re not getting any younger,” he said between his teeth.

			 It was a way for Louis to link his sister to his own defeat, to remind her that she was his double. He walked away quietly as Frédéric sprawled on the grass beside his aunt.

			 “Were you trying to kill your old man, my love?” Alix said. “Or embarrass him?”

			 “He loves to be pushed around a little. Besides, I think he needs to let off steam.”

			 She threw her nephew a sideways glance and smiled. Frédéric was at once very mature and very juvenile. Very cute, also, just like Louis at age sixteen, including his thick mane of hair.

			 “Are you ever going to get a haircut?” she asked.

			 “What are you talking about? My hair is not that long. What do you want me to do? Go for the military look like Dad?”

			 Before she could say anything, they saw Tom’s car coming up the driveway. He came to a stop near them. Slowly, Alix rose to her feet to greet him.

			 “You’re right on time! Five minutes later and Laura would’ve kicked your butt.”

			 “Traffic on the highway was nuts,” he mumbled.

			 “Nothing is more fun than driving out of Paris on a sunny Sunday...”

			 They traded those sorts of platitudes every time they saw each other as a weird way of reconnecting.

			 “And is it me or do you get an inch taller every time I see you?” Tom said to Frédéric.

			 They regretfully headed for the house. In the living room, Hugues and Grégoire were already serving wine and beer. The hors d’oeuvres on the coffee table soon were gone.

			 “Don’t stuff your faces this way!” Laura protested. She was coming into the room with a plate of canapés that Frédéric took away from her.

			 “If you knew what we eat around here during the week, you’d take pity on us,” Louis sighed.

			 He was fresh out of the shower and smelled of soap. His hair was still wet and his face looked tired. His shirt and jeans, both black, made him look even slimmer.

			 “So, you’re going for the Johnny Cash look this morning,” Tom laughed.

			 Louis came over to shake his hand, and then sat on the arm of the couch.

			 “He’s almost as big as Johnny Cash was,” Alix said. “He’s got every single director at his feet!”

			 Alix was a bit worried because he’d refused to sign the contract she’d given him last night. “Soon you’ll be the best-paid composer in the business,” she added.

			 “Great,” Louis said in a tone totally devoid of enthusiasm.

			 “Eventually you’ll thank me!”

			 “Yes, you can count on that.”

			 Alix almost got angry but gave her a stare that prevented that. Louis seemed like he wanted to pick a fight and she preferred letting things go. When he was down on himself, to the point of self-loathing, he exasperated her.

			 “The fact remains that money is kind of important, right?” said Tom to no one in particular with a casual wave of the hand.

			 Alix knew him well enough to know that by saying that he didn’t intend to help her out but, rather, provoke Louis.

			 “Alright,” Grégoire intervened. “Time for lunch. Laura is waiting for us in the dining room.”

			 Grégoire always played the role of host, convinced that this was still his house. The place had been his for so long and he’d refereed arguments between his children too often to relinquish this role. He made his way to the dining room ahead of everybody else, sat at the head of the long table and told his two granddaughters to sit next to him. He was an amazing grandfather; he talked to the girls as though they were adults and they loved that.

			 With the help of Frédéric, Laura brought the crab croustades from the kitchen. Louis didn’t pay attention to where he sat and wound up next to Hugues. He liked Hugues a lot. His warped sense of humor often made him laugh out loud. His brother-in-law easily integrated into the family after marrying Laura. He’d caught on that his new wife was part of a clan, and hadn’t tried to take her away from it. He was also a good father, who actively raised of Sabine and Tiphaine. And he thought it was perfectly cool for his wife to devote herself to her career. When they talked about psychology, they were always on equal footing, with an obvious mutual respect and admiration. The fact that Laura was an excellent cook was an added bonus.

			 “I was watching you and your kid do your pirate impersonations this morning,” he said to Louis. “You guys were going at it pretty hard.”

			 “We both would’ve been disqualified in a real bout but it was fun. Frédéric is a heck of a fencer.”

			 “He’s better on a mat than in the classroom, I suppose,” joked Hugues in a low voice.

			 “If you have any tips for me, I’m all ears,” Louis responded in the same tone.

			 They’d talked about Frédéric’s school troubles before, but Hugues always refused to blame the kid. “Boys will be boys,” he’d say each time.

			 “Let’s eat,” Alix said, pouring two spoonful of sauce on Louis’s croustade.

			 She was sitting on her brother’s right, while Tom had found a chair on the other side of the table. He’d gone to bed at five in the morning. In spite of the perfect weather and the amazing smells coming off the plate in front of him he now regretted his decision to come. Tonight he’d get to sleep with Alix, but until then he’d have to put up with everything—the pressure Alix was going to put on Louis to sign the damned contract, the endless conversations about how great a car the Alfa Romeo was, the people he’d have to call back after checking his voicemail, and the tenderness Alix would show her brother instead of him. At just this moment Alix looked his way and gave him a forced smiled, leaving him even more demoralized.

			 “So,” he said to Louis louder than he’d intended, “what’re you working on these days?”

			 “Nothing anyone will hear anytime soon.”

			 Louis’s tone had been so trenchant that he immediately regretted it. He’d known Tom for a long time and he liked him a quite a bit. He had no reason to be rude to him, and so he added, “It’s my inspiration… Or lack thereof. I’m struggling with something…”

			 “Okay, then,” Alix said, beaming. “What you need to do is tackle the score for the miniseries. You come up with a tune or two, something catchy. You can do it in no time at all—piece of cake!”

			 “That’s what you think…”

			 “Jesus,” Grégoire said. “Leave the man alone for a second! Why do you have to talk business at the dinner table?”

			 Grégoire couldn’t help himself—he always defended whoever was being badgered.

			 “But if you guys absolutely need to talk business, then we should have something nice to drink,” Grégoire said with a wink. “Louis, where do you hide the Calvados?”

			 Laura got up. “Alright,” she said, “I’m getting the main course. Come on, girls, help me out. Make yourselves useful.”

			 Sabine made a beeline for the kitchen, followed by her younger sister.

			 Tom made a funny face at Louis, which was his way of apologizing for bringing up music.

			 Louis relaxed a little. At the same time, he couldn’t help feeling melancholy. He’d give anything to be in love again, but for some reason he had the lingering feeling that it probably wouldn’t happen. Pretty women were everywhere and it wasn’t as though he didn’t meet any. It wasn’t that he held Marianne’s memory sacred—he wasn’t fooling himself about that. Even though he dreamed of falling head over heels in love, he feared he might be old and gray and decrepit before it happened to him. He was sick and tired of waking up alone every morning.

			 “I’m thinking of going for a long hike this afternoon,” Hugues said. “Anyone want to come with me?”

			 “I can’t,” Frédéric said. “I have a date. With a girl…”

			 Louis glanced at his son, smiled, and said, “I’ll go with you.”

			 “No way,” Alix said. “You and I have to have a talk.”

			 “Not now, we don’t. I’m going for a hike. Tom, are you joining us?”

			 Once in a while, the men in the family felt the need to walk in the country and talk. This habit began before Marianne’s death, and now the only difference was that Grégoire no longer joined them because of his arthritis.

			 “Sure,” Tom said, his eyes glued on Alix.

			 If she’d hinted in even the smallest of ways that she was annoyed or disappointed, he would’ve changed his mind in a second. Instead she spewed, “Fine! This’ll give me the chance to make a few calls. You all go ahead with your hiking and boring guy talk.”

			 Tom swore to himself that he was going to make her pay for this dismissive comment. Tonight, while having sex. Out here she wouldn’t be able to pretend she had a meeting early the next morning or say she was tired and had to go home immediately—they’d be able to settle their scores.

			 “Who’s going to carve the leg of lamb?” Laura said back in the room. She was puzzled by the unusual silence.

			 “I hate carving lamb,” Grégoire said with a beaming smile, “but I’ll sacrifice myself for the cause.”

			 “He’s going to butcher the poor thing,” Louis whispered.

			 “I’m not deaf, sonny!”

			 For some reason, Grégoire’s good mood made Louis even sadder. He wondered whether he needed a vacation by himself, away from his family, from Frédéric even. And away from the Steinway. He had a hard time participating in the conversation, which languished after a while as often happened at the end of a hearty meal. After coffee, he was the first to leave the table, as he couldn’t wait to go outside. At the end of the driveway, Hugues and Tom caught up to him, and they began walking in silence. At this time of day, there was nobody in the streets and only a dog barked at them from behind the fence of house. In single file, they climbed the stone steps of the bluff to enjoy the view of the Seine Valley down below. When Louis took a cigarette out of his pack, Tom gave him a light.

			 “You look out of sorts,” Tom finally told him.

			 “Well, I’m like everybody else. Some days I’m sick of it all. But please don’t ask me why.”

			 He said it with enough fatigue in his voice to convince the others not to press him. He wasn’t doing well and he didn’t try to hide that fact. After a long moment, Hugues said, “Shall we go, gentlemen?”

			 They enjoyed each other’s company, in spite of occasional argument, and they headed for the woods.

			 Hugues wasn’t too worried about his brother-in-law. Melancholy seemed to be at the heart of the creative process.

			 “Alix is breaking my balls with that contract,” Louis blurted suddenly.

			 “And yet you’re going to sign it?” Hugues asked.

			 There was a trace of sarcasm in Hugues’ question, or so Louis thought. Or maybe he looking at this like a psychologist, which further irritated Louis.

			 “Of course, I’m going to sign the damned contract! How do you think I manage to keep that house afloat?”

			 Louis realized that his comment might be taken the wrong way. He had no reason to complain about Hugues and Tom quickly added, “I meant nothing by that. I’m the one who decided to take on the house and live there. I have no regrets whatsoever. I adore the house, especially when you guys are here. I’ll write the stupid score. Maybe I’ll even enjoy doing it…”

			 Louis angrily kicked a pebble, contradicting his last statement. Hugues smiled while Tom asked, “Why don’t you come over to the club one of these nights and get good and drunk with me? There’s always lots of good-looking women at the bar and they’d throw themselves at you. Frédéric can stay by himself for one night, right? By the looks of things, spending nights alone doesn’t do much for you…”

			 Louis punched Tom in the stomach in a way that looked offhanded but was deliberately hard. Tom bent in two, winded.

			 “That’s how you solve your problems?” Louis said, jokingly. “Getting smashed in some bar?”

			 Hugues slid between the two men and put a hand on Tom’s shoulder.

			 “Jesus, Louis,” Tom said in a grunt, “I’m just trying to help.”

			 Louis wasn’t Tom’s rival or his enemy, so he couldn’t jump him to get rid of his pent-up frustration.

			 They continued walking deeper into the woods. Louis was now whistling softly, in perfect harmony with the birds, even adding notes from his own to the songs. Hugues watched him, perplexed. Louis was unpredictable these days, but Tom was out of line for making fun of his solitude. Tonight or tomorrow morning, everybody was going to head back to Paris. Once again Louis would find himself stuck between his piano, which sometimes was a torture, and his teenage son.

			 “But really, Hugues,” Louis said as he stopped in his tracks. “Don’t you wish that sometimes we could find a couch right here in this trail so I could lie down on it and you could do your shrink thing? Tell me I’m wrong.”

			 Taken aback by such a direct attack, Hugues wanted to strike back but had nothing to say.

			 “Now it’s your turn, friend,” Tom said to Hugues, laughing. “And you should thank God you don’t really have Louis as a patient!”

			 Against all odds, Louis burst out laughing, suddenly jazzed up. In order to make a living, he didn’t have to listen to the jabbering of mental cases like Hugues and Laura did every single day of their lives. Nor did he have to be at the beck and call of alcoholic celebrity egomaniacs every night like Tom. All he had to do was grab a blank sheet of music and write down notes that he could hear in his own head. Nothing too difficult for him, nothing overwhelming or exhausting, and certainly nothing to feel so horrible about.

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			Francine only caught a glimpse of Louis the first two times she went over. Her disappointment was somewhat alleviated by the splendor of the house . Originally, Frédéric thought that his room would be the best place for the lessons. He soon changed his mind and opted for the small living room on the ground floor. And so Francine happily followed him across the long hallway and down the main staircase.

			 While Frédéric was reading and writing about a passage she chose for him, she seized the opportunity to take in her surroundings. The ambience differed slightly in each room, all of them were untidy to some degree. Old papers here and there, jackets left on the back of chairs, piles of books, and withered flowers in vases. A very masculine atmosphere, almost moving.

			 She had to wait until the third week for Louis to come over to her at the end of the hour. He was smiling but in a hurry, his checkbook in hand. He seemed embarrassed at the idea of talking money. By the time they’d taken care of payment, Frédéric had vanished. Louis walked her to the front door. Just before stepping outside she remembered the CD case that was still in her purse. With a sheepish smile she asked for an autograph for her son.

			 “Your son?” he asked her with a smile. “He likes music?”

			 “Enormously.”

			 “What kind of music?”

			 “I’ve no idea,” she admitted. “But he owns two of your CDs and he finds your music very… I can’t remember how he put it… Technical? I know he meant it as a compliment.”

			 Louis’s smile broadened and he shut the door.

			 “Come with me,” he said. “You have a minute?”

			 She followed him to the music room at the other end of the ground floor. While he was foraging for something in a closet, she took a look at the Steinway, then at the synthesizer, the tape recorders, the intertwined cables that ran across the floor, the music stand, the mikes, the loudspeakers, the giant TV screen. She was gazing at the portrait of Puccini when Louis returned, a few CDs in hand.

			 “Attractive fellow, don’t you find?” Louis said, jutting his chin at the picture. The old Italian Maestro seemed to be looking down on them.

			 “I’m not too crazy about the mustache,” Francine said with a laugh.

			 “Here,” Louis said. “I autographed your son’s case. And you can give him the rest of my CDs. He might like that?”

			 “Oh, yes! That’s so nice of you.”

			 “Or very pretentious… You can use this door to get out. It’s faster. You’re parked at the back of the driveway, right?”

			 He walked over to one of the French windows that opened on the backyard and she followed him outside, regretfully, while stuffing the CDs in her purse.

			 “Is Frédéric making progress?” he asked in a light tone.

			 “It’s too early to tell, but at least he’s listening to what I’m telling him. I bet he is picking up something. Have a good evening, Mr. Neuville.”

			 She shook his hand, excited and disappointed by this brief contact. Once in her car, she wasted no time starting the engine and drove toward the gate without looking back. She only let herself smile when on the road. Normally, when she tutored she didn’t go to her students’ houses for the lessons, even though she’d told Frédéric otherwise. But she certainly didn’t regret the ten-mile drive from Vernon to Notre-Dame-de-la-Mer! No question about it, she’d fallen for that Louis Neuville. Unfortunately, in his eyes she’d always remain a nice little high school teacher if she didn’t try something more intelligent than asking for an autograph for her music-loving son. But what?

			 “You better find something quick, missy,” she mumbled while glancing at herself in the rearview mirror.

			 What had gotten into her? She was fantasizing like a teenager about a man she didn’t know in the slightest. For the past three weeks, she’d come up with all the possible and impossible scenarios, none of them likely to come to life. She wasn’t one to chase after men, and she was no femme fatale either. At the same time, her stubbornness could be limitless; Antoine could attest to that.

			In the parking lot of her apartment , she turned off the car’s engine, and fished the CDs out of her purse. As she’d hoped, there was a picture of Louis on the back of a couple of the plastic cases. She looked at the photos without tearing the transparent casing, leaving that pleasure for Romain. An unexpected present constituted a very small first step. Eyes fixed on Louis’s face, she whispered in a firm voice, “I want this man.”

			* * *

			 Louis had been waiting for a good thirty minutes when the door to Alix’s office swung open and a young actress shot him a harsh look before putting on her shades and rushing for the exit.

			 “I don’t know what you did to her,” Louis said as he kissed his sister, “but she didn’t seem particularly happy.”

			 “Claudia? Those starlets are all the same and they get on my nerves big-time! And that one is the worst of the lot. She’s going to have to find herself a new agent if she keeps it up. A small role, that’s nothing degrading…You’ve got to start somewhere!”

			 “Here,” he said as he retrieved an envelope from his breast pocket. “At least I’m not one of your troublemakers.”

			 Alix refrained from gloating—he’d finally accepted!—but she did make sure that he’d signed and initialed all the documents properly.

			 “Perfect!” she said, before putting the contract in her desk drawer. “And don’t tell me you’re not thrilled about this! Did you see how much you’re going to rake in? At first the producers were balking a little, but the director wanted you and only you, and she and I won in the end. Did she call you yet? They started filming already, and she’s going to send you some dailies. We need to schedule a lunch date, the three of us. She can’t wait to meet you.”

			 “Alix…” he sighed.

			 “Louis,” she responded, mimicking his tone of voice, separating the two syllables of his name. “Why don’t you come down from your ivory tower. I know I’m busting your balls— Tom tells me that’s the expression you used—but I have no time to waste. Nobody does in this insane business! By the way, I emailed the record company to have them send us your yearly royalties. They’re screwing with us, we all know that. Still, you’re going to receive a big, fat check. You want some coffee?”

			 “You drink too much coffee. That’s why you’re so wired. But don’t get up. I’ll get you a cup. With or without sugar?”

			 The look of reproach she threw his way reminded Louis that he was supposed to know everything about his sister.

			 “How come you’re not marrying Tom?” he asked out of the blue.

			 At first taken aback, Alix shrugged.

			 “I have no desire to get married. Besides, I work during the day and he works at night. I mean, I adore him, but… Plus he’s never asked me!”

			 No doubt Tom had his reasons not to ask, Louis thought.

			 He stepped out of the office to fetch the coffee while Alix picked up her phone. He saw a movie producer he knew in the lobby. The man was busy talking to the receptionist and Louis snuck his way back inside the office without being spotted.

			 “Marc Valet is here,” he said, setting Alix’s mug by her keyboard.

			 “You should go talk to him. He’s working on a very interesting project. It’s the story of—”

			 “Stop it, Alix! Because of you I’ve got tons of work already. Enough for six months. Give me a break!”

			 More than anything else, Louis hated the social aspects of the business—the fake relationships, the false praise, the empty promises. Louis left all that to his sister. He had no desire whatsoever to have personal relationships in show business.

			 “Christ Almighty,” Alix said, “get off your high horse! You churn out music like it’s nothing. You better enjoy your success and the cash coming in because, you know how it is, you could go out of fashion like that.” She snapped her fingers for emphasis.

			 As usual, she’d opened her big trap too quickly hitting him with her favorite argument, the one she used with all her clients.

			 “Out of fashion?” he said, aggressively. “You think I care if I’m out of fashion? That’s the opinion you have of what I do? What you make me do? I don’t give a shit, Alix!”

			 Louis’s genuine anger made Alix back off. He’d always been difficult to deal with. She thought he was chronically dissatisfied. Not only did his success not surprise him, he wasn’t even happy about it. He’d dreamed of writing something else. She knew of his grandiose fantasies of being a classical composer, and she’d patiently listened to him play gut-wrenching things on his piano. His work was unquestionably superb but utterly unpalatable for today’s audiences. Pieces that would require an orchestra of at least one hundred and fifty musicians. Insane! There was absolutely nothing she could do with that stuff. He wasn’t born a century ago in Italy and the sooner he could come to grips with that the sooner he would abandon his pipe dreams. His frustration actually turned into some sort of dark energy in his music, a style that everyone in the business was trying to emulate. She admired him and had total confidence in his capacity for work but sometimes she had to make sure that he didn’t fall apart at the seams. The worst period had been after Marianne’s death. Thankfully, the entire family had come together to support him and he’d come out of it okay. In any case, his creative abilities were intact, even though his music had become darker. Since then, Alix had been looking after him--a bit too possessively, perhaps. She stood guard. With particular vigilance when it came to the women who were dying to console this handsome, romantic figure.

			 “You hear me?” he asked in a cold voice.

			 Leaning toward her, he’d rested both his hands flat on the desk. She looked at his twitchy fingers, the blue veins on his hands.

			 “Everybody in this building must’ve heard!” she said. “Calm down, for crying out loud! I didn’t mean to insult you, you should know that! What’s with you this morning anyway?”

			 Before he had time to say anything, there was a quick rap on the door and Marc Valet came right in.

			 “Well, how do you do, Mr. Neuville?” he said to Louis. “I sure hope your sister is setting you straight. You want to tell me why you didn’t show up for the premiere of The Golden Rule last night? The movie is absolute crap, but your music is pure genius. Everything that idiot director couldn’t express you did for him. And everyone was looking for you.”

			 “The horror...” Louis said with an ironic grin.

			 “I’m not kidding... Where were you hiding, in that palace of yours up in Notre-Dame-de-la-Mer?”

			 “I have a son, Marc. Besides, I’m no social butterfly.”

			 “How old is your boy?”

			 “Sixteen.”

			 “That’s no reason, then. I’m sure he’d like to go with Daddy to a premiere and rub elbows with movie stars. You’ve deprived your son of a wonderful experience.”

			 “Go to hell, Marc,” Louis said, and stormed out of the room, slamming the padded door behind him.

			 Stunned, Marc turned to Alix.

			 “What’s with him? He’s pissed off at the entire profession or what? Is success getting to his head? You better have a talk with that brother of yours. I had a project to offer him, but forget it. I don’t like to work with head cases.”

			 Alix lunged to her feet. Attacking her twin was the best way to make her furious.

			 “Did we have a meeting scheduled, Marc? You know, I’ve got tons to do right now.”

			 She came around the desk and pushed the producer out the door.

			* * *

			 It took everything for Frédéric to keep from laughing. He’d noticed what Francine was so inept at hiding, and he took full advantage of the situation. All he had to do was talk about his father—no matter what the topic, she was always interested—to avoid a good chunk of the tutoring session. If she heard the sound of a car, she couldn’t help turning to the window. And when Louis showed up at the end of the hour, her skin changed.

			 He’d simply come into the small living room, an envelope in hand, said hello with a distracted smile, and she lost her cool.

			Adults behaved that way too? Frédéric thought. Wasn’t there an age when you finally got rid of your shyness?

			 “You want to walk Ms. Capelan to the door, Dad? I really have to call my buddy Richard before he leaves for his tennis lesson.”

			 Magnanimous, Frédéric gave his teacher the opening she’d obviously been waiting for. After all, she was a pretty good-looking woman for her age. Some of his buddies actually whistled when they saw her wearing a shortish skirt to school. He ran right upstairs to his bedroom and hid at his window behind the drapes. He never thought his father was an attractive man, but maybe he was after all. A couple of times he’d overheard his Aunt Alix talk about some women who were never invited to Neuville House. With Francine Capelan, at least he’d have a front a seat to the show.

			 Frédéric had no trouble hearing what the two downstairs were saying and he couldn’t believe how lame it was. Even when she tried to compliment him on the house, his response was as curt as it was insignificant. When they both turned toward the house, he moved away from his hiding place, but soon went back to it.

			 “See you soon, I hope,” she said. “I’m always very happy to spend a few moments with you...”

			 At least she’d made an effort. He could’ve been a bit more receptive! Extremely intrigued by now, Frédéric saw that she rested a hand on his father’s arm just a couple of seconds too long. She was a little clumsy but quite charming in her attempt to seduce him. You’d have to be blind not to notice anything.

			 When his teacher’s car was gone, Frédéric leaned out the window and said, “Dad, did you take a vow of celibacy or something?” And he burst out laughing.

			 Louis raised his head toward the second floor, surprised.

			 “You really can’t see what’s going on or she’s not your type?” Frédéric said.

			 His father signaled for him to come downstairs, and Frédéric climbed out the window, grabbed the large branch of the cypress tree leaning against the house, and landed on the ground in no time.

			 “You’re going to break your neck one of these days...So, you were spying on me? You want me to hit on your teacher so that she’ll give you good grades?”

			 “She’s the one doing the hitting, Dad!”

			 “Ms. Capelan?”

			 “Please, call me Francine,” Frédéric said, imitating his teacher. “She gets all weak in the knees as soon as you show up. It’s hilarious! Last week, I left the door open on purpose yet you didn’t come by. But we could hear you play the piano, and poor Victor Hugo was forgotten for the longest time.”

			 “You’re kidding me. I didn’t notice anything.”

			 “It might as well be written on her forehead it’s so obvious.”

			 The teenager took a couple of steps back and gave his father a head-to-toe look.

			 “You know,” he finally said, “you don’t look so bad. Lots of my friends, their dads have a beer gut or they’re bald or whatever. But you… For an old man, I mean..”

			 Everywhere Frédéric went, houses looked small to him and the people seemed bland. For a boy his age, Louis was a very cool dad. It wasn’t only because of his job—he always had to repeat what his father did as people couldn’t believe their ears—but also because of the way he looked. He seemed to have quite an effect on some women, judging from Francine’s reaction towards him.

			 “Since Mom... I mean, after Mom... You haven’t... If it’s because of me, you know...”

			 Why was Frédéric talking to him about that now? Louis had promised himself that he’d bring up the topic, eventually. Laura had often urged him to do so but at the last minute he’d always back down.

			 “Yes,” Louis said softly. “Don’t worry about that.”

			 Frédéric also must have been scared of the topic. What memory did the kid have of his mother, apart from a few photos? Pictures of a young woman smiling at the camera…

			 “You’ve never loved anyone else, Dad? You haven’t met another woman that… that you’d like to... have a life with?”

			 Frédéric had such a hard time formulating his questions that Louis was moved.

			 “No, not yet,” he said. “But I didn’t sacrifice anything because of you, Fred. It didn’t happen, that’s all.”

			 “Still... There’s been... girls, right?”

			 “Sure. Girls, like you say. But nothing serious or important.”

			 “And are you still sad when you think of Mom?”

			 Obviously, Frédéric wanted to know what was going on in his father’s head. Careful, Louis tried to remember the discussions he had with Hugues about that, the mistakes he’d have to avoid.

			 “What I feel is more... numbness than pain. I loved your mother and we got along great. I had a really, really hard time after she passed away. But with time things get better. Thank God, you know? If one day I do fall in love with someone, I won’t be afraid to let you know about it. Okay?”

			 Frédéric nodded in silence without taking his eyes off his father. He tried to imagine a woman in his arms. He wasn’t sure he liked it, and he wondered why that was.

			 “Now, as for your French teacher,” Louis added, “I don’t even know the color of her eyes.”

			 “Blue.”

			 “Oh yeah?”

			 “Are you pulling my leg, Dad?”

			 “Yes, I am. Her eyes are pale blue.”

			 He grabbed his son’s shoulder and directed him toward the house.

			 “So,” he said in a casual manner, “what are we going to eat tonight?”

			 “Pasta. We could eat outside on the veranda. It’s so nice out.”

			 “I don’t know. As soon as the sun goes down it’s going to get pretty cold, and the table and chairs are filthy…”

			 “You boil the water and I’ll take care of the rest!” Frédéric said before running toward the kitchen.

			* * *

			 Grégoire removed his headphones with a huge sigh of regret. He’d given himself one hour, no more, because he had to go on his daily walk through the Jardin du Luxembourg. If it were up to him, though, he’d stay listening to music in front of his bedroom window. Louis’s melodies, which he knew by heart, took him to distant and strange lands, and invariably made him shed tears. And he wanted to listen to them full blast--the brass instruments exploding and the violins wailing with all the rage and strength his son had put into the composition. Hence the purchase of those headphones, so that Laura wouldn’t think he was going deaf.

			 Laura! Such the good daughter, both stubborn and caring. She was the one who’d come up with the idea to move in with Grégoire with her husband and daughters in tow. She claimed her father shouldn’t be living alone. But what was so damn horrible about solitude? For all her psychoanalyst gobbledygook, Laura had come back to live with her father, spent her weekends at her brother’s, and took refuge within the womb of her family like a fetus.

			 No, that wasn’t fair. That was mean. When he did become too old to live by himself, he wouldn’t be able to count on Alix to take care of him. Besides, this apartment was so vast that Grégoire didn’t feel cramped. He never would’ve been able to afford this place by himself, and he couldn’t imagine living anywhere else. So Laura was helping him and they all lived together. It was a good deal for everyone. On top of that, his daughter was a great cook. Actually, her food was a little too good; his arteries would wind up completely clogged. Were he to live alone, he’d be happy surviving on a slice of ham or a boiled egg and some fruit.

			 He took the CD out of his Discman. He’d bought three one day, two he gave to his granddaughters. It was an effective and elegant way of reducing the cacophony around the apartment. But, as he told the building’s super, all that noise and movement kept him young.

			 Leaving his armchair, he stretched out his legs and back. At sixty-eight, he had no health problems except for some minor arthritis. And he hoped that things would stay that way for a long time. He was still willing and able to assist his children in any way he could,. Unless they asked him to console a little boy who was crying because he lost his mom. He’d never forgotten that day, and Frédéric had become his favorite right away. Well, apart from Louis, naturally. Louis was his oldest child—if only by a few minutes — his only son too. He was a genius with an artistic sensibility that no one understood. He’d wound up a widower at the age of thirty, such a horrific thing, and he’d had no real choice than to throw into his music part of the pain he was feeling.

			 “And this is only Thursday,” Grégoire grumbled while putting on his raincoat.

			 Forty-eight hours to go before he’d be back in Notre-Dame-de-la-Mer, surrounded by his family. The property was beautiful, even though no one really took care of the lawn. He’d been the one, thirty years earlier, to plant lilacs, cherry trees, and magnolias.

			 Before going out he went to the kitchen for a couple of slices of bread. He liked feeding pigeons in the park, though he thought they were disgusting birds. He enjoyed being able to sit on a park bench, throw crumbs of bread in front of him, and not look like he was actually watching the pretty women go by. And on days when the urge was too strong, he knew exactly where to go for a good time. His children probably thought he was too old for that kind of stuff. Ha!

			* * *

			 The bar, as always, was filled with smoke. The thirty or so teenagers there didn’t hesitate to roll joints under the eyes of the rather blasé owner. Frédéric and Romain were involved in a hotly contested game of darts. It was Frédéric’s turn to play. With boisterous backers urging him on, Frédéric threw the dart, but failed to tie the score.

			 “Alright!” Romain shouted. “You are down for the count, dude.”

			 He waltzed over to Élise, kissed her on the cheek, and he and a couple of his buddies headed for the bar to get a beer.

			 Frédéric seized the opportunity to go over to the girl. Smiling broadly, he said, “You’re still going out with that moron?”

			 Élise said nothing, just smirked.

			 “How about a game of pinball?”

			 Élise was in most of his classes so he saw her every day. He knew he shouldn’t be hitting on her, but just because she’d preferred that jerk Romain, didn’t mean he’d stop being attracted to her.

			 “Sure,” Élise said. And the two made their way to the back of the bar.

			 Frédéric put a few coins in the 1950s-style machine and stepped aside. “Ladies first,” he said.

			 Élise threw her hair back in the offhand way all girls did. She could feel Frédéric right behind her, way too close, and his insistence amused her.

			 “That’s an old geezer’s game,” Romain said, barging in on Frédéric’s right side.

			 “Shit,” Élise said. She’d lost control of the metal ball, her score dismal.

			 “You’re messing up her game,” Frédéric said to Romain. “I think you should take a hike, asswipe.”

			 Since that December evening, Frédéric had been dying to tell off Romain and he finally felt relieved. He didn’t even know Romain’s last name, and yet he considered him a personal enemy. Since grammar school, no girl had turned him on more than Élise, and he had no intention giving up on her. Romain, who was taller, looked down at Frédéric, not sure what to do.

			 “Stay the hell away from my girlfriend,” he finally decided to say. He grabbed Frédéric’s sleeve.

			 The gesture was more show than aggression. Élise, worried, tried to step between the boys.

			 “Enough of that!” she said. “What’s wrong with you two?”

			 She’d raised her voice, and the boys became the center of attention. Frédéric yanked his arm free and heard fabric tearing.

			 “Oh no, look at that,” Romain said. “I messed up your nice shirt.” H tone was sarcastic, lacking any regret.

			 To him, Frédéric was a mama’s boy. Worse, a rich kid. He was always wearing expensive clothing and showing off on his swanky scooter on campus.

			 “I told you to get lost,” Frédéric said, without moving this time.

			 Élise had no idea what to do. She was stunned to see Frédéric tackle Romain. They both ended up under a table. What followed was a scrappy exchange of kicks and punches, with a bunch of kids watching the fight until the owner rushed over and managed to separate the boys. Two of Frédéric’s friends took him to the exit, while Romain was trying to catch a glimpse of Élise. She was standing by the pinball machine and looked downright furious, disgusted, even. She turned on her heels and headed for the ladies’ room.

			* * *

			 The executive producer, a big title that meant little to Louis,was soon on Louis’s nerves by displaying his utter incompetence. The director, Jocelyne, felt helpless and exasperated. A hour ago when she arrived at the television studio for the meeting she’d felt very confident. The score that Louis had composed for the series was exactly what she’d hoped for. They had both spent some time together sitting at the piano and she’d explained to him what kind of mood she wanted the music to create.

			 “It’s a bit... sad,” the executive producer said. “Teary. Know what I mean? This music will be used for the trailer, and I’m afraid it might scare off our target audience. You know how people are. They want to be entertained. They want to laugh, not cry.”

			 “But it’s a sad story!” Louis said. “I’m no filmmaker, but if the story is sad, I can’t compose something like ‘Don’t Worry, Be Happy’ for it!”

			 “Now, now,” the executive producer said, rolling his eyes. “There are some very nice, light moments in the show, uplifting scenes. And you... you’ve come up with some sort of Requiem.”

			 Jocelyne put a hand on Louis’s arm to prevent him from getting up. She played the CD again, and the three of them listened to the intro in silence.

			 “This theme is uplifting,” Jocelyne said.

			 “I don’t know,” the executive producer said. “Sounds kind of dark to me…”

			 “If you want the Pastoral Symphony,” Louis said, “just go ahead and use that, and you won’t have to pay a cent in rights—it’s in the public domain!”

			 This time, he got up and buried his hand in his jeans pockets.

			 “Right now, I want to know who I’m working with,” he said. “You or Jocelyne?”

			 He’d composed the music with her wishes in mind. He was certain that she had the last say on all aspects of her movie, since in the world of cinema, the director is king.

			 “Things are a little different in the TV business, Mr. Neuville...”

			 The executive producer’s condescending tone made it clear that he thought Louis was just some spoiled musician. The director’s darling would have to play by the rules of the network, whether he liked it or not.

			 “Think about what I told you and let’s meet again in, say, two weeks?”

			 Resigned, Jocelyne took out her appointment book while Louis peered at his watch.

			 As they left the office, she said, “He’s a moron. Those suits are all morons, but they have to justify their existence. He can’t tell you from the get-go that your work is perfect because then he wouldn’t have any role to play. You understand? I love what you did. Change a bar or two and it’s going to be okay. He won’t even know the difference.”

			 Louis was so upset he waited until he was in the elevator to explode.

			 “I don’t know how you can put up with such bullshit, but I sure as hell can’t! This was the last time!”

			 “You think so? Listen, I can go to the next meeting by myself and take the tape to him, but you won’t be able to get rid of him so easily. He’s going to be in the recording studio during mixing, Until the very last minute he’s going to continue to spew conflicting advice with that know-it-all mug of his.”

			 She laughed and he finally calmed down. Once in the network’s parking lot, he shook Jocelyne’s hand and headed for his car. He checked his watch once more and realized he had to hurry to get across town. He never should’ve made a date so close to this stupid meeting. Arriving late for a first lunch date would be a major screw up. What a dumb idea it had been anyway to invite this woman in the first place! Sure, it was easier in Paris. They were certain not to run into her colleagues or their own sons. What a strange coincidence that they’d run into one another two days before in line at the supermarket. They were both sullen and tired until they saw each other. When she mentioned, perhaps innocently, that she was planning on spending the day in the city to shop, he’d jumped on the opportunity. “Would you like to meet for lunch?” he’d said. “And I’ll drive you back. It’ll be more pleasant than the train, especially if you’re carrying shopping bags.” 

			 The speed at which she’d replied “Yes” revealed that she was waiting for just such an invite. Frédéric was right, he thought.

			 As the Alfa Romeo dodged traffic, Louis was thinking how stupid, naïve, and vain he’d been to agree to his son’s challenge. Winning Francine Capelan’s heart was no great feat, far from it. She wasn’t particularly beautiful or young. And she was no doubt lonely.

			On Rue de la Pépinière, Louis found a parking spot quickly. He looked at his watch one last time—he was almost thirty minutes late. Surely, she was there already. He hoped that she had decided to sit in the smokers’ section of the restaurant. Relieved, he found her at the very back of the room with a glass of kir and an open magazine.

			 “I am so terribly sorry,” he said, standing next to her.

			 As soon as she lifted her eyes, Louis knew that she was angry. Because she’d been waiting alone, she’d been afraid of being stood up. In spite of it all, she was elated that he’d come . Nervous, he sat on the chair across the table from her and went for his pack of cigarettes. She still hadn’t said a word, and he wondered what he could say to make her feel better.

			 “You must know the menu by heart by now,” he said. “Would you like to order right away?”

			 The sooner this would be over, he thought, the better. This lunch was going to be torture. Crossing his legs, he hit something and he looked under the table. At least she hadn’t wasted her morning, as a good half-dozen shopping bags were on the floor.

			 The waiter came over to tell them about the specials.

			 “What are you drinking?” Louis asked. “How about a little wine?”

			 “Why a little? You’re the one driving.”

			 She was very different when she smiled, more attractive and more fragile. His eyes stayed on her, on her smiling face .

			 “I’m truly sorry for being late,” Louis said. “Do you prefer white or red?”

			 “I wouldn’t mind a light red.”

			 After choosing a Beaujolais, Louis relaxed. He offered Francine a cigarette that she declined. With her permission, he lit one for himself and brought the ashtray to his side.

			 “So,” Louis said, “did you have a good day shopping?”

			 “Yes. I bought a few things. But now I’m exhausted! How about you? How was your day?”

			 “Very long and very disappointing,” Louis sighed. “Dealing with TV executives is horribly complicated. I don’t want to do it anymore.”

			 “You can work for whomever you want, right?”

			 “Well, I don’t know about that… My agent doesn’t necessarily agree with that. But she’s also my sister, so she’s not the most objective person…”

			 “Is she your only sibling?”

			 “No. I have two sisters. My agent is actually my twin sister. How about you?”

			 “I’m an only child.”

			 “And that didn’t make you want to have more than one child yourself?”

			 “No. Romain is all I need.”

			 He suddenly felt like asking her tons of questions, but he held himself back, puzzled at his own curiosity. She still seemed a bit ill at ease, but happy to be there. Same for Louis.

			 “Do you mind if I call you Francine?” he asked in a soft voice.

			 Francine blushed slightly and smiled once again.

			 “Only if I can call you Louis,” she said.

			 Louis wasn’t quite sure what to say next. To break the silence he asked about Frédéric and their sessions.

			 “He’s trying hard, I’ll say that. I hope it’s going to be enough, but I still can’t guarantee it. He’s a very smart boy, but he lacks motivation. Were you like that when you were a kid?”

			 “Gosh, no. I could stay glued to the piano six hours a day. I was totally into it. And nobody was forcing me. My parents weren’t the type to push the little prodigy.”

			 “Your parents were strict?”

			 “No, not at all! They were complete nonconformists. No rules, no boundaries. They were hippies, basically. Compared to them, I’m very conventional.”

			 She was quite the chatter box, for someone who usually was quiet. They continued to talk enthusiastically about a million things until it was time for coffee. Lunch was already over?

			 “Well, we should head back,” Louis said with a trace of regret.

			 When she got up, Louis noticed that she wasn’t very tall, rather petite with nice legs. Given her complexion, she was undoubtably a natural blonde. He picked up her bags and followed her to the exit.

			 “Thanks for driving me back,” Francine said, raising the collar of her raincoat. “And for inviting me!”

			 A cool wind was blowing scraps of paper down the sidewalk. A few raindrops were now falling. Francine had to walk fast to keep up with Louis, all the while avoiding looking at him. They reached his car and he opened the door for her, then put the shopping bags in the trunk. Once again she seemed tense, worried. Instead of driving off Louis smiled at her and said, “I had a really nice time. Should we do it again?”

			 Louis had meant it. He’d had a good time no question about it.

			 “Yes,” she said in a very low—almost quavering—voice.

			 She wished she had his aplomb, his cool. But more than anything, she wished he’d kiss her, right here on this street.

			 But he didn’t. Instead, he turned on the engine and put the car in gear. She got angry with herself for being so disappointed. What did she think was going to happen on their first date anyway? Since running into him at the supermarket she was on cloud nine, imagining all kinds of scenarios, all wonderfully romantic. Ridiculous and unlikely, all of them. She should be thankful that she was with him in his car, and that he’d mentioned something about getting together again. Just a couple of hours ago, she was sitting alone in that restaurant, glancing at her watch every five seconds, scared to death that he’d forgotten about her. What did she want? For him to declare his undying love?

			 Louis’s hand grazed her knee and a jolt of electricity ran through her body.

			 “Put on your seatbelt,” he said. “There’s lots of cops out there today…”

			 They emerged from the Saint-Cloud tunnel, and she wondered whether she’d dozed off. The Beaujolais, maybe. Keeping his eyes on the road, Louis cracked an irresistible smile.

			 “What is it?” she said.

			 “Well,” he said, “that…”

			 She quickly pulled down her skirt, which had ridden up while she’d been sleeping. She lowered her head, embarrassed, and he looked at the small blonde curls on the back of her neck. A moment of silence followed, while Francine desperately tried to come up with something to say. Her plan had been to try to seduce him, and now she was behaving like a fourteen-year-old girl. She couldn’t help herself. Yet she couldn’t come out and admit that if she were the one driving, she’d stop in the first rest area and throw herself in his arms. She couldn’t think of anything else, even though she kept on taking in the scenery with an air of indifference, looking idiotic, no doubt. How many men had she been attracted to since her separation from Antoine? Two, three? Both lacked conviction, and results. Pretty impressive love life!

			 “Where should I drop you off?” Louis said, as they approached Vernon.

			 “I left my car at the train station.”

			 Just as well that he didn’t see the building where she lived, which was rather bleak. When he entered the parking lot, she experienced a few seconds of panic. The way they were going to say goodbye would determine whether or not they were going to see each other again. She pointed at her small black Renault, and he parked in the space next to it.

			After switching Francine’s shopping bags from his car to hers, Louis said, “What would you say if I invited you to supper?”

			 “I would say. It’s about time you asked!” 

			 Taken aback by the response, he took two seconds to react, and she was already climbing into her car. “Okay, then,” he said. “How about Friday evening?”

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 4

			Romain put his guitar back in its case, very proud of how he, Richard, and Damien had just played. The basement was filled with smoke; Élise had smoked cigarette after cigarette. At least she’d stayed the entire time.

			 Richard remained seated behind his drum set, a look of ecstasy on his face. Romain turned to him and said, “Your solo was great! Don’t change anything.”

			 Then he glanced at Élise. She was still sulking. She would’ve preferred to go to the Estaminet—the only bar in town where teenagers liked to hang out after ten—to be with her friends. She’d come to the rehearsal only reluctantly tonight. Usually, she loved their music, but she still hadn’t gotten over the stupid fight the week before at the bar, even though Romain had apologized ten times and promised he’d never do anything like that ever again. She’d explained that jealously was not her thing. If she wanted to play stupid pinball with someone else she should be able to do it without him acting like a freakin’ moron. He said he agreed with her, absolutely, but he didn’t regret for a second sending Frédéric Neuville a clear message. That guy had hit on Élise one time too many. Besides, nothing bad had happened, nobody got hurt. Richard had also told Romain that he shouldn’t have attacked Frédéric that way. Richard thought that Frédéric was a nice guy, and not at all a rich mama’s boy. Richard almost left the band and again Romain had had to be a masterful diplomat to smooth things over.

			 Damien was already unplugging his synthesizer and gathering the electrical cables. His parents had agreed to let the band use the basement as long as they put away everything after each rehearsal. Down there, they could make all the noise they wanted, nobody could hear them.

			 “We need to find a place to perform in public,” Damien said. “I think this is the right moment. We’re ready, guys!”

			 “Anyone have an idea where we could play?” Romain asked with little conviction.

			 Of course, every band dreamed of performing live, but they had no clue how to go about it. And none of them had the kind of money to rent a hall.

			 “Okay,” Élise said, looking annoyed. “Can we go now?”

			 If they got started talking about their dreams of performing in front of large audiences—fame and fortune and fans and all that—she’d be stuck here forever. All she wanted to do now was leave this basement and get some fresh air. She felt Romain behind her. He kissed her hair. Hanging out with him was fun, so was kissing, too, but she wasn’t sure she wanted things to go further. If they acted so together in public, all the boys would think that she was taken and they’d ignore her. And she loved having boys come to her, talk to her, compliment her. On the other hand, sitting in a corner waiting for Romain to be done with his guitar playing didn’t thrill her at all, even though he was a totally awesome musician and his band was great.

			 “What did you think?” Romain asked Élise in a tone that sounded fake.

			 “You guys should play in front of an audience,” she said. “You’re wasting your time in this rathole.”

			 Romain put his leather jacket on her shoulders, in a protective gesture that she found endearing. Every single girl she knew would kill to be in her place. His longish blond hair, his jeans torn at the knees, his cheerful eyes, his above-average height, his ancient, beat-up moped—all the girls in high school were crazy about Romain. On top of that he was caring and sophisticated. What more did she want? To be in love? Maybe she was and didn’t know it?

			 She took him by the waist to direct him towards the door. She looked at her watch and saw that it was 10:30. She was allowed to stay out until midnight, which meant they had time to go to the bar and hang out with the others for a while.

			* * *

			 Louis opened the fridge and grabbed a bottle of white wine, some cheese, a small bottle of water, and the rest of the grapes. He put all this on the tray alongside some bread, utensils, wine glasses, and paper napkins. The last time he’d prepared a midnight snack like this was with Marianne. And then again, it had been at the beginning of their relationship! In any case, there were no similarities between the two situations, or the two women.

			 Leaving the kitchen, he took the main staircase to make it back to the room quicker. He was sore everywhere. He felt exhausted, yet euphoric too. There was a certain amount of embarrassment too, which he hadn’t expected at all. At first, he thought he was dealing with this demure little blond. How wrong he’d been! Francine turned out to be the most sensual woman he’d ever made love to. She was naturally disarming, never intimidated, without hang-ups, and superbly seductive.

			 “No need to ask if you have company,” Frédéric said in the darkness as Louis was going by his room.

			 He came out in the hallway, peered at the tray, and stared at his father with a devilish grin.

			 “Go to bed,” Louis whispered. “It’s four in the morning.”

			 “Oh, don’t worry,” Frédéric said. “I’m not going to join your picnic. Wow, you should see your hair—hilarious! Okay, Dad, good night.”

			 Louis went away, chuckling to himself, but he was concerned about what Frédéric might think when he realized that he’d spent the night with his French teacher. A night of wild lovemaking.

			 He found Francine sitting up in bed, the white sheets doing a pretty bad job of hiding her breasts.

			 “I’m starving!” she said gaily.

			 She seemed to be completely content while Louis couldn’t help feeling a bit anxious. He set the tray on her thighs and sat on the side of the bed. To keep an air of composure, he picked up a piece of bread, spread some brie on it, and handed it to Francine with a smile. She straightened up and the sheet fell down completely but she didn’t try to cover herself again. While she poured the wine, he couldn’t resist caressing her shoulder.

			 Then he asked, “Are you working tomorrow?”

			 “No. But I should be home before Romain gets there. He’s sleeping over at his dad’s. That means you’re going to have to drive me home in a little while.”

			 Louis was disappointed and surprised at himself for feeling that way but he nodded in agreement. He found her beautiful there, naked in the soft light of the lamp. And she smelled wonderful. He realized that he wasn’t as exhausted as he’d thought, and he wanted her still. But he was just as happy watching her eat for a moment. All through the night, from the moment she walked into his bedroom, she’d kept astounding him. She’d turned out to be caring, intuitive, but also demanding and quite uninhibited. It was as though she knew him intimately. It felt as if they were accomplished partners and not two people who were making love for the very first time. He’d gone along with her to show her that he could. He was thoroughly enjoying himself too, though a bit anxious that maybe he wasn’t always up to the task.

			 Satiated, Francine lay down again with a sigh of contentment. She turned to her side so she could watch Louis as he set the tray on the top of the dresser. He came back to the bed, his bathrobe slightly opened. She reached out to him and undid the belt, making him shiver.

			 “You’re cold?” she said in a low voice.

			 Of course she knew full well what she was doing, and she smiled as he let his bathrobe drop to the floor. He got into bed and snuggled against her.

			 “Do you want to sleep for an hour or two?”

			 “I want to sleep for twelve hours!”

			 “No can do.”

			 He reached over her, set the alarm clock, and turned off the light. If all went well, he’d have time to drive Francine home in the morning and come back with coffee and bagels for Frédéric. When she pressed her body against his, he held her tight. It felt like he wanted to protect her, even if she was anything but a fragile woman. If anything, he figured that he was the one who felt more vulnerable right now.

			 “Louis?” she said, half-asleep. “Louis? It was very, very…”

			 She couldn’t come up with the word, too tired to formulate anything appropriate.

			 “Yes,” Louis said. “Very…”

			* * *

			 Alix was driving way too fast making Tom more tense every the minute. He trusted her skills as a driver, but he hated how quickly the scenery was going by. When they were traveling together, she was always the one at the wheel since she hated sitting on the passenger side. Unless she was with Louis; it went without saying.

			 The previous evening had been a disaster. Alix came over to the club with a group of actors to celebrate the opening of a movie. She’d had way too much champagne and danced for hours without paying any attention to Tom, except for a peck on the cheek when she first arrived. He’d even come over to their booth with a bottle on the house, but not a single one of those drunk, egomaniacal celebrities had had the decency to thank him. Finally, when most people in the club were gone, Tom went over to the booth again and found Alix half asleep. He tried to convince her that she should take a cab home, but she refused, saying she was having fun. Her head was resting on the shoulder of some fine-looking young man, no doubt the latest addition to the agency. Irritated, he’d spent the rest of the night behind the bar chatting with two stunning women whose names he didn’t even know. Because of that, Alix shot him a murderous look before she left.

			 “You didn’t even say goodbye,” Tom said sharply.

			 He knew bringing up the topic was going to cause trouble, but he wanted to deal with it before they got to Louis’s, so that they could at least enjoy their Sunday.

			 “You were busy. Besides, I was dead on my feet. I can’t party until two in the morning anymore…”

			 “A simple ‘Goodnight’…” he said.

			 If he put up with that kind of attitude, even once, soon they wouldn’t have any reason to be together.

			 “I wasn’t going to go over while you were doing your dirty-old-man thing, trying to pick up those two girls.”

			 “Finally the truth comes out. Jealousy! That makes me feel good, in a way. Sometimes I think that when you come to the club, you only notice the doorman and the other hunks.”

			 The way she’d said girls. Knowing her, it wasn’t their youth that she envied, but their starlet figures that let them wear whatever they wanted. Alix loved fashion and hated that her generous curves limited her choices of clothing. Tom was always begging her not to go on a too strict of a diet. He looked down at the designer jeans that hugged her thighs and suddenly wanted to reach out and touch her. He never felt that way with girls, he wasn’t wired that way.

			 They weren’t that late when they drove up the driveway, which was a small miracle given when they’d left Paris. The first thing that Alix noticed was the strange black car she parked behind. It was a very ordinary car, a Renault that half the country drove. She was intrigued–-Sundays were usually family affairs.

			 As soon as they walked into the kitchen, Laura came over with an expression that was both mysterious and delighted. “Louis has decided to introduce us to someone! I’m so excited!”

			 “Someone?” Alix blurted. “And where is that someone right now?”

			 “In the living room, chatting with Dad.”

			 Grégoire had long dreamt that Louis would meet another woman and be happy; everyone in the family knew that.

			 “And what does that someone look like?” said Alix with a tone filled with sarcasm. “A local?”

			 “She lives around here, yes.”

			 “Great.”

			 “What? It’s not like she’s a country bumpkin. She’s a French teacher.”

			 “A teacher! God! I’m sure she’s going to be fascinating, talking about her days in the classroom and grading papers.”

			 Tom gave Alix with a look of reproach. Once again, she was going to give her brother a hard time. It was the same story every time. As soon as a woman got near Louis, the claws came out and she was despicable.

			 “Well,” Tom said, “I can’t wait to meet her.” And he headed for the living room, leaving the two sisters alone.

			 “Don’t be unpleasant to her,” Laura warned. “You’ll see, Louis is all giddy. It’s so nice to see…”

			 “Yeah, well… Louis is so fragile that anyone could get her hooks into him. He’s the perfect prey!”

			 “I don’t agree. Let him be, will you?”

			 Alix’s response was to roll her eyes.

			 “Mark my words, when some woman lassoes Louis, she’s going to have only one goal in mind, and that’ll be to get rid of his family. That’s because we’re a handful, you have to admit.”

			 “You crazy or what? Marianne wasn’t like that…”

			 “That tight-ass…”

			 “Alix!”

			 “What? Just because she’s dead doesn’t mean we have to turn her into some sort of saint.”

			 “You are so incredibly unfair…”

			 “No, I’m a realist, that’s all. I adore my brother, and I don’t want him to be the victim of some kind of opportunist. Especially since he’s so fragile. I know him better than anyone. You can’t possibly understand.”

			 Laura concentrated on the onion she was sauteing in the pan for an instant before turning to her sister.

			 “I understand a whole lot more than you think. And I can tell that you that you should cut Louis some slack—for his own good.”

			 She’d chosen her words carefully, avoiding the psychologist’s jargon that Alix couldn’t stand. This was about her twin and her possessive identification tethered her to him. Eleven years ago, when Alix had launched her agency, she’d announced in a triumphant manner that Louis had agreed to sign an exclusive contract with her. The word exclusive made Laura laugh.

			 “Okay,” Alix said. “I’m going to the living room. Anything you’d like me to take in there?”

			 “Yes. The stuffed mushrooms in the oven. Please…”

			 The kitchen was filled with wonderful aromas. Lunch, no doubt, would be a success, at least food-wise. Alix grabbed the plate and headed for the living room. There, she was greeted by a joyful uproar.

			 “There you are!” Louis shouted, without getting up from the couch.

			 Beside him was a youngish woman. Alix stared at her coldly. She handed Tom the plate of mushrooms and walked over to her brother and tousled his hair.

			 Louis recoiled and said, “Let me introduce you to Francine.”

			 “I’m delighted to meet you,” Alix said. “They gave you something to drink, I hope? Here, let me sit here with you, thanks. Can someone get me a martini?”

			 Cool as ice, she’d managed to slither between Francine and Louis, noticing with secret glee the strained smile on the blonde woman. Grégoire came over with a drink in which he’d intentionally put too many ice cubes.

			 “Dad…” she said, “what’s with this?” Then, turning to Louis’s woman, she said, “So, Francine… I can call you Francine, right? I’m Alix. Not too overwhelmed?”

			 The question was enough for Francine not to come up with an answer.

			 “We Neuville’s are very noisy, rowdy even. But I’m sure you won’t let it throw you. It must be worse in your classrooms, right?”

			 “Actually,” Francine said, softly, “I manage to keep my classes pretty quiet, in general…”

			 Francine picked up Alix’s attitude right away. She was on the defensive. Louis had insisted that his sister come for lunch, but he’d also warned Francine that she wasn’t the easiest person to get along with. Without saying anything to Louis, she was so pleased that he’d invited her today she was ready to put up with anything. She never would’ve imagined that things would be so simple with him. He was amazingly nice to her. She was blown away by it at times.

			 “You teach French, Greek, and Latin?” Alix asked.

			 “French only. Composition and literature.”

			 Louis put the plate of stuffed mushrooms right in front of his sister’s nose. “Have one,” he said, “they’re going to get cold.”

			 Behind Alix’s head, he looked at Francine and made a face that said, “Sorry…”

			 “Hey, everybody!” shouted Frédéric as he walked into the living room.

			 Politely, he came over to shake Francine’s hand, showing no surprise. The short blunt note that his dad had left on his bedside table had warned him about what was going to happen. Frédéric thought that this whole thing was actually amusing. Not as much as at the very beginning, when he’d tried to hook up his dad and his teacher, but still amusing.

			 “Alright everyone,” Laura shouted from the dining room, “lunch!”

			 “You just got up?” Louis whispered to his son.

			 “There was a horror movie marathon on TV last night. Awesome! The music in those movies makes the hair on your neck stand up even when nothing is happening on the screen. How come you don’t do that kind of stuff?”

			 “I’m really, really not interested okay?” Louis said, looking disgusted. “And don’t you say a word about this to your Aunt Alix, please!”

			 They all wound up in the living room.

			 “Come sit here,” Louis said to Francine while holding her hand.

			 His dad’s loving gesture bothered Frédéric for some reason. He was going to have a hard time, seeing Ms. Capelan this way. What would be her attitude with him in class or during their tutoring sessions? Discreetly he looked at her and saw that she’d dressed casually, very different from her usual style. Her white T-shirt, jeans, and sneakers made her look younger. And attractive. His father certainly seemed to think so. Frédéric wondered if it had been such a great idea to try set them up. He’d done it as joke more than anything else, to ridicule his teacher. He never imagined that they would fall into each other’s arms so quickly.

			 Laura’s crawfish soufflé was so amazing that the conversation around the table came to a stop for a while. Then Alix found something to say. Authoritative and talkative as usual, she proceeded to bombard Francine with questions. Louis was careful not to intervene. He wasn’t worried about Francine and he was much more interested in the answers than Alix was.

			 “Oh yeah?” Alix exclaimed. “You have a sixteen-year-old son? What does he do?”

			 “He’s in high school, just like Frédéric.”

			 “And he’s a student of yours?”

			 “No, I didn’t think it was a good idea and the principal made sure not to put him in any of my classes. Besides, I prefer teaching French and literature classes. Romain is more into the sciences. He’s very good in math.”

			 Across the table, Frédéric suddenly paid attention to what Francine was saying. He knew at least four boys whose name was Romain, but still…

			 “Does he happen to play the guitar?” Frédéric asked in a neutral tone.

			 “Yes. He’s crazy about it!”

			 “And he rides a moped and he’s got blond hair down to here? I think I know who he is…”

			 The coincidence blew his mind. He’d never made the connection between that asshole and Ms. Capelan.

			 “Bring the boy along next time,” Louis told Francine. “I’d love to meet him. We’ll be able to talk music. Young musicians are very innovative when they’re passionate, and I would be interested to hear what he has to say.”

			 Louis only meant to be nice, but Frédéric was fuming. If his father wanted to speak to a teenager about anything, he should turn to him! Of course, he couldn’t pretend to be brilliant behind a keyboard, especially after he’d told off his music teacher, but he wasn’t that bad a musician. No way was that Romain ever going to set foot in Neuville House.

			 Upset, he turned towards Laura, who was scrutinizing him, perplexed.

			 “What’s the problem?” she whispered.

			 He shook his head and didn’t respond, unable to explain. He’d have to talk to his father about it during the week. He’d tell him about that time with Élise and the pinball machine. He’d kept that incident to himself, knowing that his old man would’ve given him a speech about behavior and all that. Louis hated everything that had to do with aggressiveness, especially physical violence. If you need to let off steam, he’d say, that’s why sports was invented. On the other hand, if a fight was inevitable, then you had to do what you had to do to win. Frédéric was always fascinated that his father he had nothing in common with the conventional idea of the mild-mannered pianist, the ethereal composer. After Five minutes of fencing anyone would come to that conclusion.

			 “Really?” Alix said with an amused look. “You guys are skipping out on your usual afternoon hike?”

			 “It’s raining,” Tom said.

			 “Why don’t we head for the living room? I’ll get the fireplace going.”

			 Everyone got up from their chairs. Francine followed Laura’s daughters to the kitchen with the empty plates.

			 “She’s great!” Hugues said to Louis with a wink.

			 “And good-looking!” added Grégoire. “You two kids make a nice couple.”

			 “Dad…”

			 “No, I mean it! But don’t listen to any of what’s coming out of Alix’s mouth. The girl has got a wicked tongue sometimes.”

			 Grégoire knew the twins inside out, just like he did Laura. He flashed a smile at Tom, who’d listened to his comments without a word. Grégoire thought he’d love to have Tom for a son-in-law, but Alix wasn’t one to get married to anyone she couldn’t boss around.

			 “Alright, then,” Grégoire said, “the fireplace…”

			 That was his thing, lighting the fireplace. Louis made sure there were always a bunch of logs and kindling handy. He followed his father into the living room with his nieces, who were coming in with trays covered with coffee mugs.

			 “Whoa,” he said. “Be careful there…Would you kids like to watch a movie on TV? Frédéric rented a couple of DVDs yesterday. Is it okay, Hugues?”

			 He took Sabine and Tiphaine’s hands, and showed them to the TV room, down the hallway. The girls were thrilled by the large screen and settled on the couch. Louis put the DVD in the player and handed the remote to Sabine, the eldest. 

			 “You guys are good, right?” he asked them. The girls’ eyes were already fixed on the television.

			 When he returned to the living room, Francine was sitting by Tom. They were chatting. Louis stopped and watched her for a few seconds. Had he rushed things by introducing her to the family? He’d known her for only a short amount of time, and he had no idea how things were going to progress. They’d had a great time together Friday night, and when he woke up at her side in the morning, he was happy to find her there. And he was dying to make love to her again. Still, there was more to a relationship than desire. He’d asked her to meet his family--that must mean something. He was very happy to see her here, right now, in conversation with Tom. He bet she’d smile when their eyes met.

			 “Let’s go to the music room for a minute,” Alix said, clutching his arm. “I want you to play the latest version of the score for that miniseries. I hear it’s amazing, but I still haven’t received the tape. Jocelyne is certainly thrilled, even though she was scared that you were going to quit on her after that meeting. She was calling me three times a day and I had to swear that you’d never failed to fulfill your contractual obligations before…”

			 “It came that close, let me tell you. And please don’t make promises that I can’t necessarily keep, okay?” Louis jerked his arm free.

			 “Come on, let’s go,” she insisted. “Your girlfriend can wait. Tom is taking care of her.”

			 “Absolutely not,” said Tom from the other end of the room. “We’re going with you. We want to hear the recital. Nothing’s better than the piano on a rainy Sunday!”

			 Tom was exasperated that Alix had spoken too loudly—not caring whether or not Francine could hear her. Tom had made the suggestion to get back at his girlfriend, knowing full well she wouldn’t like it. He ignored the look of anger that Alix shot his way and got to his feet.

			 “Have you ever heard Louis play?” he asked Francine.

			 Louis seemed dazed, as though someone had thrown a bucket of cold water right on him. If there was one thing he detested, ever since he was a child, it was to be asked to sit at the piano to entertain guests. Francine picked up on that and immediately came to his rescue.

			 “It’s getting late,” she said, “and my son is home alone. But I’d love to hear you play some other time.”

			 Louis’s air of gratitude and complicity infuriated Alix.

			 “What are you talking about?” Grégoire said, “It’s not late! It’s that rain, it makes it look like it’s dark out. And why don’t you stay for supper? There’s tons of food. You could tell your son to come join us?”

			 Grégoire’s hospitality was legendary. No matter where he was, he loved being surrounded by people, the more the merrier.

			 Not sure what to say, Francine turned to Louis, who gave a nod.

			 “You want to call Romain?” he asked. “There’s a phone in the study over there.”

			 Louis took Francine by the arm and they made their way to the study.

			 “You must find them overbearing,” he said. “If you don’t feel like staying or if your son has something better to do, don’t feel like you have to…”

			 The study, a dark but welcoming room, was crammed with books. As Louis hit the light switch he felt a hand resting on his shoulder.

			 “Louis…Would you rather I left? Your father is adorable, but maybe you guys would prefer spending the evening alone? And maybe Frédéric doesn’t…”

			 Louis gave her a kiss to make her stop.

			 “Call your son,” he said, “and then come join us in the music room. If Romain is up for it, it’ll make me happy.”

			 Before she could say anything, Louis stepped out of the study and closed the door. Francine stood there for a while, not moving. She then walked over to a bookshelf and read the titles of some of the books. Outside, the rain was still coming down, hard. The sky was dark. She went over to the small desk, picked up the phone and told her son about the Neuville invitation. Romain sounded surprised but agreed to come over. Of course, she hadn’t told her son everything about this new relationship. As a matter of fact, she’d kept a pretty tight lid on the details. Romain wasn’t blind and no doubt he had figured out that his mother had met someone and he was mature enough to accept it. At least she hoped!

			 Instead of leaving the room, she sat in the comfortable armchair. She needed a moment to gather her thoughts. She simply couldn’t believe what was happening to her. Everything was going so fast, at times she felt disoriented. Without having to truly work at it, she’d gotten closer to Louis than she’d ever dare to dream. She still wondered what she’d done to deserve such a thing. For her, he represented some sort of inaccessible ideal, suddenly made available to her. A pipe dream come true! But how? By what incredible luck that had he chosen her and not another woman? And for what reason was he alone in the first place? Forty years old, incredibly attractive, amazingly talented, rich and famous—why weren’t hordes of women swarming around him? Maybe they did and he took advantage of the situation, only he was discreet about it and he liked to remain single, and she was just one of his many mistresses. Still, she was ready to take a chance and was determined to make this into a real, long-lasting relationship. This would be no easy task, she was certain. There were going to be hurdles along the way. But she was resolved to deal with whatever difficulty would present itself. Apart from a few boring dates, her only romantic experience had been with her ex-husband. Poor Antoine! It would be so unfair to compare him to Louis!

			 Suddenly antsy, she got up and left the study. The music room was only a couple of doors down, and yet she couldn’t hear anything. Then she remembered that the room was soundproof and when, after a second of hesitation, she opened the door, Tom and Hugues were singing—atrociously—Somewhere Over the Rainbow, with Louis at the piano bent over laughing. As for Alix, she was trying to bring things to order.

			 “You guys are horrible!” she said.

			 “Birds fly over the rainbow,” the duo sang, “why then, oh why can’t I?“

			 “Enough, already!” Alix shouted.

			 “Okay, then,” Grégoire said. “Louis, play a waltz. I want to dance with Ms. Capelan.”

			 Putting his arm around Francine’s waist, he directed her to the center of the room. She was in no position to refuse and followed him. Laura and Hugues also were in the mood for old-fashioned dancing.

			 “Slow down,” Grégoire told Louis. “Don’t feel like you have to keep the original tempo, sonny boy. Think of my arthritis.”

			 Instead of slowing down, Louis grinned and turned the Strauss waltz into an energetic tango.

			 Grégoire spun Francine around and said, “So, are you having supper with us?” He continued leading her.

			 But soon he was out of breath and had to let go of Francine, with an air of regret.

			 “Okay,” Alix said, “if recess is over now, maybe we could get to work for five minutes?”

			 She’d remained standing behind Louis, mostly sulking.

			 “I never work on Sundays,” Louis said, effortlessly producing beautiful notes.

			 “What’s that?” Alix asked, suddenly attentive.

			 “That’s Mozart,” Louis replied. “Dream on, sis.”

			 He leaned all the way back toward her to taunt her, still playing the gorgeous melody.

			 “You really know nothing about classical music, do you? Listen to this. Ring a bell?”

			 “Turandot!” Grégoire shouted, pointing at the portrait of Puccini on the wall. Speaking of easy questions, you guys want to play a game of Trivial Pursuit?

			 “Good idea,” Alix said. “You guys do that over in the living room.”

			 It was easy to tell that she hadn’t appreciated her brother’s comment concerning her musical ignorance.

			 “Where are my granddaughters?” Grégoire said. “They’ll team up with me.”

			 “In the TV room,” Tom said, very seriously. “They’re watching The Exorcist.

			 Laura ran out of the living room to make sure it wasn’t true, which gave Tom and the others a good chuckle. Everyone laughed except Alix.

			 “Come on,” she said to Louis. “Don’t do that to me. You can at least play the main theme for me. Please?”

			 Louis looked around for Francine and spotted her leaning against the back of the Steinway. Her smile was cheerful. She didn’t seem to be confused by the family hubbub. He lowered his eyes on the keyboard and resigned himself to playing. Everybody became silent. It was a bit of an odd melody, very romantic, easy to remember and sing along to, with enough melancholy to make it irresistible.

			 “Superb,” Alix said, breaking the silence that followed the end of the tune.

			 “Not really,” Louis snapped. “But they like it, and that’s what counts, I guess.”

			 He was still bothered because of the changes he’d been forced to make and having to put up with the endless discussions. Alix realized that he was upset, and she tried to make him feel better.

			 “I find it very—”

			 “Very simplistic,” he said, getting up. “Very ordinary. If I had to compose stuff like that all year long I’d have to find another way of making a living.”

			 “And what would you do, huh?” Alix said.

			 They were face to face, both angry now, which accentuated their resemblance. Intrigued, Francine kept her eyes on Louis, discovering a new aspect of his personality, his face like stone and his tone aggressive.

			 “I think we have a visitor,” Tom said, pointing at the French door.

			 Louis hurried over to the door and let in the young man who’d been standing in the rain, waiting for someone to notice him.

			 “Hi there,” Louis said. “You must be Romain. Happy to meet you.”

			 “I’m sorry, I knocked but…”

			 “We were making so much noise in here, there’s no way we could’ve heard you. Sorry you had to wait in the rain like that. Come on in. I’ll introduce you.”

			 Romain followed Louis to the music room and shook everyone’s hands then he stood by his mother, feeling uncomfortable .

			 “I need help!” Louis told him with an irresistible smile. “I’m all by myself trying to entertain these people and they’re hard to please. Apparently you’re a good musician. Let’s improvise something for them, okay?”

			 Dumbfounded, Romain stared at him and looked around the room, impressed with the equipment.

			 “There’s a guitar over there,” Louis said. “See if it works for you.”

			 The invitation seemed impossible to turn down and the young man meekly fetched the instrument. 

			 “I’m not sure I know anything that—”

			 “You go ahead and play something. Anything you want. I’ll follow along. Let’s give it a shot!”

			 The guitar was perfectly tuned and Romain found some comfort in that. He’d never played with a musician of Neuville’s caliber before and didn’t think he could be up to the task at hand. He decided not to think about it and launched into a tune he knew the best. Louis let him do his thing for a minute or two, listening to the boy play. Then he started to accompany him, first in a linear manner, but soon with more playfulness. To make the teenager feel confident, he played softly, while raising the stakes of the piece they were performing. He could do just about anything with his piano--music ran through his blood. At the end of the tune, Tom, Hugues, Grégoire, and Francine applauded loudly, along with Laura who’d come back with her daughters.

			 “You are good, kid,” Louis. “But don’t let the applause get to your head,” he added with a grin. “What else should we play?”

			 “Do you know ‘Crazy Jane’?” Romain asked. He’d questioned whether Louis would know that song, but he tried anyway. By now he was feeling a bit more gung-ho.

			 “Well, I know that group, but…”

			 “She always says hi when she comes in…” Romain sang in a low voice.

			 “She always says that things are fine…” Louis picked up.

			 “But she’s lying, yes, she’s lying…” Sabine continued, delighted.

			 “That’s an awesome song!” Romain said.

			“ Let’s do it,” Louis said.

			 “Okay, you do the melody and I’ll take care of the guitar riffs and the bass line?”

			 Thirty seconds later, both were going all out as if having the time of their lives Everybody in the room was clapping and singing along. When Frédéric walked into the room, nobody noticed him or the murderous look he shot Romain.

			 “Wonderful!” Louis shouted at the end of the song.

			 Romain couldn’t find anything to say he was so pleased by the way he’d played and how things had turned out.

			 “Hey, Fred!” Louis shouted when he spotted his son. “You’ve missed something else!”

			 Frédéric’s stiffness seemed strange to Louis, so he walked towards him.

			“ You guys know each other?”

			“ Yeah, we do. Hey…” said Frédéric.

			 Romain had expected this attitude and he gave Frédéric a nod, nothing more. The adults in the room looked at them both, picking up the animosity.

			 “Well, well,” Grégoire said. “It’s time to refresh our drinks, if you ask me.”

			 Night had fallen and rain was still pounding the French doors. Louis reached for his pack of cigarettes and announced that he was going down to the basement to get more champagne.

			 “Give me a hand,” he said to Frédéric.

			 Once at the bottom of the stairs, in front of the bottles that covered an entire wall, Louis said, “Something the matter? What’s with you and that kid?”

			 Frédéric shrugged and said nothing.

			 “I’m talking to you, Fred.”

			 “He’s a son of a bitch. We got into a fight the other day. I hit him, he hit me. Nothing major.”

			 “When was that?”

			 “Doesn’t matter.”

			 “What did you guys fight about?”

			 “Nothing. A girl… He’s the kind of guy that thinks he’s so cool and liberal. But he has no real ideas of his own. He likes to preach to people, just like all those know-it-all science heads. I’m not surprised his mother is a teacher!”

			 Louis glared at his son.

			 “I’m sorry, Dad,” the teen said. “I didn’t mean anything by that. Do I really have to have supper with you guys tonight? I have tons of school work.”

			 “Really? Tonight of all nights? What a coincidence!”

			 Louis shoved a bottle of champagne in Frédéric’s hand.

			 “I usually don’t force you to do what you don’t want to, but I’d like you to join us tonight. Unless you’re going to go for his throat. Are things that bad between the two of you?”

			 “No. Give me a break…”

			 “Thank you.”

			 Louis went up the stairs, followed by Frédéric, who was pissed off but powerless. In the kitchen, Laura was rinsing the champagne glasses and Alix was on her cell phone. She hung up and grabbed her brother by the arm.

			 “Your girlfriend, she’s really clinging onto you, isn’t she?”

			 “Louis,” Laura said, “mind taking this to the living room?” She handed her brother a tray covered with clean glasses.

			 Louis ignored Alix’s comment, grabbed the tray, and left the kitchen. Laura and Alix stared at each other, while Frédéric let go a heavy sigh.

			 “You’re really set on ruining his evening, aren’t you?” Laura said to Alix. “When was the last time he felt like introducing someone to us? What is your problem?”

			 Alix felt embarrassed, and fiddled with her cell. When Laura had that expression of hers, the psychologist mumbo-jumbo was ready to be fired, so Alix decided to change her tune a bit.

			 “What I’m thinking is that Louis deserves someone better than some high school French teacher with a teenage son! I mean, he could date any woman he wants…”

			 Tom stood at the kitchen doorway. “I don’t know what you two are going on about,” he said, “but we’re thirsty in there and we’re waiting for you.”

			 Alix turned on her heels and saw the cold stare that Tom gave her. She felt a weird sensation. Since last night, something between them had changed. He was distant and didn’t hesitate to contradict her. The way he looked at her was different too. She wondered whether she was losing him. That was scary. He’d been part of her life for a long time, which she took for granted. She now she realized that maybe he was more important to her than she’d thought. She cherished they way he admired her. And she loved the fact that he was attracted to her and she could count on him anytime. She walked over to him, grabbed his hand in a laid-back manner and said, “Should we spend the night here? This way we can drink as much as we want…”

			No matter the circumstances, Tom was a sucker for that sexy kitten act she put on not nearly as often as he’d like.

			“That’d be nice,” Tom said, in spite of himself.

			 Leaving her would be very painful, he’d always known that. What would he do with himself when he at last found the courage to do what needed to be done? He was certainly tired of being at the bottom of Alix’s list, after her agency, her social life, the Neuville’s, Louis above them all. Louis was her true point of reference, the only man of her life. But the plot of this movie could be totally screwed by this new character. That little blond woman was no doubt much tougher than she looked. Maybe she’d be able to force herself inside this cuckoo’s nest. And this was something that Tom had no intention of missing.

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 5

			As much as he longed to be with Francine, Louis didn’t want to impose her on Frédéric. Nor did he want to leave him alone while he was out on a date. He’d always managed to spend a lot of time with his son, and he had no intention changing that.

			 Francine understood the situation but worried nonetheless. She had to wait an entire week before Louis invited her out again. They had plans for on a Tuesday evening when Frédéric was going to go out.

			 The few days without hearing from him had been painful, and then she received a bouquet of flowers with a card that had nothing on it but his signature. She could’ve called him, since he’d given her his home and cell numbers, but she opted to let him make the next move, even if that meant sleepless nights. She knew that he was very busy. He drove to Paris frequently on business and spent the entire day in his music room. The last thing she wanted was to intrude. And, the flowers didn’t prove anything, only that he was a gentleman. It was the tone of his voice, when he finally called, that reassured her.

			 Louis said he was going to pick her up, and she accepted grudgingly. She was uncomfortable with him seeing her borderline shabby apartment building. What would he think?

			When the bell rang, Romain went over to open the front door. Francine greeted Louis in the tiny living room, waiting for his reaction. Louis was unpredictable; he didn’t pay any attention to their surroundings. He smiled broadly when he saw Francine, and seemed totally relaxed on her couch. After Francine handed him a glass of Muscadet, he launched into a conversation with Romain. He wanted to know who his guitar teacher was, what made him form a band, where he was performing. Ten minutes later, he was promising the kid that he’d find a place for him and his band to play live. Nothing easier! He was going to talk to people he knew at the Jeufosse and Bonnières-sur-Seine city halls. Hopefully they could find a venue where Romain and his band could do their thing. Thrilled, Romain asked him a slew of questions, until Francine decided it was time to leave. While kissing her son, she winked at him. She was glad that he easily accepted that Louis was going to be part of their lives.

			 Louis and Francine had supper in a restaurant she didn’t know, twenty-five miles from Notre-Dame-de-la-Mer, and then he took her to his house, without asking first. The memory of their first night together there made him very eager, almost nervous, and he didn’t try to hide it. As soon as they walked into his room, he began to undress her. He’d thought about her too often in the past few days, switching from happiness to exasperation, depending on his mood. Either way, he couldn’t believe how obsessed he’d become. No woman had ever triggered such desire in him. Had he behaved like a teenager with the others? Since Marianne, he’d had a few affairs, which he’d enjoyed despite their brevity. Most had been pleasant experiences, which were comfortable enough not to question . Francine was different. She was taking him where he’d never been before, sparking emotions unknown.

			 As soon as he touched her skin, took her in his arms, he knew that not only did he want her, he needed her. God only knew where this might take him. He pushed himself off her and contemplated her body. What did she have that others didn’t? What was so extraordinary about this woman? He knew she hadn’t had many lovers. She was more intuitive than experienced, but she moved and touched him beyond words. He ran a hand along her body until reaching her breast, which he caressed gently. She didn’t move, didn’t close her eyes, her blue gaze fixed on his.

			* * *

			 “Dad!” Frédéric said, this time a little louder.

			 Louis woke up with a start. His alarm read 7:45. He’d gone back to bed after driving Francine home at six, and he was absolutely exhausted.

			 “My scooter won’t start. Can you take me to school?”

			 Normally, Louis was the early bird. He was the one who had to drag Frédéric out of bed every morning.

			 “Give me five minutes,” Louis mumbled, sitting up.

			 The sheets were a mess, and one of the pillows had vanished, probably on the floor on the other side of the bed.

			 “Want me to make some coffee?” Frédéric asked.

			 “That’d be great.”

			 Louis got up and staggered to the bathroom with his son pensively watching him. When he came down to the kitchen, having showered and shaved, Louis looked like his normal self again.

			 “Looks like you had fun last night,,” Frédéric said, handing his father a cup of coffee.

			 “Do you think I shouldn’t have?”

			 “That’s not what I meant…”

			 “Let’s go. You’re going to be late.”

			 They climbed into the Alfa Romeo and Louis turned on the engine as Frédéric opened the front gate.

			 “What’s on the agenda this morning?” Louis asked.

			 “Two hours of history and one of biology. Nothing with Ms. Capelan. Don’t worry, I won’t be able to compare the dark circles under her eyes with yours.”

			 “Frédéric!”

			 “What? We can’t talk about this?”

			 “It’s not that…”

			 The car came to a stop at a red light and Louis turned to his son. Frédéric gave him an uncomfortable smile.

			 “Can you pick me up at lunchtime?” he said. “Eleven… Remember, I don’t have classes on Wednesday afternoons.”

			 “I know. And today I’m taking you to lunch with me in Paris so we can hang out a bit. And we’ll go by your Aunt Alix’s office. She left me a frantic voicemail last night, saying I need to see her as soon as possible.”

			 The light turned green and Louis put the car in gear.

			 “By the way,” he said, “what time did you come in last night?” 

			 “A bit before you. Eleven-something.”

			 “I’m not crazy about you driving around late at night on that scooter of yours. What’s wrong with it anyway?”

			 “No clue. Maybe you could take it to the shop this afternoon?”

			 The teenager’s tone was pouty, almost aggressive. Louis made a right on the street that led to the high school and got stuck behind a bus that was poking along.

			 “Drop me here,” Frédéric said. “I don’t want people to see me get out of your swanky car. They’re going to give me a hard time, call me ‘Rich Boy’ and crap like that…”

			 Just as Frédéric was about to get out, Louis grabbed his arm firmly and said, “I don’t like your tone of voice, young man, not at all. Hear me?”

			 Frédéric freed his arm, and was about to say something nasty. He caught himself just in time and mumbled, “I’m sorry, Dad. See you later.”

			Louis watched Frédéric cross the street before taking off. He needed to have a talk with the boy sooner rather than later. Obviously, his son was upset about Francine being around. Maybe because of Romain, maybe for some other reason, something deeper. Maybe it had to do with his mother?

			When he drove by the high school, Louis noticed that the kids were staring at his car. Some even pointed at it. What was he suppose to drive in order for Frédéric to feel like the others? A mini-van? Those kids all wore the same jeans, the same T-shirts, the same sneakers--an entire generation of look-a-likes mortified by the very idea of ever sticking out.

			 Back home, Louis called the motorcycle shop so they could come and pick up Frédéric’s scooter. Then he dialed Alix’s number but got her voicemail. He walked over to the music room and for an hour tried to work on his opera, but nothing decent came to him. He cursed under his breath and left the room. He made a pot of coffee and cleaned the kitchen countertops. He was sleepy and about to call Francine for the pure joy of hearing her voice, but thought otherwise. If he didn’t watch out, he was going to fall in love with her. And he didn’t want to confuse some physical attraction, no matter how strong, with true feelings. Up till now, he’d avoided saying things to her that might be too… revealing. He’d been tempted to do so. Especially when they were both in bed just before dawn this morning when a premature declaration almost left his lips.

			 At eleven, he picked up Frédéric, who seemed to be in a better mood. He was psyched because he’d gotten a pretty good grade on his history paper. On the highway, Frédéric announced that he wanted to register for Drivers Ed so he could get his learner’s permit.

			 “This way I’ll be able to drive around with you. Won’t that be awesome?”

			 “Awesome? I’m not sure about that. You know I can’t stand sitting in the passenger’s seat! And this swanky car of mine, as you called it, it’s not appropriate for a beginner. You’ll smash it into a tree in a second!”

			 “I’m sorry, but you have no choice. Statistically, kids who’ve had their learner’s permit and have done the supervision thing do better at the test and have a whole lot less accidents than the other kids.”

			 “But I’ll be scared to death!”

			 “Oh yeah? When you race against Aunt Alix, you think I’m not scared?”

			 “That only happened once!”

			 That was one time too many, and Louis had kicked himself after the fact. But he lost all sense of reason when he saw his twin on the road.

			 Once in Paris, Louis said, “We’re eating at Fouquet’s. Does that sound good to you?”

			 Frédéric winced. “Isn’t there somewhere a little less...”

			 “Okay, you’re right. I know a bistro not far from Alix’s office that you’re going to like.”

			 Frédéric didn’t feel like being stuck in a restaurant where a bunch of people, celebrities or not, would come over and say hi and interrupt their meal. He hated this part of his father’s life, found it disconcerting, intimidating even. On the rare occasion he accompanied him to a premiere or some party with bigwigs, he always felt out of place. Especially since his father would stand around with a fake smile on his face and a faraway look, as though he regretted the time he was wasting at those useless social calls. When enough was enough, they’d split and find some fast-food restaurant, happy to be just the two of them.

			 On a quiet street, Louis pointed at the façade of the bistro he had in mind. “The food is good here,” he said, “and you can get a table without waiting an hour.”

			 A table actually was free, near the window. They ordered roast beef, rare, and some Sancerre, red.

			 When Louis pulled out his cigarettes, Frédéric asked him for one.

			 “Go ahead,” Louis said. “But you really shouldn’t be smoking. I’m a bad role model for you.”

			 “It’s not you. We all smoke in school!”

			 “So why don’t you buy some for yourself? Your allowance isn’t big enough?”

			 It was a question, not a reproach, and Frédéric smiled.

			 “Yes, Dad.”

			 “You know,” Louis said. “I’m not always sure I’m doing a good job at raising you, Fred.”

			Louis said that in a low voice, in a deeply caring way. He scrutinized his son’s face with curiosity.

			 “What about drugs? Have you tried them?” he asked.

			 “No. Not often...”

			 “What does that mean, not often? What’s the limit? One joint? Ten? Fifty?”

			 The waiter came back with the food, interrupting their conversation for a moment.

			 Louis remained calm, but Frédéric could see the storm on the horizon.

			 “Don’t tell me that you never drank or smoked a joint when you were my age. And it’s only during parties and stuff. What do you want me to do? Drink orange juice and chew gum? We’re not little saints, Dad. Nobody is. That dear Romain of yours, that excellent guitar player, Once I saw him saw passed out he’d had so much to drink. I’ve never done that!”

			 “Okay,” Louis said, softly. “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about.”

			 “What, Romain?”

			 “No. Francine.”

			 “Oh well, you do what you want! It’s none of my business.”

			 “That’s not the point...”

			 The beef was getting cold. Louis took a bite and chewed slowly, seemingly buying time.

			 “I don’t want to make you upset,” he finally said. “Or make you sad by being in a relationship.”

			 “What do you mean? Are you in love with her?”

			 “No!” Louis said too quickly.

			 “I’m sure it won’t be long before you’re hooked,” Frédéric said. “ I’m okay with you being with Ms. Capelan. It’s her son, though. I can’t stand the sight of that guy. And when I heard you bend over backwards for him...”

			 “Me? What are you talking about?”

			 “News travels fast in high school, Dad. Everybody knows that you’ve found Romain and his band a gig. It’s the first thing Richard told me this morning when I got there. I didn’t know anything about it, and that made me look like an idiot.”

			 “Richard? Your buddy who plays the drums?”

			 “Yes. He’s in Romain’s crummy little band. And if this keeps up, he won’t be my buddy much longer. Anyway, Richard said they were rehearsing last night and all they could talk about was this hall you found for them. They’re going nuts, they’re so excited. You have no idea the impact you have on those losers, because of your reputation and all…”

			 Louis had lost his appetite and pushed his plate away from him, while Frédéric was now devouring his beef.

			 “I…” Louis stammered. “I did promise that I was going to… But why do you care, Fred? What’s the problem?”

			 Frédéric raised his head and glared at his father, fuming.

			 “Just because his mother sleeps with you doesn’t mean you have to…”

			 “Cut that out! I mean it!”

			 Again, Louis could only get a look at the top of his son’s head, as he was now digging into his plate of fries. The feud between Romain and Frédéric was more serious than he’d though, which was going to complicate things. Louis sighed, suddenly exhausted again. Still, if it was up to him, he’d spend tonight with Francine again too.

			 “Let’s go see your aunt now,” Louis said, trying to get the waiter’s attention so he could pay the bill. “We’ll see what she wants and then we’ll head back home. I know you have fencing practice at five.”

			 He rarely forgot about Frédéric’s activities.

			 “I can take the train, if you have stuff to do,” Frédéric said.

			 “No need. I don’t think Alix is going to keep us long, and she better have a good reason for calling me over like that.” Louis smiled, trying to lighten the atmosphere a little.

			 The agency was close enough to walk. Strolling, side by side, taking in the early afternoon sun, Frédéric looked like Louis at the same age. Both were slim, acne-free, able to go from laughter to melancholy in an instant. Louis was a God to Alix when they were teenagers. When heartbroken, she’d run to him. Sitting cross-legged on his bed, she’d wait for her brother to explain what was going on in boys’ heads. Already she thought she was too fat. She was insecure, and she needed reassurance from her brother. Even as teens they took baths together, until Grégoire found out. Though liberal-minded, he put an end to it. They were in complete osmosis then, two halves of a whole that readily excluded the rest of the world. When Louis had his first sexual experience, just before turning sixteen, Alix refused to talk to him for an entire week. Shortly after that, she found a boy so she could lose her virginity, too.

			 “I think we went past the building,” Frédéric said, stopping in his tracks.

			 Pulled from his reverie, Louis looked around him. “You’re right,” he said.

			 They went back down the street and arrived at the right entrance. They raced up the stairs to the second floor, skipping the elevator. The second they stepped into the lobby, Alix’s receptionist pounced on them.

			 “Mr. Neuville! Alix is waiting for you! She couldn’t wait for you to arrive! You’re in for a big surprise, you’ll see!”

			 Frédéric followed them, frustrated at not being able to hang out in the lobby and try to talk to the two beautiful women who were standing by the water cooler.

			 “Louis!” Alix exclaimed when he entered the office. “And Frédéric! Great, this way you’ll know about the news at the same time as your dad.”

			 She pushed them both on the couch, went back behind her desk, and waited for the receptionist to shut the door. Then, in a dramatic gesture, she waved a folder in front of her face.

			 “Do you know what this is?” she asked Louis. “This is the chance of a lifetime!And I am the one who managed to make it happen for you. I’ve been working on this for weeks…”

			 She plucked the first page from the folder and held it up.

			 “What can you read there, at the top? Uni-ver-sal… Yes, sir, Universal Studios! Hollywood, can you believe it? I had confirmation yesterday and they faxed everything this morning. Now you know why I didn’t want to tell you this on the phone. I wanted to see your expression when you learned the news. That’s my reward! So, what do you say?”

			 “I still don’t know what you’re talking about…” Louis said patiently.

			 “What do you mean? I got a contract for you from Hollywood. They heard your score to Setting Sun and they were blown away! And now they want you. A French composer—they’re enamored with the idea. So much so that I made them roll out the red carpet. You’ll be floored when you read the conditions I negotiated for you! The money! You leave… wait… You leave on the 28th. That’s next Sunday. I know, it’s short notice, but ‘ya gotta do what ya gotta do,’ right? I’m taking care of the plane tickets. And they got you a suite at the Chateau Marmont, on Sunset Boulevard. You’ll be there two weeks. Louis, you’re going to love Los Angeles!”

			 Flabbergasted, Louis stared at his sister in silence.

			 Frédéric whistled between his teeth and said, “Wow…”

			 Alix glanced at Louis, who still was completely quiet. She knew him all too well and quickly added:

			 “It’s a crime flick. Huge budget. They just started shooting, and they’ll send you the dailies as they go along. They emailed the screenplay to me. I’ll make a printout out so you can read it on the plane on your way to L.A. If you play your cards right over there, Louis, you’ll be set for life!”

			 Then she turned to Frédéric. “As for you,” she said, “everything is taken care of. Laura, Hugues, and I will make sure you’re not alone. And as soon as he got the good news, your grandfather said he was going to spend a few days with you at the house. And you know, if you want to go to America one day, you should encourage your dad to have a career there. This is an amazing opportunity for him.”

			 She finally paused, sank back in her chair, and waited for the congratulations to come. All she got was heavy silence.

			 “Alix,” Louis said at last. “How come we’ve never talked about this until now?” His jaw was locked tight, his expression hostile.

			 “It was too big a deal, Louis. I didn’t want to disappoint you if it fell through.”

			 She handed him the contract and he leafed through it silently, frowning, while Alix gave Frédéric a wink. 

			 “They’ll provide you with the biggest recording studio you’ve ever seen and a top-of-the-line piano in your suite! What more do you want? A marching band when you arrive in L.A.? Cheerleaders?”

			 She said it ironically, trying to trigger a reaction .

			 “That’s all very nice,” he said slowly. “Thank you, but—”

			 “There is no but!” Alix screamed, striking the top of her desk with her fist. “I’m warning you, Louis, if you turn your back on this offer, you can find yourself another agent.”

			 She was now standing. Her eyes filled with fury.

			 “Dad,” Frédéric said, his voice hesitant. “You’ve got to be kidding.”

			 Getting between these twins took a lot of courage, but his father’s attitude upset him. Instead of jumping with joy at this fantastic news, ordering a bottle of champagne and thanking his sister, all his old man could do was sit there with this sulky look on his face. Frédéric had never seen this look before.

			 “I don’t want anyone to make decisions for me, Alix,” Louis said. “I’m not one of your silly actresses that you can throw a bone to and they’re all excited and happy-happy. When it comes to my projects, I have the right to know before anybody else. You don’t understand that creating is not just interpreting. My job is not simply to learn some lines by heart. I have to invent everything from scratch. That’s one hell of a difference! It’s all about inspiration. And now you decide to ship me to America, whether I like it or not, like I’m some sort of racehorse! And then I’m supposed to prove myself in two weeks, and come up with something they’re expecting, whatever that might be?”

			 “You are actually scared!” Alix said. “I never thought that would happen to you. You’d rather stay in Paris, comfortably writing music for a shitty TV miniseries.”

			 “You’re the one who made me do that! God knows it’s not something I was interested in!”

			 “No? So what is it you want to do, exactly? Oh yeah, I forgot, you want to compose Manon Lescaut or Faust or something. Well, that was done one hundred years ago. Too bad. And who says you could compose something like that? Who the hell do you think you are anyway? Wake up! Come down to earth!”

			 Louis jumped out of the couch so violently that Frédéric moved to the side. Alix did not move a hair as Louis stormed her way.

			 “You’re nothing but a vulture, darling,” Louis said, his voice cold as ice. “And you’re right. Hollywood is showering us with money, you and me… And for that you’d sell both your mother and father, wouldn’t you?”

			 He never saw her slap coming. At fifteen, he would’ve hit her back, and she knew it. At forty with his son room he couldn’t give in to that impulse. 

			 Appalled by what she’d just done, Alix grabbed Louis by the shoulders.

			 “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean… But you drive me mad. My cut on that contract, I’ll give it away to charity if you want me to. Just don’t miss out on this chance, I beg you…”

			 Suddenly moved, Louis put his arm around Alix’s waist. She leaned against him her nose crushed against his chest.“You may never have another opportunity like this one, Louis. Do it!” she added.

			 “I know, you’re right…”

			 She looked at him to make sure he meant it, and saw the red mark her hand had left on his cheek.

			 “I’m sorry I lost it,” she mumbled. “I thought you were going to turn it down.”

			 Walking away from Louis, Alix turned to Frédéric.

			 “You,” she said. “You didn’t seen any of this. You heard nothing. It’s a pain sometimes to have siblings. You’re lucky to be an only child!”

			 Hands in his pockets, Louis looked calm. Though he remained standing, as if he were in a hurry to leave.

			 “I’m going to take care of everything,” Alix said. “And I can help you pack on Saturday if you’d like. Your passport hasn’t expired?”

			 “No.”

			 Louis often travelled all over Europe, preferably by train, recording in Prague or Sofia or elsewhere. Sometimes he went to London or Madrid for the sole purpose of attending a special concert. He was only truly content at home. Alix was well aware of that.

			 “I’m happy for you, Louis,” she said, her confidence back.

			 “Me too, Dad,” Frédéric said, as he also got up. The scene that had just unfolded in front of his eyes had left him dumbfounded, almost traumatized.

			 “Okay now,” Alix said cheerfully. “You two get out of my office! I have tons of work to do!”

			 Louis kissed her as though he had no hard feelings whatsoever, and he left the room.

			* * *

			 After his divorce, Antoine had kept the house Spartan, as if to erase all traces of Francine. He’d had a very hard time getting accustomed to her absence. Though he cursed her for abandoning him, he missed her terribly. Every second weekend, invariably, Romain came over. Antoine always insisted they spend Saturday evenings together to catch up. He didn’t want to lose touch with his son, but he didn’t realize that he imposed on Romain. If Romain had something important to do, he had to negotiate his freedom a long time in advance and make up for the lost dinner on another evening during the week.

			 Romain liked his father, even though he preferred his mother and felt more comfortable with her. Particularly when it came to his hobbies. Antoine never liked the fact that Romain spent hours playing the guitar. To him, it was a waste of time. He understood sports, movies, hanging out with buddies, and all that. Even though he’d agreed to pay for music lessons a few years before, he didn’t come close to imagining how important music would be in his son’s life.

			 Since they taught at the same school, Antoine often ran into Francine. He would nod to her, nothing more. When he saw Romain, though, he always went over to say hello and talk to the boy. In his colleagues’ eyes, he’d look like a poor schmuck who got dumped by his wife, but he kept a stiff upper lip. After Francine left, he tried to get custody of Romain. Losing the suit had make him even more frustrated. Though he’d admitted it to no one, the was was being by himself at night. How he missed Francine’s body beside him in bed! He’d loved her sincerely, had a great time with her. He still couldn’t understand what had made her leave him.

			 He handed Romain a beer and tapped his knee in an affectionate gesture.

			 “I bought stuff for a cookout tonight. I thought you’d like that. So, what’s new and exciting?”

			 For the past five minutes, the teenager had wondered whether he should tell his father. He couldn’t decide.

			 “Everything alright in school? I saw your report card—it’s pretty good. I know you like science and math best, but don’t neglect your French.”

			 Antoine poured his beer in a glass and watched the foam for a bit. The door leading to the garden was open and he raised his head to admire the flower beds.

			 “Did you take a look at my garden? I’ve been working like a dog out there lately.”

			 Antoine loved buying seeds, planting flowers, digging in the dirt, pruning, and pulling weeds. 

			 “If you want to pick a few flowers for your mom tomorrow before you leave... By the way, how’s she doing?”

			 “Well... She’s...”

			 Romain hesitated once more but found the courage to blurt out, “She goes out once in a while these days. I’m happy for her. I think she’s met someone...”

			 Romain figured his father might as well learn the news from him, since he wasn’t going to like it one bit.

			 “Someone?”

			 Antoine’s icy tone told Romain he’d been right to hesitate. His father would calm down before he saw his mother again. Until then, if he had to get angry, he might as well be far from her. After all, they were officially divorced and each had the right to do whatever they wanted without the other being offended.

			 “Someone she dared to introduce to you?” Antoine said. “She’s got some gall! She should keep you away from her seedy little affairs.”

			 Antoine sprung up and went over to the garden, and Romain followed him. He saw his father dump coal in the grill with brisk, irritated movements.

			 “This guy, what does he look like?”

			 Romain had expected that. He remembered the answer his mother gave him when he asked her the same question. “He’s handsome,” she’d responded with an air of rapture. That was exactly what he was not going to say. And the word “composer” was potentially explosive.

			 “Forty-something. Normal.”

			 “What do you mean, normal? He’s got black hair? Brown? He’s tall? Short?”

			 “It doesn’t matter, Dad.”

			 Romain’s gentle tone made Antoine settle down a little.

			 “You’re right,” he said. “Plus, I don’t give a shit.”

			 That was so disingenuous. Antoine knew full well, and he couldn’t hide being upset. The very idea of another man making love to Francine made him sick to his stomach. He managed to get ahold of himself and change the topic.

			 “Would you mind getting the steaks in the fridge?”

			 Romain smiled at his dad and hurried to the kitchen. The worst was to come. One of these days, he’d have to come out with some details that would hurt his father, it was inevitable. Louis Neuville was the epitome of what Antoine detested—an artist working in show business, earning a lot of money for something as inconsequential as music. Louis’s presence in his mother’s life wasn’t going to make him overjoyed, to say the least. Too bad, since this relationship was the best thing that could’ve happened to his mother. She was a changed woman since she’d met Louis. It was understandable. He was quite nice, as was the vibe at his place.

			 Suddenly, Romain stopped in the middle of the kitchen. Was he betraying his own father by accepting the presence of another man so easily? Was he turning his back on all the principles that Antoine had tried to instill in him?

			 Romain shrugged. Feeling guilty wouldn’t help. He had to admire Louis’s talent. He too dreamt that he would be able to make a living with his music. This didn’t make him love his father any less and, for the moment at least, nobody was asking him to choose between the two.

			* * *

			 Pretty much the only topic of conversation at dinner on Saturday night was Louis’s trip to California. Grégoire was particularly enthusiastic about it, predicting great success for his son in Hollywood. Alix was more or less silent, reserved for once, but still delighted that she’d won that battle. Sabine and Tiphaine had put together a list of things their uncle had to bring back for them, making him swear that he’d spend at least one day at Disneyland.

			 Sitting between Louis and Hugues, Francine kept quiet. Even though she didn’t say anything, this unforeseen trip upset her. Fifteen days away at the beginning of a fragile relationship was an obvious risk. Louis had insisted that she spend this last evening at his place, especially after learning that Romain was at his father’s for the weekend. Still, she felt uneasy.

			 “If you rent a car,” Alix said, “just remember how insane traffic is on the freeways.”

			 She’d lived in L.A. for a while after getting her law degree, and she adored California.

			 “You won’t be able to smoke anywhere,” Laura reminded him with a mischievous smile.

			 “Alix better make sure that I have a smoking room at the hotel. Otherwise, I’m coming back.”

			 “And on the plane?”

			 “I’ll take sleeping pills!”

			 “You want me to give you some?” Hugues offered.

			 “I just wish I was back already,” Louis said.

			 Frédéric glanced at him across they table and realized that his father was not kidding.

			 “And two weeks will be enough time?” Francine asked, in a way that she meant to sound detached.

			 “The first time around!” Alix said before her brother could open his mouth. “After that, we’ll see. I’m sure Louis is going to love it over there. He’s going to love working with real pros! It might change his life.”

			 Louis put a hand on Francine’s shoulder and pulled her against him. It was a spontaneous gesture, filled with tenderness, as though the idea of being away from her suddenly alarmed him.

			 “Don’t worry,” Laura said to Louis. “We’ll take care of everything while you’re away.”

			 Her eyes met her brother’s. Laura knew how to soothe Louis. Though not as close to him as Alix , she was more objective and perhaps the only one at the table who understood his anguish. Going to Los Angeles cause him him enormous stress. Away from his son, his house, his piano, his family, was he going to be capable of composing anything? And leaving now, after he’d just met a woman he liked, was worrisome too.

			 “Well,” Hugues said, “I think I’m going to turn in.”

			 It was almost eleven and they’d lingered at the table for a long time. Sabine and Tiphaine, who were exhausted, followed their dad upstairs without complaint.

			 “Leave it,” Laura told Francine, who was picking up empty plates. “I’ll take care of all that tomorrow morning.”

			 “No!” Louis said emphatically. “We’re helping.”

			 Motioning to Frédéric, he got up and grabbed a few plates. Even Grégoire felt compelled to chip in. Five minutes later, they were all in the entrance hall saying goodbye.

			 “I’ll see you in your room tomorrow morning before I leave,” Louis whispered in his son’s ear.

			 Alix had volunteered to drive Louis to the airport and reminded him to be ready to be out the door at eight.

			 “Yeah, yeah...” he said, as he walked down the hallway, holding Francine’s hand.

			 They traversed the music room and reached the staircase. A suitcase was sitting on Louis’s bed and he closed it with an irritated gesture, and dropped it by the door.

			 “What’s the weather like over there this time of year?” Francine asked with fake insouciance.

			 “I don’t give a damn!”

			 Louis caught himself right away, regretting what he’d just said.

			 “I’m sorry,” he said. “I don’t know... Hot, according to Alix, but bearable. I simply don’t feel like talking about the weather with you.”

			 Upset, on edge, Francine hesitated about what to do next. She didn’t know whether she wanted to stay anymore. Louis took her in his arms, but she freed herself right away.

			 “Listen, Louis. Maybe I should go home. It’s going to be such a long day for you tomorrow...”

			 She saw him tense up, furrow his brows. For an instant he scrutinized her with a puzzled look on his face. Finally he said, “Please, stay with me. Let me run the bath.”

			 When he produced that smile of his, saying no was impossible. Just like a ten-year-old kid! He spun around before she could say anything and headed for the bathroom.

			 He turned on the water and emptied out half a container of bubbles in the tub. No way was he going to let Francine go now; he really wasn’t sleepy and he really wanted to be with her. Large antique mirrors hung on the walls around him. The room was huge, maybe a bit too ritzy with the teak furniture and chintz drapes that Marianne had selected. Until now, he’d never really noticed any of this.

			 Marianne… Why was he thinking about her all of a sudden? Because of Francine, or simply because this plane trip tomorrow was bringing back the nightmare of his wife’s death? Maybe he feared the flight more than the actual stay in Los Angeles. Pensive, he took off his jeans and shirt. No, he wouldn’t want to spend this night alone for all the money in the world. Steam rose from the hot water behind him, but he didn’t pay attention to it. He was too busy examining himself in one of the mirrors. Was he truly attractive to this adorable, small, volcanic blond whom he’d prevented from leaving? Alix, the treacherous one, pretended that he could get any woman he wanted and that he was an incredibly naïve man. With such statements, his sister was probably trying to protect him, but she’d only managed to make him doubt everything.

			 When Francine finally came into the bathroom, the gigantic round tub was overflowing with bubbles. Louis was lost in his thoughts. Already naked, Francine took a long look at his body. He broke the silence by saying, “I think there’s enough room for the two of us in there.”

			 He waited until she, too, got undressed, and then he walked toward her, but she sauntered around him and lowered herself in the near-scalding water.

			 “Come here, Louis.”

			 The mirrors were now covered with steam, and a pleasant aroma of lavender had filled the bathroom. 

			 “No, not like that,” Francine said as Louis was joining her in the tub. “Turn around. Let me massage your shoulders.”

			 With the palm of her hand, she scooped a bit of foam that she dolloped on the back of his neck. His skin was soft, and she loved caressing it. She didn’t just want to have sex with him. She wanted him to love her, she wanted him to say so. But she knew that expressing his feelings wouldn’t be easy for him.

			 “Do you think we’ll want to see each other when you get back from California?” she asked, in a very low voice.

			 “I don’t know about you, but I know I will!”

			 “You don’t know that for sure.”

			 “Francine…”

			 He wanted to turn to her but she wouldn’t let him.

			 “Wait. Your muscles are in a knot. Must be from sitting at the piano all day.”

			 She was concentrating on a painful spot, between two vertebrae He lowered his head. Then she moved her hands down the length of his back, lingering on each vertebrae of his spine, following the shape of every muscle, without hurting him, until he was completely electrified. When she brushed against his hips, he turned around, in a movement that spilled water on the bath mat. He grabbed her by the wrists, yanking her towards him.

			 “I feel like a novice compared to you,” he said. “You’re going to give me an inferiority complex. Who taught you all that? Romain’s father?”

			 “It’s not a question of learning!”

			 She leaned forward for to kiss him, but because of all the foam, they slid and wound up under water. She emerged first, laughing out loud. She wasn’t happy about their embrace but the question he’d just asked. For the first time he expressed a hint of jealousy.

			* * *

			 The alarm clock told her it was ten after four. The bedroom was engulfed in complete silence. Francine rolled to her side and saw that Louis was gone. She sat up, turned on the bedside lamp, and pricked up her ears. The entire house was asleep, though after a while she thought she could hear a faraway sound. Louis’s pack of cigarettes was on the bedside table, along with his lighter. She took one out and lit it, out of curiosity. She didn’t smoke but liked the smell of tobacco. The cigarette made her cough.

			 Where was he? Intrigued, she decided to wait a while longer. She could smell the faint remnant of lavender on the sheets and pillows. Adorable Louis. She really was infatuated with the man. She thought about him day and night---before falling asleep, first thing in the morning, teaching, grading papers, and even when chatting with Romain. She’d never been in love like this with anyone before. Now she had this terrible feeling of anguish and frustration because he was going to leave, and because he had not said a word about how he felt about her. Maybe she’d been wrong to go along with him so willingly from the get-go. In order to win him over, she’d gone out of her way not to act like any other woman. He triggered all kinds of desires in her, which she didn’t try to curb. It was thrilling to feel so free. By making their relationship so sexual, she’d set up a dangerous situation. If he thought she was some kind of whore, he’d do everything not to get attached to her.

			 Upset by this idea, she finally rolled off the bed. 4:25AM. Was he an insomniac? She put on her jeans and T-shirt, in case she ran into someone, and headed for the staircase that lead to the music room. Downstairs, in spite of the double-soundproofed door, the music was perceptible. She slowly opened the door, but stayed in the doorway.

			Louis didn’t hear her come in, as he was completely focused on what he was playing. From Francine’s viewpoint, with his terry-cloth bathrobe and short hair, he looked more like an athlete than Liszt or Chopin. She couldn’t take her eyes off him. Then she took a couple of steps, and he still didn’t realize that she was there. He was immersed in an eminently sad piece of music.

			 “Damn...” Louis said.

			 He stopped abruptly, then pounded a few dissonant notes on the keyboard, before letting go a long exasperated sigh. He hummed a tune that he started to play hesitantly on the piano with his right hand. Head low, he seemed to gather his thoughts for a moment, and then put both hands on the keyboard. The music from the Steinway filled the room.

			 Leaning against the wall, immobile, Francine watched and listened. So that’s how Louis was when he was by himself—anxious, prone to anger, adorable. Fragile. She knew she was intruding but the music was pinning her down. She totally wanted to listen to the whole piece. After a few minutes, when she could feel her tears well up, he stopped once again. This time he got up and began to pace the room, and when he turned around, he saw her.

			 “I’m sorry,” she mumbled. “I didn’t want to... But it was so…”

			 “Did I wake you?” he asked, incredulous.

			 Louis knew that he could make all the noise he wanted in here without bothering anyone, and he didn’t understand why she’d come down.

			 “No! It’s just that I woke up and…”

			 “When I got up, not only were you sleeping, you were dreaming.”

			 Though he formed a nice smile, he remained distant.

			 “If I’m bothering you,” Francine said, “I can go back upstairs.”

			 “Wait! Since you’re here, tell me what you thought of it.”

			 “What you were playing just now? It was… beautiful. Heart-wrenching.”

			 “But what did it trigger in you? What did it make you think of? Death? Hell?”

			 “Not really. More like sadness and anguish.”

			 “Good. That’s good. Thank you.”

			 “You wrote that? What is it? For what project?”

			 “It’s not for anything,” he said almost harshly. He looked upset now, irked.

			 Slighted, Francine turned on her heels and headed for the door.

			 “Francine!”

			 She stopped and looked at him.

			 Louis was standing in the same spot, hands in the pockets of his bathrobe.

			 “Please don’t be mad at me,” he said. “I’m always unpleasant when I’m working. And I’m having a real hard time with… this thing.”

			 She might as well know, he thought, if they were going to spend other nights and other days together. In his mind, explaining these things was a concession of sorts. He could’ve just told her that he couldn’t stand being interrupted when he was looking for inspiration with this damned opera that he was never going to finish.

			 “Please, you don’t have to apologize,” she forced herself to say. “This is your home.”

			 It was no big deal to be composing at night and that he had a bad temper at times but in a few hours he was on his way to the other side of the planet. She longed to press herself against him, listen to his tender words, anything that would reassure her. Right now, his attitude was keeping her at bay. In a short while, during breakfast, his family would prevent them from saying goodbye properly. Alix no doubt would be in a rush to whisk her brother to the airport. Now they were by themselves, but not only had he not taken a single step in her direction, it looked like he was waiting for her to leave so he could get back to his piano. Fine, she wouldn’t make him wait too much longer.

			 Louis watched the door closing slowly behind Francine, and he almost ran to her. Outside, it was still night. He could continue to tinker with his aria for a while longer, or join her to make sure she wasn’t mad at him. Tightening his bathrobe around his waist, he struggled with his thoughts for a moment, eyes fixed on the piano. It would be premature and ill-advised to admit a that he was beginning to need her. Besides, she wouldn’t believe him. In two weeks, things would be clearer. The separation would help him to figure things out. At least he was hoping it would. At forty he was behaving like a romantic teenager; surely he would regret that. Resigned, he went back to his piano.

			

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 6

			Louis was not only tired when he arrived at LAX but also out of his mind from wanting a smoke. And he was deflated after having read the movie’s screenplay. The story was basically nothing but a succession of fantastically violent scenes.

			 A young man—tanned, head shaved—greeted him at the gate. He said his name was Billy and that he was one of the movie’s production assistants. He helped Louis get his luggage and escorted him to the studio’s black stretch limousine. When Billy informed him that the drive into town was going to take about an hour, Louis asked if it was alright for him to light a cigarette. Billy winked in agreement. 

			 Louis was never going to come up with a score that could adequately accompany all those knife fights, shoot-outs, and torrents of blood. Alix must be nuts to send him over here for this job. Behind the steering wheel, Billy kept jabbering. Louis understood little since he was talking too fast and with a heavy accent. Working with the movie crew was going to be very difficult unless he was given an interpreter, which was not stipulated in his contract.

			 The limo drove away from the sea, heading north. Billy asked if he wanted to make a pit stop in Marina del Rey, the world’s most famous man-made harbor for small yachts, but Louis responded that he’d rather get to his hotel as quickly as possible. Billy laughed. Quickly? No chance, given the traffic around here. So Louis had to accept the fact that he was going to be stuck in the car for a bit.

			 Forty-five minutes later, Louis found himself in the lobby of the Chateau Marmont, where Billy was going to pick him up that evening. Built between the two world wars, the hotel was part of Hollywood legend. An incredible number of celebrities—James Dean, Jean Harlow, F. Scott Fitzgerald—had walked through its doors. Louis thought the place was on the tacky side.

			 Walking into his suite, Louis found a Japanese-made upright piano, whose metallic sound was rather pleasant. There was also an incongruously large bouquet of roses and a bottle of California champagne in an ice bucket. The room was huge, immensely pretentious, with a balcony overlooking a pool. Louis felt depressed at the idea of having to stay here fifteen straight days. Reluctantly, he unpacked and fished the screenplay out of his bag. He thought that after a good shower he should get to work, without waiting and without thinking too much.

			 He enjoyed the hot water for a moment, then the cold, hoping to relax a little. He felt so tense. He wondered what Frédéric was up to back home. It was night time over there. And the time difference was going to make it hard to phone home, an added constraint.

			 Dressed in a clean shirt and jeans, Louis opened the champagne even though the thought of drinking alone was depressing. He took his glass over to the balcony and watched the folks in the pristine turquoise pool two floors down. A blonde woman tanning on a deckchair reminded him of Francine so much he sighed. Of course she was upset last night. And she’d gone home before he decided to go back up to the bedroom. And when he called her before leaving for the airport, she didn’t even pick up the phone. Sleeping or angry, he didn’t know. Maybe she’d even gone to see someone else, or…

			 “What in God’s name am I doing here?” he muttered between his teeth.

			 He left the balcony and sat at the large desk in the suite. He grabbed a piece of paper with the hotel’s letterhead, drew staff lines, and opened the screenplay to the first page.

			 “Okay, come on, let’s do this...” he urged himself. “For the psycho killer hero, I can’t go with a minor key… And what am I supposed to do for that charming little ghetto where all these upstanding characters are killing each other?”

			 Syncopated rhythms, strident sounds, techno beats—sure… If he didn’t come up with something truly original, the studio would wonder why they’d hired him instead of some local musician.

			 “I won’t be able to do this! Okay, calm down… Actually, what if I went all out with brass instruments? Or maybe just a trumpet? Something retro, noirish… Or maybe some sort of dark, jazzy… Some reggae riffs that…”

			 He sighed, dropped his pen, and balled up the paper. He had to face the facts: he had no clue was he was going to do.

			* * *

			 Appalled, Francine gave Frédéric back his paper. It was the worst he’d ever handed in. Being as lenient as possible, Francine still had to give him a pitiful D. His jaw dropped when he saw his grade.

			 “Awful,” she whispered to him. “It’s like you intentionally botched it.”

			 She gave the rest of the students their papers, along with a scant few positive comments. Having returned to her desk, she expressed her disappointment to the class.

			 “I can’t say that I’m impressed,” she said. “Not at all. In fact, when I think that—”

			 Annoyed, she stopped speaking. Frédéric had his back turned to her and was now talking to his buddy Richard sitting behind him. Obviously, Frédéric was indifferent to what Francine had to say.

			 “Neuville! If you’re not interested, you can get out of this classroom. Now!”

			 There were two Frédérics in this class, and in order to differentiate them, she used their last names. At this very moment, though, doing so felt odd. Astounded, she watched the teenager get to his feet, pick up his stuff, and head for the door. Normally, she would’ve tossed a scathing comment his way. But, she hesitated because he was Louis’s son. When she composed herself, the kid was out the door. A few laughs rang out in the room. Francine never tolerated rowdiness in her classroom. It wasn’t going to be any different today. She glared at her students until there was complete silence.

			 “Anyone else want out?” she said with a frigid tone.

			 At the back of the classroom, Élise wished she could find the courage to follow Frédéric’s. She turned to the window. At this time of day, the campus was deserted. Then she saw Frédéric walking toward the administration building.

			 “… and now Élise will explain to us how this poem perfectly illustrates the hatred Victor Hugo felt for Napoleon III.”

			 The girl was startled. She swallowed hard. Even though people said she was lucky to have someone as competent as Ms. Capelan as a French lit teacher, Élise wasn’t crazy about Romain’s mother.

			 “I have no clue,” she said defiantly.

			 “If that’s the kind of response you come up with for the final,” Francine snapped back, “I’ll be seeing you again next year.” 

			 She didn’t push the subject and went back to her lecture as though nothing had happened. Enough excitement for one morning. Frédéric’s behavior warranted punishment, or at least a serious explanation—something unpleasant in any event. She shouldn’t have confronted him like that. She should have given him the opportunity to express his resentment. It was obvious that he had trouble with her spending time at his house, even though Louis pretended not to notice anything.

			 Louis! What time was it now in Los Angeles? Was he out with a bunch of Hollywood types or sleeping in his hotel bed? Why had she thought that it was such a good idea to slip out of his house the other night and go home to unplug her phone? It was oversensitivity, dumb vanity. If he wanted to put an end to their relationship, he now had the perfect excuse: she was too capricious. What had she hoped for? For him to take her with him to California, to change his mind about the trip, to promise to call her night and day? She had no right demanding anything after just three nights together. All she’d gained by skipping out on him was uncertainty and silence. And it wasn’t as though she could ask Frédéric how his father was doing!

			 The bell’s ringing abruptly put an end to her lecture. She was right in the middle of a sentence. Her students politely let her finish before rushing to their next class.

			* * *

			 When Frank James enthusiastically asked what he thought about the movie, Louis answered that not only was the story detestable, it made no damned sense. The director’s howling laughter was followed by a great slap to the back, and Louis almost choked on his whisky.

			 They were at the hotel bar, where the production team had come to get him. They had to shout when they spoke thanks to the jazz band going wild onstage.

			 “I adore French humor, Lou-iss!” Frank screamed. “But don’t put that in the movie, right? It’s no comedy. Have you written anything yet?”

			 “No.”

			 “Good. I know exactly what I need and I don’t want you to work for nothing! I’ll make you listen to stuff… Billy, make a note of this. We have to send him CDs tomorrow. And make sure there’s a good stereo in his room. And a DVD player. We’re going to give him a few things to watch.”

			 The assistant with the shaved head nodded and took a notepad out of his pocket. As weird as they looked to Louis, these people acted like professionals, noting to every detail. Frank was an odd guy, tall and skinny like a greyhound, dressed eccentrically, with beautiful eyes set in an alcohol-ravaged face.

			 “It’s getting late,” he said with a wink, “and I have to turn in. I have to be on set at eight in the morning.”

			 The production director Marvin was now the one assigned to take care of Louis. Frank got up from his bar stool and put his hand on Louis’s shoulder.

			 “Say, you want my guys to find you a guy or girl for the night? You know, to celebrate your arrival...”

			 The offer was made with a smile so cynical that Louis couldn’t help but wince. On his guard, he replied, “I’m all right. It’s been a long day and I’m tired.”

			 Frank’s eyes seemed to evaluate Louis for a moment, as though the man was trying to decide whether he’d be okay with such an ambiguous response.

			 “Okay, then,” he said. “Have a good rest…”

			 His fingers mashed Louis’s shoulder before he left. Marvin ordered another round and then took out a huge roll of cash.

			 “Let’s go to the Lingerie Club,” he said. “And then we can head out to Simply Blues. Since you’re tired, we can end the evening at the Roxy. You’ll love the music there, it’s the best. Cheers!”

			 Louis wondered if this wasn’t some sort of rite of passage. The very idea of drinking until dawn made him sick to his stomach. Getting out of it wouldn’t be easy so he politely finished his drink. Billy looked ready to go, psyched at the idea of club-hopping.

			 “Anyway,” he said in that odd accent of his, “we’ll make sure you make it back to your room in one piece. One last drink before we head out?”

			* * *

			 “She sleeps with your father?” Richard said, blown away. “Well, if that’s how it is, I can’t see how anything bad could happen to you, dude. She’ll pass you whatever happens. That’s awesome!”

			 They both were waiting in the school parking lot, Richard for the bus and Frédéric for his uncle.

			 “And Romain knows about it?” Richard asked.

			 “Of course he does,” Frédéric shot back. “And he’s into it.” 

			 “Into it? I don’t know… He’s said nothing to me.”

			“It’s a good deal for you all. Your band, I mean…”

			“You mean the gig? But I thought it was only because she knew your father, you know, because she’s tutoring you… To tell you the truth, I can’t imagine Capelan in bed with your old man! You’d think he could do better than her, right?”

			“No shit, Sherlock!”

			 “I mean, she’s not bad looking or anything. But with his job, you’d think he’s got all kinds of women around him, actresses, babes… I don’t know… Know what I mean?”

			 He hesitated to insinuate anything further, waiting for Frédéric’s reaction.

			 Still, he went on, “And your dad is a freakin’ genius, you know. And to think he’s in Hollywood right now. Imagine the chicks he’s going to meet there? Especially since, like Gérard de Nerval would say, “he’s a ‘dark, handsome stranger.’”

			 Richard’s habit of quoting poets was seriously getting on Frédéric’s nerves. He shrugged his shoulders and said, “He’s kind of clumsy with women, at least that’s what my aunt says. Before Capelan, he was pretty low-key. I’ve never met any of his girlfriends.”

			 Hugues’ station wagon pulled up, interrupting the boys’ conversation.

			 Frédéric gave Richard a shove and said, “See you tomorrow, man.”

			 He climbed into the station wagon and slammed the door.

			 “Is my scooter fixed?” he asked.

			 “Good afternoon to you, too,” his uncle said. “The answer to your question is no. But the good news is that since having your scooter fixed would be so expensive, Alix decided to buy you a new one.”

			 “Really?”

			 “You know her. If it were up to me, we’d wait until your father got back. But I know that two weeks is a long time for you…”

			 Embarrassed, the young man remained silent for a while, lost in his thoughts, before he asked, suddenly, “Did he call?”

			 “Yes, just before I left the house. It’s ten AM over there, and he sounded tired. He was on his way to the studio, and he’s going to try to reach you a bit later. He says hi.”

			 “I hope he loves it in Los Angeles. And if it will make him forget about that woman…”

			 “Francine? What do you mean?”

			 Hugues was driving slowly, the exact opposite of Louis, and he threw a sideways glance at his nephew.

			 “Something the matter?” he asked.

			 His question remained unanswered, and they rode in silence for some time.

			 “I like Francine,” Hugues finally said in a neutral tone. “You can’t be keeping your dad all to yourself, you know? Not at sixteen.”

			 “No. I don’t give a crap about that!”

			 “Really? Come on, Frédéric, it’s me you’re talking to…”

			 Hugues’ warm voice was totally devoid of reproach or mocking. As he got on the highway, he continued, “You know he cares about you above everything else, it’s normal, and it would be easy for you to make him feel guilty. So I hope you’re not going to do that. Your father is a pretty fragile guy.”

			 “Him? More complicated than fragile. Screwed up even! Alix didn’t tell you? He almost turned down that trip to California, can you believe it?”

			 “What’s so wrong with that? It’s his life, his career. He doesn’t need to go to the other side of the world if he doesn’t feel like it. Besides, he’s doing very well in Paris.”

			 “Yeah, maybe…”

			 “We’re not all alike, you know. In your head, Hollywood is an amazing place, but it’s not like that for your father.”

			 “No, the reason he didn’t want to go was because of her.”

			 “Francine? Again with her? If he’s happy with her, why would he want to go away? Have you ever been in love?”

			 Once again, Frédéric took refuge in silence. No doubt, his father enjoyed Francine’s company. At least in his bed, judging by the sleepless nights he’d had with her. But that didn’t mean that he had met the woman of his life! As for him, he still hadn’t fallen in love, no, but he had no intention of admitting that to his uncle. Especially since he and Élise were getting closer these past few days. In class, their eyes had met a few times and she’d congratulated him for walking out of French Lit. He’d laughed, surprised that she hadn’t defended her “almost mother-in-law”! They’d even sat at the same cafeteria table until Romain showed up and she felt like she had to go over to his table.

			 “I have to go back to Paris tonight,” Hugues said, “but Alix is taking over with Tom. Is that okay with you?”

			 “I could stay by myself one night, you know. It wouldn’t kill me.”

			 That being said, he was happy that Alix would probably take him to a restaurant rather than cooking up something.

			 “And when are you going to be back, Uncle Hugues?”

			 “The day after tomorrow.”

			 “Good. I like chatting with you.”

			 Frédéric’s uncle smiled broadly. He liked to think that he and Laura helped the kid not be some withdrawn teenager—in spite of its mother’s death. Of course, Louis had been exemplary. He showered his son with tenderness, and was always available and attentive. But each time he’d needed assistance or guidance, Louis had turned to Hugues and his wife. He was afraid he was doing too much or not enough, of being clumsy in his role as a dad. For a while, he was calling for advice almost every night. Often Hugues had reassured him. Love was most important for a child. He shouldn’t worry about being perfect--his little boy needed affection more than lectures. And today, Frédéric was doing fine. Apart from his jealousy towards Francine, which was expected after lived alone with his father for such a long time, but that needed to be stamped out as soon as possible. Otherwise, Louis would suffer, and that would be unfair.

			“Looks like a tornado hit your bedroom,” Hugues said after the car had made its way up the driveway. “I wouldn’t have noticed if you’d kept the door closed, but really...”

			“I’ll clean up, promise.”

			He had no intention of doing that, and he knew that his uncle didn’t really care.

			Hughes really cared about how much Frédéric was going to oppose the permanent introduction of a woman into the Neuville family.

			* * *

			 During the first three days, Louis familiarized himself with the crew, actors, and technicians. He watched them film a few scenes in the hopes of finding a hint of inspiration before visiting Universal Studios. When he wasn’t on set, he stayed in his hotel room to listen to the stack of CDs that Frank James had recommended. All of the music was wildly avant-garde. At night he went to clubs, mostly jazz, and he came back to his room at dawn, ears buzzing.

			 On Thursday, he took a break so he could go to Disneyland. He went on the Indiana Jones and Space Mountain rides, bought all the items that his nieces had put on their list, and picked up a few souvenirs for Frédéric. Back at the Marmont, he decided to spend a quiet evening alone so he could go to bed early and get some sleep.

			 On Friday, Frank began to pounce on him, demanding to hear anything--and it was indeed anything--that Louis resigned to play for him. Frank figured that Louis was messing with him because he was angry, so he apologized and announced that they were going to spend all weekend together, including Sunday, working on the score. This man was an insane workhorse. Never satisfied, he could demand twenty takes of the same scene, without no objection. Louis knew it would be the same with the score.

			 In a few days, they’d gotten to know each another. Proudly out of the closet, Frank loved gay bars and didn’t hide his attraction to violence, danger, and cocaine. He did have a certain talent, his last two films proved that, but he remained deliberately on the fringe, cultivating his image as a rebel. With his collaborators he would be either overbearing or charming, always unpredictable. With Louis, he kept a courteous attitude. He seemed to be waiting for that one mistake, the faux pas that would allow him to treat him like the others.

			 Saturday was abominable. Frank had summoned Louis at 8:00AM to a recording studio owned by Universal. A top-of-the-line synthesizer was the only piece of equipment, along with two chairs and a stool. In the morning, they tried to find common ground, but by early afternoon they were almost at each others’ throats. Frank began to scream, livid with rage because Louis was sticking to a classic style of composition that he did not want.

			 “Deconstruct!” Frank shouted, apoplectic. “Create! Free yourself! You’re giving me B-movie shit. You’ve got to be kidding me! I want something that will blow people’s minds, something that’s going to attack their nervous system, that will make them want to put their hands over their ears!”

			 At the end of the afternoon, something finally came out of their head-bashing, the draft of an aggressive piece that Louis, on edge, had angrily improvised on the synthesizer.

			 “Now you’re talking!” Frank exulted. “See, when you want to you can do it!”

			 Having calmed down, he stood behind Louis and said, softly, “Play it again... Yes, very nice, it’s edgy... And now you can orchestrate it in your own way. You know, that suave, sophisticated French thing you do. It’s going to be like an awesome combination of hot pepper and honey.”

			 Louis felt irritated, exhausted like never before. He turned around and shot Frank a hard stare.

			 “And when do you want the sheet music? Tomorrow morning? In one hour?”

			 “Stop being pissed off all the time. Here, in the States, we work. You’re not in Paris right now.”

			 “Yes, well, Paris is the capital of good taste. Don’t ever go there, you’d get thrown out!”

			 “Lou-iss,” Frank said softly, shaking his head, “you’re incredibly talented, and I knew that before I hired you, but your attitude, man... Come on, play me that thing one more time.”

			 “No! I’ve had enough for today. “

			 “Please.”

			 Louis turned back to the synthesizer, and tried to compose himself. He looked at the keyboard, and reluctantly played the notes.

			 “Freakin’ genius,” Frank mumbled.

			 His hand landed very hard on Louis’s arm, startling him.

			 “Don’t be an idiot,” Frank said in a burst of laughter. “I like my lovers very young—you have nothing to worry about.”

			 “Thank God.”

			 “Thou shall not take the Lord’s name in vain,” Frank said and giggled.

			 “Hilarious... You’d actually spit on the cross if there was a paparazzo around! You’re always working on your image, Frank, but this music is not going to do much for mine, my reputation, I mean.”

			 “I beg to differ. What’s French cinema anyway? You count on it to be known around the world? What a joke.”

			 It was nine o’clock at night, and Frank realized that he was hungry. They’d been cooped up in the studio since morning without consuming anything but coffee and energy drinks. He decided to take Louis to L’Orangerie, one of the city’s best French restaurants. It was on La Cienega Boulevard, known in L.A. as “Restaurant Row.” As soon as they were shown to their table, Frank ordered two of the bigger dishes.

			 “We’ll never be able to eat all that,” Louis said. “Why are you always so over the top?”

			 “Because that’s how things are, at least here in L.A. You, what do you do? You’re reasonable. You wait for the flash of genius to strike down like a bolt of lightning...”

			 “That’s not true, Frank. I work hard.”

			 “Bull! Today we did some real work, you and me, and I forced you to dig deep down, into your gut.”

			 “I don’t care about that! It’s your music and I hate it.”

			 “That’s really too bad…”

			 “You know what I’d really like to do? Write an opera!”

			 “You’re nuts.”

			 Frank’s pale blue eyes rested on Louis’s face, indulgent.

			 “Completely nuts,” he repeated. “And way too conventional. Know something else that bothers me? Billy and I haven’t managed to take you out for a wild time yet. That’s a very bad sign. Don’t you ever have fun? Or else you’re in love. It is that it?”

			 “Bingo.”

			 “And so you spend your nights on the phone? Lucky dog… It’s a woman, right? Of course... What does she look like?”

			 “She’s blond.”

			 “A real blonde?”

			 “Absolutely.”

			 Frank shook his head, cracked a smile, then looked at his empty plate. Louis intrigued him. He was even beginning to feel a certain respect for the man.

			 “I’ve had too much to eat,” he said. “Let’s go for a drink.”

			 “I’d rather go to bed, but if you insist… I’m buying.”

			 “Cool. I’m going to take you to a bar I like. It’s kind of a dive, but the crowd there is always interesting. It’s not far from here.”

			 Ten minutes later, they walked into a dark and noisy club filled with smoke and an all male clientele. Louis and Frank made their way to the bar and Frank ordered cocktails, which had a suspect color and were served in huge glasses. Resigned, Louis had a sip of the drink, and couldn’t prevent himself from grimacing.

			“You won’t turn me into an alcoholic, no matter what you try,” he said to Frank.

			“That’s not it, my little French friend. I’m just trying to relax you a bit. After two or three rounds, you’re going to be nice and loose.

			 People around them were speaking too loud. There were a few barely-legal boys wearing outrageous makeup, couples making out, hot young men showing off their muscles, others dancing and laughing hysterically. A strong and pungent odor of marijuana permeated everything.

			 Someone bumped Louis’s shoulder a few times, until he finally turned around and saw a gigantic black man standing right next to him. The man must have been at least 6’6” and no more than twenty five. Above Louis’s head, he asked Frank, “Who’s your good-looking friend?”

			“A foreigner. His name is Louis.”

			The black man’s smile broadened, displaying perfect teeth.

			“Joe is a professional basketball player,” Frank said to Louis while setting his empty glass on the bar.

			Frank’s expression seemed to contain a bitter warning. Louis became aware of the danger.

			“No thank you,” he said to Joe.

			Ignoring him the athlete gestured at the bartender, who refilled their glasses right away.

			“Louis did say no to you,” Frank said.

			Louis felt Joe leaning against him, then one of his huge hands resting on the back of his neck.

			“So, Louis,” he said, “where are you from?” Then he blew on Louis’s hair.

			The man was glued to Louis, preventing him from moving.

			“I come from far away,” Louis said in an impeccable American accent, “and I’m not here to be bothered by some asshole.”

			The atmosphere around them changed right away. All conversation at the bar came to a stop. Joe let go of his grip and Louis got off his stool. Frank didn’t want to intervene, though he should before the situation became downright explosive. Joe was towering over Louis, Goliath-like, sure of himself, with an expression that was not particularly friendly. In this type of place he probably wasn’t used to rejection. Forty-year-old men were undoubtably his prey of choice. The surrounding patrons were eagerly waiting for what was going to happen next. Frank got up and dropped a few bills on the bar by his glass.

			“I think we should go now, Joe,” he said as pleasantly as possible. “Don’t bother with him.”

			“Hey man,” Joe said defensively, “I’ve never forced anybody. You guys should leave. Right now!”

			Everything about Joe’s body language revealed that he wouldn’t mind getting into a fight. Frank picked up on it and took a step toward the giant, but Louis grabbed him by the elbow and forced him through the crowd to the exit. As soon as they were outside, Frank lost some of his swagger and hurried to his car.

			“Move it!” he told Louis. “Jesus, you’re totally blind! You didn’t notice when we walked in there that it was a special kind of joint?”

			As soon as they stepped into the car, they saw that Joe was also coming out of the bar, accompanied by two men almost as big as he was. Frank turned on the engine and grumbled, “I should’ve left you with Joe for an hour or so. It would’ve taught you a thing or two. Might’ve changed your life!”

			On the sidewalk, Joe and his buddies,watched Frank’s car speed away.

			“What a charming place this was,” Louis said. “So very festive... You’re really a bunch of psychos!”

			“Oh yeah? Did you hear yourself, the way you behaved with him? Can’t you just turn someone down politely? Why didn’t you call him a nigger while you were at it?”

			“It wouldn’t have made any difference if he were Swedish! You should’ve warned me before taking me in there.”

			“Drinking and cruising and doing a couple of lines of coke—that’s my idea of a good time. You’re clueless.”

			Louis only gave him a haughty look.

			Frank sighed and said, “I’m taking you back to your hotel. You’re no fun at all. And don’t forget that you still owe me a drink. Because of that attitude of yours, I was stuck paying the bill. Next time we’ll go somewhere very chic and very expensive, where no one is going to talk to us.”

			Frank said it with a pleasant tone along with a phony smile. ,He said nothing more until they arrived at the Marmont.

			“Okay, Louis. Go call your girlfriend and sleep well. When do you want me to book the studio? What day?”

			Louis glared at him, incredulous.

			“You never stop thinking about your movie, do you?” he said. “Well not me. It is three o’clock in the morning on a Sunday...”

			Louis got out of the car and gave the roof a friendly tap before making his way to the hotel lobby. Once in his room, he went straight for the phone and dialed Francine’s number. He knew it by heart even though he still hadn’t called her since he arrived in L.A. He’d only phoned the house a few times to talk to Frédéric. Now he felt the need to be connected to Francine.

			When she picked up, he felt stupid and could only mumble, “Hi, it’s me.”

			There was a brief silence, and then Francine said, “Louis, it’s you? How are you doing?”

			“Not so good,” he said with a sad smile. “I can only think of one thing, and that’s coming home.”

			Another silence, a bit longer, until she said, “I was wondering what had become of you.”

			“People are crazy around here. They work sixteen hours a day and the rest of the time they try to get you drunk.”

			He heard her joyless, polite laugh. She wasn’t making things easy for him. He really couldn’t blame her. Maybe he’d waited too long to give her a call. He should’ve remembered that she got upset easily.

			“I’ve thought about you a lot,” he admitted. “It’s been hard for me to figure out where the two of us stand. And now you’re so far from me that it’s not going to be easy to explain to you that...”

			He had to interrupt himself in order to catch his breath. He hadn’t come out with a declaration of love since his early days with Marianne. Tense, he blurted, “I’m in love with you, Francine.”

			“Really? What time is it in Los Angeles right now?” she asked, her voice icy. “You just got back to your hotel room and you’re drunk and lonely?”

			“Yes, I just got back to my hotel room and I am lonely. But I haven’t had too much to drink. It’s not that.”

			Francine’s response sounded more like a grunt than anything else.

			“Is everything okay?” Louis asked. “I mean, the way you responded to what I just said worries me. Are you home alone?”

			“Romain is in his room. He’s still sleeping.”

			“There’s nobody with you, right? Can you talk?”

			“Of course.”

			“Great. Okay, then. Listen to me first, and then you can say whatever you want. Alright? I haven’t called you until now because being stuck out here is driving me crazy. And if you had said anything like you miss me, I’d be tempted to jump on the first plane back to Paris. I don’t know what you’re thinking, or what you’re feeling. I mean, you’re not telling me anything. And I don’t think I deserved for you to leave my house in the middle of the night! Until now, you’ve been tender with me, but I don’t know if you just want to have a good time with me and nothing more. I mean, women being free and all is marvelous, except that it scares the living daylights out of a man. Since our first day, I have the impression that you don’t want an emotional investment with me. It’s your right, of course. But I’d feel like an idiot loving you if you think that it’s impossible.”

			She said nothing while Louis was pouring his heart out, and then he was done.

			He waited a few seconds before whispering, “Are you still there?”

			“Louis...”

			“Say something! Don’t be afraid, I’m thousands of miles away.”

			“I wish you’d told me all that before…”

			“Why, is it too late?”

			“No! You’ve got it all wrong.”

			“How do you know? You don’t know what’s on my mind.”

			“You’re wrong about me! You say I’m not really interested in an emotional relationship… What makes you say that? Here you are on the other side of the planet, and just hearing the sound of your voice makes me want to cry. I miss you so much, you have no idea!”

			“Really?”

			He felt like he had to sit. He hadn’t even noticed that he’d been standing until then.

			“Francine,” he said. “When I’m back in Notre-Dame-de-la-Mer, will you come live with me?”

			The words had come out of him naturally and he did not regret uttering them, though he wasn’t sure it was such a good idea.

			“There’s nothing more I’d love than that,” she said in a quavering voice, “but...”

			“But what?”

			“What about the boys?”

			She was more practical than he was, and less selfish. Without insisting, he said, “I have another week here. It’s going to be hell on earth!”

			“But you have to do it.”

			“I know. I’ll be calling you again.”

			“Call me as often as you want.”

			“I’ll call you later on today, then. I love you.”

			He hung up first and noticed that he’d been squeezing the phone so hard his fingers had left traces of perspiration. The only thing he could do now was to give Frank James the music he wanted. And he was going inject all the passion that was now in his heart into the work. If that hotshot American director thought that French people were afraid of hard work, he was in for one hell of a surprise.

			

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 7

			Alix came out of the elevator with a vague feeling of malaise. She’d come to Roissy Airport dozens of times, but meeting Louis there brought back the memory of Marianne’s death. That night, she really thought that Louis was going to have a breakdown. She worried that every trace of talent and joy in him was going to get crushed and destroyed for ever. It wasn’t so much for her sister-in-law that she felt sorry, but rather for her brother, as she always did. And she hadn’t just held his hand after the accident; she’d basically kept him afloat. She knew him better than anyone else, at least she was convinced of it. She had a key role to play in his recovery—to hell with anyone who didn’t get that.

			 She cast a glance at the arrivals board to learn that Louis’s plane had landed twenty minutes early. She hurried to the baggage claim, hoping to find her brother near the luggage carrousel.

			 “Let’s get out of here, Alix. I’ve got to light one!”

			 Startled, she saw him behind her, leaning against a cart on which he’d piled up his suitcase and three travel bags. He was tanned, a bit skinnier, all smiles.

			 “Louis,” she said, jumping in his arms. “You look great!”

			 He held her against him for a second, before pushing her towards the elevator, saying, “Let’s go or I’m going to go nuts! Where are you parked?”

			 “Level two. Are you tired?”

			 “No. I slept on the plane and I ate. I feel great.”

			 “You have to tell me all about Hollywood. I can’t wait!”

			 While pushing the cart in the parking garage, Louis lit a cigarette before taking out his cell.

			 “Frédéric! How’s it going, buddy? Yes, just landed. We’ll be home soon. Make sure there’s a bottle of champagne or two in the fridge for when we get there. Love you.”

			 He hung up and smiled at his sister.

			 “By the way,” Alix said, gaily, “I bought your son a new scooter. His old one was falling apart.”

			 “What?”

			 “It kept breaking down. It was a huge pain in the neck for him. And I’m allowed to spoil my nephew, aren’t I?”

			 “Spoiled rotten…”

			 “But he was so nice while you were away! He’s a great kid.”

			 “Anything new at the house?”

			 “Like what?”

			 “I don’t know… Like the wind blowing off the roof, the furnace exploding. You know…”

			 “What do you think? We made sure everything went fine at the house while you were gallivanting in California. But we do have tons of things to talk about, a bunch of offers including one that…”

			 “Not now!”

			 He was done filling the trunk of the red MG with his luggage. Alix loved that car so much she never let anyone else touch it.

			 “Can I drive?” Louis asked, even though he knew the answer.

			 “Yeah, right. Park your butt on the passenger’s seat or stay right here.”

			 Resigned, he buckled up.

			 Alix put the MG in gear and said, “So, how did you find Frank James?”

			 “Obnoxious and insane. But deep down he’s a good man.”

			 “He called me this morning to let me know that he’d taken you to the airport himself, and to thank me. He sounded delighted by your collaboration.”

			 “When you hear the cacophony, it’s going to give you an idea of what I had to go through over there. We finished recording the two nights ago. I did everything myself on the synthesizer. It was a marathon.”

			 “But you still managed to get a tan.”

			 “The last few days, I forced myself to swim for an hour in the morning. It helped with my hangovers. I went to clubs every night to listen to the music they play over there.”

			 Alix gave Louis a sideways glance, surprised to find him in such a jolly mood.

			 “But you’re extremely happy to be back, aren’t you?” she asked, irritated.

			 “Of course! Alix, for me to go back to Hollywood it would take nothing less than Star Wars. I mean it. We’ll talk about this later, but I have some serious things to tell you about.”

			 “Why later? Go ahead!”

			 “No. Not while you’re driving.”

			 “It’s so bad?”

			 “I’m afraid so.”

			 “Well, I actually need to gas up. Let’s do that now.”

			 Alix veered sharply at the exit and headed for the gas station a few yards away. After filling the tank, she parked the MG in front of the mini mart.

			 “Okay, then,” she said. “Tell me.”

			 Louis, a pained look on his face, shrugged.

			 “Did you read the screenplay, Alix?”

			 “Of course!”

			 “And still you sent me over there? You put me through this? I didn’t think I was going to survive it. I don’t know how to write the kind of music that Frank wanted, and he ripped it out of me only because he’s fantastically pig-headed. But let me tell you, the end result is awful.”

			 “It was a first step, Louis,” she answered patiently.

			 “There won’t be any more steps.”

			 They glared at each other for a few moments.

			 “So,” Alix said, indignant, “if I get more offers from L.A., I turn them down? Is that what you’re saying?”

			 “What I’m saying is that from now on, I’m going to accept only projects that I’ve looked over carefully.”

			 He remained calm, determined, and Alix managed not to show her anger. She had to give him time to take a breather. No use trying to convince him of anything right now.

			 “Okay,” she muttered before heading back to the highway.

			 For a few miles they were both quiet. Too curious to continue pouting, Alix asked, “So, tell me about your trip. What did you like over there?”

			 “Nothing! Well, apart from the music in some of the clubs. You’ve got to give it to them, musicians over there are very creative. Great new sounds, very inspiring. I actually composed a couple of things while I was there, apart from the work I did for Frank. I had a pretty good piano in my suite, and so I had some fun with it.”

			 “And did you meet interesting people? Stars?”

			 “I saw a few. From afar.”

			 “And you didn’t fall in love with anyone?” she asked, laughing.

			 “Nope. I fell in love before I left. And I remained faithful. It was the least I could do.”

			 Alix stiffened in her seat. “You’re kidding, I hope,” she said.

			 “Not at all. There’s nothing like being separated from a woman to realize how much you miss her.”

			 He knew how much his sister would hate this comment, as she’d hated all the women who had gotten close to him.

			 “You’re talking about that little high school teacher, right?”

			 “Francine, yes.”

			 “You’re going to let her snatch you?”

			 “Alix, listen to yourself: ‘little high school teacher,’ ‘snatch you.’ What did she do to you?”

			 “Nothing…”

			 “I haven’t felt anything like this for a long time,” Louis said.

			 “What is ‘this’?”

			 “You know! Your heart beating like crazy, sweaty palms, ready to drop everything just to see the other person for five minutes…”

			 “Sorry, I don’t know anything about that.”

			 “Not even with Tom? Not even when you guys were first together?”

			 “Tom never made my brain turn to mush, thank God. As for you, Louis, you better watch out. You’re famous, rich, naïve, and very attractive. Until now, you had a little boy, which might have discouraged husband seeking women, but now your son is almost a grown-up and nothing is going to stop them.”

			 “Who’s ‘them’? Where are these hordes of women supposedly throwing themselves at me? You’re so paranoid.”

			 “Oh, quit it. Now you sound like Hugues.”

			 “Alix!”

			 He reached for the wheel, but she’d already steered the car back into its lane.

			 “Sorry,” she muttered. “I was distracted for a second...”

			 Going 80 MPH, she’d almost driven into the guard rail. The anger she felt was out of proportion, but she’d hoped never to hear about this little blonde ever again, never see her at Neuville House, and never have to put up with Frédéric talking about his father’s sleepless nights.

			 Once she left the highway, Alix slowed down and coasted on the road snaking along the Seine. Louis looked at the scenery with obvious pleasure, delighted to be back home and to see his son. It was a beautiful day, with a May sun lighting up the river and its banks, like a preview of summer.

			 The gate opened and right away they saw Frédéric running towards them. Louis got of the car just in time to greet him with a bear hug.

			 “I missed you so much! Let me look at you. Am I dreaming or did you grow up a bit?”

			 “You’re dreaming. So, how was America?”

			 “Horrible. You have to see it to believe it. I brought you back a bunch of junk.”

			 “Cool! And I put some champagne in the fridge.”

			 Louis tousled his son’s hair lovingly and then braced himself for the onslaught of his two nieces. Tom had already taken luggage out of the trunk, and Alix followed him to the house.

			 “You won’t believe it,” she said bitterly once inside. “Louis didn’t like his trip at all.”

			 “No big surprise there.”

			 “And on top of that,” Alix said, rolling her eyes, “he thinks he’s in love!”

			 “Good for him,” Tom replied, very serious.

			 He grabbed Alix by the waist and kissed her with unexpected gusto.

			 “You’re so beautiful,” he whispered.

			 For the past two days, she hadn’t found the time to see or even call him, she had been so busy in the office and excited by the return of her brother. Magnanimous, he’d refrained from calling her. This morning, she’d phoned him and pleaded that he join them in Notre-Dame-de-la-Mer.

			 “Let’s go meet the others,” she suggested. Her voice lacked conviction. She a was flustered by Tom’s hands finding their way under her shirt. He had her tight against his body and was caressing her lower back.

			 “Quit that,” she said with a smile. “What’s the matter with you?”

			 “You kids going to do it in the foyer?” Grégoire asked, coming down the stairs.

			 Alix pulled away from Tom and shot her father a dirty look.

			 “We’re eating outside, I hope,” Grégoire said to Tom with a wink.

			 “Only if you set up the table out there!” Laura shouted from the kitchen. “Sabine and Tiphaine are too busy unwrapping the presents Louis brought for them.”

			 Frédéric walked by them, a bottle of champagne in each hand, and Grégoire followed him. Hugues brought the champagne glasses outside and watched with a mischievous smile as Louis stepped away, his phone pressed against his ear.

			 “Look at your brother,” he whispered to Laura who’d just arrived with a bowl filled with stuffed olives.

			 After glancing at Louis, she burst out laughing.

			 “My guess is that he’s going to disappear right after lunch! Do you think he’s calling Francine?”

			 “I’d bet anything.”

			 “What’s making you laugh?” Alix said. She was carrying a pile of plates.

			 “Louis,” Hugues said.

			 The sound of a champagne cork popping startled everybody. Frédéric began to pour. Louis closed his cell and joined his family.

			 “What are we drinking to?” Hugues asked him, raising his glass. “Love?”

			 Louis gave his brother-in-law a fleeting look, wondering if he was being sarcastic, though it wasn’t his style.

			 “Absolutely,” he finally said.

			 He enjoyed his sip of Veuve Clicquot, paying no attention to Alix’s sullen expression.

			* * *

			 For the hundredth time, Francine glanced at her watch and then planted herself in front of the full-length mirror hanging on the bathroom door. She could hear Romain playing the guitar in his bedroom. In one hour he was going to leave for Antoine’s place, where he never took his guitar and avoided talking about music.

			 She was wearing a short jean skirt, a tight-fitting white T-shirt, and only eye makeup. Louis said he was going to be there at four. He didn’t say anything else about their plans, which had made it hard for her to get dressed. Romain said that she looked just fine the way she was, that her outfit would do for any occasion, but he always complimented his mother’s clothes. He would probably have time to see Louis for a few minutes before leaving, and she was happy about that. There was no animosity between the two. She could sense that Romain liked Louis when he talked about him. There was nothing to worry about on that end.

			 The sound of the doorbell made her freeze. For the past fifteen days, she’d thought about Louis so much she’d become an insomniac. She’d gone through all the different phases--anguish, expectation, exhilaration. He didn’t know what to think anymore. For a supposedly strong woman, she was crazy.

			 She went to the door, took a deep breath, and pulled the handle. They gazed into each other’s eyes for an instant, almost intimidated, and then Louis took a step forward and she snuggled against his shirt, taking in his smell.

			 “It’s great to see you,” he said softly.

			 Francine moved aside to let Louis come in. She heard Romain’s footsteps behind her.

			 “Hi!” Louis said to him, his hand held out. “How have you been since I saw you last? We should play together again. I loved the other day.”

			 Louis’s voice was affectionate and sincere, and Romain smiled.

			 “Anytime you want!” he said.

			 “You want a cup of coffee?” Francine asked Louis.

			 “That’d be nice.”

			 “I can make a pot,” Romain told his mother.

			 “No,” Louis intervened. “I… I’d like to talk to you for a minute.”

			 Taken aback, Francine hesitated before heading for the kitchen. Romain waited, intrigued but still relaxed.

			 “If it was up to me,” Louis said, “I’d ask your mother to marry me.”

			 Stunned by what he’d just heard, the teenager opened his mouth, then shut it without uttering a word.

			 “Since you’re living alone with your mom, I suspect you’re worried about her and want to protect her. I wanted to tell you that I don’t plan on hanging out with her for a little while and then dumping her.”

			 “Well, that’s good...” Romain mumbled.

			 He realized that he hadn’t asked Louis to sit down, and both were standing face-to-face near the couch. He was flattered to be treated as an adult, but it was not as though he could tell his mother what to do. She was old enough to do whatever she wanted. Louis was the man that she wanted, and nobody else. She hadn’t hidden it, and Romain was beginning to understand why.

			 “I hope that I’m not making you uncomfortable by being so up-front.”

			 “No,” Romain said. “Not at all.”

			 Francine was back with the coffee, and she smiled at both of them.

			 “What are you guys doing planted there?”

			 “Well,” Romain said, “I should head out now. Dad is supposed to take a look at my moped. It won’t start properly. Bye, Mom!”

			 Romain kissed Francine on the cheek and managed to give her a sly wink. Then he nodded at Louis before disappearing. They heard the door shut, and Francine sighed.

			 “Does he spend all his weekends at his dad’s?” Louis asked softly.

			 “Every second weekend. He comes home late Sunday afternoons.”

			 “Do you think he would like to come over for supper tomorrow night?”

			 “I suppose so...”

			 “I like him a lot. He’s sweet and outspoken.”

			 Louis thought about Frédéric’s scooter, which Alix had replaced on a whim, and he felt vaguely guilty.

			 “Our sons don’t like each other I’m afraid,” Francine mumbled.

			 There, she’d said it. She didn’t plan on adding that Frédéric was causing trouble in school; she had too much experience with teenagers to underestimate the problem. She watched Louis rest his empty mug on the coffee table, and she reached for his shoulder. As if he’d waited for a signal, he grabbed her by the arms and mashed her body against his until she protested.

			 “You’re hurting me.”

			 “I don’t care. I missed you too much.”

			 “What about Hollywood?” she said. “Was it exciting?”

			 “Nah…”

			 “Beautiful women all over the place?”

			 “Maybe, but the only person that hit on me was a pro basketball player the size of a house!”

			 She laughed, wiggling in order to free herself, to no avail.

			 “Don’t even try,” Louis said. “There’s no way I’m letting go of you. You look beautiful dressed that way. You are so attractive.”

			 He kissed her and she realized that she couldn’t resist him much longer. She’d promised herself that day he’d called her from Los Angeles that she wouldn’t let their relationship be only a physical connection, even a passionate one. If Louis really felt more than just desire for her, he was going to have to prove it. His entire family was undoubtably back at his house which explains why he’d come see her here. And now, how could she stop him? How could she find out if he wanted from her than just this? His hands were now on her T-shirt, slowly caressing her breasts over the cotton, and she shivered in spite of herself, ready to give in.

			 “I don’t want to make love here,” she whispered. “What if Romain forgot something and comes back?”

			 “You’re right,” Louis sighed and let her go.

			 She looked at him to see if he was disappointed or upset, but he gave her such an endearing smile she was moved.

			 “Should we go somewhere?” he said.

			 “Where to?”

			 “Anywhere. Along the Seine, if you’d like. I don’t care where we go. You’re the one I want to look at, not the scenery. You want to grab a few things before we leave? You’re spending the weekend with me, you know…”

			 Francine loved the idea. “Be right back,” she said.

			 In her bedroom, she stuffed a shirt, some khakis, and underwear in a bag. Then she went to the bathroom to fetch her toiletries. Instinctively, she knew that Louis’s family wouldn’t be thrilled to see her. Particularly Frédéric and Alix. If Romain joined them for supper tomorrow night, it would be even worse. Still, nothing could prevent her from going. Louis was the best thing that had ever happened to her. The most unexpected, too. And she was going to do everything in her power to keep this man in her life. Why had Frédéric, a pleasant and well-behaved boy two months earlier, suddenly decided to hate her? Did he think she wasn’t good enough for his father? Too average, not sophisticated enough, not young or pretty enough? After all, these were legitimate questions—why her and not another woman?

			 Back in the living room, Louis was at the window, gazing at the apartment building across the street.

			 “When I left my husband,” Francine said, nonchalantly, “I had to find a place in a hurry.”

			 “You don’t like it here?”

			 “Nobody would!”

			 “You want to show me around?”

			 “No way!”

			 “Please…”

			 He took her by the hand and led her to the kitchen. He only glanced at it, before going over to the first room down the short hallway.

			 “It’s your room,” he said.

			 The bed was made and tulips were in a vase on the dresser. On the floor by the bed were a pile of books and papers written by her students.

			 “You have some grading to do for Monday?”

			 “Yes.”

			 “Take the papers with you, then.”

			 Back in the hallway, he stopped in front of the full-length mirror on the bathroom door.

			 “Look at us,” he said. “You’re so small next me. A tiny little blonde… I had to explain to my gay Hollywood movie director that I was crazy in love with a real blonde.”

			 He was standing behind her, his chin resting against her shoulder. He seemed to captivated by their reflection.

			 “We do make a pretty nice couple, don’t we?” he said.

			 Francine smiled, closed her eyes, and leaned against him.

			 He put his arms around her waist, and delicately kissed the nape of her neck.

			 “Come,” she said, suddenly walking away from him. “You want to see Romain’s den?”

			 He joined her on the threshold of the kid’s room and whistled between his teeth.

			 “How do you manage to make him keep his room so clean? You should see Frédéric’s!”

			 “Romain was always tidy. I don’t have to fight with him about that.”

			 Louis walked in, grabbed Romain’s guitar, and played a couple of chords.

			 “This is a good instrument. You buy it for him?”

			 “It was his sixteenth birthday present. He’s the one who chose it. His father wants to hear nothing about music. He says it’s a waste of time.”

			 Louis bit his tongue to prevent scathing remarks.

			 “Why did you two split up?” he asked instead.

			 “Antoine and I? Well, we just didn’t connect anymore.”

			 Her answer was vague, but Louis didn’t press the subject. He’d been nosy enough since he’d gotten here. Francine’s apartment was too small, that was certain, and he had a hard time imagining she liked living in such a place. He felt a sudden urge to offer her a different existence, to protect her, to shelter her. A pretty stupid desire, he realized..She was not fragile, and no danger was looming over her head.

			 “Ready?” he said.

			 They decided to go to La Roche-Guyon to have tea at the foot of the château and walk along the banks of the Seine. Louis was delaying heading back to the house so he could to enjoy their time together as long as possible. Back in Notre-Dame-de-la-Mer, he’d have to put up with Alix’s animosity, Grégoire’s winks, and, worst of all, Frédéric’s reprehension. It would be difficult for Francine to be fully accepted by the family and even harder for Romain. Louis didn’t want anyone to get hurt but if he backed down now the situation would become intolerable.

			 At 7:15, he called the house to let everyone know that he was coming back, and not alone. They found the entire family gathered on the veranda, flashing somewhat tense smiles. Frédéric gave Francine a hostile glare, but still politely shook her hand.

			 “Here’s our friendly teacher!” Alix exclaimed. “I’m delighted to see you again! How do you find Louis? He’s so tan we all look like ghosts next to him!”

			 She showed Francine to an uncomfortable chair and asked, with a very calculated naïveté, “Should I get more champagne? You’re having supper with us, I hope.”

			 “Francine is going to spend the weekend with us,” Louis announced, without setting eyes on his sister.

			 “Oh yeah?” Alix said. “But…”

			 Tom reacted first by springing to his feet. “I’ll get the champagne,” he said.

			 Louis was fuming, but managed to control himself. “I’m going with you,” he mumbled.

			 As soon as they were on the stairs leading to the basement, Louis exploded. “What’s wrong with her? Is she out of her freaking mind?”

			 “I’m so sorry...”

			 “What do you mean, sorry? You’re not going to apologize for her! I know there’s nothing you can do about it, I know her. I need you to do me a favor. Take her aside and explain that I’m not going to let her get away with that attitude of hers. We’re not talking about my career, but my private life. I won’t tolerate her messing with it.”

			 “I’ll tell her. But you didn’t have to ask me. I was going to do it anyway.”

			 “Listen, Tom. I’m in love with Francine and it’s a great feeling...”

			 Suddenly calm, he leaned against the stone wall, a smile on his face.

			 “I’m happy for you,” Tom said. “And don’t worry. Apart from Alix, everybody likes Francine. Your father, Laura, Hugues, me... She’s beautiful, nice, and has one hell of a personality.”

			 “That’s nice of you to say.”

			 “Go back upstairs. Don’t leave Alix and Francine alone together. Which bottles do I bring up?”

			 “Whatever you want!” shouted Louis as he ran up the stairs.

			 Alix wasn’t on the veranda anymore, same for Frédéric, and Laura was chatting with Francine. Louis felt relieved and he lit a cigarette.

			 Grégoire came over and said, “You smoke more and more.”

			 “You want one, Dad?”

			 “No, no! Okay, maybe just one drag of yours.”

			 Grégoire inhaled with obvious pleasure, and then frowned.

			 “What’s this you’re smoking, hay?”

			 Sabine and Tiphaine came charging out of the house, thrilled to show off their costumes from Disneyland. One was dressed as Snow White, the other as Cinderella. They paraded around the veranda, with the adults applauding.

			 “You’re spoiling them,” Laura told her brother.

			 “I only have two nieces!”

			 Louis went over to Francine and sat right on the floor beside her.

			 “It is so great to be back home,” he said.

			 “What would you like to eat tomorrow?” Laura asked.

			 “Some cassoulet.”

			 “You’re kidding.”

			 “No, I’m not. A cassoulet with lots of confit and sausage, but a real one. Not from a can.”

			 “It’s one of the things I can cook,” Francine said. “If you’d like me to, I can take care of it.”

			 Laura spontaneously accepted the offer, delighted to have some help in the kitchen for once.

			 “And a raspberry pie,” Louis said.

			 It was so rare to hear Louis expressing food preferences that Laura laughed. Eating out for two weeks must’ve frustrated him. Or Francine’s presence made him ravenous.

			 Bursts of laughter rang out at the far end of the driveway, and they heard the sound of Frédéric’s scooter. Frédéric slowly drove around with his two cousins seated behind him. The new scooter was bright yellow, the chrome shining brightly in the sun. Louis watched them for a while, deep in thought. Would the family atmosphere that had reigned for so many years at Neuville House withstand the upheaval he was about to impose? He told himself that this was his house and that he had the right to do whatever he wanted here, but thinking of the conflict to come worried him deeply. He didn’t want to make his son miserable, but he had no intention of sacrificing his own happiness. There had to be a solution.

			 “Here’s the champagne!” Tom announced. He was followed by Alix, who looked morose.

			 Tom must’ve talked to her. Louis knew that he couldn’t stop her from blurting out hurtful comments if she felt like it. Louis helped Tom fill the glasses, and gave Alix hers.

			 “To you, my darling,” he said, in a pleasant tone of voice.

			 She took a sip and glared at her brother.

			 “I have tons of work to do,” she said. “I hope you won’t be mad at me if I leave after supper? This way I’ll have the entire day to try to catch up on things. And anyway, I’m not crazy about cassoulet.”

			 She’d listened to what everyone had said on the veranda while hiding in the house—and she used some of it to taunt him.

			 “Perfect,” Louis responded calmly. “Don’t forget the CD of the score before you leave. Let’s talk sometime next week so we can go over things. No rush, though.”

			 He turned around in time to miss Alix’s angry expression, and the vicious look she shot Francine’s way.

			* * *

			 Hugues put down the manuscript, very impressed by his wife’s impeccable work.

			 “I think this is exceptional, Laura,” he said. “Not only fascinating, but highly original.”

			 They didn’t lie to each other, and she was flattered by the compliment.

			 “You’ve taken the right approach,” he added. “I never would’ve come up with it.”

			 Set on abandoning her practice, Laura was more and more interested in the psychology of special needs children,. She wanted to join a clinic that works with them. Hugues respected her choice and even encouraged her to take the steps to make things happen, including writing a long article on psycho-pedagogical methods that she’d titled: Personalized Assessment: A Dehumanizing Technique.

			 Hugues gave his wife an admiring look.

			 “Where did you find the time to write this?”

			 “Here and there.”

			 Lying on her stomach on the bed, she’d slept while Hugues read her manuscript. Like everybody else, Laura had eaten too much of Francine’s cassoulet,which had been such a resounding success they all retired for long naps. It was a cold, gray windy afternoon, unusual for this time of year. The house was quiet. In the bedroom next door, Sabine and Tiphaine were chatting away, building a miniature LEGO village. Laura turned to her side, watching the dark clouds pass by the window.

			 “When I was a child, I hated Sunday afternoons... Now, I just love them.”

			 Back then, all she had to do was to look at the walls. The room had been wallpapered when she was thirteen, an easy age to be bored. She’d chosen the pattern herself—bright pink flowers. Alix and Louis had decorated their rooms more sedately, but they were seventeen back then and didn’t care for colorful flowers. The twins ignored their little sister and excluded her from their activities. They looked after her when need be, but rarely stopped to ask her how she was doing or really talk to her.

			 “I’m so glad Louis kept the house,” Laura said.

			 Notre-Dame-de-la-Mer was their collective memory, their home base. As long as she could remember, there always had been laughter and the sound of someone playing the piano. The construction of the music room, which muted the sound, had made her sad.

			 “Do you want me to take care of supper tonight?” Hugues offered.

			 “That’d be nice. Why don’t you ask Dad to give you a hand?”

			 She pulled the quilt to her chin, thankful to be able to stay in bed for a bit longer,. Hugues got up and whistled a tune while going down to the kitchen. Through the years, he’d also learned to love this old house. At times he thought that they really should get a place of their own. In Paris they lived in Grégoire’s apartment, and this place belonged to Louis. Their arrangement was so cozy that he didn’t feel like changing things. Nor did Laura, at least for now.

			 He turned on the kitchen light and found Frédéric sitting at the table, eating a bowl of cereal.

			 “You’re hungry already?” Hugues asked.

			 “It’s something to do...”

			 Frédéric didn’t so much as eat his cereal as move it around in the bowl with his spoon.

			 Hugues went over and sat next to the boy.

			 “I’m the one making supper tonight. How about pasta?”

			 “Whatever. All you guys think about is food.”

			 The aggressive tone surprised Hugues, who remained silent for a bit.

			 “Okay,” he sighed. “Will you at least help set the table?”

			 “No way! I’m not going to do anything for that woman and her son.”

			 “Alright, Romain... He’s here now?”

			 “Yep! And one hour early. He couldn’t wait to come over and kiss my father’s ass!”

			 “That’s a pretty awful thing to say.”

			 “See for yourself! He plays the guitar while my old man is on the piano and they have the time of their lives! A Sunday afternoon performance—those two are so great together.”

			 His voice cracked at the end of the comment, and he jumped up.

			 “Wait a second,” Hugues told him. “Don’t you think that you should tell your dad how you feel instead of sitting in the kitchen stewing alone? If you can’t stand the kid, let him know.”

			 “He knows all about it! But as you can see, it makes no difference.”

			 “What happened between the two of you?”

			 “It’s nothing, Uncle Hugues. We both had our eye on the same girl, and we kind of fought about it. No big deal...”

			 “If it’s no big deal, what are you so jealous for?”

			 For a second, Frédéric seemed crushed by the accusation. Then he sat up straight and stared his uncle directly in the eyes. Hugues continued, “Is it because he plays an instrument? Or is it that you have the impression that Louis really likes the kid, not just because he’s Francine’s son?”

			 “Lay off me with your shrink shit!” Frédéric exploded.

			 He stormed out of the kitchen, ran down the hallway, and wound up in front of the music room. A bit winded, he waited a few moments to compose himself before going in. Right away he was assailed by strident sounds, a distorted and harrowing music that came out of the speakers. Frédéric’s father was next to them, head turned to Romain, who was listening, brows furrowed.

			 The music came to an abrupt stop, and Louis asked, “So?”

			 Hesitantly, Romain answered, “It’s pretty... weird.”

			 “You have to imagine what’s on the screen while it’s playing. People running in dark alleys, hand-held cameras, lots of movement, someone getting stabbed, blood gushing—that kind of stuff.” 

			 Frédéric, whose presence hadn’t been noticed, took a few steps into the room and said, “Is that the score you brought back from Hollywood?”

			 His father smiled and suggested they play it again.

			 “No, no, don’t bother. You know, my opinion doesn’t matter.”

			 He was usually the first to listen to whatever his father composed. Their solitary existence had made them share everything, not just affection. And now his father was betraying him by giving Romain the honor of listening to what he’d composed for Hollywood. This guy was nothing more than the son of his dad’s mistress.

			 “Hey,” Romain said in a low voice.

			 Embarrassed, the teenager could see that Frédéric was angry and he didn’t know what to do to fix things. He would’ve loved to talk to Louis about the strange music he’d just heard, but for Frédéric’s sake he kept his mouth shut.

			 “Of course your opinion matters,” Louis said. “What are you talking about?” He grabbed another CD, which he put in the player. “Since I have two young men here with me, I’d like to know what you think of this one. It’s very different...”

			 He pressed the “play” and went over to his son and hugged him. Against his will, Frédéric let himself be dragged to the far side of the music room. A rhythmic tune came out of the speakers, and Louis took the opportunity to whisper into his son’s ear, “I’m sorry, Fred. I didn’t mean to exclude you.”

			 Moved by his father’s kindness, the teenager nodded in silence. Then, a few seconds later, he began to hum along with the tune.

			 “What’s this?” he asked.

			 “You like it?”

			 “It’s very exotic... And it’s catchy. I love it.”

			 “Don’t exaggerate. But I think it’s a pretty moving theme and I hope to do something with it eventually.”

			 “Do you write songs?” Romain asked Louis.

			 “Pop songs, you mean? Never.”

			 “Well you should with that tune! It’d be a hit!”

			 Amused, Louis cracked a smile before turning off the stereo. “Enough music for today,” he said.

			 Confrontation was bound to erupt with his son being sensitive and Roman being so excited to be at the house. Louis wanted to avoid it at all costs.

			 “Well,” he said, “I’m going to find Francine. It’ll be suppertime soon.”

			 Leaving the boys alone was potentially dangerous, but it was going to have to happen sooner or later.

			 “That song was great,” Romain said to break the ice.

			 “Yeah, ‘It’s sure to be a hit,’” he said, imitating Romain. “Say, don’t you have anything better to do on Sundays than coming here to suck up to my old man?”

			 Romain turned his back on him and tried to control his anger by looking at the hundreds of CDs lining the wall in front of him. Louis was a cool guy but his son was an ass.

			 “From what Richard tells me,” Frédéric said, “your little show is soon. You can thank my dad for that!”

			 “Well, we weren’t going to say no to his offer. We’re playing next Sunday at the community center in Bonnières. You want to come?”

			 “Shit, no. I have better things to do!”

			 Romain spun around and faced Frédéric. “We’re going to ruin everything for them if we keep this up!”

			 “Them?”

			 “Our parents.”

			 The argument made sense, and in other circumstances Frédéric would’ve given it some consideration, but he wouldn’t let Romain try to manipulate him.

			 “Keep them out of it,” Frédéric said nervously. “My father screws whoever he wants, and your mother is not the first! Usually those women don’t bring their little families to the house!”

			 Romain’s face went white, and right away Frédéric almost regretted what he’d said. Yes, he was jealous, his uncle was right. He wasn’t about to give up one foot of his territory. This was his house, his home. He didn’t care that he was behaving like a spoiled only child.

			 “You suck,” Romain said.

			 He wanted to leave the room, but didn’t know where to go. Outside this house, he never would’ve let Frédéric insult his mother but he was mature enough to not to punch Frédéric in the face in Louis’ house. It would put his mother in the worst position. She seemed so happy when he arrived at the house earlier that he didn’t want to do anything to jeopardize that. He never should’ve agreed to come meet her here—that was a mistake.

			 One of the French doors opened suddenly and Grégoire burst into the room, his hair disheveled.

			 “Holy cow,” he said, “what awful weather. That wind! What are you kids doing in here anyway?”

			 Frédéric knew his grandfather’s arrival was no accident. He probably saw them as he was walking along the veranda and decided to break the tension.

			 “Well,” he said. “Supper’s almost ready, I think. I’m going to need to someone to help out with the wine.”

			 He didn’t want to leave them by themselves.

			 “Come on, young man,” he gestured to Frédéric.

			 Resigned, his grandson cracked a smile and went to leave. At least he was getting out of here with his head held high.

			

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 8

			Richard almost started to whistle but controlled himself . This wasn’t a boxing match and the few erudite spectators in the stands were politely applauding. With his last hit, Frédéric had won the match. His foil in one hand, his mask in the other, he left the strip.

			When Richard arrived in the locker room, Frédéric was already undressed. He was covered with sweat, still winded.

			“‘Roland had Durandal, Charlemagne, Joyeuse…’” Richard declared while bowing to his friend. “And you, what have you named your sword?”

			“It’s a foil, not a sword,” Frédéric said. “I told you that before. And knock it off with the quotes! Who was it this time?”

			“Henri de Bornier. Nobody reads him anymore.”

			“I’m going to hit the showers.”

			Richard sat on a bench, watching the other fencers putting on their gear. It was his first time at a fencing match. Despite no knowing the rules of the game, he thought that Frédéric looked awesome in action. Now his plan was to convince him to come to the concert Sunday night. He knew this wouldn’t be easy. He closed his eyes and sighed. Nothing was worse than being stuck between a rock and a hard place. His two best friends hated each other, and things were getting worse by the day.

			 “Are you sleeping?” Frédéric said. “The match was that exciting…”

			 Frédéric smiled and stuffed his gear into his gym bag.

			 “No,” Richard said, getting to his feet. “It was very impressive. The problem is that things go so fast you can’t see anything. As Paul Morand said…”

			 “Please, no, not another quote!”

			 Frédéric was already heading for the exit, with Richard on his heels.

			Once in the parking lot, Frédéric said, “You want to come over to my place for supper?”

			 “I’d love to but I can’t. You know, we have to rehearse tonight… So, you’re going to come to the show, right?”

			 “I don’t think it’s going to happen, no…”

			 “Listen…”

			 “I have a bunch of homework to finish. And I haven’t even read Electra. I don’t want to get in trouble again, you know?”

			 “But you promised you’d …”

			 “Élise! What are you doing here?”

			 Frédéric was astounded to see the girl standing there next to his scooter.

			 “I was in the gym,” Élise said with a grin. “I got there toward the end. Fencing is great, though I don’t know about the uniform. I like you better the way you are now. But congratulations for winning.”

			 Frédéric could tell he was blushing, which made him feel dumb.

			 “Do you need a lift somewhere?” he said, trying to regain his cool.

			 “Why not?” she said. “I’m tired of walking.”

			 Frédéric handed her his helmet, climbed on his scooter, and waited for her to hop on behind him.

			 Richard stood beside them, saying nothing. He was stunned to see Romain’s girlfriend accept Frédéric’s offer.

			 “Here,” Frédéric told him, “you can give it back to me on Monday.”

			 Richard caught the gym bag Frédéric threw his way. Dismayed, he watched the scooter slalom its way out of the parking lot. If Romain ever learned about this, such drama would erupt. Unlocking his moped, Richard swore to himself that he was going to keep his mouth shut.

			* * *

			Alix had reacted amazingly fast to the movie score. The sheer violence and anguish that emanated from the music startled her. If Frank James hadn’t claimed that he was thrilled by Louis’s work, she would’ve been worried. But since the director was satisfied, all was well. On the other hand, when she heard the recording Louis had made in his hotel room, her gut told her that this would be a hit. Her instincts, when it came to commercial success, were near-infallible. Obviously, the music that Louis had heard in the L.A. clubs had inspired him to write a piece that was at once happy and languid—unlike anything he’d written before. Composing it had probably helped him let go of the stress of working with Frank. His talent shone, especially in two melodies; the simplest one seemed both very new and totally familiar. After listening to it three times in a row, she knew it by heart and so did her assistant.

			 As soon as Monday morning arrived, Alix rushed over to Louis’s record company. She literally barged into the CEO’s office and forced him to listen to the tape right then and there. After that, everything progressed rapidly, just like she’d anticipated. The only caveat: they had to make the record and put together a large-scale promotion campaign before summer started. That very evening, Alix was in Notre-Dame-de-la-Mer, where she convinced Louis to orchestrate his melody with the briefest of delays emphasize the melodic line of the symphony, and give the song a sophisticated sheen. At first amused by his sister’s insane enthusiasm. Then reticent, he talked about the project with her for a while. Supercharged and triumphant, she was ready to move mountains, convinced that they had a huge hit at their fingertips. Louis ended up accepting the project, grudgingly. He wanted to use a pseudonym for this pop song, but Alix was outraged and made it out of the question. Like it or not, she said, Louis was a popular composer. Some of his movie scores had made it onto the charts, so why deprive himself of this kind of recognition now? On the other hand, the pseudonym might be useful, if not necessary, if one day he did manage to finish that mysterious opera of his! In that world, no one would take the name Neuville seriously.

			 Though resentful, he conceded that she was right. He’d already had success, along with the critics’ scorn. When he finally did produce a classical work, he’d have to do so anonymously, as absurd as that paradox might be.

			 On Wednesday, Louis agreed to book a recording studio. He would need thirty-eight violins, eight cellos, six basses, twelve brasses, six wind, three percussion instruments, one harp, and one piano--a total of seventy-five musicians. Twenty minutes later Alix told him everything was set.

			 Alix was in a bad mood when she saw Francine had come along to the recording studio. She’d managed to take the day off and couldn’t wait to attend a recording session with Louis. They had lunch together before making it to the studio. Louis seemed both pleased and amused when he saw the big-time studio and all those musicians for what he kept calling “my little ditty.”

			 First he went over the musicians who were taking their places. Then he came back to Francine and asked her whether she wanted to sit in the recording booth or the studio.

			 “I just don’t want to be in the way,” she said. Alix’s persistent glare was making her uncomfortable.

			 “Sit close to the orchestra,” Louis decided for her. “It’s going to be more interesting for you.”

			 The technicians were ready and the record company executive was pacing behind the consoles, obsessing over how much this session was going to cost him.

			 “Alright,” Louis said, calmly. “Let’s begin rehearsing. It should be smooth sailing. We’ll start recording after the break.”

			 He sat Francine at the back of the studio, near one of the percussionists. Then he signaled Alix over to the lectern.

			 “Are you sure about this?” he whispered.

			 “One hundred percent. And I’m not the only one. Remember, I’m not financing this. It’s going to be great, Louis. It’s going to sell everywhere in the entire world. You’ll see, it’s going to be bigger than the Lambada!

			 Louis shrugged, vaguely upset by the comment and overwhelmed by what his sister was making him do.

			 The producer’s voice came out of a loudspeaker: “Whenever you’re ready, Mr. Neuville.”

			 Session musicians didn’t come cheap so there was no time to waste. Alix stepped out of the studio, the door closed, and a red light went on.

			 “Ladies and gentlemen,” Louis said, “you all have the score in front of you... Ready?”

			 Francine looked at Louis, who’d just taken ahold of his baton. She heard a series of weird and plaintive sounds as the musicians tuned their instruments. Then complete silence. A few bars were played and then Louis cued the violin section on his left. Francine observed him with great curiosity. The man behind the lectern was different from the one she knew. He was more authoritative, distant, focused, and very decisive. Fascinated, she watched his every gesture, ignoring the musicians.

			 “No!” Louis said, stopping the orchestra once again. “You need to ease into the piece, not stomp into it. Okay, let’s start from the beginning, if you will.”

			 His eyes scanned the musicians, and he said to one of the flutists, “You, I can’t hear you play.”

			 Silence, another attempt.

			 Even when played in bits and pieces, with the many pauses and instructions from the conductor, the melody remained lovely. Joyful, it made a listener feel like dancing or singing. Francine wondered how long the rehearsal was going to last, when Louis would finally be satisfied. Behind the producer’s window, she could see Alix chatting enthusiastically.

			 “Okay,” Louis said. “Let’s take it from the top., okay? Maybe a little bit faster, but not too much.”

			 Louis hadn’t even glanced at her since the beginning of the session, which made Francine began to feel abandoned in her corner of the studio. What was she doing there anyway, a mere spectator in the background, unable to appreciate the work being done right in front of her? While Louis hadn’t looked her way, the same could not be said for Alix, who’d given her several exasperated stares. Unlike Francine, Alix had good reason to be here. She looked after her brother’s career as though nothing in the world mattered more. Worse than a mother or a rival lover, his sister had been an enemy from the start.

			 “Thank you,” Louis said when the orchestra finished the piece. “Let’s take a twenty minute break, and then I think we’ll have no problem recording the piece.”

			 Louis put down his baton and walked towards Francine.

			 “Rehearsal isn’t exactly a thrilling sight, is it?” he said.

			 “No, I think it’s great! And I like the music so much.”

			 “Even after listening to it for ninety minutes?”

			 His voice was very soft when he talked to her, nothing compared to the way he was addressing the musicians.

			 “Let’s get a cup of coffee,” he said.

			 “So?” Alix said, coming their way. “Are you satisfied with the results?”

			 “Yes. It’s an excellent orchestra.”

			 “I told you. The head of the record company said he wanted the best musicians for you. It’s going to be huge, Louis!”

			 “Well, we’ll see... You’re so confident, but I don’t see what’s so amazing about this music. It’s such a simple song...”

			 Alix rolled her eyes and grabbed her brother’s arm.

			 “What if you sat down for five minutes?” she said.

			 Her body language and overall attitude indicated that, to her, Francine simply didn’t exist. Louis was close to getting angry.

			 “Not now,” he said, wrenching his arm free.

			 Hurrying away from his sister, he escorted Francine out the door, paying no attention to Alix’s deep sigh.

			 Once in the hallway, they patiently waited behind the other musicians standing in line before getting two cups of piping hot coffee.

			 “Let’s walk, okay?” he said. “I don’t feel like sitting down.”

			 They ambled to the other side of the hallway, coffee in hand.

			 “So,” Francine said, “do you enjoy conducting?”

			 “I love it. But it depends on the quality of the musicians. Sometimes it feels like an uphill battle. In Eastern Europe, where I often record, the musicians are great, but they have mediocre instruments. On top of that, I need a translator so that the musicians understand what I need from them. It’s a bit of a pain.”

			 Louis was eager to introduce Francine to his world, a world she didn’t know. She saw him glancing at his watch, then at the studio entrance. He smiled at a group of three women who’d been staring at him for the past few minutes. They came over and one of them, a tall brunette, said, “It’s always a pleasure to work with you.”

			 Francine recognized one of the violinists.

			 “Thank you,” Louis said.

			 “This recording, what is it? This summer’s blockbuster? I didn’t know you were composing songs now.”

			 They broke out laughing. Still tanned from his trip to California, Louis was irresistible to these women, especially since he was a prestigious conductor, as well as a successful composer.

			 “I think we have to go back,” one of the young women said.

			 “You ladies go ahead,” Louis said, leaning against the wall. “I’ll be right over.”

			 After they left, Francine tried to crack a joke. “Like your sister says, you make all the women swoon...”

			 Louis put an arm around her shoulders and kissed her hair.

			 “Don’t be silly,” he said.

			 With a smile, he took Francine’s empty cup and tossed it in a garbage can. 

			 “We have to go back. I hope you don’t find this boring? Maybe you should sit in the booth this time, for a change.”

			 She agreed. Alix’s presence would be painful, but she would have a different view of the musicians and could observe the technicians while they were recording. Louis took her to the booth, then went back to the studio and his lectern.

			 “Whenever you’re ready,” the producer said into his microphone.

			 Standing at the booth’s window, Francine scrutinized the musicians’ faces, which were all turned to Louis. The red light came on. A few seconds later the music started.

			 “The more I listen to it, the more I love it,” Alix said behind her. “It’s the kind of song you never get tired of.”

			 Francine knew that this comment was intended for the record company executive and not for her. She didn’t turn around, and stayed busy watching Louis conducting the orchestra with fluid and precise movements. At the end of the piece, he remained frozen for an instant.

			 “Great take,” the producer said.

			 “No,” Louis said. “Let’s do it again.”

			 Louis gave the musicians a few instructions, and silence followed. Francine looked at the technicians doing their thing at the consoles. Alix and the record executive were watching like hawks. Louis simultaneously oversaw a crew of seventy-five with a master hand, and yet was a pawn in a machine that was most interested in the bottom line. Independent, maybe, but nevertheless the prisoner of the system. Louis was full of contradictions, difficult to read, and very guarded because of his vulnerability—Francine had grasped all that in a short amount of time. How was she going to manage to be part of his life? For him to need her, and not only at night? So she could help and support him, as she knew he needed.

			 The musicians rose to their feet and went over to shake Louis’s hand. In the recording booth, everyone seemed elated. The executive patted Alix’s shoulder, and the technicians began putting away their things while whistling the chorus. Francine moved away from the window, surprised that the session was already over. The booth’s door opened, and there was Louis.

			 “We have to go somewhere to celebrate!” Alix said.

			 “I can’t,” her brother said. “I’ve got to go home.”

			 He’d promised Francine that she’d be back in time to have supper with Romain. He was sorry to have missed Frédéric’s fencing match, and he didn’t want to leave the kid alone that evening too.

			 “Okay then,” the executive said. “But let’s meet up sometime next week. We still have things to talk about. And, again, bravo!” And he left the booth.

			 Alix was irate. “You can’t always skip out on important people like that and hope to be successful,” she said. Then she turned to Francine, whom she’d ignored all afternoon, and added, “You are going to have to let him do his thing once in a while!”

			 “Louis is a grown man,” Francine replied sharply. “He does what he wants.”

			 Louis thought he might have to intervene, but Alix was once again all smiles.

			 “Don’t drive too fast going home, and give Frédéric a kiss for me,” she said. “I’ll be there late afternoon tomorrow.”

			 Without giving Louis a chance to say anything, she rushed out of the booth to catch up with the executive.

			* * *

			 Antoine shot an angry look at a group of students hanging out on a patch of grass, passing a joint around. Ten years ago, such a scene would have been unimaginable. Kids today didn’t even bother to hide that they were smoking weed, not even in front of their teachers. The new principal had declared he was going to clean things up, but he’d failed just like his predecessors. The whole mentality need to change, Antoine thought. Parents needed to be educated just as much, if not more, than the teenagers.

			 Over time, Antoine had become bitter. As a young man, he’d been an enthusiastic union leader but years later only disillusion was left. The the school board ‘s directives were often contradictory, sometimes downright absurd. It was, as though the powers-that-be had no clue what was really going on inside the school walls—overcrowded classrooms, poor supervision, ever-changing programs, and a lax mood that resulted in high dropout levels and low test scores despite the teachers’ best efforts. Early on he believed in giving every student the same opportunities, but eventually he’d concluded that equality existed only in the sense that drugs were available to all.

			 In the teachers’ lounge, only Francine was there making photocopies. Putting up a detached façade, he uttered a quick hello and took a peak at what she was photocopying.

			 “Jules Supervielle?” he said. “Bet your students aren’t too crazy about that one.”

			 His tone was always paternal when he addressed his ex-wife.

			 “What do you mean?” Francine said. “It’s original, lyrical, with plenty of tender moments. I don’t know why kids wouldn’t like it.” She wondered why she’d felt the need to justify herself.

			 Antoine observed her as discreetly as possible. What was different about her? A bit more self-confidence perhaps. Or maybe there was a glow of happiness about her, which brought back memories he wanted to avoid.

			 “Is everything going okay?” he asked meekly. “Romain is not giving you any problems?”

			 “None. He’s doing well in class. He’s a pretty happy kid…”

			 “What’s that he’s doing tomorrow? I’ve heard…”

			 Francine shut the photocopier and spun around, facing Antoine.

			 “He performing with his band at the Bonnières community center.”

			 “Oh yeah. That music of his. So I’m guessing he’s still wasting all his time on that?”

			 “Only his free time. It doesn’t impede in his school work. As long as he’s doing well in class, I don’t see why we should say anything about his playing music.”

			 She’d used the pronoun “we” to include him in that parental decision, as a a gesture of goodwill and to make him agree with her. She gathered her things in a hurry. Talking about Romain with Antoine made her nervous.

			 “Romain asked me to go to that concert of his, but I don’t know…” he said.

			 If there was one thing that she’d never, ever put up with again, was him manipulating her. Back when he’d played Pygmalion with her, it had taken her a long time to recognize that all he wanted was to keep her under his thumb. What did he know about her and Louis? How was he going blame their relationship if Romain ever did anything wrong?

			 “You’re not sure you want to go or you can’t go?” she asked as diplomatically as possible.

			 “Well, on one hand I think he’d be happy if I did go, but on the other I don’t want him to think that I’m okay with him wasting his time like that.”

			 “It is not a waste of time for him, Antoine. He’s serious about it.”

			 “Playing the guitar and making a fool of himself on stage?” Antoine shouted.

			 “If that’s how you see it,” Francine said calmly, “you’d better stay home.”

			 She had to brush against him in order to get out the door. He watched her walk away, upset that she still managed to make him lose his cool.

			* * *

			 Louis downshifted and the engine roared as the Alfa Romeo entered the ramp.

			 “You’re just as insane as your sister!” Tom said.

			 They were coming back from Bonnières, where Louis had attended Romain’s last rehearsal. He’d given the band some advice, which Romain and his friends had gladly taken even though they were almost out of their minds with fear. Francine had stayed there, volunteering to feed the boys before tonight’s show, though they probably wouldn’t be hungry. Louis suspected that she didn’t really feel like going to Neuville House to put up with Alix and Frédéric’s growing hostility towards her.

			 “Those kids are so psyched,” Tom said, holding on to the dashboard. “I hope they’re going to get a good crowd.”

			 “Their buddies from school will be there. And it’s a pretty small venue.”

			 As expected, Frédéric had announced that morning that he wasn’t going to attend this pseudo-concert. Louis had decided to ignore his son’s predictable mood.

			 “Are you going back this afternoon?”

			 “I have to, if only to thank the mayor for letting us use the hall.”

			 “Slow down!” Tom pleaded, as Louis veered from one lane to the other.

			 “Hard night?” Louis joked, easing off the gas pedal a bit.

			 “No more than usual. I have a packed house every night.”

			 “Aren’t you getting tired of the night life?”

			 “No. I still enjoy it. I’m actually thinking of selling the club and opening another. It’d be a good time to sell this one, and I get a kick out of the idea of starting fresh.”

			 Perplexed, Louis nodded. Tom was almost fifty—those sleepless nights had to take some toll. Obviously he needed to pour all his energies into one thing, to tackle some huge challenge, anything to take his mind off Alix. He had deep feelings for her, but he’d tried to stifle them for a good while now. Not that Tom came out and said it, but Louis could sense it.

			 Stopped the car on the shoulder. “Want to drive?” he said.

			 “No,” Tom said with a broad smile. “I’m not obsessed with cars like you and your sister.”

			 “Come on! Just for kicks.” Louis stepped out of the car.

			 Tom got behind the wheel. He adjusted the seat and drove off, slowly. Then he stepped on the gas.

			 “Holy shit!” he said.

			 “A bit better than Alix’s MG, don’t you think?”

			 “I wouldn’t know. She never lets me drive her precious automobile.”

			 This comment, Louis thought, revealed quite a bit about their relationship.

			 “She’s completely nuts about your song, you know,” Tom said, his eyes glued on the road.

			 “If you want to know the truth,” Louis sighed. “It all makes no sense to me.”

			 “I hear you. But trust Alix. She knows what she’s doing and she’ll do anything to get what she wants.”

			 “You’re telling me…”

			 Louis knew that Alix was excellent at what she did, but she was also neglecting her personal life while trying to control his.

			 “Hey, for someone who doesn’t like speed…” Louis said, pointing at the speedometer.

			 Tom laughed, and slowed down. Soon they reached the gate of the house. They found the entire family sitting at the picnic table in the yard. When Frédéric notice that Francine wasn’t with his father, he ran toward the car.

			 “Hurry,” he said, “I managed to save some food for you. These people were going to eat everything!”

			 Surprised by the sudden excess of concern, Louis tousled his son’s hair.

			 “After lunch,” Frédéric said. “How about fencing with me?”

			 “No. You’re too good at it now!”

			 “Ah, come one. Just a half hour. Don’t worry, it’s not going to prevent you from doing what you want to do…”

			 The teen hadn’t been able to help himself from alluding to his father’s interest in Romain’s “stupid-ass concert.” 

			 “Alright, we’re on,” Louis said, sitting down at the end of the table.

			 He saw Hugues look at him with a pensive air.

			 “Here,” Frédéric said, handing him a plate of fried calamari. “Have some food.”

			 Poor Frédéric was trying so hard to please his dad. Louis knew that his son was feeling guilty. Unable to like Francine or tolerate Romain, he put his father in a very tough position. He knew it and felt bad about it.

			 “What about some lemon?” Louis said. “Did you save one for me?”

			 “Here,” Grégoire said on the other side of the table, “catch!”
 “No, no!” Tiphaine said. “I want to throw the lemon to Uncle Louis.”

			 The lemon wedge made an arch in the air and crashed into the salad bowl. Sabine rolled with laughter.

			* * *

			 Élise was sitting at the edge of the stage, pouting. She wore a black T-shirt that showed off her belly button and tight jeans, but Romain hadn’t looked her way even once. She never should’ve had that talk with him, especially before the concert. Last night when they came out of the movies, she’d made the mistake of telling him everything. She admitted she didn’t know about them anymore or if she wanted things to go much further between them. Maybe he would’ve understood, been okay with the idea, if she hadn’t defiantly said that she didn’t want to be seen as his girlfriend. That was another way of saying that she wanted to date other boys. This did not sit well with him at all. After dropping her off on his moped, he’d left her at the front door without saying goodnight.

			 With a sigh, she glanced at her watch. People were beginning to arrive. There were some students that she recognized. A few were joking with Richard, who was acting as the bouncer. At least Francine Capelan had disappeared. When she was around, it was like being in a classroom.

			 Élise hopped off the stage and went over to help Richard greet people. For a few minutes, she acted as the usher, showing people to their seats.

			 “Why do we have chairs?” she asked Richard. “It’s dumb. After five minutes people are going to want to stand up and dance.”

			 “Don’t ask me,” Richard said. “Wasn’t my idea. And what did you do to Romain anyway? He’s been in a crappy mood all day. You guys have a fight or something? I hope you didn’t tell him you went to the fencing match.”

			 “Where?”

			 Romain had appeared behind them. Both Richard and Élise were embarrassed.

			 Romain looked angry and upset. Richard hoped that he wasn’t going to take it out on his guitar and he decided to warn Damien just in case. This was a great opportunity for the band, and he didn’t want it to be ruined because of a girl.

			 Outside the hall, Louis and Tom chatted for five minutes with the hall’s manager. Then Tom went inside to save some seats. Louis waited for Francine, who’d gone home to change. When he saw her get out of her car in the parking lot, his heart melted. She was wearing faded jeans and a cotton shirt that made her look even more petite. She could’ve been mistaken for one of her students. She wasn’t coming here as Romain’s mom or a teacher—she wanted to blend into the crowd. From afar, she waved and smiled at Louis. He was overcome by a sensation he hadn’t felt in a long time. Ignoring the man locking his car, he hurried toward her. He couldn’t wait to hold her in his arms. 

			 “You look beautiful,” he said and kissed her on the neck.

			 The perfume she wore triggered an intense desire in him.

			 “Are you spending the night with me?” he asked her.

			 “Listen, Louis...”

			 “You’re going to stay with Romain after the concert?”

			 “No. He’s going to celebrate with his friends. But I have tons of grading to do and, besides, I don’t want to intrude on your family, or make an enemy out of your son. We have to make things happen slowly. You understand?”

			 He held her more tightly, sad at the thought that each night they were going to have the same problem.

			 “Why don’t you come over during the night, then?”

			 Both the idea and Louis’s serious tone made her laugh.

			 Regretfully, he let go of her.

			 “At one o’clock, when everybody is sleeping?” she said.

			 “Yes.”

			 It was better for her to go to Notre-Dame-de-la-Mer. The walls were too thin in her apartment, and Romain’s room was too close. Besides, Louis couldn’t leave Frédéric alone by himself in that huge, lonely house after everyone had gone back to Paris.

			 A few yards away from them, Antoine was watching them. When Louis was walking toward Francine, he’d kept his eyes on him. So that was the man going out with his ex-wife? The famous musician that Romain avoided talking about? Antoine had imagined him differently. For him, all musicians had long hair, two-days of stubble, and sloppy clothes. But this guy had a nice haircut, an elegant blazer, an athlete’s build. Worst of all, he seemed to be in love.

			 Antoine waited for Francine to spot him before approaching them.

			 “So you decided to come?” Francine said, slightly embarrassed. “Romain will be glad. Um… Louis Neuville, this is Antoine. Romain’s father.”

			 The two men sized each other up defensively. They did not shake hands.

			 Grimacing, Antoine asked, “As a… professional, what do you think of my son’s music?”

			 “It’s not bad at all. Romain is quite talented.”

			 Louis had answered dryly, but didn’t regret doing so. Antoine let out a sneer, which contained all the scorn he could muster.

			 “Talented,” he said. “I wish he had talent for things that are more constructive. Anyway, let’s go hear this. But not too close to the speakers, okay? Don’t want to lose my hearing!”

			 Louis’s expression hardened. He felt a violent animosity towards Antoine, whose attitude irked him.

			 “You guys coming?” Antoine said with a mocking expression. “Last thing we want is to miss the beginning of the show!”

			 He grabbed Francine’s elbow, trying to lead her to the hall.

			 “I hope you’re not going to forget,” he said, “that finals are in three weeks. I expect Romain to spend his time studying between now and then, and not on that guitar of his.”

			 Antoine was still clutching Francine’s elbow. Louis felt the anger rising inside him; he was having a hard time keeping his cool. He hated this man not just because of that stupid self-confidence, or his disdain for music. He loathed the very idea that Francine and Antoine had been lovers, had married, had had a life together. He hated that he felt amazingly jealous, a feeling he’d never experienced before.

			 Antoine turned to him, as though he knew what Louis was thinking. “You’re not coming?” he said, with a smile.

			 Francine finally freed her elbow. “Let’s go,” she told Louis.

			 Her voice was strong again. Her ex-husband’s comments hadn’t upset her, but she could see how they affected Louis. He was seething but he followed her inside the hall, hands buried in his blazer pockets.

			 Almost all the chairs were already taken in the hall. Tom was sitting at the back of the room. He waved at them. He’d saved seats for everybody. Francine and Louis went over to him, followed by Antoine who seemed to be intent on sticking to them.

			 The band ran onstage with the crowd cheering.

			 Francine threw a glance at Louis, whose jaw was still tight. She leaned over to him and whispered in his ear, “You’re beautiful when you’re angry…”

			 Louis smiled. He almost said something, but didn’t.

			 Suddenly the lights inside the hall were turned off. With a blue spot light focused on him, Romain launched into a guitar solo.

			 Louis turned to see Antoine’s reaction. It was the man’s son on stage. Was he proud? Nervous? He kept that same aloof expression. Was he stupid, clueless, pig-headed? Francine had said very little about him. She only brought up his name when Romain was the topic of conversation. She never talked about their past. All Louis knew was that she was very young when she married Antoine. Young, naïve, in love. He had the impression that it was Antoine who’d made her the woman she now was.

			 The band was going all out onstage. Louis listened to it for a while, before peering at Antoine once again. He couldn’t help himself. His square hands resting on his knees, his receding hairline, his beer gut. The serious type, solid as a rock, boring as can be. Romain didn’t look like him, at least physically.

			 Louis thought Damien could’ve been better on the synthesizer. But the three kids were used to playing together and their performance wasn’t bad. The audience was getting more and more into it. Some kids were jumping up and down. Just then, Antoine leaned toward Francine and said something to her. Francine shrugged. If she’d said something back or responded with a smile, Louis probably wouldn’t have been able to remain seated. He tried to get ahold of himself. What was wrong with him? Getting jealous about the past would only make him miserable. Francine had had a life before meeting him. As insufferable as the idea was to him, she’d learned to make love with Antoine. He’d had a life with Marianne, which Francine was wise enough not to bring up.

			 Annoyed by Louis’s staring, Antoine finally turned his head. Their eyes met. After a few moments, Antoine lowered his gaze, convinced that Francine had made a mistake getting involved with that guy. Anger-prone, aggressive, probably emotionally unstable. Sooner or later she’d realize that for herself—too bad for her.

			 “Quit staring at him!” Tom whispered to Louis. He elbowed him.

			 The audience screamed as the band played the last chords of a particularly uptempo song.

			 “What do you think?” asked a delighted Francine, applauding.

			 “They’re good,” Louis responded, absentmindedly.

			 He intended to give Romain a much more detailed account when he had the chance, but that would between the two of them. The young man had real talent that could be developed into something special with the right guidance.

			 More people in the crowd got excited and jumped to their feet. In a fleeting moment, Louis was sorry Frédéric wasn’t here with him. When would Louis and Francine ever be able to hang out together with their sons and feel good about it? How long would they have to wait until the boys finally got along? When would Louis and Francine be allowed to plan a future together?

			 “I’m going out for a smoke,” he told Francine. “I’ll be able to hear them outside.”

			 Tenderly, he squeezed her shoulder, before making his way down the aisle. Tom followed. Outside, where the noise was more tolerable, they sat on the hall’s steps.

			 “What’s wrong?” asked Tom.

			 “Nothing. Except that this guy, Antoine, really rubs me the wrong way.”

			 “I got that. But what’s the big deal?”

			 “I’m crazy in love, Tom, and I’m jealous.”

			 There, he’d told someone and felt relieved.

			 “You’re that much in love?” Tom said. “Are you sure about this? Maybe you should slow things down…”

			 “I’m trying to. I’ve no choice. Everything is complicated enough with Frédéric, I can’t afford to make things worse.”

			 Louis put out his cigarette and listened to the guitar riffs coming from the hall.

			 “Listen to that,” he said. “That’s good stuff. The kid needs more work, but he’s very talented.”

			 As they were getting up, Antoine was coming out of the hall.

			 He stopped in front of them and said, “You’re getting tired of this, too, right?”

			 “Not at all,” Louis shot back. “It was only a quick cigarette break. We’re going back in there now!”

			 In order to prevent any confrontation, Tom led Louis inside the hall without giving Antoine the chance to say anything else.

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 9

			The first days of June were hot and muggy. In the Jardin du Luxembourg, Grégoire let the sun soothe his arthritic joints as he watched young mothers, au pairs, and students stroll by. The parade of short skirts and cotton dresses made him long for a “treat.” With no reservations whatsoever, he went over to Monique’s. He was always welcomed there, treated like royalty. In his mind, nothing about this secret relationship he’d been having for years was sordid. His family didn’t need to know every little detail of his private life. Alix and Laura never wondered how he’d managed without a woman since the death of his wife. Either they weren’t concerned, or they were too embarrassed to bring up the topic, or they simply saw him as an old man. Grégoire still had desires, needs. Age changed nothing with that. Going to Monique’s was the perfect solution.

			 On his last visit, as he was slowly getting dressed, Monique had turned on the radio. One of Louis’s pieces was playing. Grégoire had recognized it right away. Alix had given him the CD as proud as if she was the one who’d composed the music. When Grégoire pointed at the radio and said that was his son’s composition, Monique laughed. Only when Grégoire became upset did she finally believe him. Then she said, with a hint of respect in her voice, that this was a hit.

			 Is Louis happy to have written a hit? Grégoire had asked himself on his way back home. Would big-time success bother his incorrigibly romantic son? Alix kept irritating her brother with her choices for him, no matter what decisions she made. At least she’d made him a wealthy man. Without her, what good would Louis’s talent have been. Would there anything beside useless note-covered music sheets pilling up on his Steinway? But, Alix totally lacked proper judgment when it came to women getting close to her twin. Ignoring Francine wouldn’t make her go away. Thank God! Grégoire always believed that one day Louis would fall in love again. He personally knew all too well the sadness and frustration that came with cruel loneliness. For eight years, Louis had stoically accepted his role as a single parent, all the while struggling to compose his music and deal with his other responsibilities. He’d settled for a few short-lived romantic affairs. He’d given a lot while asking for very little in return. 

			No wonder he was so attracted to Francine Capelan. Francine had everything to make his son fall for her. No resemblance to Marianne, a lot of energy, strong-willed, above all a sex appeal that Grégoire had noticed right away. There was a sensuality underneath that sweet and innocent façade of hers. Louis couldn’t help but succumb to her charms. He was going to grow attached to her more and more as time went by. Alix was foolish to want things to unfold otherwise. Even as a child, Louis had the intense need to love and be loved. He needed to experience and ignite passions, to be scared and be comforted, to experience both strength and fragility. An overly sensitive boy always tempted to the breaking point.

			 Walking in the sunshine had made Grégoire tired, that and his visit to Monique’s. He was relieved to reach the entrance of his apartment building. The relative cool underneath the awning enabled him to catch his breath. Neglecting his daily exercise, he decided to use the elevator. He was looking forward to an hour alone before Laura and the girls returned home. He’d even have time to read the paper and sip an iced tea.

			 But once on the second floor, he found Frédéric sitting cross-legged in front of his door. The boy looked mightily upset.

			 “Were you waiting for me?” Grégoire asked with a worried smile.

			 “Yes, Grandpa. You or Aunt Laura.”

			 “Something wrong, son?”

			 “Kind of…”

			 The young man got up and Grégoire suddenly realized that he was very tall. Or Grégoire was shrinking with age.

			 “Let’s go inside,” Grégoire said. “You can tell me everything in there.”

			 He walked into the apartment and Frédéric followed. Once in the living room, Grégoire settled into his favorite sofa and quietly waited for his grandson to take a seat. Frédéric sat on the couch next to the sofa.

			 “Does your dad know you’re here?” Grégoire asked.

			 “No,” the teenager mumbled.

			 “What happened? You guys had a fight?”

			 “Not really…”

			 The kid looked so out of sorts that Grégoire decided not to press him. He sat back, rested his feet on the ottoman, and waited. In a low voice, Frédéric said, “I left school at two… And I took the train here.”

			 “Yeah. I figured you didn’t walk down to Paris. So, what’s the story?”

			 “This morning, Dad told me that Francine was going to come over for supper tonight with Romain.”

			 “And?”

			 “And I can’t stand them!”

			 “Both of them?”

			 “You know how it is, Grandpa. First it’s tonight, and soon it’s going to be every night. I know what Dad has in mind. One of these days, he’s going to tell me that the Capelans are moving in!”

			 “Come on…”

			 “No, I’m telling you! When we’re at the house alone, just the two of us, you should see him. He’s all distracted and always in a hurry now. He can’t wait to see her! And he’s playing some sort of game with me. He’s talking about her like she’s no big deal but I know where he’s coming from.”

			 Frédéric’s comments were filled with bitterness. Grégoire made sure not to interrupt him.

			 “You know, I don’t care if he’s got a girlfriend. I just don’t want him to mess up our lives overnight.”

			 Still silent, Grégoire looked at his grandson, then down to his feet, and back at his grandson.

			 Frédéric continued, “I know I’m being selfish, but it’s my father, my house, and I’m not going to share any of this with that bastard! Why didn’t Dad find a woman with no kids?”

			 “Hold it!” Grégoire suddenly said, right hand raised. “Before you go on, I have to tell you something, and I hope it’s not going to make you upset.”

			 Taken aback, the teenager looked intently at his grandfather, wondering what he was going to say next, a little scared.

			 “What?” he said.

			 “You’re my grandson, the oldest of my grandchildren, and you’ve always been my favorite. Whatever you do, I’ll always love you. Even if you killed someone I’d tell the police that you and I were watching TV when the murder was committed… But there is someone I love even more than you: my son. That bond is stronger than anything else. I know your father feels it for you. I was actually thinking of your dad earlier today when I was coming back from…from the park. I was thrilled thinking that maybe he was going to be in love and make a new life for himself. And I wouldn’t want him to miss out on that. I didn’t have that chance, Frédéric, after your grandmother died. And I’ve suffered because of it.”

			 Frédéric sprang out of his chair and began pacing the living room, out of sorts. He didn’t realizing that at that moment he looked just like his father.

			 “Why does he need a ‘new life’ ?” he said. “Of course he’s got the right to go out with women! Francine or anyone else, I don’t care. But it’s no reason to have everyone living under the same roof. It’s driving me crazy just thinking about it. I’m telling you, if Romain moves in with that stupid guitar of his, I’m going to shoot myself. Could I come live with you guys?”

			 “Sure. But it’s a little early for that kind of talk, don’t you think? I mean, you’re getting all riled up over something that might not even happen. I’m sure your father is thinking about everything and he’s worried sick about it.”

			 “Not you, too… I’m so tired of hearing about all his sacrifices, that he’s a model father…”

			 “Is that not the case?” Grégoire asked dryly.

			 A heavy silence followed. Grégoire looked at his watch and said, “What time do you usually get home?”

			 “Five-thirty.”

			 “Is he getting worried right now?”

			 “No. Not yet.”

			 “Call him. Tell him you’re with me. If he gives you a hard time, hand me the phone.”

			 Frédéric glanced at the cell on the coffee table, then at his grandfather.

			 Grégoire smiled at him and said, “After that, we’ll chat some more. And your cousins are going to barge in soon. You can spend the night here if you want. Go on, get that phone call out of the way.”

			 Torn between his anger and guilty feelings , the teenager hesitated before punching the numbers. Louis picked up on the first ring.

			 “It’s me, Dad,” Frédéric said, swallowing hard.

			 “Where are you?”

			 The way the question came out, Frédéric knew his father was agitated.

			 “A certain Élise called a few minutes ago,” Louis said, “asking if you were alright. She thought you were sick after you left school in the middle of the afternoon.”

			 Frédéric was stunned. Élise? She cared about him that much? That was great, even though her call had worried his father.

			 “I’m sorry,” he said.

			 “Not as much as I am. So, where are you?”

			 “In Paris. At Grandpa’s.”

			 “Is there a good reason for you to go down there by yourself on a weekday?”

			 “I…I need some time to think things over.”

			 Frédéric knew it sounded odd, and he tried to explain himself.

			 “You know, all this is bothering me. It makes me upset and…”

			 “What ‘all this’?” Louis said. “Did I do something wrong, Frédéric?”

			 Not “Fred” or “buddy” or anything like that, but rather “Frédéric,” with the three syllables overly enunciated…

			 “You’re all going to be better off without me tonight,” the boy said, almost shouting into the phone. “You and Romain can talk about music like experts. You can even give him a private lesson!”

			 “Enough of that!” Louis barked. “You’re not talking to one of your friends, you know. I’m not impressed with running away from your problems, like you did today. I never thought you’d do something like that. Your jealousy is totally unfounded. You’re trying to punish me for what exactly?”

			 “Don’t shout,” Frédéric mumbled.

			 “I’m not shouting!” Louis screamed.

			 Grégoire gestured at Frédéric and said, “Give it to me.”

			 As his grandson just stood there, pale-faced and stunned, Grégoire snatched the phone away from his hand.

			 “Hey there, Louis,” he said, good-naturedly. “You need to calm down a little, son. Things aren’t so bad.”

			 “You think so? If you ask me, the kid needs a couple good smacks upside the head. I should’ve done it a long time ago. But it’s never too late to do the right thing!”

			 “There’s a good idea,” Grégoire said. “Physical violence is always the best way to go when your child is in crisis…”

			 Grégoire’s comment, both humorous and sarcastic, forced Louis to pause. And then calm down.

			 “What do you think I’m supposed to do, then, since you’ve got all the answers?” Louis finally said.

			 “Nothing. Do what you were planning on doing tonight and don’t worry about things. Frédéric is going to spend a couple of days here with us.”

			 “You’ve got to be kidding. He’s got finals next week!”

			 “So? He can study here. I’ll make sure he does the work. Besides, he might change his mind tomorrow and go home. But for today, I think you two have said enough to each other. Now you know where Frédéric is and—”

			 “Fine!” Louis said, and hung up on his father.

			 “Alright then,” Grégoire said to Frédéric. “It’s settled. And now he’s mad at me as well as you. Some of the pressure is off your back.”

			 Frédéric seemed relieved, cracking a smile. 

			 “Can you believe that she was worried about me?” he said.

			 “Who?”

			 “Élise.”

			 “Élise...who’s that?”

			 “I didn’t know she had my phone number… It’s not even listed. I want to call her. Where’s your laptop? I need to find her number.”

			 Stunned, his grandfather frowned at him. The kid cared much more about this Élise girl than his dad being upset.

			 “Kids,” he sighed, shaking his head.

			* * *

			 When Francine left the principal’s office, her cheeks were on fire. She’d just gotten an earful and wasn’t given the opportunity to defend herself. How could she explain the ruckus during lit class these past few days? Sitting in the back row, Frédéric kept making wisecracks and asking inane questions. The class kept laughing. He was taunting her, knowing that she had to put up with his antics. He took out his frustrations on her instead of his father. It didn’t take much for a classroom to get out of control,Frédéric had taken the lead, and they took full advantage of the situation.

			 Worst of all, her classroom was adjacent to Antoine’s on Thursday mornings. He’d come over twice to see what was going on, claiming he couldn’t run his own class properly with all that noise.

			 Until now, Francine had never been faced with such a problem. She wasn’t afraid to deal with misbehaving students, even the worse cases. In these circumstances, she didn’t know what to do. No matter what she said or did, Frédéric’s resentment only seemed to grow. She wondered how far he’d go if she took extreme measures with him. 

			 Francine walked down the hallway, trying to calm down. Who’d alerted the principal? Antoine? He wasn’t above doing such a thing. He was still holding a grudge and dying to making life difficult for her.

			When Francine saw Romain waiting for in the parking lot she remembered they had a supper date at Neuville House. Louis had thought that a visit during the week, without the rest of the family around, might help bring Romain and Frédéric closer. Maybe...But what about her? Francine wondered. What was she supposed to do in Frédéric’s presence? Say nothing? Bring up his behavior in class while his father was present? This might simply add gas to the fire.

			 “You don’t look too happy,” Romain said when she reached the car.

			 He kissed his mother on the cheek and picked up his school bag.

			 “Something wrong?” he insisted.

			 “Nothing serious,” she said opening the car door.

			 Once behind the steering wheel, she peeked at herself in the rearview mirror. Maybe they should stop by the apartment so she could freshen up. But sitting on Louis’s veranda with a glass of wine was so much more appealing. Besides, he’d asked her to arrive early, and she didn’t want to disappoint him.

			 “Dad said you had problems with one of your classes?” Romain asked in as pleasant a tone as he could muster.

			 “He told you that?”

			 That topped everything. She felt anger rise inside her all over again.

			 “Your students are giving you a hard time? You usually run a tight ship.”

			 “It’s the end of the year and they’re stressed out. And so am I!”

			 “Mom? What’s going on?”

			 Romain had put a hand on her arm, as if to prevent her from driving off before she told him what was bothering her.

			 “What else did your father say?” she said. “That being with Louis was the worst thing that could’ve happened to me?”

			 “Mom,” Romain said. “Richard told me what’s going on. It’s Frédéric, right?”

			 He wanted to know everything. He adored his mother. As soon as they started living on their own he’d felt like he should be protecting her.

			 Overwrought, she leaned back against the headrest and felt her eyes fill with tears. She was exhausted thanks to the sleepless nights with Louis. And because of all the unanswered questions that burdened her.

			 “You want me to talk to that jerk?” Romain suggested. “I can take him aside this evening and tell him what’s what.”

			 “No, please. That’s the last thing I want you to do.”

			 Taking ahold of herself, she smiled at Romain and started the engine.

			 “Let’s try to have a pleasant and quiet evening, okay? First I want to make sure that you’re fine with this, that the situation is bearable for you.”

			 “You mean Louis? I have nothing against him.”

			 “But do you like him?”

			 “Oh, yeah! But...”

			 There had been a trace of regret in the boy’s voice. Francine realized that for him to like Louis was, in a way, a betrayal of Antoine.

			 Still, he continued. “I have a lot of admiration for him. I did even before you guys met. And he’s nice. I get why you’re attracted to him. He’s a good-looking guy, and you two make a nice couple. It’s becoming serious between the two of you, right?”

			 Instead of giving him a straight answer, she preferred to ask, “Would that bother you?”

			 “No, Mom. Pretty as you are, it’d be a shame if you were all alone. And I’d rather see you with one man who really likes you and who’s nice to you than with a bunch of boyfriends.”

			 Francine felt like laughing, but fortunately she managed to control herself. Romain very seriously continued, “I imagine that you and Louis are talking about the future?”

			 She had no answer for this question, at least not now. Frédéric’s attitude wasn’t going to make matters easy.

			 “You’d like to live over there?” Romain insisted.

			 “Well…”

			 “He’s asked you or not?”

			 “Yes, he has. But it’s out of the question.”

			 “You don’t want to? He’s got a great place!”

			 Francine could see he was feeling her out. She wasn’t about to fall for it.

			 “What about you? How would you feel about the idea?”

			 “I’d rather be happy in a small place like ours than feel like a stranger in that house. Besides, I’d want to strangle Frédéric after five minutes.”

			 His tone of voice had been as firm as could be, but he tenderly added, “Of course, I’m not the one deciding, Mom. If this is what it’d take to make you happy, I wouldn’t get in the way.”

			 Francine veered abruptly to the side of the road and stopped the car. They were only a couple of miles away from Louis’s, and she wanted to have this critical conversation with her son before arriving in Notre-Dame-de-la-Mer.

			 “Are you saying that if I decided to accept Louis’s invitation you’d move in with your father?”

			 The words had flown out of her mouth and could’ve been misinterpreted. She hurried to add, “Unless that’s really what you want, of course. I mean, I’m not an abusive mother, and I wouldn’t keep you against your will! But I know that you don’t get along too well with Antoine, that you don’t share the same ideas about things...your music. You’d get on each other’s nerves big time.”

			 “I know all that, Mom,” Romain said. “I’d rather live with you, but if I’m in the way…”

			 “What? You, in the way? You’re kidding, right?”

			 She grabbed him by the neck, forced him towards her, and kissed him on the cheek.

			 “Nothing in the world is more precious to me than you, Romain. Got it?”

			 When she let go of him, he felt like a little boy.

			 “Okay,” he mumbled. “We should go now.”

			 A few minutes later, they arrived at the house. As they stepped out of the car, they saw Louis come over with a forced smile. He carried a tray holding a bottle of champagne and three glasses.

			 “I set some chairs and a table under the chestnut tree so we won’t have the sun beating down on our heads.”

			 Francine could tell something was wrong.

			 “You need help to prepare supper?” she said.

			 “No, no. It’ll be okay, as long as you’re not expecting too much. We should have something to drink first.” He handed Romain the tray and put his arm around Francine’s shoulder. “Champagne okay with you guys?”

			 They sat in the rattan chairs that Louis had set up. Francine wondered why he was so antsy. She watched him sit down, light a cigarette, take a deep drag, cross his legs, and then get up.

			 “Romain,” Louis said, “would you mind going to the kitchen and getting the box of cookies on the table? I forgot to bring it.”

			 Romain hesitated for a second before getting up and saying, “Sure, I can do that.” And he headed for the house.

			 “Something the matter?” Francine asked.

			 “Nothing tragic,” Louis said. “But our idea of a reconciliation between our sons? We can forget about it for today. Frédéric skipped school this afternoon and went down to Paris to crash at his grandfather’s. He left! I’m completely… at a loss. I’m sorry.”

			 He jumped out of his chair and kneeled by Francine and said, “You have nothing to do with this. It’ll pass.”

			 Impulsively he pressed his head against her, which moved her deeply. Her fingertips his short and silky hair and then the back of his neck.

			 “The cookies are coming,” she warned Louis.

			 He got to his feet as Romain rejoined them, and managed to put on a happy face.

			 “Pacific is one heck of a hit,” Romain said. “It’s playing on the radio all the time.”

			 “No one is more surprised about it than me,” Louis responded, waving his hand to change the topic.

			 The song’s amazing success befuddled him, and gave him no real pleasure.

			 “If you’d like,” he said, “you could come to a recording one of these days. You could even participate…”

			 Romain was floored by the offer, which Louis regretted right away. If Frédéric learned about this, he’d blow his top. Romain in a studio with his father. Romain telling everyone about it—this would fuel their animosity for months. Why did things have to be so complicated?

			 Louis poured the champagne and handed Francine and Romain a glass. A gentle gust of wind made the grass around them ripple. Soon it would have to be cut. Generally, this was Frédéric’s job-- he liked to drive the lawn mower.

			 Francine had a couple of sips, and raised her eyes to Louis, who was still next to her. He didn’t know how to behave in Romain’s presence. He certainly couldn’t take Francine in his arms and kiss her, which was what he was dying to do.

			 “Be right back,” she suddenly mumbled.

			 Already on her feet, she set her glass on the table and headed for one of the French doors. Louis watched her until she disappeared in the house, and then he turned to Romain.

			 “Sorry,” he said, with a sheepish smile.

			 He sat down and poured some more champagne for himself and raised his glass, “To your future, Romain,” he said.

			 Romain drank some of his champagne.

			 Louis relaxed a little and said, “I am absolutely in love with your mother. That’s all there is to it. And things between you and Frédéric… Still war?”

			 He spoke so directly that Romain answered in the same tone.

			 “I’m afraid so.”

			 “Because of a girl?”

			 “Not just that.”

			 “What else, then?”

			 “Why don’t you ask him? He’s not here?”

			 “No. He’s not going to be around this evening. But he wouldn’t tell me anyway. You could.”

			 “Yes, but I won’t.”

			 Louis’s spontaneous burst of laughter surprised Romain. He was afraid he’d been too forthright.

			 “Okay,” Louis said. “What about sleeping here tonight? There’s lots of free rooms in there. You could have your pick.”

			 It was a pretty direct question, but Romain was glad to be treated like an adult. He was tired of hearing his mother getting up in the middle of the night to come here, only to come back at the crack of dawn. He gave Louis a nod.

			 “Thank you,” Louis said.

			 He was relieved at the thought that Francine wasn’t going to leave after supper. Eventually they’d have time to be together, talk, make love. Romain wasn’t behaving like a jealous son, a spoiled kid. He seemed very mature for his age, comfortable in his own skin. This observation made him think of his son and feel very guilty. Every time Louis paid attention to Romain, Frédéric took it as a personal attack. Every time Francine showed up, he saw it as a threat. Louis could still hear Frédéric’s tone of voice on the phone when, he said he “needed some time to think.” This sounded so bad to him he didn’t event want to think about it.

			 “We’re going to set the table,” he said, getting to his feet. “Want to help me?”

			 This was the sort of thing he usually did with his own kid—set the table, throw something in the oven, eat, watch a DVD. Their daily life. Nervous once again, Louis forced a smile and headed for the kitchen.

			* * *

			 A little before six the next morning, the birds began to go berserk in the trees outside. This was paradise for them. No one sprayed insecticide, no one cut down tree limbs holding up nests, no one picked up fruit on a regular basis.

			 Woken up by the birds’ racket, Romain took in his surroundings with interest. The night before, he’d had a very hard time falling asleep. The silence in this huge house had spooked him. He got sick and tired of thinking about Élise. He’d gone downstairs for a glass of water, trying to find his way to the kitchen.

			 That morning, his eyes took in the window drapes, the rocking chair in a corner of the bedroom, and the old sculpted wood chest. The walls were pale blue and bright yellow, very cozy. He stretched for a moment, and rolled out of bed. He showered in the adjacent bathroom and then got dressed. From now on, he wouldn’t be able to pretend like he didn’t know anything when his father questioned him. Last night, he’d been facilitating things between Louis and his mother.

			 Back in the room, he made the bed and looked around one more time to make sure he wasn’t leaving anything behind. Then he stepped out into the hallway. He was famished. Louis had told him that there was nothing private in the house and that he was free to go wherever he felt like.

			 On the ground floor, he took a look in the dining room. Then he crossed the large living room, then the small one, winding up in front of the library. The house’s layout was original but a bit complicated to figure out. He went by the music room without entering, remembering that it was connected to Louis’s bedroom through a staircase.

			 After he was done with his exploration of the ground floor, he went back upstairs, unable to control his curiosity. He needed to know what Frédéric’s room looked like. Most of the doors were ajar, and he had no trouble finding Frédéric’s room. Amidst indescribable chaos, Romain made out the drum kit that Richard had told him about, a small synthesizer, and even a dust-covered electric guitar. This showed how far Louis had gone to make his son love music, to no avail. The room was huge and extremely messy. Romain smiled thinking of his mother, who didn’t tolerate discarded clothing, unmade beds, overflowing wastebaskets. How would she react to this chaos?

			 He knew he was being nosy but he couldn’t help being terribly curious. He he took a few steps toward the fireplace, on top of which a few foils were hanging. He picked up one and was surprised at how light it was. Not too many boys were into fencing and Élise must’ve been impressed by it all. That girl didn’t know what she wanted. Roman didn’t feel like making himself sick thinking about her all the time. He looked around the room once more, wondering what Élise would say if Frédéric ever invited her home.

			 With a heavy sigh, he left the room and went down to the kitchen to get a glass of orange juice. Why wouldn’t his mother want to live here? It was an amazing place, almost magical. An old house filled with wonderful objects and a rich history that inspired dreams, Romain’s included.

			 He walked out and sat on an old bench under a tree with his glass of juice. He wondered where Frédéric was. Did he spend the night at Richard’s just to avoid seeing him and his mother last night?

			 “Asshole,” Romain said, before taking a sip of juice.

			 He hated that he rejected his mother. If Frédéric was also making her life hell in the classroom, Romain was going to make him regret that. And, he was going to let him know about Élise once and for all.

			 As the sun was rising, he lay on the bench and closed his eyes. Two minutes later, he was sound asleep. He didn’t see Francine open the bathroom window. When she saw her son down there, she smiled broadly. Then she looked at the blue sky above her. This was going to be a beautiful day, she could tell. Though it would also bring its usual share of worries.

			 After glancing at her son once more, she tiptoed back to the bedroom. It was too early to wake Louis up so she slowly slipped into bed beside him. He moved a little, and mumbled something she couldn’t make out. They’d made love for a long time, insatiable both of them, each refusing to be the first one to bring their lovemaking to a stop. Once again, she’d sensed to what extent he was fascinated by her. Attentive and worried, he was aware of her every move, ready to fulfill her every need. Unlike Antoine, he didn’t try to dominate her, but rather understand her, and he let her lead as she pleased.

			 “Francine,” he whispered, snuggling against her.

			 He was slowly waking up, delighted to find her there with him.

			 “We have to get up already?” he asked.

			 “Not for another fifteen minutes,” she said.

			 Leaning on his elbow, he kissed the tip of her nose, and played with her blonde curls.

			 “I’d like every morning to be like this,” he said.

			 He turned and lay on his stomach, and Francine began to caress his back.

			 “Don’t do that,” he moaned. “Fifteen minutes is not enough...”

			 Leaning over him, she peered at him intently for a moment.

			 “What are you looking at?” he asked, worried.

			 “You. You’re so handsome, you make me crazy.”

			 She could feel his skin quiver under her fingers, and she kept caressing him until, unable to resist any longer, he turned to face her.

			* * *

			 Frédéric also woke up in an unfamiliar room. His grandfather’s apartment was like Ali Baba’s cave, filled with antique furniture and knickknacks bought all over the world. He’d slept here before, as a little boy, on nights when his parents went out and left him with Grégoire. They went out a lot back them. It was the beginning of Louis’s career and Marianne dragged him to parties, premieres, art shows.

			 On the wall above the bed there was a row of photos in small gold frames. Frédéric got up to examine them. His father at the Victoires de la Musique awards ceremony and at the Cannes Festival. His mother on a beach with a baby in her arms—Frédéric. His parents standing in front of a church on their wedding day, both radiant, smiling at the camera. Another church, on the day he got baptized, with a beaming Marianne holding her infant son.

			 Who’d framed all these pictures? Grégoire or Laura? The last two photos were taken at Neuville House, at the beginning of the renovations. In the first one, Marianne looked truly beautiful, posing with a hand resting on little Frédéric’s shoulder. In the second picture she was sitting at a table, outside, smiling joyfully looking at someone, most likely her husband.

			 Frédéric let himself fall back in the bed. He buried his face in a pillow, to quell the emotions rising inside him. In order to remember what his mother looked like, he almost always turned to photographs. And those photos almost always exuded happiness. A lost happiness that his father must’ve missed every night all those years. He certainly wouldn’t find it again with that Francine Capelan!

			 He heard a knock on the door. Laura appeared on the threshold with a breakfast tray—bacon, scrambled eggs, whole wheat toast, blackberry yogurt, and a tall glass of orange juice.

			 “Your grandfather went out for a walk,” she said, setting the tray in Frédéric’s lap. Then she went over to the window to open the drapes. “Hugues took the girls to school, and he’s going to be running errands,” she added. “It’s after ten and we have the entire day in front of us!”

			 During supper the night before, nobody had talked about Frédéric’s situation. Sabine and Tiphaine traded barbs with their big cousin, Grégoire and Hugues talked politics. The atmosphere was pretty much like at Neuville House on weekends, except that Laura noticed Frédéric’s lack of appetite.

			 “Go on,” Laura now said, “eat. You must be starving. Did you sleep well?”

			 “Did Dad call?” Frédéric asked, in spite of himself.

			 Laura shook her head no.

			 Frédéric was the one who left home, so he should take the first step, not his father.

			 “Do you think I should give him a call?”

			 “Well, it depends on what you want to tell him. If you guys are going to be fighting again, you might as well wait a while longer before you pick up the phone.”

			 His father’s silence filled Frédéric with anguish, Laura could sense it. Still, she didn’t add anything.

			 “You want me to help you study for your exams?” she said.

			 “I don’t have my books,” Frédéric said.

			 “Doesn’t matter. We can still talk about what you’ve had to read.”

			 “Like the psychology of the characters? Stuff you know about…”

			 He smiled at his own joke, looking a bit more at ease. And he took a big bite of toast.

			 “Have you decided how long you’re going to stay here with us?” Laura asked.

			 “No…”

			 “I suppose it’ll depend on how angry you feel at your father?”

			 Eyes opened wide, Frédéric stopped chewing.

			 “But, Aunt Laura, he hasn’t done anything to me.”

			 “Okay, so you realize that.”

			 As usual, she’d trapped him, and he raised his eyes to the ceiling.

			 On the front of the T-shirt he was wearing was the name of an American university. Pointing at the inscription, Laura said, “What do you want to do when you’re grownup?”

			 “I still have time to think about that. And Dad agrees with me.”

			 He was bringing the conversation back to his father again. He needed to talk about him, needed not to feel guilty. She watched him eat his yogurt when the doorbell startled her.

			 “Must be a delivery or something,” Laura said. “Be right back.”

			 Frédéric stayed in bed, not eating, listening to Laura’s voice on the other side of the apartment. When he heard heavy footsteps coming down the hallway, he was stricken by panic but had no time to do anything. His father was already in the room.

			 “Hi,” he said, coldly, eyeing his son and the breakfast tray.

			 “Would you like some coffee?” Laura asked in a soft voice.

			 “No, thanks. I’m in a hurry.”

			 Louis dropped a travel bag on the floor at the foot of the bed.

			 “I’ve brought your books,” he said, “and some clothes. I figured you’d need it. See you later.”

			 His dark eyes landed on Frédéric’s face and remained there for a moment. And then Louis turned on his heels, and stormed out of the room. Laura followed him down the hallway.

			 “I’ll keep you posted,” she whispered.

			 “Yes. Please…”

			 “Don’t be too hard with him.”

			 “That’s been the problem all along.”

			 Laura knew her brother enough to see how troubled he was, even though he was putting up a front. He’d asked nothing of Frédéric, not even an explanation. But he hadn’t given his son the opportunity either. Slowly, Laura came back to the bedroom. There she found the teenager in front of the window, looking at his father down on the sidewalk. He seemed devastated. 

			

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 10

			Before hopping into the cab, the record executive told Alix, for the tenth time that night, how thrilled he was. Finally he settled in the backseat and waved as the taxi took off.

			 “What a pain,” Tom sighed.

			 They started down Boulevard du Montparnasse toward Alix’s car, which was parked one block down. The night was hot, and humid. Despite the late hour, many people were still ambling on the sidewalk. The extravagant soirée at La Coupole had been dedicated to Louis’s success, good fortune , music,and all the money he generated.

			 “He’s on cloud nine,” said Alix. “It’s the biggest thing that’s happened to him! We’re selling Pacific around the world. Every morning there’s more demand for him, more sales, more income. America went crazy for it first, then half of Europe, and now Japan. No wonder the man is euphoric.”

			 Of course, Alix was most triumphant. The gloating was getting on Tom’s nerves. Especially when he thought about Louis’s own opinion about the entire thing.

			 “What about Louis? Is he happy, too?” he asked with a certain amount of malice.

			 “He would be if he could. But because of that woman, he’s neck-deep in problems. Frédéric is giving him all kinds of headaches. You can’t count on Grégoire or Laura to give the kid the good dressing down that he deserves. He’s living like a king in their apartment while Louis is back at the house heartbroken!”

			 Tom knew the story, he knew pretty much everything with the Neuvilles. Alix deeply loved her nephew, but that had quickly disappeared when he attacked her twin .

			 “When are we going to be rid of this woman?” Alix continued in the same spiteful vein. “You should’ve seen her that day at the recording studio, standing there in the booth like some country bumpkin. With all Louis has to do these days, I hope she’s not going to tag along everywhere he goes. He can’t be dragging that ball and chain around all the time!”

			 “I don’t know about that,” Tom said. “I like Francine a lot. I don’t get why you and Frédéric can’t stand her. Obviously Louis is in love with her, and he’s getting laid!”

			 His comment and the chuckle that followed made Alix stop in her tracks and shot Tom a deadly look.

			 “Don’t be vulgar…”

			 “It’s true! Your brother isn’t just some sort of spiritual, artistic being these days. He’s enjoying himself. Good for him!”

			 He’d meant that sincerely. “Happy as a little kid” Louis had told Tom earlier in the evening when they were alone for a minute. Tom thought that his relationship with Alix felt old and frayed. No more illusions there. Alix had been so busy lately that they hadn’t made love in an eternity. They hadn’t even spent the night together, except at Neuville House, where she claimed to be exhausted and shut her eyes as soon as she got in bed. In reality, Tom was still was attracted to Alix. He was tired of her attitude, but not her body.

			 “Good for him?” Alix said. “Being with that blondie?”

			 “It’s funny. You sound like you’re jealous of her.”

			 His insistence was going to cause a fight. but couldn’t help himself.

			 Sure enough, Alix darted down the sidewalk angry. Three yards behind her, Tom walked at a normal pace. She had to turn around and wait for him by her car. She was wearing a long skirt with a slit on one side and high heels that made her look even taller. Tom thought she had a lot of style, an elegance of her own.

			 “If you have to make a scene,” she said, “not on the sidewalk!”

			 “What kind of scene? A breakup scene?”

			 Right away he regretted uttering those words, but it was too late. Car key in hand, she glared at him, not sure what to do.

			 “Is that what you want?” she finally said.

			 “Listen, Alix, if only we could spend three hours together, just you and me…”

			 “How am I supposed to find three hours? I’m late with everything! My clients are badgering me, and I spend an insane amount of time taking care of Louis…”

			 “Too much time. Way too much.”

			 “Damn it, Tom, it’s my job!” she shouted.

			 “And your only purpose in life, too. Your brother is the only thing that counts. And I’m tired of playing second fiddle all the time. I’ve been wanting to tell you this for a long time.”

			 The last time he brought up the topic, many years ago, she’d left him. Defeated and missing her terribly, he’d managed to win her back. He knew to be quiet about Alix’s relationship with her brother. He was hoping that this was a good time, and that he’d be strong enough to hold his own.

			 “The only thing that counts…” she repeated, slowly.

			 “You’re not a child anymore, and he’s not your double. You don’t need to protect him, let alone suffocate the poor man. But Louis is an issue for you, Alix. An obsession that you should’ve faced a long time ago. It’s a psychological thing… And that’s what prevented you from having a life of your own.”

			 “Oh, because if my life is not about you, it’s worth nothing?”

			 She was trying to take control of the conversation by attacking him, but he wasn’t going to let her. As she was unlocking her car with the remote key, he grabbed her wrist, hard.

			 “Do you still love me, Alix?”

			 “Do you?”

			 “Don’t answer my question with another. I’m talking about you.”

			 “But what you say about me hurt!”

			 They were so close to one another that he could smell her perfume. He almost yielded. He was stronger than she was, but he didn’t do anything when she yanked her wrist free and gave him a shove.

			 “There are more dignified ways of splitting up, Tom,” she said.

			 Alix’s tone and expression were so full of scorn that he got truly angry. “One way or any other,” he said, “we’re done. Good riddance.”

			 He hadn’t meant those words and he bit his lips. Alix almost fell apart. She clenched her teeth and then look him in the eyes. She never admitted defeat. Tom shouldn’t have forgotten that.

			 “Well,” she said with arrogance, “goodbye, then.”

			 She got in her car, cracked the window open to let in some air, and turned on the engine. On the sidewalk, Tom heard the roar of the MG as she tried to maneuver out of her tight parking space. He realized that he only had a second or two to avoid the worst. He loved her above everything else, no matter what he’d said.

			 “Where are you going?” he said, clutching the car handle.

			 “Louis’s, of course. He’s my obsession, remember? Things are much worse than you think, my love. But you never had much imagination…”

			 Alix managed to pull out and gunned down the street, leaving Tom dumbfounded. Much worse than he thought—what was she alluding to? Her brother or their situation?

			 Passersby were gawking at him, so he decided to start walking and soon hailed a cab. He gave the driver the address to his night club. Once there he’d be able to clear his mind, he hoped. He’d just left Alix, ending a relationship that hadn’t made him happy for a long time. He should feel relieved to be free, but instead he was filled with dread. During the party he’d promised himself never to go to such an excruciating event again. The avalanche of praise for Louis had driven him crazy. It was as if he didn’t exist,. He knew that many women would want to be with him, women who wouldn’t talk about their brothers non-stop. In his club, he was king, and people fought to be let in.

			 He had the cab drop him off in the back of the building so he could go to his office on the second floor. In spite of the soundproof floor, Tom could hear the pounding of the music downstairs. He glanced at his watch. One o’clock—the night was just starting. Alix must be on the highway by now, going full speed towards Notre-Dame-de-la-Mer. And what would she do once there? Wake up Louis to cry on his shoulder? No, she couldn’t shed even one tear, he was certain of that. Most likely she’d want to talk business with her brother, have one last drink, and then go to bed.

			 Head in hands, Tom tried to chase away the image of Alix standing on the sidewalk. She stood magnificent, proud, and desirable, while he was spewed horrible things her way. Good riddance… How could he have said that to her? Luckily he hadn’t accused her of sleeping with her brother!

			 Feeling horrible, he began pacing. None of the young women prancing around on the dance floor downstairs had half of Alix’s class or sophistication. There was no way he was going to replace her with a twenty-something girl. He wasn’t twisted. He was a fifty-year-old man who needed to love a complex, smart, accomplished woman. Alix was all that. A pain in the neck, absolutely, but also energetic and interesting and charming. A woman with a great personality, one he was always proud to be around.

			 Louis was by himself at home,Frédéric wasn’t even around. He’d be there to console his sister. Though Louis liked Tom, he was going to take Alix’s side. Those two were that way. Even if they fought all the time, they’d always had this ironclad us-against-the-world stance. Grégoire often commented on their strong connection and how difficult it was to be their father. Poor Laura must’ve felt so isolated as a kid with her siblings joined at the hi[!

			 What if Francine was there? Then Alix would be stuck fuming by herself. He wondered which scenario he liked best—stuck in her childhood bedroom or in Louis’s arms.

			 In Louis’s arms… Strange thought. So disturbing, that he stormed out of his office and went straight down to the bar. There were a lot of people there. Amidst the racket of the music, the bartender told Tom that no one had called him. What was he thinking, that she was going to phone him here? Now? She probably wasn’t even thinking about him.

			 For an hour or so he went around the club, taking care of his customers, cracking jokes and being the charming host, all the while thinking of Alix. Painful questions kept popping up in his mind. To convince himself that other women did still exist, he flirted with a gorgeous young woman for ten minutes. He bought her a glass of expensive champagne, but he left her when he realized that he felt nothing for her.

			 Finally, he went back up to his office, hovered over the phone for a moment, and then decided he needed to know where he stood. By calling her he’d lose face, open himself to ridicule, but he had nothing to lose. She’d never forgive him for that scene on the sidewalk earlier tonight anyway, and a little more or a little less resentment wouldn’t change much of anything. He just needed to know. In fact, he’d wanted to know for years, but he’d forced himself to think of other things. But then instead of calling, he had another impulse.

			 He took a cab home and went straight to his car. At this time of night there was very little traffic so he made great time reaching Notre-Dame-de-la-Mer. Once on Neuville House’s street, he experienced one last pang of hesitation, but drove to the gate and parked the car nearby. He climbed the wall and landed in the grass on the other side. He was surprised to the see that the lights were turned on in the music room. And yet there was no sound to be heard, no piano or anything else. Alix’s MG was in the driveway. He saw Louis sitting at his piano, a cigarette dangling from his lips, completely absorbed in the sheet music opened in front of him.

			 Feeling like an intruder as well as an idiot, Tom rapped on the door before walking in.

			 “There you are,” Louis said.

			 He left the piano and walked toward Tom. He was barefoot, wearing a dressing gown, looking tired.

			 “Where’s Alix?” Tom asked, his voice husky.

			 “In my bed.”

			 The answer seemed incongruous to Tom. But at the same time, it was one he’d expected somehow.

			 “In your bed,” he said.

			 He was so angry even he was scared. Filled with disgust, rage, resentment—he almost went for Louis’s throat. Instead, he ran up the stairs that led to the bedroom. One of the bedside lamps was on. Tom saw Alix asleep in her black silk pajamas all buttoned up.

			 “What’re you doing?” Louis said in a low voice, standing behind Tom. “Let her sleep. She cried for an hour. I didn’t think I was going to be able to calm her down.”

			 Tom saw that Alix’s eyes were puffed up, her hands clutched the pillow. There was a bottle of water on the night stand.

			 Tom had difficulty breathing he felt so ashamed. Then Louis grabbed him by the shoulder.

			 “Let’s get out of here. You two have fought enough for one night.”

			 “She was crying?” Tom mumbled. “My God, Louis, I’m so sorry…” He looked like he was going to break down crying himself.

			 “What’s the matter with you?” Louis said. “Are you drunk or something?”

			 He got ahold of Tom’s arm and pulled him out of the room. Terribly embarrassed, Tom went down the stairs. At first, he couldn’t reveal the true reason for his intrusion.

			 “I knew you were going to come over,” Louis said. “She cares about you a lot, but you’ll never be able to change who she is. I thought you’d figured that out by now.”

			 Tom turned to Louis and cleared his throat. “Let me tell you something. It’s awful, but I thought—”

			 He was interrupted by the ring of the phone.

			 “Now what?” Louis said. “It’s three o’clock in the morning. What a night!”

			 He picked up. “Allô?” Then he listened and furrowed his brows.

			 “Lou-iss!” screamed a familiar voice. “Is that really you? I love your accent. Please say ‘Allô’ to me one more time!”

			 “Frank? Do you have any idea what time it is?”

			 “No clue. Here, the sky is blue and the ocean is calm. Besides, who cares? You know what? I just heard your Pacific. This is going to be the hit of the year according to my buddy in the music industry. He made me listen to it and even before he told me who wrote it I knew it was you.”

			 “How nice of you…”

			 “I could swear you played something like that when you were in L.A., one time, when I was around.”

			 “Maybe… And you like it?”

			 “I hate it! Blech! It’s like a mélange of syrupy Brazilian Muzak and Hungarian techno—how could you do that?”

			 “You’re such a great friend, Frank. And a true connoisseur…”

			 Louis was laughing, all of a sudden in a better mood.

			 Tom asked him who was on the line.

			 “Who’s there with you?” he said to Louis. “That was a man’s voice, right? Oh, Lou-iss, have you finally seen the light? There’s a man in your life?”

			 “Settle down, big boy. It’s basically my future-ex-brother-in-law, not a basketball player.”

			 “Oh well, too bad. Say, I’ll be in Paris in a couple of weeks and I absolutely need to see you. I have a screenplay I want you to read.”

			 “Again with the mean streets? Sex and violence and mayhem. Don’t even think about it, Frank.”

			 “No, not at all. It’s a romantic thing, just like you. Melodramatic shit, set in Europe. That’s why I thought of you instead of John Williams! Since he’s worked with Spielberg…”

			 “You can’t afford him, is that it? Too bad, but you should know that every time I listen to the Schindler’s List soundtrack, I cry.”

			 “You’re such a queer. So, can we talk when I’m in Paris?”

			 “Sure. You want the red carpet treatment when you arrive at Charles de Gaulle?”

			 “No. I have Parisian friends who are more interesting than you to see first.”

			 Louis laughed. “Okay, but put aside twenty-four hours. I’m inviting you to my house.”

			 “I’m so thrilled I’m beside myself.”

			 “But you should know that I don’t have a pool.”

			 “A few ice cubes in a tall glass is all I need. You still owe me a drink, remember?”

			 “Don’t you worry about that.”

			 “Cool. I’ll be at the Hôtel Plaza-Athénée starting June 16. Okay, go to bed now and give blondie a kiss for me. Ciao!”

			 Louis laughed and hung up. Then his smile slowly went away as he was lost in thought for a moment. Then he looked up at Tom.

			 “Was that your Hollywood director?”

			 “Frank James, yes.”

			 “I thought you hated the man. You were so frustrated when you came back from Los Angeles.”

			 “Well, in hindsight I realized that we did good work together, even though I hated every minute of it when I was over there.”

			 He scratched the back of his head, still thinking.

			 “All the directors have their favorite composers. If I become Frank’s, I’ll be in a pretty good spot.”

			 A moth had flown into the house and Louis began running after it, trying to direct it back outside. An old habit, since Frédéric had been afraid of moths when he was little. Once the insect was freed, Louis returned to Tom.

			 “What were you going to say when the phone rang?”

			 “I can’t remember…”

			 Louis scrutinized Tom, who felt embarrassed all over again.

			 He hated to lie. Five minutes earlier he’d almost confessed why he’d come over to the house. But he didn’t have the courage to do so now. He was convinced that Louis would strangle him if he revealed the true reason he came. He lifted his head and produced a guilty smile.

			 “So,” he said, “what was that about me being your ‘future-ex-brother-in-law’?”

			 “I was just being a smart aleck. I’d like you to be my brother-in-law. But, remember, you’re the one who left my sister…”

			 “Would it be okay if I spent the rest of the night here? When Alix gets up, I’ll talk to her and try to make her forgive me. Do you think it’s too late?”

			 “Tom, are you blind or what? You know how Alix hates for anyone to step on her toes.”

			 “But since she’s sad that we split and so am I…”

			 “Right. Put the pieces of the puzzle back together, if you can. But you better be ready to pay the price.”

			 “It’s not as though things have ever been easy with Alix. Well, I should let you go. You must be dog-tired.”

			 “I’m beyond that, actually. Why don’t I make a pot of coffee? You and I can chat some more on the veranda and see the sunrise.”

			 Tom gave him a grateful look, relieved that he could stay here, to still be considered a friend by Louis. Good thing he hadn’t said anything. Louis wouldn’t have understood.

			* * *

			Frédéric spent the entire week in Paris. He’d shut himself in his room for the first couple of days, waiting for his father to call. Reluctantly, he’d joined his grandfather for his jaunts in the Jardin du Luxembourg, where he sat on a bench and studied for his exams. Late Friday afternoon, when everyone was getting ready to leave for Notre-Dame-de-la-Mer, Frédéric went over to Hugues. He wanted to go home, but didn’t know whether or not he should. His uncle convinced him that the best thing to do was simply to hop in the car with them. Once at the house, he should just go with the flow.

			Crammed in the back of the station wagon with Grégoire and his cousins, Frédéric had an hour to think things over. His father’s silence, understandable at first, had become more and more puzzling as the week went on. They’d never had a serious fight before; only a few clashes here and there that were rapidly forgotten. He realized that he never should’ve let this dispute become so huge. His conversations with Laura and Grégoire had made him conclude the ball was in his court. It was up to him to heal the rift or make it deeper.

			 When the station wagon parked in front of the house, Frédéric was first to get out. Without waiting for anyone, he darted down the hallway towards the music room. He pushed the door open—no one was there. A quick glance outside confirmed that the Alfa Romeo was parked in its usual spot and that there were no other cars. His dad was here, with no one else. He charged up the stairs, and found empty the bedroom. He ran down the hallway, peaking inside every room. Finally he came back to the master bedroom and stopped in front of his father’s bathroom, out of breath. The sound of the shower was so reassuring. Frédéric hesitated for one second and then said, “Dad?”

			 The water turned off and Louis’s head appeared from behind the shower curtain.

			 “Frédéric, it’s you!” Louis said with a beaming smile. “I thought I’d shower before you guys arrived. It’s been a hot day. Hand me that towel.”

			 Frédéric did, and as soon as Louis had wrapped the towel around his waist and stepped out of the shower, the kid threw himself against his father. 

			 “I’m so sorry, Dad. I don’t know what to say. Are you mad at me? I didn’t dare call you because…”

			 “Let’s get out of the bathroom so we can talk, okay?”

			 Frédéric took a step back, his T-shirt all wet. Louis grabbed him by the back of the neck and shook him gently.

			 “I’m happy to see you, Fred,” said Louis. “Very, very happy. But you and I have things to talk about. You want to get it over with now?”

			 “Yes,” Frédéric replied. “The sooner the better.”

			 There was a trace of tension between the two of them, but they were both glad to be together again.

			 “Let’s go to your room,” Louis suggested. “The poor cleaning lady did her thing in there. It was a pigsty.”

			 This was an old sore spot between them, so it wasn’t contentious, unlike what might happen next. Frédéric had no illusions. His father was going to get to the bottom of things.

			 “Isn’t this better?” Louis said, once in the bedroom.

			 Frédéric looked at the organized desktop, the made bed, the bare floor. He sat on the end of the bed, while his father opted for the only chair in the room.

			 “Did you study down in Paris?”

			 “During the day with Grandpa, and in the evening with Laura or Hugues.”

			 “Are you going back with them on Sunday?”

			 “No.”

			 “So you brought your stuff with you?”

			 “It’s in the station wagon.”

			 “Good. I’m happy. On the other hand, a lot of things upset me this past week. You leaving like that without a word, as though you couldn’t stand the house or me, that was hard to swallow. Francine and Romain came over once, in your absence. That night you took off. The fact that you weren’t there made me look like a fool.”

			 Head low, Frédéric was listening carefully. He was glad that his father was doing the talking.

			 “Francine is the woman I love, Frédéric, and there’s nothing I can do about it. I’m forty. That may be old to you, but I still have a bunch of needs and desires. One of them is to be happy in love. But I do realize this is still a new relationship and I don’t want to rush anything and cause anyone any pain. Especially not you! I’m not going to marry her this summer, and I won’t be adopting Romain. He has a father of his own. But I’m also not going to leave Francine because you don’t like her. I can’t force you to like her or even make you pretend not to. You’re my son. I love you more than anything and this is your home. But please let me have a life, too.”

			 He stopped speaking, and held his breath. Frédéric really didn’t know how to respond to this speech. Silence settled between the two of them until Louis decided to continue.

			 “We’re at a bit of an impasse, aren’t we? I’ve thought about this a lot, and couldn’t come up with a miraculous solution. You’re leaving for England on July 20th as planned, right? That’s good, since you need some time to think things over…”

			 Frédéric blinked. His father wasn’t the type to hold grudges, but he had a long memory and the words that Frédéric uttered weren’t going to be forgotten any time soon.

			 “That’s a two-week thing. We could find you another camp after that, if you’d like.”

			 “No, no…”

			 “Or maybe you could go join Laura and Hugues in Brittany. They’re renting a cottage up there this summer.”

			 Frédéric shook his head stubbornly. He looked at the posters on the wall, the familiar objects on the shelves, the couple of teddy bears that had made it through the years, and finally back to his father’s face. He wasn’t the same man as in the pictures on Grégoire’s wall. He was older, more serious-looking, a bit gaunt, though his smile remained youthful. Any woman would find him attractive. It was ridiculous to pretend, as Alix did, that women were only interested in him for his fame and money. Frédéric didn’t want to be unfair, especially since he was partly responsible for his father falling for Francine. He couldn’t forget about that. He’d thought he was mature enough to act like some grownup and set up his father with a woman. Now he wanted nothing more than for the relationship to end, which his Uncle Hugues had called cruel and juvenile.

			 “You know, Dad, I can get along with Francine. It’s not like I hate her…”

			 Head cocked to the side, Louis waited for what else his son had to say.

			 “I mean, if she’s not here every single evening and doesn’t act like she owns the place, we could get to know each other.”

			 “That’s very nice of you,” Louis said seriously.

			 “But you can’t expect me to like Romain. At best I can ignore him when he’s around.”

			 Both father and were conscious of the efforts they had made—it was a good start. Louis and Frédéric were silent for a while. Then, Louis walked over to his son, and messed up his brown hair, like he’d always done. And then he planted a kiss on his cheek.

			 “You’re stubborn as a mule,” he mumbled, squeezing his kid tight.

			* * 

			 Overexcited and anxious, students were standing around in the yard. Everyone had an opinion as to what questions would be on the French lit exam, but nobody knew for sure.

			 Romain, Richard, and Damien were in the crowd. Élise was in the yard,chatting with two other girls. Romain gave her a sideways glance. She looked particularly beautiful that morning--already tanned, totally comfortable in her skin as usual, sharply dressed. He’d tried hard to avoid her since she’d expressed her need for independence, but he wasn’t able to forget about her.

			 Shielding her eyes with her hand, Élise was now looking at the parking lot, past school buses emptying out. Romain spotted Frédéric stepping out of Louis’ car The two had run into each other in the hallway the day before but no one said, a single word. Curious, Romain kept his eyes on Frédéric, who joined another group of kids. The doors weren’t going to open for another fifteen minutes and someone had lit a joint. Romain took a drag when it reached him, while Frédéric made his way to Élise. He saw them share a smile. Around him, people began talking about their summer vacations, and he remembered that he was going to spend two weeks on the coast of Brittany with his father in August. Antoine loved fishing, and eating lobster or any kind of seafood at that small restaurant they always went to. The water would be cold, as always, and most of the conversation would be about Romain’s future. Thankfully, he be able to meet up with Richard in La Rochelle for the Francofolies music festival, where he’d be able to attend a few shows and break up the monotony of the trip.

			 Someone tapped him on the shoulder and he turned to see Élise standing next to him. Frédéric wasn’t with her.

			 “How are you doing?” she said with a pout. “I’m the one who had to come over to say hi. You don’t want to see me anymore, you don’t talk to me, you even walk away when you see me around. I managed to catch you now because you were daydreaming… Are you worried about your exam?”

			 “No. Not really.”
 “I imagine that ‘Teacher Mom’ helped you study.”

			 Her joke and the playful smile didn’t cheer up Romain. He knew that Élise had supported Frédéric when he disrupted Francine’s classes.

			 “Leave my mother out of this,” he said.

			 “Oh, come on. Don’t be so touchy. Besides, the year is almost over!”

			 He lowered his eyes so as not to see how attractive she was.

			 “Richard invited me to his party on Saturday,” she said. “Are you going to be there?”

			 She held his hand for a second, making him feel lightheaded. Before he had time to say anything, the bell rang and the school doors opened and the rush of students separated them.

			* * *

			 Francine grabbed the pile of folders, wrapped an elastic band around it, and stuffed everything in the filing cabinet. The school year was over, she was done with grading all those papers. Now she could forget about all those students. Next year would bring new names, new faces.

			 September… She preferred not to think about that now. She’d sworn she wasn’t going to be a teacher for her entire career, but now she didn’t know. After leaving Antoine, she wanted to become a principal, and she’d given herself three years to make it. This goal now seemed at odds with her private life. The courses she would need to take to become a school administrator would occupy all her free time. And then she might have to move away if she got a job in another town, another part of the country.

			 In his room, Romain was trying to master a fast-paced flamenco. He kept stopping and trying again. They’d had lunch together, in the apartment’s tiny kitchen, and he’d promised that he was going to spend Saturday afternoon and all day Sunday at Antoine’s studying, but first he wanted an hour or two to practice.

			 Francine opened her closet, wondering what to wear. Louis was going to arrive soon, on time as usual. They’d go for a ride and have a drink somewhere. That’s when she would tell him about his son’s catastrophic grades. As his homeroom teacher, she’d gone to bat for Frédéric, but the administration wanted to hold him back. No decision had been made yet. This reminded her of that Saturday morning when Louis first walked into her classroom, so attractive and so unapproachable, she’d fallen for him right away.

			 It was a terribly hot and the weatherman was calling for storms by the end of the day. She selected a tank top with narrow straps and a short trapeze skirt. Since they weren’t going to spend the evening together, Francine had an almost spiteful desire to look as attractive as possible. Of course, she understood Louis’s position. His son had just returned home and Louis wanted to let things settle down for a bit. As vulnerable and impatient as he was, he was undoubtably suffering from the situation, which he tried to control as best he could without hurting anyone. Francine couldn’t help feeling worried. And frustrated.

			 She recognized the sound of the Alfa Romeo and touched up her hair and lipstick. She opened the door before he even rang the bell, and found him on the landing with a bouquet of roses. He took her in his arms, clumsily because of the flowers.

			 “Are those because you feel guilty for not spending the night with me?” she said with a smile while taking the bouquet.

			 She’d meant it as a joke, not a reproach, but she saw him stiffen.

			 “Louis… I was only kidding. Come in.”

			 He followed her in the living room and plunked down on the sofa as comfortable as if he were home. He’d never commented on Francine’s apartment, and she was grateful for that.

			 “Would you like a cup of coffee before we head out?”

			 “Sure,” he said. Then, turning toward the hallway, he added, “What’s your son playing?”

			 Louis listened but couldn’t really make out the music.

			 “Mind if I go over?” he said, getting up.

			 He went straight for Romain’s room and slowly opened the door. He stood in the doorway for a minute.

			 “Hey there,” he said, when Romain stopped playing. “So, you’re giving the soleà a go? That’s not easy.”

			 “Yeah,” Romain admitted with a smile. “I’m having a hard time.
 “You know, above all flamenco is strumming with your thumb. Do you know Paco de Lucía? You should buy his CDs, they’re amazing. Play that C major chord again? It’s a twelve-beat cycle, don’t forget. Good… Not easy, the Andalusian cadence, hmm?”

			 Romain played the chords again, five times in a row, until Louis gave him a nod of the head.

			 “Not bad,” he said. “Not bad at all.”

			 After a brief pause, he stepped into the room and leaned against the wall.

			 “I haven’t had the chance to talk to you much since your concert. You’re talented, Romain. I don’t know what you want to do with that talent, how far you want to take it, but you have a great feel for your instrument. It’s not something you see every day. I mean, I’m not a guitar player, and it’s just my opinion…”

			 Romain’s laughter puzzled Louis.

			 “You’re too much,” the teenager said. “And very nice, thank you.”

			 “You know,” Louis said, “after high school, if you’d like to go to college in a music program, I know people in Paris and elsewhere. It wouldn’t prevent you from taking classes in other subjects. I know you’re good at math and science. Anyway, you have time to think about it. And I know that your father is not too… too enthusiastic about you playing music.”

			 Right away Louis regretted the allusion to Romain’s father. He didn’t want to appear like he was insulting him. No kid would appreciate that.

			 “Well,” he said, “I’m going to hang out with your mother now. See you soon, Romain.”

			 He joined Francine in the kitchen, and drank his coffee with her at the table. The roses were on the table in a vase that was too small for the bouquet. He imagined her eating here later tonight, by herself, with maybe the radio playing in the background. For a second he felt terribly sad.

			 “Shall we go for a ride, Ms. Capelan?” he said.

			 As they walked to the Alfa Romeo, Louis thought he wanted to take Francine for a long drive so he would have the time to tell her how much he was thinking about her. He also wanted to tell her about his fears. Was he going to be able to make everything work between them? He wasn’t sure what she was expecting exactly. He didn’t want them to have a fragmented relationship, like Tom and Alix’s. But he didn’t want to completely change their existence, especially in a way that would be to the detriment of both their sons.

			 “What’s wrong?” Francine asked Louis.

			 “Nothing.”

			 She didn’t like the way he said that, or his tone. He was retreating into himself. She stepped in front of him and blocked his way.

			 “If you’d rather go back to the house, I’d understand…”

			 She didn’t have time to add anything. He took her in his arms with such vigor he took her breath away. She snuggled against his chest, waiting for him to calm down. She could feel that he needed to talk, needed to confide in her. Very early on in their relationship she’d realized that he was extremely sensitive, which she considered a nice quality in a man. He was the complete opposite of Antoine. He was insecure about everything, including his talent as a musician. His rapport with women was complex, maybe because of Alix, or the death of his wife. Francine had been able to read his contradictory behavior and found ways, instinctively, to make him fall in love with her. He was made for her, no matter the obstacles standing between them.

			 “Are you doing better?” she asked him after a while.

			 “No,” he said, his voice now filled with happiness. “Now it’s worse; I want you…”

			* * *

			 Tom smiled as Alix was ordering. She’d selected the most expensive items on the menu, fresh foie gras and lobster. This meal was going to cost him a fortune, as expected. She’d accepted his invitation only if he got a table at the Grand Véfour. She knew full well how much it would cost there, and hadn’t chosen that restaurant by accident.

			 With a caustic smile, she asked the sommelier to point out his very best bottle of white burgundy. She’d arrived twenty minutes late. Tom had had time to drink a glass of champagne, while keeping an eye on the entrance. When she did walk in, most of the diners noticed. She wore a dark blue silk outfit that Tom had never seen before and it looked dazzling on her. She also sported a new hairstyle, one that made her look sassier.

			 “You are… stunning,” he’d blurted.

			 They were shown their table and she’d begun studying the menu right away, which gave Tom a chance to examine her. It was only after they were alone—after they’d ordered the drinks and the food— that she finally decided to look at him. Her expression was devoid of tenderness.

			 “Doesn’t look like you’ve had too much sleep lately,” she said.

			 “Well, you know how it is in my business,” he replied.

			 Long nights, drinking too much, not being to fall asleep even at dawn—all this and an insufferable loneliness had caused the dark circles under Tom’s eyes. He’d made heroic efforts not to call her for an entire week, but then broke down. Following Louis’s advice eight days earlier, he’d left Neuville House before Alix woke up, and had waited in vain for her to contact him.

			 “I’m thinking of going to a thalassotherapy spa or something like it to rest up a bit,” he sighed.

			 “Good idea! It would do you a lot of good, I’m sure.”

			 Before work made him a night owl, Tom had played sports. But that was a long time ago. Before Alix, he’d had his share of relationships too, including two failed marriages.

			 “You must be up to your eyeballs with work?” he ventured.

			 “You’ve got that right. With summer coming up and all the touring and the festivals, I’ve had to negotiate I don’t know how many contracts, a lot of them pretty measly. Sometimes I think that actors are so desperate they’ll accept any kind of deal as long as they can be on stage! On the other hand, I got a terrific deal for my heartthrob actor. Remember the photo I showed you? A nice role in a new TV series that might make him a star.”

			 She was effusive about her work. Tom watched her, as usual jumping between admiration and irritation.

			 “The video clip for Pacific is amazing!” she continued. “Have you seen it?”

			 “You know me,” Tom said. “I don’t watch much television.”

			 “Of course, Louis wanted nothing to do with it.”

			 She let go of a throaty burst of laughter, not at all embarrassed to mention her brother. He remained her prime preoccupation, and she would never deny it.

			 “I would’ve loved a few scenes of him sitting at the piano. Women from all around the world would’ve gone crazy. But you know him, he absolutely wouldn’t do it. It was as though I’d asked him to take off his clothes or something. So we had to settle with dancers and images of the ocean. But it’s gorgeous—the director we hired is brilliant!”

			 Another laugh, followed by a pause when the sommelier came with the bottle of wine.

			 “So I gather you wouldn’t have time for a vacation?” Tom said.

			 “No time at all!” she said.

			 “Not even three days?”

			 This time, she shot him a look of curiosity.

			 “What are you saying?”

			 “I’m inviting you.”

			 “To go where?”

			 “Wherever you’d like, my love.”

			 The last time they’d gone somewhere together was three years ago. Alix hated vacations, and was bored to death away from her agency. She only went away for professional reasons, and she loved those trips.

			 “I can’t, Tom,” she said.

			 He’d expected this answer, but still insisted.

			 “You can’t or you won’t?”

			 “Both.”

			 He was the one who’d tried to break up, to reject her. She simply wasn’t going to let go so easily. All of a sudden, he felt extremely tired. Why bother trying to make things work with her? She would never give him what he hoped for in a relationship.

			 “Well, too bad,” he said. “So, where are we now, you and me?”

			 He didn’t want to play games anymore. He wanted to know where he stood.

			 “We’re good,” she said. “I mean, here I am having dinner with you. But we’re not together anymore. You’re the one who wanted it that way, remember.”

			 “I was wrong.”

			 “No, you weren’t! And you’ll find a woman who is much more available than me. And younger, too. A woman you’ll be able to have a kid with. Why not?”

			 “You’re ten years younger than I am, that’s young enough! And I never wanted to have kids, except with you.”

			 They’d talked about it in the beginning but then they’d stopped because she was never really serious. Tom had always been the one making the effort, always. Alix’s need for independence was a badge of honor.

			 “Why don’t we forget about the other night?” Tom said.

			 “Easy for you to say! You’re not the one who got dumped on the sidewalk in the middle of the night! Actually, let me tell you something. You did me a favor that night. The breakup was quite a hit to my spirits and my ego…”

			 “And your heart?”

			 “Yes, that too. And I promised myself it wouldn’t happen ever again.”

			 For once, she wasn’t taunting him. She was dead serious and honest.

			 “Everybody thinks I’m this tough broad, you know. Gung-ho and all business. But things do affect me. And I never thought I’d hear you say such mean things to me: ‘Good riddance.’ Why not say, ‘Good riddance, fatso,’ while you’re at it?”

			 “Come on, Alix,” Tom muttered.

			 He was crushed, but she kept on looking straight at him, staring him down. He’d hurt her feelings, and the wound was deeper than he’d thought. She’d gotten over it, or she tried to make it seem that way, now he was condemned to suffer.

			 “Give me one more chance,” he said, in an almost inaudible voice.

			 Alix said nothing. She took a sip of wine, then picked up her utensils and attacked the foie gras. Tom didn’t know if he should stay put and be humiliated all evening or if she should get up and run away from this place. Better yet— he could topple the table on her lap before leaving. He’d put an end to it all finally, instead of trying all night to get her to forgive him.

			

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 11

			“How about this one?” Louis asked after a few bars.

			 “Coffee!” Laura answered first.

			 “Purcell,” Grégoire muttered.

			 “The game is not to name the composer,” Frédéric reminded his grandfather, “but the commercial that uses the music.”

			 “Lucky for you all,” Grégoire replied, “or nobody would’ve scored!”

			 The storm had forced them to abandon their croquet game and take refuge with this game in the music room. Louis payed a tune on the piano from memory and the others tried to guess what it was.

			 “Whatever, Grégoire,” Laura said, all smiles. “ I know that I’m winning this game, ha!”

			 Louis started to play another tune and Hugues and Laura shouted at the same time, “Aosta ham!”

			 “Verdi’s Rigoletto,” Grégoire said.

			 Louis glanced at his father and then said, “Okay. Something a bit more difficult.”

			 They listened attentively until Francine said, “Some car advertisement?”

			 “Bravo!” Louis said. It’s the music for the Alfa Romeo commercial.”

			 “We’ll grant you the point, Ms. Capelan,” Grégoire said, “but somehow I don’t think that Mozart had any sort of sports car in mind when he composed that one.”

			 Francine smiled and Louis said, “Dad, you’re getting on our nerves. Alright, Mister Know-It-All, see what you make of this.”

			 Louis launched into a piece that he played for a good minute before anyone interrupted him.

			 “An insurance company commercial?” Tiphaine said with her little girl’s voice.

			 “I don’t think so, darling,” Louis said. “But your grandfather doesn’t know either.”

			 Louis grinned at his father, who shrugged. “Come on, Grégoire—Shostakovich!”

			 A violent burst of thunder shook all the windows. The lights flickered for a moment. Sabine nestled against her mom, while Tiphaine clasped her hand on her ears. It was only six, but the sky was so dark it was as though night had fallen.

			 “I left my bedroom window open,” Frédéric said. “I’m going upstairs to close it.”

			 “Check the other rooms!” shouted Louis as his son darted out of the room.

			 Romain, sitting in the background, hadn’t participated in the game. He was too busy observing the way Louis was interacting with his piano. The young man found something disheartening about Louis’s virtuosity. Obviously, his technique was flawless, but he’d also mastered the inventiveness of the improvisations. And he wasn’t even looking at the keyboard!

			 Romain settled behind Louis, to get a better look at his hands.

			 “One last one?” he asked, a bit timidly.

			 “Sure.”

			 The sound of the Steinway was exceptional, and Louis only grazed the keys. He tilted his head toward the teen in order to observe his reaction.

			 “Perfume commercial?” mumbled Romain.

			 “Correct. And the composer?”

			 “Prokofiev?”

			 “Wonderful! Seems like you know a thing or two about classical music.”

			 Without responding, Romain cracked a smile, and went over to his mother. Frédéric was amazingly lucky, and didn’t even take advantage of it. His spoiled-brat behavior had made him turn away from studying music and playing the piano. He even bragged about that! Romain would’ve given anything in the world to grow up in an atmosphere like Neuville House. Here, music was not only Louis’s career, it was a way of life--a celebration, a reason for everyone to come together and have fun. Earlier, Sabine had hammered a few discordant notes with Louis guiding her little hands. How much was that Steinway worth, and how many times did Louis need to have it tuned?

			 Romain didn’t feel jealousy or bitterness. He loved his parents, especially his mother. He had no reason to complain about anything. There was no use making comparisons. Not when all he had to compare was one guitar, the prohibitive cost of music lessons, and his father’s reticence when it came to his passion…

			 “What time do you want me to drop you off at Richard’s?” his mother asked him.

			 Until now, he’d given little thought to the party he was supposed to go to. Richard had warned him that he’d invited Frédéric along with a whole bunch of kids from school, Élise too. Maybe they could settle the score on neutral ground, once and for all. For the past few days, they’d ignored each other every time they met. They hadn’t even made eye contact. Francine and Louis had lunch or supper together, sometimes she spent the night at the house. Once in a while Romain came over. Nobody was trying to impose anything on the boys. They were only required to treat each other cordially. Tacitly, Frédéric and Romain had decided to maintain the status quo at least in front of their parents. 

			 “Seven or so,” Romain told Francine. “Richard asked me to get there early to help him move furniture and pick out music.”

			 Francine smiled. Romain felt a wave of tenderness for her. As a mother, she was pretty strict. But she could be cool about things. She never gave him a hard time because of the length of his hair or the amount of time he spent playing the guitar. And she didn’t fuss too much when he came in a bit passed curfew when he went out with his buddies. She insisted on good grades, a clean bedroom, and no drugs. He lied to her about the drugs, since there was no way to bring it up. She’d once told him that she had zero tolerance when it came to dope—not a single joint, not a single puff, nothing. He hadn’t had the chance to explain that smoking weed was so common that saying no would actually make you look like a chump.

			 Two bursts of thunder in quick succession made everyone jump.

			 “Holy cow,” Laura said, “that was close!”

			 Violent and sudden summer storms had always terrified her. When she was a little girl, she’d ran to Louis and Alix when thunder and lightning raged. The twins were amused by her irrational fear but would make an exception and let her into their circle. They’d coddle her like a doll, and send her away as soon as the skies cleared.

			 “Are you still scared?” a sarcastic Alix asked her.

			 “There’s an excellent lightning rod on the roof,” Louis reminded her, calmly.

			 After another clap of thunder, the lights went out. Complete power outage.

			 “I’m getting the candles,” Grégoire said.

			 Francine came over to Louis and said she’d be gone for thirty minutes in order to take Romain to the party.

			 “You’re going to drive in this weather?” he said.

			 Rain was coming down sideways, crashing into the music room’s windows. Francine waved a hand as if to say “what can I do.” She took a step toward the hallway, but Louis caught her wrist.

			 “Let me go instead. Please.”

			 There was no doubt he was a better driver. Still, Francine didn’t want him to be stuck with the chore--what would his family think? She shook her head, but Louis gestured at Romain.

			 “Tell your mom to say here, and come with me.”

			 Romain followed Louis across the house. When Louis opened the front door, the wind almost slammed it back shut. They ran to the car and closed the doors at the same time, both drenched. Torrents of rain pelted the windshield. Louis turned on the wipers and the headlights, before inching down the driveway.

			 “Can’t see three feet up ahead,” he whispered.

			 In spite of the defroster going full blast, fog was covering the inside of the windshield.

			 “This is one heck of a car you have,” Romain said, admiring the dashboard.

			 “I love it! In fact, I’m crazy about cars. It’s completely immature...” 

			 He smiled like a kid. Once again, Romain couldn’t help thinking that Louis was a neat guy.

			 “Big problem,” Louis said as he stared at the closed gate in front of the car. “No power, no remote. One of us is going to have to go out there and let us out...”

			 Romain gave him a startled look, and both started to laugh.

			 Inside the house, Grégoire stood at a window looking at the Alfa Romeo stopped in front of the gate. “Going out there now is nuts,” he muttered to himself. “They should’ve waited for the storm to pass.”

			 Busy setting candles around the room, Frédéric didn’t hear his grandfather’s comment.

			 Grégoire turned to the fireplace, put a log on a stack of kindling, and lit a match.

			 Laura and Francine headed for the kitchen.

			 “I don’t know what we’re going to eat if the power doesn’t come back,” Laura said, resting her hand on the electric oven.

			 “We could broil some potatoes in the fireplace,” Francine suggested. “In the embers?”

			 “Not a bad idea... With some cold cuts and bread and a salad, it’d be perfect. Besides, it’s not like we’ve never lost power here. Every time there’s a big storm we wind up in the dark.”

			 Francine smiled and sat at the table.

			 “So,” Laura said. “Is it time for tea or for a glass of wine?”

			 “I’d have a tea,” Francine said, “but we can’t heat the water.”

			 “It’s settled, then. Wine it is.”

			 Laura got two glasses and a bottle of red, and asked Francine to open the wine while she looked for the gas lamps in the cupboard. Outside, the rain was still coming down hard, though the thunder and lightning had abated.

			 “I didn’t want Louis to go out there,” Francine mumbled, as though she was apologizing.

			 “Why not? Louis loves to drive, no matter the weather... I’m going to clean the potatoes. Want to get the tinfoil?”

			 Standing in front of the sink with her back to Francine, Laura added, “Are things getting a bit better, with Frédéric I mean?”

			 “I wish I could say yes, but I’ve no idea. I’m not sure how to approach him. I wish I hadn’t been his French teacher.”

			 “He’s really a bad student?”

			 “Well, he’s very smart, you know that. But also extremely lazy. No motivation whatsoever.”
 Francine hadn’t told Louis about his son’s disruptive behavior in class and didn’t plan on doing so. Frédéric’s last report card had caused Louis enough grief.

			 “And Romain?”

			 “It’s different. He’s more mature than Frédéric, and he works much harder. That’s how we raised him, his father and I.”

			 Laura turned off the tap and sat at the table with Francine, setting a bunch of clean potatoes in front of them.

			 “Louis did what he could,” she said. “No doubt he protected him too much, he spoiled him too. We all did…”

			 Right away Francine felt bad. She’d misspoken.

			 “No, wait!” she said. “I didn’t mean that... I mean, it’s obviously an advantage when both your parents are teachers. Plus, Romain didn’t lose his mother. My God, I wasn’t criticizing Louis as a father. In fact, the reason we met is because I called him over to school to talk about Frédéric’s grades. He looked so concerned, so worried…”

			 Francine hadn’t told anyone about her first encounter with Louis, but talking to Laura was so easy that she didn’t regret it. Especially since Laura said, “I’m very happy that he found you. He was alone for far too long.”

			 “I have a hard time figuring that one out,” Francine muttered. “How come he was alone for so long, and what made him choose me?”

			 Those were questions she’d asked herself since the beginning, and she still didn’t know the answers.

			 “You go very well together,” Laura said with a beaming smile.

			 “You think? I’m not very special, but Louis is.”

			 “You really shouldn’t put yourself down. Louis is attractive, but he’s not a charmer. He’s passionate, but far too reserved. He’s got talent, but he’s too emotional. All that can scare away women. But you, you’re grounded. And you also shine; you’re beautiful. You managed to snag him… As a matter of fact, he wasn’t even really available to women.”

			 Francine was listening, elbows on the kitchen table, with he chin in her hands.

			 “I’m not sure I’m following ,” she said.

			 “Well, he was settled into his role as a single father, perfectly okay with being alone with Frédéric and his music. I’m sure he didn’t really want things to change, even though he wasn’t happy. To tell you the truth, Louis’s rapport with women isn’t very simple. He’s guarded most of the time. And he has to deal with Alix. She has no clue of her impact on his life. It’s normal for her since they’re twins. It wouldn’t cross her mind to second-guess herself . She wants to control everything about him, occupy all the room around him. You need to know this. She’s going to give you a hard time.”

			 “Well, she’s started already.”

			 Twenty or so potatoes wrapped in tinfoil were now on the table. Francine was rolling absentmindedly while listening to Laura.

			 “Both need each other,” Laura continued, “but Alix is much more dependent, despite her authoritarian attitude. Louis can exist without her. He’s proved it already with Marianne and now with you. And, he can take refuge in his music if he feels too much pressure from his sister.”

			 “Interesting relationship…” Francine said.

			 She knew full well that Alix was her worst enemy. On the other hand, she also knew that she could win a different battle, one Alix didn’t have access to, sensuality. She’d instinctively exploited her advantage from the beginning. She’d won Louis over on the very first night.

			 “I don’t think that Alix chose her career as agent by accident,” Laura went on. “She did amazingly well in law school and could’ve become a successful attorney or even a judge. But how would she have included Louis in that world? By being his agent, she can have him to herself every single day. She can yell at him or put him on a pedestal according to her mood. And she’s in a position to keep people away from him. In other words, she has him to herself.”

			 “And what does she get out of this, exactly?”

			 “Nothing, really. But it’s not a reasonable thing, you know. She just does that. If Marianne hadn’t died in that horrible crash, things might’ve evolved differently. Alix would have probably committed to Tom if Louis hadn’t wound up alone, about to break down. Alix went to the rescue, with Tom falling by the wayside. Too bad for everybody.” 

			 Laura’s words were a godsend, the key for Francine to understand the Neuville family and her part in it. Her conflict with Frédéric would get better with time and patience, but when it came to Alix she needed a plan .

			 “Is this your point of view as a psychologist?” Francine asked.

			 “As a sister, too. And I’m telling you all this because Louis won’t, he’s too private for that.”

			 Thunder was rumbling in the distance, which made Laura smile.

			 “Storms have always made me blab,” she said. “I really like you, Francine, and I hope that the boys will get along sooner or later.”

			 Francine had the impression that Laura had read her own thoughts.

			 “It’s the only thing that scares me,” she admitted. “The rest I can deal with.”

			 “Oh, I have no doubt about that.”

			 “My sister has always given good advice,” said Louis in a soft voice.

			 Francine and Laura turned to the door and saw Louis on the threshold, his rain-soaked shirt stuck to his shoulders. Maybe he’d been there for a while. In any case, he remained perfectly still.

			 “You’re mighty nosy,” Laura said. “We were having girl talk. ”

			 “Thanks for driving Romain,” Francine murmured.

			 “No problem. Besides, now I know where the party is. I’m going to have to take Frédéric there later on. He can’t drive his scooter tonight, not in this weather.”

			 He stepped into the kitchen and glanced at the potatoes on the table.

			 “Dinner?” he asked.

			 “If there’s enough embers in the fireplace,” Laura responded.

			 “For once, Dad’s fire is going to be useful,” Louis said. “Do we have enough candles to last the evening? I called EDF and we might be without power for a while.”

			 Standing behind Francine, he delicately ran a hand through her blond curls. It was a gentle gesture, filled with such tenderness that Laura was moved. She looked at them both for a moment and then got up, grabbed a gas lamp, and left the kitchen to meet up with the others in the living room. Louis leaned against Francine and wrapped his arms around her shoulders.

			 “Did Laura say terrible things about me?” he asked. “She’s very astute. Nothing escapes her. But she’s the nicest person on earth!”

			 She pressed the back of her head against Louis, felt the wet cotton of his shirt.

			 “You should go change,” she said.

			 “Are you coming up with me?”

			 “Is that an indecent proposal?”

			 “You bet it is!”

			He laughed and held her tight, before letting a hand slide inside her T-shirt.

			 “I love the feel of your skin,” he said.

			 A voice came from the hallway. Louis stood up and Francine stiffened in her chair. One second later, Frédéric waltzed into the kitchen, followed by his cousins.

			 “We’re supposed to set the table,” Frédéric said to Francine and Louis. “You want to help us?”

			 The fact that he’d looked at them both was some concession for Frédéric. Until now, he’d always tried to disengage or downright ignore Francine.

			 “Sure!” Francine said, in a good mood.

			 When she got to her feet, Frédéric handed her a tray and started to pile plates on it.

			* * *

			 Just around midnight, the vibe at the party was great. The ones who smoked pot were already stoned and were now sprawled on the sofa or on cushions on the floor. Others were dancing at the other end of the living room.

			 With Romain’s help, Richard moved some of the furniture out of the way and stored the breakables in a closet. For once his parents were away. He wanted a party but also wanted to avoid having the place trashed. He knew how parties ended sometimes. Almost everybody was now either drunk or high.

			 Damien, who was DJing, decided that it was time for a slow jam. He’d spotted Romain and Élise chatting away in a corner and it looked like they were about to make up. The idea of the slow tune was especially good, since Frédéric wasn’t around. He was in the kitchen, where he was devouring the pizzas that had just been delivered. Weed made people hungry, everyone knew that.

			 A few seconds into the song, Élise led Romain in front of the speakers. She nestled against him, her head resting on his shoulder, and they began to sway, slowly. Élise had arrived an hour or so ago, wearing a bit too much makeup. Still gorgeous, she was set on being the center of attention. First she’d had a couple of drinks, then she’d danced for a while, and then she’d gone over to Romain and didn’t let go of him.

			 Without knowing it, Romain chose the best strategy when he had ignored Élise for the past few weeks. It wounded her pride and triggered the irresistible need to win him all over again when the boy who’d been so smitten with her refused to glance her way. After looking at all the boys in her click, she had further regretted leaving Romain. If she waited too long to do something, he might find another girlfriend. Of course, there was Frédéric. She was somewhat attracted to him, but he wasn’t as mature as Romain. Plus, he was unpredictable and, at times, still a bit spoiled.

			 “I thought you didn’t want people to think you were my girlfriend,” Romain whispered in her ear sarcastically.

			 She responded by pressing her body against his even more, her hips moving to the slow rhythm of the music. A bit surprised, Romain let her continue her seduction, curious to see where it would lead.

			 “For someone who didn’t want to go too far,” he said after a moment, “you’re pretty affectionate.”

			 His voice quivered, as the cool façade he was trying to put up was crumbling. He tried to walk away from her, but she wouldn’t let him.

			 “Why don’t you give me a kiss?” Élise said, lifting her face toward his.

			 Regardless of appearances, they were both intimidated; they were getting seriously turned on.

			 “It might break the hearts of your admirers,” he whispered.

			 Leaning against her, he felt the sudden certainty that something big was going to happen between them. She looked so determined that he was thrown into a panic. He had had sex once a year ago, but it had been too rushed to make him feel confident. He remembered the girl, older than he was and not particularly attractive. It was behind the rocks on the beach where he and some buddies had started a bonfire. Haphazard and clumsy gestures in the dark, the sudden orgasm. It would be different with Élise, and he’d have to be up to the task. They’d flirted for three months since that December evening when he’d kissed her for the first time. He knew some of her likes and almost all the contours of her body. But that wouldn’t be enough for him to be a good lover. Especially since he was certain he was going to be her first.

			 “We could go somewhere a little less noisy?” she suggested with a tight smile.

			 He took her by the waist and went over to the table where Richard was still tending bar.

			 Romain snatched a bottle of gin and said, “I’m borrowing this.”

			 The two boys traded a knowing glance, and Richard, nonchalant, said, “Why don’t you guys go up to my room. It’ll be nice and quiet in there.”

			 It was now or never—the ideal situation wouldn’t present itself again any time soon. Despite his worries, Romain felt a wave of happiness. He’d been terribly upset losing Élise and had done everything not to think about her. He really was in love with her, now he could now admit it to himself.

			 “Want to dance?”

			 A aggressive voice behind the two of them had asked the question. Élise was first to turn toward Frédéric. As she was grappling for the right response, Romain said, “Yeah, right. Like she’s going to dance with you.”

			 He still was holding Élise’s hand and still clutching the bottle of gin.

			 “What,” Frédéric said, with a tense look on his face, “you’re speaking for her now?”

			 “Listen,” Élise began. “I... I don’t feel like dancing, thank you.”

			 Her embarrassed smile made things worse. For Frédéric, it was obvious that Élise had made her choice, and he wasn’t it. He’d promised to be cool tonight, to do nothing to ruin Richard’s party but he couldn’t stand what was about to happen between Romain and Élise. Romain’s intentions were obvious; he wanted to take Élise upstairs so they could drink and have sex.

			 “You’re not going to leave the party now,” he said, in a fake friendly tone. “It’s too early!”

			 New music was playing. Damien had put on an upbeat French rock song, hoping to change the atmosphere in the room. Before anyone had time to react, Frédéric grabbed Élise’s free hand and said, “Let’s dance.” Confused, Élise almost followed him. Then Romain jumped in front of Frédéric, looking very menacing.

			 “Leave us the fuck alone,” he spewed angrily.

			 Seconds later, Romain and Frédéric crashed down on a glass coffee table.

			* * *

			 After all the rain that night, steam was rising from the ground. The air was heavy, overwhelming, and once in a while lightning crisscrossed the sky. Louis was driving with his windows down, wearing sandals. The timing of Frédéric’s call, which came earlier than expected, was far from perfect. Francine laughed, amused by the interruption. Louis, for his part, had felt completely frustrated.

			 He took a right onto the street lined with small houses and saw Frédéric on the sidewalk in front of Richard’s. The party must’ve been pretty boring for him to want to leave or he got into a nasty argument. Louis parked on the curb and was speechless when his son took a seat. Frédéric’s shirt was completely torn and he had a deep gash on his left cheek, where blood had congealed. Worst of all was the kid’s distraught demeanor, an expression he’d never seen on Frédéric before.

			 Instead of putting the car in gear, Louis pulled on the hand break and took a deep breath.

			 “What happened, buddy?” he said with all the calm he could muster.

			 Even before Frédéric opened his mouth, Louis knew the answer. How could he have been so irresponsible? Instead of making out with Francine, he should’ve thought about how those two boys were going to behave without supervision. Just because they’d been forced to behave properly in front of their parents didn’t prevent them from fight somewhere else—quite the contrary.

			 “What happened?” Louis insisted.

			 “I think you know,” Frédéric replied. His tone was arrogant.

			 “Oh, yeah! And I know that you’re not done giving me headaches!”

			 “Me? What about him?”

			 “I don’t care about Romain. This is about you. So?”

			 “So... nothing.”

			 He knew he’d messed up so his he was acting intentionally obstinate, while trying in vain to come up with a good explanation for his father. He did realize that he was responsible for the fight. He turned to the only way out available to him.

			 “This has nothing to do with you. It’s got nothing to do with Francine, either. It’s something between me and him.”

			 “A something named Élise?”

			 Frédéric bit his lower lip, which caused him more pain since his entire face was throbbing.

			 “Let’s go, Dad, please. I want to get away from here.”

			 He wanted to avoid the other kids to come out of the house and see him argue with his old man in the car.

			 “No,” Louis said. He turned off the engine and turned to Frédéric. “I want to know exactly what happened. Right now!”

			 “We beat the crap out of each other. Happy now?”

			 “Wonderful! That was such a wonderful thing for you two to do. It’s going to make things so much simpler from now on.”

			 Now that they’d both screamed at each other, they sat back and tried to compose themselves.

			 “Frédéric,” Louis said. “You promised you were going to ignore him. Did he attack you or something?”

			 “No. I’m actually the one who started it.”

			 “Why?”

			 It was hard for Frédéric to come out with the truth but eventually he did tell his father what happened. Anger had blinded him when he saw Romain back with Élise. They both grabbed each other and crashed on the coffee table and kept fighting until their friends separated and then yelled at them both.

			 “Did you clean up the mess?”

			 “Yes. The table is in pieces, though.”

			 “Tell Richard tomorrow that I’ll pay for it.”

			 Exhausted, disappointed, humiliated, Frédéric leaned against the headrest. Louis turned on the car light and examined the cut on son’s face. He said nothing and switched off the light.

			 “Still,” Frédéric sighed. “What a bitch. She’d dumped him. They weren’t even speaking to each other.”

			 “Everyone is allowed to change their minds. Besides, I hate for you to call any girl a bitch...”

			 “Well, at least I managed to break up what they were going to do upstairs.”

			 “Don’t be so petty, Frédéric. Really... And dealing with your problems by fighting, what’s that all about?”

			 “I won. He’s going to wake up tomorrow morning with a black eye, I’m telling you. He’s bigger than me, but he wasn’t quick enough.”

			 In truth, they’d each had time to throw half a dozen blows before the other boys managed to split them up. When things settled down, Élise glared at him before taking Romain to the bathroom to help him clean up. Richard had taken care of him in the kitchen, tending to his wounds while giving him an earful. Thankfully, the incident hadn’t killed the party. On the contrary, as soon as the room had been fixed up, Damien put on some popular song turned the volume way up, and had people start to dance. After he apologized once more to Richard, Frédéric his slipped out of the house, and called his father.

			 “You need to learn to control your emotions,” Louis said. He started the engine and the Alfa Romeo took off.

			 A bit of cool air came into the car, but the night was still stifling.

			 “You can’t start fighting every time you disagree with someone...” Though exasperated, Louis had uttered these words with his usual gentleness.

			 “I’m so sorry, Dad. Are you going to tell Francine? Is she at the house?”

			 “Yes, she’s there... For now, she still wants to spend nights with me. But soon we’ll be arguing because of you two...”

			 “That’s stupid!”

			 “You’re telling me!”

			 “You have to...”

			 “To what? Act as if you guys didn’t exist? Francine is going to take her son’s side. She’ll want to defend him, protect him. And that’s normal, of course. I’ll do exactly the same for you, and so we’ll have no common ground. What we could do is wait a few years, until both you and Romain leave the nest.”

			 Louis had said that last bit with a derisive tone, which Frédéric picked up on. He hadn’t thought about his father when he let letting anger get the best of him earlier. Nor did he think about poor Richard or even Élise, as a matter of fact. He’d focused solely on Romain, the ideal target for all his current frustrations. Now that the excitement had dissipated, he felt only guilt.

			 “Anyway, Dad, this story is over with. I’ve decided to forget about Élise. Romain can have her!”

			 The cut on his cheek was seeping blood, and he took a handkerchief and pressed it against the side of his face. A girl had given it to him before he left the party. He couldn’t remember her name and she wasn’t in any of his classes. Still he knew her, having seen her in the hallways hundreds of times. She seemed nice, and had these very unusual gray eyes. The handkerchief smelled of perfume, and he took a look at it. It actually wasn’t a handkerchief, but a small silk scarf. He decided he was going to save it after cleaning it. Maybe he could give it back to her one of these days? Richard had to know her and it would be easy to get her phone number.

			 Louis ‘s scattered driving betrayed his mental disarray. He probably was thinking about what he was going to say to Francine. A few blocks from their house he let go a heavy sigh, and Frédéric put a hand on his forearm.

			 “Please don’t be too mad at me, Dad.”

			 “It’s not that I’m mad, Fred. It’s just that... I really could see myself living with Francine one of these days, and now it’s compromised.”

			 A bit earlier in the evening, when they’d wound up in his bedroom, Louis and Francine had even talked about the possibility that she come live with him in a few months if Romain accepted the situation and Frédéric calmed down. She didn’t say no, but was on the fence. She didn’t completely buy the idea, but certainly wasn’t hostile to it either.

			 The front gate was still open, which meant that power hadn’t returned.

			 “Your cut doesn’t look too bad to me,” Louis said, “but we’ll see how things are tomorrow morning. Make sure you disinfect it before going to bed, okay? And toss your shirt in the garbage.”

			 When they stepped out of the car, Louis cast a glance at the house’s façade. No candlelight in any of the windows. If Francine had fallen asleep, he’d be careful not to wake her up, and he’d go take refuge in his music room. A beautiful night for composing, heavy and menacing.

			 “I left a flashlight on the entrance table for you,” he told Frédéric.

			 The ground was filled with rainwater and the air around them was sticky. On their left, at the back of the yard, an owl hooted. Frédéric and Louis stopped in their tracks, listening to the haunting sound.

			 “Do you think it’s going to storm again tonight?” Frédéric asked.

			 “I wouldn’t be surprised, with that air.”

			 Years before, Louis had organized camping trips where the entire family, except for Grégoire, slept under a huge tent bought at the army surplus. He and Alix also liked to sleep in a tent in the backyard when they were kids. Time was going by so fast.

			 “Let’s go inside,” Louis sighed. “I’m thirsty. Aren’t you?”

			 In the dark, he couldn’t see the emotion on his son’s face as he grabbed him by the shoulders and guided him gently toward the house.

			* * *

			 Antoine was seething. Francine’s visit had thrown him because she never came to the house since Romain got his moped. He was busy gardening when she parked on the curb. As he watched her at the fence he had a strange feeling of deja vu. When she lived here with him, Francine had that same graceful way of opening the door.

			 After giving him a kiss on the cheek—distant as always—she launched into an explanation that he found confusing. Romain had a fight with another boy, at one of those idiotic parties that teenagers loved so much,. He wound up with a black eye and a split lip, nothing too serious, according to Francine.

			 “Of course!” Antoine shouted, eyes raised to the sky. “Alcohol, pot, loud music, and violence. That’s what they call having fun, and you, you’re giving him your blessing. A black eye and a split lip—nothing too serious...”

			 “School is over, Antoine, he has the right to go out. A fight, at his age, it’s not such a big deal.”

			 “Right. That’s until he winds up spending the night in a prison cell. And who was the other kid? Did he have a good reason? Does he even remember what happened?”

			 She’d come ready for this conversation. She knew he was going to ask all kinds of questions, and accuse her of negligence. Romain had suggested they tell him nothing about the scrap, but she’d refused. Lying to his father in order to protect her was unacceptable. Better to stick to the truth.

			 “The other kid was Louis’s son.”

			 “Which Louis? Oh, Louis Neuville, your boyfriend...”

			 Antoine was leaning against his rake, glaring at his ex-wife.

			 “What’s this all about?” he asked. “What happened?”

			 “His son, Frédéric, who was one of my students this year, got in fight with Romain because of a girl. That’s all I know, and there’s no use making a federal case out of it.”

			 “Really? How many high school boys are enemies because of a cute girl? Hundreds! Fortunately, they don’t all get into fist fights about it.”

			 She knew what he was going to say in advance, almost verbatim. He always loved to give lectures, to preach, and this was the perfect occasion.

			 “A girl or something else,” he continued, “I suppose that they were just looking for a reason. That my son doesn’t get along with the son of your lover doesn’t surprise me one bit! At their age, they’re always competing over one thing or another, you know that as well as I do.”

			 He was sweating in the sun. He bent down to pick up a white cotton cap in the wheelbarrow filled with gardening tools. She noticed that he’d done a good job in the garden these past few months.

			 “And so the boys are trading punches,” he said. “What did you expect, my poor dear? To move in with that guy and force Romain to follow you there? A makeshift family living in absolute bliss—what a joke!”

			 Antoine let out a nasty laugh. But Francine remained calm. Nothing Antoine could say to her was worse than what she was thinking . A future with Louis couldn’t be considered at this point, as painful as it was to accept. When she woke up that very morning, birds were singing in the yard, and a ray of sun pierced the room through the drapes. Alone in the big bed, she fell in and out of sleep, convinced that Louis was already sitting at his piano. Then she showered, the bathroom window wide open, before going back to bed to laze around for awhile. She loved this room, as she loved all the other rooms there. She’d never lived in a house with so much space, so much comfort. Everything about it pleased her, the long hallways, the three staircases, the landings furnished like miniature boudoirs, the countless windows that let the sun shine on every little nook and cranny, even the general untidiness of the place. A house filled with life, huge and yet cozy, the opposite of everything she’d known until now. When Louis appeared in the room carrying a breakfast tray, she’d felt deeply happy. That was until he told her what happened between Romain and Frédéric. Nothing beyond repair, perhaps, but still a serious hindrance to the beautiful scenario she was imagining. Five minutes later she was dressed and rushed home. When she saw Romain’s face, she immediately thought that the best thing for her to do was to go see Antoine.

			 “Let me be very clear, Francine. No way am I going to allow my son to live with that musician of yours.”

			 There, he’d said it all. And it was all in character. For Antoine, musicians, artistslived on the fringe of society, and nothing could be worse than that. Since Francine wasn’t here to announce that she was moving in with Louis, she was able to retort, “That’s not what this is about, at least not now. And don’t be ridiculous—Louis is not some sort of street musician.”

			 “I don’t care what he is! I don’t want Romain to be part of that world, that’s all. I don’t want him to be tainted and have him turn into some two-bit entertainer.

			 “Antoine, come on...”

			 “I’m his father and I have a say in my son’s life, goddam it! You’ve let him get his head in the clouds with that damned guitar of his, and now what are you teasing him with? Easy money, a life of luxury? That lover of yours, that clown with his fancy sports car and his radio hits , you think he’s the right role model for a teenager?”

			 He was out of control now, screaming. Francine simply shrugged, not at all impressed by Antoine’s emotional display.

			 “Louis is a composer,” she said, “not some hack. It’s a profession as respectable as any. Sure he makes a good living, but he works hard. I don’t see how he’s a bad example for Romain.”

			 “You don’t? Well, I’m not taking that risk! Romain lives with his mother, or else it’s with me. As long as he’s a minor, that’s the way it’s going to be. If you’re not happy about it, we can go to court.”

			 Now, Antoine held all the cards and Francine was losing her cool. She wondered how he react would have been if she’d wanted his okay to move in with Louis. Fortunately, things weren’t at that point yet. For now, she simply wanted him to leave Romain alone, to not pour gas on the fire. Of course he was hurt. Replacing him with a man like Louis could only exasperate him. He’d always mocked Francine’s ambitions, her “pipe dreams” as he liked to say. When she said she longed for another life, he made fun of her. Not in a mean way, but with his own brand of common sense. Now she had Louis, and Antoine could do nothing about it. Fate had granted her an extraordinary and unexpected gift, and there was no way she was going to let go of it.

			 He threw down his rake on the grass and pushed Francine into the shade of the house.

			 “Don’t stay directly under the sun; it’s beating down... Listen, Francine, this is not just about Romain. It’s about you, too. I know you, you get easily dazzled... We’re divorced and you do what you want, but don’t get in that boat without thinking a bit! How much time is it going to take before that guy dumps you? And what are you going to do in a world like his? You think you’ll like it, that you’ll fit in? Be careful, you might be in for a big fall. You belong here...”

			 There was something disconcerting about his conviction. Maybe he really was worried for her.

			 “I don’t plan on changing anything in my life for the moment,” Francine said, trying to smile. “I’m keeping my job and my apartment. Only it might not be like that forever, and that’s all I wanted to tell you.”

			 Continuing this conversation was pointless. The problem wasn’t Antoine, but Frédéric and Romain. And now there was the added danger of what Antoine had just asked, things that she’d refused to think about until now. The day at the Pacific taping worried her, as it showed that she would have some difficulty fitting into Louis’s universe.

			 “Well,” Francine said, “I should get going.”

			 “Would you like something to drink?”

			 She shook her head, and grazed his cheek with her hand. When she turned around, she took in the garden, the abandoned rake, the grill.

			 “Romain is going to be here tonight, as planned,” she said as she reached the fence.

			 Once in her car, she glanced back at Antoine, who hadn’t moved, and at the white roughcast house behind him. She’d lived there many years. The first ones were happy enough that time had flown by--Romain’s childhood, starting at the high school where she was the youngest teacher, pleasant moments now frozen in time. When she realized that nothing would ever change, she’d got bored. Antoine needed his life to be regulated by routine and he hated any sort of upheaval. Antoine had often made her feel disheartened, made her lose her lust for the unexpected, risks, laughter. But it wasn’t his fault. He’d always been like that. She’d come to grips with it too late, and then she should’ve had the courage to leave much earlier than she had. That was her mistake. And now she had to live with those choices.

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 12

			Sitting on a corner of the desk, Louis listened to Alix with a polite little smile that betrayed his distraction. Nothing she said managed to grab his interest. In the wake of Pacific’s incredible success, the agency was bombarded with off-the-wall proposals for him. Louis declined them one after the other.

			 “I have no interest composing songs,” he reminded his sister.

			 “Okay. Why not an album, then? It’s now or never!”

			 “What kind of album? Variety, classical, avant-garde, neo-punk? You’d like me to write a bunch of little pieces, like that, helter skelter?”

			 “That’s what Pacific is—a four minute fifteen second piece!”

			 “That was an accident, Alix. A stroke of luck, a fluke. Actually, it was my reaction to fifteen nights in California bars.”

			 He put out his cigarette and lit another right away.

			 “Smoking that much is crazy,” Alix said.

			 “You’re making me nervous. I feel like you’re ready to sell me to anybody for anything!”

			 “Of course I am! I want you to take advantage of your growing popularity as much as possible. This doesn’t happen ten times in a career, you know. You have to jump on that train while it’s going by. All you’ve got to do is sit at the piano and come up with a few songs that…”

			 “So you think ‘all’ I have to do is sit at the piano? Well, you’re wrong. It doesn’t happen that way. I need a story in order to compose a piece of music.”

			 He was getting even more stubborn than usual, so Alix switch her approach.

			 “I know you. In a minute you’re going to talk to me about Puccini,” she said with gentle irony.

			 “Yes. So? He couldn’t do anything without a libretto because he was telling a story while he was composing. You understand? The scenes and the words inspire the melodies. That’s why I find writing musical scores easy. The script already exists when I’m called in. I can see the dailies. Take any opera and you’ll see the importance of the themes and narrative.”

			 “Please, Louis,” Alix said. Raising her hands to make him stop, “give me a break with your silly dream. Actually, I wish you’d write that damned opera of yours already, take an East European-sounding pseudonym and send the score to the Metropolitan or the Bolshoi! After that, maybe we’d be able to get back to real business!”

			 In an angry gesture, she rummaged through the files piled up on her desk.

			 “To sum up,” she said, dryly, “everything I’ve presented you with for the past hour is a ‘no’ for one reason or another. Did you decide to take a sabbatical?”

			 “Oh, get over yourself. I do want to meet the folks at the Gaumont Film Company. They’re serious and I’m interested in their project. Why don’t you set up an appointment next week?”

			 With a satisfied smile, Alix made a note in her agenda while Louis continued, “But first I have to see Frank James. He’s in Paris.”

			 “James is here?” she said, dumbfounded. “Why didn’t you tell me before?”

			 “So that I could read his screenplay in peace, without you pressuring me to sign a contract blind. I’m meeting him the day after tomorrow.”

			 “That’s fantastic! I’m going with you. I’m dying to meet him! Besides, you wouldn’t know how to negotiate by yourself.”

			 “We’re not talking about a contract at this point. It’s just supper between friends. And I’m taking Francine.”

			 The news left Alix speechless. Nothing Louis could inflict on her would be worse than what he just said. It had always been Alix who’d accompanied him to these dinners. The idea of being supplanted by that blonde exasperated her to no end.

			 “You cannot be serious. You’re really going to drag her with you everywhere? I must be dreaming... You know what? Come to think of it, go ahead—this way you’ll get tired of her faster.”

			 Taken aback, Louis glared at her before hopping off the edge of the desk and walking to the window. He absentmindedly looked down at the street, then planted himself in front of his sister.

			 “A whole lot of water is going to flow under the bridge before I get tired of Francine.”

			 He made the comment slowly, as though the mere thought of it made him happy.

			 Alix shot back, “Soon enough you’re going to realize that you can’t take her to this kind of meeting. If she embarrasses you, you’ll be upset.”

			 “Embarrass me? Alix, what are you talking about?”

			 She couldn’t really add anything. Her brother’s expression had changed, and she knew quite well what that meant.

			 “Who’s producing the movie?” she asked.

			 “Warner,” he answered, coldly.

			 “They drive a hard bargain and I’m going to have to be on my best game. Please don’t accept or sign anything without me.”

			 That last statement had revealed Alix’s stasurprisednd. She couldn’t tolerate the notion that Louis might deliberately separate her from his professional decision-makin.. As for Francine, Alix truly was worried. At least Marianne had been a presentable woman, as a designer she was used to the scene and could go anywhere. But that Francine was some lowly high school French teacher who’d no doubt never attended a Parisian cocktail party. She knew nothing about the world of show business and its Byzantine politics. She was going to be dead weight for Louis, and she didn’t even have supermodel looks going for her! Why had he fallen in love with her so quickly and completely?

			 “How’s Tom doing, Alix?”

			 The question stunned her. Louis was still standing in front of the desk, but he already had his car key in hand.

			 “We don’t see him at the house anymore,” he continued. “Of course, that’s none of my business...”

			 Without waiting for a reply—and without giving her his usual goodbye kiss on the cheek—Louis turned on his heels and left the office, neglecting to shut the door.

			* * *

			 “That’s your father playing?” the girl said once more.

			 Her beautiful gray eyes widened even more, and she shook her head.

			 “Man, he’s pretty good!”

			 Since the French doors were open, the music traveled to the veranda where the three teens were hanging out.

			 “He’s not ‘pretty good,’” Richard said. “He’s a pro. A composer. The guy who composed Pacific? That’s him.
 “No way!”

			 This time, she turned to Frédéric and studied him, as though he was responsible for the hit. He suppressed a smile, happy she’d known nothing about his father and wasn’t here for that reason. Richard had arrived at Notre-Dame-de-la-Mer thirty minutes earlier, along with beautiful Nadège. Richard had a perfectly innocent smile and an ironclad alibi. Both their bicycles were leaning against the chestnut tree by the driveway.

			 “This is an awesome house...” Nadège said. “If I had a place like this, I wouldn’t want to go away on vacation.”

			 “It’s not like I have a choice,” Frédéric sighed. “I have to go to this stupid language camp at the end of July.”

			 “And between now and then?”

			 Nadège was smiling at Frédéric, which made him stammer.

			 “Well... Nothing... How about you?”

			 “I’m going to to the beach at La Baule, in August.”

			 Richard sipped his soda with an indifferent expression, secretly pleased to see those two get along so well. The day after the party, Nadège had called him to ask if he could hook her up with that good-looking guy who’d gotten in the fight, and he’d jumped at the chance. If Frédéric stopped obsessing about Élise, there would be a lot less tension and trouble.

			 “Why don’t we go to the movies tonight, the three of us?” he suggested, offhandedly.

			 The other two, gazing into each other’s eyes, simultaneously said yes.

			 “So,” Richard asked, “what did Ms. Capelan say about the other night?”

			 He’d been dying to know but he hadn’t dared call Frédéric in case his old man picked up. A fistfight was the number one thing that made parents very unpleasant. For his part, he’d said nothing about it to his folks.

			 “I only saw her the day after,” Frédéric said, “and she said nothing about it. Not a word.”

			 Which wasn’t necessarily a good thing. Francine’s attitude towards him was the same, no doubt because she didn’t want to upset Louis and make things worse. It was a heavy silence for, Frédéric. He would’ve preferred a talk, even a stormy one.

			 “And my dad was pretty cool about it, just a quick speech. I realize now that the fight complicated his life.”

			 “Same for Romain,” Nadège said. “You should’ve seen his face two hours later!”

			 She started to giggle, expressing no compassion. Quite the contrary, she winked at Frédéric.

			 “I mean,” she said, “you really gave it to him. Looks like it’s not a good idea to step on your toes. You like that tease Élise that much?”

			 “No,” Frédéric. “Besides, she’s a backstabber.”

			 Richard rolled his eyes. Being close to both Romain and Frédéric had put him in an insufferable position for too long.

			 “You know what Aristotle said: ‘A friend to all is a friend to none.’ But I don’t want to choose between you and Romain. And I don’t want to have to hear you guys badmouth each other.”

			 “I didn’t say anything!” Frédéric said.

			 “Not today, no. I’ll give you that.”

			 “And you know why? As far as I’m concerned, the fight is over. I punched him in the face, I was itching to do it. He can keep Élise. I don’t care.”

			 He meant it sincerely and had surprised himself. Nadège’s presence made him feel good, stimulated him, changed the way he saw things. Maybe the summer wouldn’t be so bleak after all.

			 “Isn’t it a bit strange to live with one of your teachers?” Nadège asked.

			 “She hasn’t moved in yet, thank God!”

			 “On the other hand,” said the girl with a mischievous smile, “you’ve got plenty of room...”

			 Frédéric gave her a sideways glance. Small nose, pretty mouth, auburn bangs that fell just above those magnetic gray eyes, and bright-white teeth. A very attractive girl who he’d never noticed her because he’d been obsessing over Élise.

			 “We could go into town now,” Frédéric said, “and eat a hamburger somewhere before the movie. I’ll let my father know.”

			 In a single bound, he got up and bolted toward the front door. First he went up to his room, where he put on a clean shirt, and then he ran to the music room.

			 “Dad,” he shouted, barging in, “can I go out tonight?”

			 Louis stopped playing, his hands dangling above the keyboard. He was so immersed in his music that Frédéric had to repeat his question.

			 “Sure, if you’d like…”

			 The teen went over to the piano and put a hand on his father’s shoulder.

			 “I’m sorry I interrupted you.”

			 “Doesn’t matter, buddy. I’ve been at this one for hours and I’m sick of it. Where are you going?”
 “To the movies, with Richard and a friend. A girl.”

			 “What movie?”

			 “I don’t know.”

			 “And the girl…”

			 “Her name is Nadège and she’s on the veranda,” Frédéric said.

			 Louis got up, took a few steps in order to stretch. He looked tired and his son felt a surge of tenderness for him.

			 “You’re alone tonight? Francine’s not coming over?”

			 “Since when do you want Francine around?”

			 Intended as a playful quip, Louis realized that the question actually sounded harsh.

			 “Here,” he said. “Your allowance.”

			 Louis dug in his jeans pocket and pulled out a few bills that he handed to the young man.

			 “Don’t stay out too late,” he said. “I don’t like you to be on the roads at night.”

			 Since Frédéric wasn’t moving, Louis pushed him toward one of the French doors.

			 “Go on,” he said. “Enjoy yourself.”

			 “What are you going to do?” Frédéric asked.

			 “I’m going to work some more, I’m not done yet. But don’t worry. I’m fine, and I have stuff for supper…”

			 His smiled convinced Frédéric he was okay, and the kid took off. Louis went back to the Steinway and he looked at it, perplexed. Did he really feel like spending more time on a piece that gave him so much trouble? Still standing, he tapped a few notes on the keyboard with one hand, then stopped to stretch his aching back. Francine was spending the evening with Romain, as she did every other day. He could’ve called her or driven over to the apartment, but he preferred not to disturb them. According to her, Romain was still mad at Frédéric, which couldn’t be blamed. He had no doubt those two would never be able to live under the same roof.

			 Disheartened, Louis went out in the yard to make sure the gate was shut. On the veranda table, he found the empty glasses and cans of soda--his son’s usual mess. He lit a cigarette before sitting down in the lawn. The grass was noticeably too long, and was beginning to yellow. Up ahead, the house looked gigantic in the orange sunset. On another late June afternoon, ten years earlier, he’d asked Marianne if she wanted to live here. She’d loved the idea immediately. What would he have done if she’d refused? He’d loved Marianne, and he probably would’ve respected her choice, but he would’ve found another way to keep the house with Alix and Laura. It was an oasis for him, where he’d always adored composing and almost always found inspiration.

			 On his back, shading his eyes with his hand, he gazed up at the slate roof lit up by the sun’s last rays. Here he was at forty, having led a pretty good life so far. Sure, he’d lost his wife and hadn’t done perfect a job raising his son. He raised him with a lot of love but sometimes he lacked judgment. He had to put up with his twin sister’s tyranny, had failed to write the opera he’d always dreamed about, and had unwillingly sold out his real talent. But he did make a very good living and had never shirked his responsibilities as a father, a brother, and a son. And he had composed a few pieces that he was truly proud of, even though they were destined to be abandoned on his piano without ever being performed.

			 He had everything he needed, except Francine, who became more important to him by day. He’d barely noticed her when she came over to give Frédéric French lessons, but now she completely enthralled him. With Marianne, he’d never felt anything of the sort. Love, complicity, yes but he’d never needed her. He needed Francine, her stability and her serenity, the violent desire he had for her. He needed to protect her, as well as place himself under her control. He needed to abandon his defenses one after the other and let himself be open, for once, instead of hiding behind notes.

			 The phone was ringing inside but he didn’t move. If it was Alix, he preferred not to pick up. He’d hated her cruel comments the other day. That Francine was not a socialite didn’t bother him at all. She wasn’t supposed to be some sort of escort or press agent for him. On the contrary, he hoped that she’d never change. In any event, he felt good lying in the grass this way, he didn’t want to move.

			* * *

			 Resigned, Romain had to put up with the sales lady’s compassionate smile. The welt under his left eye had gone from blue to yellow, his cheek wasn’t as swollen, but he still looked like someone who’d taken a beating. Frédéric’s quick violence had surprised Romain. If their friends hadn’t stopped them, he eventually would’ve won the fight.

			 Standing in front of the mirror, his mother waited for him to say something. She’d insisted that he come shopping with her, convinced that he’d give her good advice.

			 “I like the other one better,” he finally said. “Don’t you?”

			 “Try it on again,” the sales lady suggested. Her patience seemed to be limitless.

			 Francine disappeared in the fitting room for a moment, and then stepped out wearing an elegant dark blue outfit.

			 “You look super,” Romain said.

			 “The young man is right,” the saleslady said.

			 After one last look in the mirror, Francine nodded. Louis hadn’t told her exactly what this evening in Paris was all about, except that they were meeting some American film director in a luxury hotel. When asked, Romain had tried to explain to her that Frank James was a director known for his excesses. His movies were often controversial, but he’d also won a lot of prestigious prizes.

			 Francine paid for the clothes wondering whether she’d made the right choice. Then she suggested that they go out to eat.

			 “Your father would say that I’m throwing money out the window,” she said once they got to the restaurant.

			 Right away she regretted making the comment. She’d promised herself, after she left Antoine, never to say bad things about her ex in front of her son, not even indirectly.

			 “I’m just kidding,” she said. “Money is hard to come by.”

			 She knew too well, having to manage her budget with pretty limited means. They ordered salmon cream tagliatelle with a bottle of rosé from Provence, and then Romain asked, “You’re not going to the hairdresser, I hope?”
 “No, I didn’t plan to…”

			 “Good. You look much nicer when your hair is natural, without a ridiculous blowout. And I like those locks that are a bit long, there…”

			 He reached out and grazed her hair.

			 “I’m sure you’re going to have a great time tonight,” he said. “If you want, we can stop at the video store on the way home so we can get one of James’s movies. That way you’ll know what he’s about!”

			 Moved by her son’s kindness, Francine gave him a tender smile. Since the beginning of her relationship with Louis, Romain had been her ally against all odds, in spite of Antoine and especially in spite of Frédéric.

			 “And since you’re fully bilingual, you have nothing to worry about.”

			 For many years, she studied English, a hobby that her ex-husband had supported completely. She read and spoke the language fluently and had never stopped perfecting her skills, even subscribing to an English newspaper.

			 “Say, Mom…” Romain said in a hesitant voice.

			 He let his sentence trail off, and began fiddling with his knife, head lowered. When he finally lifted his eyes to his mother, she caught a glimpse of his anguished expression.

			 “You have a problem, my love?”

			 “No… Just something I need to ask you…”

			 His embarrassment was worrisome as he was always very direct. Francine patiently waited for him say what was troubling him.

			 “Since you’re not going to be home tonight, I thought… I mean, I suppose that you’ll be sleeping at Louis’s?”

			 Typical for teenagers, he had a hard time bringing up the topic. She saw her son blush.

			 “Yes, I’ll be back home tomorrow at noon or so. We might go to bed very late tonight.”

			 Her eyes still on him, she took a sip of rosé. She was almost certain what he was going to ask her, but she knew better than to guess.

			 “Would it be okay with you if I invited a girl over to the apartment tonight?”

			 There, he’d said it. Francine right away felt a twinge of sadness. Romain was seventeen. He was quickly turning into a very handsome man who would become a stranger.

			 “For dinner and the night? Yes, it would be okay.”

			 “It’s Élise,” he whispered.

			 Now he was being forthright, like himself. With his mother gone for the night, he would take the opportunity to finish what he’d started at Richard’s. Since that terrible evening, Élise had been perfect. She and Romain had seen each other twice and they’d flirted like crazy. He didn’t want her first experience to be rushed, like his had been. He preferred having time, a relaxed atmosphere, a real bed. He was too in love with her to risk disappointing her.

			 “You deserve it, I suppose,” Francine said, calmly.

			 She wondered whether she should say anything more. Her son was mature enough so she could trust him and yet she was hesitant to do so. Antoine hadn’t had the talk with Romain, she’d bet anything on it.

			 “Well, there’s all kinds of things to eat in the fridge,” she said. “And in the bathroom, in the cabinet, you’ll find a box of…”

			 “Yes, I know, Mom.”

			 “Okay, good. And don’t forget to use one, for you as well as for her.”

			 Relieved, she smiled at him once again. She had a stupid urge to take him in her arms and reassure him, cuddle him even. He would never be a little boy again. There would be arms other than hers from now on. It wasn’t his mother he needed now.

			 “To Élise,” she said, raising her glass.

			 Romain did the same, smiled at her and said, “To Louis.”

			 “Why do you say that?” she asked, a bit worried.

			 “Because I like him.”

			 Louis had been classy enough to call him the day after the fight, just before Francine got home. He’d apologized and had asked how Romain was doing, hoping he wasn’t in too much pain. He didn’t mention Frédéric, of course he would take his son’s side no matter what. But he addressed Romain like an adult.

			 After emptying their glasses to the last drop as though they were sealing a deal, Francine asked for the bill.

			* * *

			 At about seven in the evening, Alix realized that she had nothing really to do, which was extremely rare for her. No dinner date, no premiere, no urgent phone call to make. Her assistant had left, the agency was empty.

			 Pensive, she looked at her agenda and noted the meetings she had scheduled for tomorrow. It was going to be a full day. The smart thing would be to go home early and relax. Only, there was nothing to eat at her place other than coffee and crackers. She spent virtually no time in her duplex, mostly living either at the agency or at restaurants.

			 The ambient silence drove her mad, so she picked up her things and buried them in her handbag. When she stepped out of the building, she was surprised at how hot it still was. Summer was soon going to be here alongside the longest days of the year, the ones you don’t want to spend alone. She walked to her car parked two blocks away, and found the inevitable ticket under her windshield wiper. She thought of driving to Notre-Dame-de-la-Mer, but remembered that Louis wasn’t going to be there. Tonight he was meeting Frank James. Without her…

			 Traffic on the Champs-Élysées was horrible and even though the windows were down, the air in the MG was stifling. Instead of heading for her apartment, she turned on la Concorde to reach the Boulevard Saint-Germain. Might as well go have supper at Grégoire’s, where she didn’t have to call in advance. Of course, she could’ve given Tom a call, but she preferred to keep him in the dark. Every time he called her, she found an excuse to turn down his invitation. She’d only accepted one lunch date in eight days, satisfied to see him really suffering from their separation. She was going to make peace with him after he paid for their pseudo-breakup long enough.

			 In Luxembourg, she had to drive around for a long time before she found a parking spot. At eight she finally rang the bell at her father’s. Laura opened the door, bemused to find her sister on the landing.

			 “What’s wrong?” she said.

			 “Nothing at all. The smells from your cooking wafted all across Paris and into my office, so I decided to invite myself.”

			 “Good. We actually were about to sit at the table. Come…”

			 With Laura, things were simple. She never asked questions. Grégoire was also surprised by his daughter’s impromptu arrival. Hugues just set an extra plate on the table.

			 “We’re having braised ham with Madeira sauce and broccoli gratin,” Laura said. “Is that okay?”

			 “Sounds amazing,” Alix whispered.

			 A sudden pang of sadness overcame her, leaving her lost. She knew this dining room intimately, this apartment, her nice little nieces who were smiling at her. No one had asked her why she was here, nobody pestered her about it. Why did a busy 40 year old woman feel the need to take refuge among her family instead of going home? She raised her eyes to the wonderfully rococo glass chandelier that had lit the meals of her childhood. How many times had she sat at that same table, next to Louis, involved in one of their endless conversations? At age ten, they were both chatterboxes, what had make Grégoire and their mother laugh, as well. Her mother’s memory was a blur now. She’d died right after Louis’s wedding, before Frédéric’s birth, when the twins were twenty-three and Laura only eighteen.

			 “Come on,” Hugues said, “have some food.”

			 Snapping out of her reverie, Alix reached for the ham dish. She’d had no reason to think about her mother. She was very good at pushing any memories to the back of her mind, always busy thinking about tomorrow instead of the past.

			 “Business is good?” Grégoire asked her.

			 “Too good! I’m drowning in work.”

			 “And what about Tom? Have you heard from him?”

			 Laura stared daggers at her father, who put up an air of perfect innocence.

			 “He’s doing fine,” Alix said, lightly.

			 Tom wasn’t bothering her now, she was at least certain of that. She took a few bites of the ham topped with a mushroom sauce which she thoroughly enjoyed.

			 “I hope that Louis is not going to do anything foolish when he’s with that American director,” she suddenly blurted. Accept some bad deal or something.”

			 “He won’t,” Grégoire said. “Trust him.”

			 While she went for a second helping of ham, Alix didn’t notice Grégoire, Laura, and Hugues giving each other knowing looks. It was obvious why Alex had joined them tonight.

			* * *

			 Frank James made quite a splash when he arrived at the Scottish bar in the basement of the Plaza-Athénée, Tall and gangly, dressed in a badly rumpled alpaca suit, his pale blue eyes in stark contrast with his tanned face. James looked like what he actually was: an American movie director on a business trip in Paris. He was accompanied by Billy, head still shaved, wearing tight white jeans with a notepad sticking out of the front pocket of his shirt.

			 “Hello!” Frank screamed as soon as he spotted Louis.

			 He ran to him, leaving Billy in his wake. He came to a screeching halt when he saw Francine.

			 “The real blonde?” he said, pointing at her. “Ah, Lou-iss, you have better taste in women than in music!”

			 His howling laugher must’ve been heard all the way up the street. Nonplussed, Francine held out a hand. Frank bowed and grazed the tips of her fingers like a perfect gentleman. As he straightened up, he gave Louis a vigorous slap on the back, obviously enjoying their reunion. Discreet as always, Billy nodded to no one in particular.

			 “Champagne?” Louis suggested.

			 “French?”

			 “Certainly not the Californian swill you call ‘champagne’…”

			 Louis flashed his irresistible kid’s smile that came out when he was truly happy.

			 “That sounds good to me,” Frank said. “And where are you taking me for supper? I don’t want to go anywhere stuffy and pretentious. What I really feel like is tasting your abominable cheeses. After that, we’re barhopping, if Madame is okay with that, it goes without saying…”

			 Frank let his gaze land on Francine, as if to make sure she understood English.

			 “That sounds like a great plan to me,” she said, without a trace of a French accent.

			 “You speak better English than Louis,” Frank said. “He butchers everything.”

			 Louis got up and asked the bartender to make a reservation for four at Androuët’s. When he came back, he had a cigarette in his hand. Billy gave him a light while Frank continued chatting with Francine.

			 “And so, here I am taking him to L.A.’s most secluded bar, the most expensive, too, because you can smoke in there and Louis has to smoke. You have no idea how much the owner of that bar has bribe the cops so they’ll turn a blind eye when they see cigarette smoke coming out of the place. In California, tobacco is considered much worse than weed. Anyway, what does your little friend do once we get there? He makes a big, rowdy scene! And all because a fine, gigantic athlete put his hand on his shoulder. Nowhere else, just the shoulder. Well, Lou-iss here utters a five-word sentence, for once in real English, with three curse words in it!”

			 Frank spouted the story quickly, testing Francine without giving Louis time to intervene. He was thrilled when she burst out laughing.

			 “And how did the athlete feel about it?” she asked.

			 “We didn’t stick around to find out!”

			 Frank grabbed his glass of champagne, downed it, then turned to Louis with an amused expression.

			 “I want another,” he said. “You guys drink in such tiny, little glasses! So, Louis, are you happy to work with me again?”

			 “I didn’t say yes,” Louis replied.

			 “I knew you’d be thrilled!”

			 Louis gestured at the bartender and then said, “It’s going to be a nightmare…”

			 “Especially since I know exactly what I want.”

			 “Really? That’s a surprise.”

			 “Something light, like Wagner!”

			 Once again, his laugh halted every conversation in the bar. Louis leaned toward Frank and asked, in a low voice, “So, what’s your romantic movie about?”

			 “It’s a story about vampires.”

			 “Vampires?”

			 Louis looked at Francine, then at Billy, then at Frank’s once-again empty glass.

			 “I was expecting Gone with the Wind,” he said, “not Dracula!”

			 “What, Lou-iss? Ever heard of Coppola? He made a great vampire movie. Then there’s the one with Tom Cruise and Brad Pitt. That was awesome! My vampire is a remarkable guy, very sad because he’s been bored for centuries.”

			 “Amen,” Louis sighed.

			 “I’ve found a medieval castle, in the Dordogne region. That’s where we’re going to shoot the movie.”

			 “Why Wagner? Why not Mozart’s Requiem? It seems more appropriate to me.”

			 “That or whatever you come up with. I want something… disturbing, filled with anguish. We’re talking about a main character who’s terribly cruel…”

			 “Frank…”

			 “Don’t start arguing with me now, we’ll have plenty of opportunities to do that when you’re sitting at the piano. So, are we going out to eat or are we going to be stuck here all night?”

			 He’d gotten up. Excessively tall, he looked tired, though his eyes were on fire. He held out a hand to Francine. Standing next to him, her head didn’t even reach his shoulder.

			 “Do all French women dress as well as you?” he asked.

			 “It’s a question of fashion, taste, and money,” she said.

			 “And looks, too. You’re beautiful. What’s missing, though, is a little hat.”

			 “French women haven’t worn hats since the Liberation. You’re fifty years too late.”

			 “Impossible!” he said, chuckling. “California is always ten years ahead of the rest of the world!”

			 Francine headed for the exit, followed by Billy. Frank stayed a couple of steps behind with Louis. He wrapped his arm around his shoulders and said, “I like her a lot. She’s cheerful, positive—the total opposite of you. She make you happy?”

			 “Very happy and very worried.”

			 “Good! This way you’ll do great work. Please plan to spend a month on this. I want you on location to watch some of scenes being shot.”

			 Louis didn’t even try to argue. He knew he was going to work and that Frank was going to give him a horrible time, but in the end he was going to come up with music they’d both be proud of.

			 From Avenue Montaigne, they walked to Rue Arsène-Houssaye. The early evening air was pleasant. It was still daylight, and the sidewalks were crowded. At Androuët’s, going over the menu sparked an animated discussion. Francine explained to the two Americans the different types of French cheeses. Her vocabulary seemed limitless. Louis understood only every three works, but smiled as Francine spoke with such confidence. He hadn’t been worried about her, but he was very pleasantly surprised by English. Even reserved Billy seemed to fall under Francine’s spell.

			 Breads and salad accompanied the cheese, but Frank was more interested in drinking the Château Lalande-Pomerol that Louis had selected. When he bit into a muenster with a particularly sharp taste, he pushed his plate away with disgust.

			 “Man, that stuff,” he said, “it’s like it’s been rotting for two months.”

			 “It’s delicious,” Billy said eating enough for two.

			 Frank glared at his assistant then shrugged and said, “Where are you taking us now, Lou-iss?”

			 “I don’t know any gay bars, but I could find out.”

			 “No, no, Francine wouldn’t have fun in a place like that.”

			 “Okay, then,” Louis said. “I know where to go. If it’s only a matter of getting drunk, it’s no problem.”

			 When the maitre d’ handed Louis the check, Frank leaned over to see the total.

			 “That much for cheese!” he said, chuckling. “But you can afford it, you wrote that horrific Pacific—because of me! I hope that success is not going to be an excuse to raise your rates?”

			 “How dare you talk money at the table?” Louis said, in mock anger. “Your producer and my agent will take care of that.”

			 He got up first and asked a waiter to call a cab. Still very comfortable, Francine was chatting with Billy about fashion. Not only was she entertained, she was at the heart of the conversation. Alix would’ve be too if she’d been here, but in a much more artificial manner. Louis had gone through some pretty painful business meals in her company, all of which made him feel like he was some sort of consumer product. Alix did a great job of selling him, never wondering whether he’d be able to deliver the goods. Blind confidence in his talent as a musician or simple business bravado? Louis couldn’t tell.

			 When Francine climbed into the cab, her skirt exposed her thighs giving Louis an irresistible urge to kiss her, or at least touch her. But Frank sat between the two of them, while Billy occupied the front seat with the driver. The ride ended on the Left Bank, in front of Tom’s club. Inside, they headed upstairs to a calmer room that looked down on the dance floor.

			 “I want some whisky!” Frank shouted in Louis’s ear.

			 “What, no rubbing alcohol tonight, no absinthe?”

			 He left the table in search of Tom, and Frank had a sly smile on his face as he watched him walk away.

			 “We’re going to have a great time on this production,” he told Francine. “When I tell Louis what I expect of him, he’s going to blow a fuse!”

			 “It’s really about vampires?”

			 “It’s even worse than that.”

			 “One thing is certain—you like topics that are…”

			 “The topic doesn’t matter. It’s the way you handle the camera that’s important.”

			 That afternoon she’d watched one of his movies with Romain. It was harsh and violent, but it kept her on the edge of her seat until the final credits.

			 “Why did you pick Louis?” she said.

			 “Because he’s one of the most talented musicians I know. And also because he’s fairly malleable. Since he’s not convinced of his own talent, it’s still possible to make him reach deep down inside.”

			 Frank spoke with cynicism but his pale gaze remained mischievous.

			 “In my business,” he continued, “music is critically important. A great score can save a mediocre movie. Any idiot can see that his score to Setting Sun is brilliant, filled with original stuff. As soon as I heard it, I knew I wanted to work with the guy who composed it. I bought all of Louis’s CDs, but most of his work is way too classical. He doesn’t take any risks, coasting on what he knows best. I push him. I force him to go beyond those boundaries he’s set for himself.”

			 He extricated a small tin from the inside his breast pocket that contained a cigar. He examined it for a bit and asked, “May I?”

			 “Sure,” Francine said.

			 “Would you like Billy to dance with you?”

			 “I’d like that. But first, I want a drink.”

			 “Yes. That damned cheese made me thirsty!”

			 He understood that she didn’t want to leave him alone. Her excessive politeness amused him. He leaned her way and looked at her with such intensity that she felt embarrassed.

			 “Francine,” he said. “Let me be honest with you. If Louis was twenty years younger… Or even ten…”

			 Deliberately, he didn’t finish his sentence, his eyes still on Francine. Billy reacted, turning to them. But she ignored him.

			 “And you think I’d stand around and do nothing?” she said.

			 Frank’s enormous laugh surprised Tom, who was coming over with Louis and a waiter. Still laughing, the American was holding Francine’s hand in his, as though he was congratulating her. Louis wondered what they’d said to each other that made them look so happy. After the introductions, Frank gulped down the whisky that the waiter had just set in front of him.

			 “It would go faster if you used an IV,” Louis told him.

			 The bottle was on the table, and he poured Frank another glass. Billy got up and bowed in front of Francine.

			 “Are you going to be jealous if they dance together?” Frank asked.

			 Louis simply smiled, looking at Billy and Francine heading for the staircase.

			 “She looks great,” Tom said.

			 Francine’s dark blue outfit shimmered in the club’s lights and emphasized her petite figure, her long legs, her beautiful hair.

			 “Are things getting better?” Tom asked Louis, in French.

			 “No, worse. Fred and Romain got into a fist fight the other day. Can you believe it? What about you? With Alix?”

			 “Nothing. It was rough going for a while. For me, I mean. But I’m beginning to get used to it. I realized that I can live without her. I wouldn’t have bet five francs on that last month!”

			 He said it in a sad and sincere manner. Frank was looking at the dance floor below, where fifty people were frantically dancing to some reggae tune. Billy and Francine seemed to be having fun, ignoring the younger crowd going crazy around them.

			 “Your American,” Tom said, leaning toward Louis, “that’s not how I’d imagined him.”

			 “He’s not really what I’d call a friend, you know.”

			 Louis had been careful not to drink to much, knowing that he couldn’t keep up with Frank. Still, he was beginning to feel tired. He remembered passing out in Los Angeles without having the strength to get undressed.

			 “Where can we go after we leave here?” he asked Tom. “It’s only two in the morning; there’s no way he’s going to want to go back to his hotel room now.”

			 “Go to the Petit Journal. It’s not as noisy as in here.”

			 Frank had tired of watching the crowd and he was back facing them. As he was reaching for the bottle, the opening notes of Pacific blasted out of the speakers. From behind his console, the DJ waved at Louis, who he’d just recognized.

			 “The guy is doing that for your sake?” Frank asked.

			 “We play this song ten times a night,” Tom answered, in English.

			 The American shook his head, a look of disgust on his face.

			 “You never should’ve attached your name to that song,” he said. “You’re going to wind up composing elevator music if you keep it up! Your agent didn’t think of making you use a pseudonym? Then he’s incompetent. You should fire him or he’s going to screw up your career.”

			 Stunned, Louis fumbled for a reply. Frank was serious. He spoke with the unequivocal and professional tone he used on the set. For his part, he never made concessions. His movies had proved him to be provocative, a boundary pusher, amoral, morbid even. He never took the easy route, and was now an elite director who could get any project funded. 

			 Tom wasn’t moving. He was as startled as Louis by the severity of Frank’s pronouncement. He was extremely happy that Alix wasn’t there to hear it. Frank cracked a mocking smile.

			 “Lou-iss,” he said, “don’t be so shocked. Don’t tell me you didn’t think about it yourself. You never should listen to people, you know that, especially those who make money off you. Come, drink with me.”

			 Frank filled three glasses and grabbed his with a steady hand. Alcohol seemed to have no effect on him. He remained clear-minded, acerbic. Himself. Reluctantly, Louis took a sip of his drink and then leaned over the table.

			 “My agent,” he said calmly, “is my twin sister. She’s also Tom’s girlfriend.”

			 If he thought that the revelation was going to embarrass Frank, he quickly realized that it wasn’t the case.

			 “My God,” he said, laughing, “what a small country this is! You guys really have to keep everything in the family? How do you expect to make things work properly?”

			 He was still laughing when Billy and Francine came back to the table. They were both dying of thirst and out of breath. Francine let herself drop on the leather seat, right next to him. Louis seemed to be in a good mood, in high spirits even though he’d been hammered by Frank’s brutal honesty. In a spontaneous and tender gesture, Louis held her by the waist so they’d be touching. He felt how hot she was from the dancing, how fast her heart was beating. With his free hand, he poured some Perrier in a tall glass and handed it to her. He watched her drink until she set her eyes on him.

			 “What about me?” he said. “Want to dance?”

			 Nobody, not even Marianne, had ever made him fell this. Francine moved him at the most unexpected moments. He let go of her so they could stand up and took hold of her hand. Frank’s mocking voice stopped him from going any further.

			 “Oh no! This one is for me. May I?”

			 The American let Francine go first, and he said with the largest grin he could muster, “You really are too romantic, Lou-iss!”

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 13

			Romain ran the rag over the kitchen table one more time. Taking a last glance around, he made sure everything was up to snuff. No one would suspect that they’d had a candlelight dinner here last night. As for breakfast, he’d brought it to Élise in bed.

			 He took a clean mug from the dish tray and poured himself a bit of coffee. Élise had left an hour ago. She’d told her parents that she was spending the night at her best friend’s house. Her first night as a young woman. Romain felt he’d done well. He’d been patient, even though he was also a novice.

			 The washing machine was humming in the background. Romain had put the sheets in the machine a few minutes ago. Distracted, he observed the soapy bubbles in the laundry. He was most thrilled by how Élise had said his name. It filled him with ecstasy when they were making love, and just before she fell asleep.

			 “Romain. Are you there?” she’d whispered.

			 He didn’t hear his mother come home. She stepped into the kitchen and went over to her son.

			 “Everything okay?” she asked, running a hand through his hair.

			 The question made Romain smile. 

			 “Very, very good,” he said, slowly.

			 Francine took a step back and gave her son the once-over. Her grownup son, in love.

			 “Any more coffee?” she asked.

			 She didn’t want to ask any specific questions. He would talk about things if he felt like it.

			 “Did you come home late?” he asked.

			 Francine was wearing one of Louis’s T-shirts, making her look even more petite and mischievous. She took off her shoes and felt the cool of the linoleum floor.

			 “Five in the morning,” she said. “I can’t remember the last time I did that!”

			 “And Frank James, how is he?”

			 “Almost impossible to describe. He’s cynical, bossy, horribly American, but with so much charisma everybody falls under his spell. He’s going to make a vampire movie here in France and Louis is supposed to compose the music. They’re going to shoot the movie in Dordogne, and if you feel like heading down there for a weekend, we’re invited.”

			 “You’re kidding…”

			 Stunned, he made sure his mother wasn’t pulling his leg, and then burst out laughing.

			 “That’s amazing, Mom!”

			 He handed her a cup of coffee and she sat down.

			 “You should have a nap,” Romain suggested.

			 “You too, right?”

			 They looked at each other with tender complicity. She said, “We should both have a nap and then we’ll have lunch. What time to do you have to set up?”

			 Romain and his band were performing that night as part of the town’s Music Fest. Another sleepless night ahead, but he was thrilled about it. Élise had promised to be there early and stay with him the entire evening.

			 “Are you coming to the show?”

			 “Yes, of course.”

			 “What about Louis?”

			 He asked the question in a detached way that still felt forced Maybe Louis’s opinion mattered more to him than he was ready to admit.

			 “He’s supposed to meet up with me at eleven.”

			 Nothing was simple when it came to their sons. Frédéric wanted to go to the Fest, like every other teenager in town. Louis had promised to drive him there, and then take him home.

			 “We’re going together. He’s eager to see you and your band play. But he’s also going to have to take care of his son...”

			 On her guard, she waited for Romain’s reaction, but all he produced was a grimace of disdain before saying, “Normal. He’s daddy’s little boy.”

			 Frédéric’s antics at the party hadn’t ruined things between Romain and Élise, but Romain still hadn’t forgotten that bruise under his eye. One of these days he was going to take care of him, away from his mother and Louis. All he needed was the opportunity.

			 “Are you and Louis still madly in love?” he asked, his eyes fixed on Francine.

			 Obviously his mother was in love—she was radiant. Now, he could enjoy his own relationship without any afterthoughts.

			 “Yes, we really are,” she said.

			 “I’m very happy for you.”

			 He meant what he said, though the fleeting vision of Antoine all alone in his house crossed his mind.

			 “Go have your nap,” he told his mother.

			 Francine abstained from laughing at such bossiness from a young man so responsible and self-assured. Élise was a lucky gal, she thought. Few boys displayed Romain’s thoughtfulness. She wasn’t objective, but Francine felt she’d raised her son right.

			* * *

			 Tom almost changed his mind and turned around when he saw Alix’s car parked in the driveway. Louis had insisted, the night before, that he come for dinner at Notre-Dame-de-la-Mer. He’d finally accepted when he thought that it would be a good test. The sight of the MG was enough to shatter any illusions he may have held.

			 “Tom!” Hugues shouted, appearing out of nowhere. “Good to see you. It’s been a long time!”

			 Perched upon Frédéric’s old bicycle, he was setting up a treasure hunt for his daughter.

			 “You’re in the way,” he said. “Move your car over there with the others. Laura cooked a leg of lamb in your honor. She’s in town now, buying some fresh vegetables.”

			 Hugues’ kindness was so spontaneous that Tom suddenly felt much better.

			 “Where’s Louis?” he asked.

			 “At his Steinway. He’s pretending to compose, but I’m sure he’s sleeping.”

			 After all these years, Tom felt like he was home in this house. He parked behind the Alfa Romeo, now glad he’d come. Too bad if Alix got upset about it, he was Louis’s guest. Determined, he walked to the end of the house.

			 “Hey, Tom!”

			 Sitting in a rocking chair on the veranda, a newspaper in his lap, Grégoire was all smiles.

			 “Tom, you snob,” he said, “you haven’t graced this house with your presence for such a long time!”

			 Tom grinned. “Grégoire,” he said, “how are you doing?”

			 “Great. It’s summertime and I love it. We’ll be staying here for a few days. It’s much more comfortable than in Paris when it’s this hot...”

			 Grégoire eyed Tom, but refrained from asking any questions. He always believed that Tom would be an ideal son-in-law, one of the few men who could deal with Alix. He was very worried that they’d split up.

			 “If you’re looking for the twins…” Grégoire said, pointing at the music room.

			 Tom was about to head over, but the old man raised him hand.

			 “Wait a second,” he said. “You’re going to say it’s none of my business, but I think that you two should make up.”

			 “Well, I...”

			 “Let me finish! It’s hard enough to discuss your private life, and if you interrupt me... Okay, listen, my daughter isn’t perfect, God knows. Even though she’s pretending like everything’s fine and dandy, she’s heartbroken. I thought you should know that.”

			 As soon as he finished his sentence, Grégoire grabbed his paper and went back to the crossword. Tom stayed put for a few seconds, not knowing what to do. He walked away silently. Alix, “heartbroken”? Sure, he’d seen her cry, once, but the notion of Alix being inconsolable seemed far-fetched.

			 When Tom entered the music room, he saw Louis sitting on the floor, his back against the wall, while Alix was pacing around the piano.

			 “Hello, you two,” he said, slowly.

			 Alix reacted with a start. Smiling Louis got to his feet.

			 “Traffic wasn’t too bad?” he said. “I’m happy you’re here.”

			 They shook hands and looked at each other.

			 “The night was long, it seemed to me,” Tom said.

			 “I’m dead on my feet. Frank is tireless, a machine. Have you met my sister?”

			 The joke made Alix smile.

			 Tom, for his part, replied, “I may have seen her from afar once or twice.”

			 “I’m going to take a shower,” Louis announced. “Maybe it’ll help me wake up. I need to have enough energy for Music Fest tonight!”

			 A few quick steps and Louis reached the stairs and vanished.

			 “If that was a trap, you guys aren’t too subtle,” Alix hissed.

			 “I can leave if you’d like me to.”

			 “Don’t be like that. I can see why you’d be around once in a while—Louis adores you. It’s no problem with me.”

			 “Good.”

			 She stayed by the piano and didn’t take a step in his direction. She was becoming a stranger to him. Beautiful, regal, but so distant .

			 “So,” she said, bitterly, “even you met the American. I’m the only one still in the dark.”

			 Once again, her brother was her highest concern. Tom thought it was just as well she hadn’t been there to hear Frank James’s comments.

			 “And dear Ms. Capelan, how did she handle herself?”

			 Louis probably hadn’t told her too much, and she was dying to know what happened.

			 “Very elegant, very comfortable,” Tom said. “She danced with James’s assistant, but mostly served as an interpreter. She’s perfectly bilingual.”

			 Stunned, Alix was quiet for a moment. If this was true, why tell her about it? Was he trying to provoke her? She’d sworn that Francine would make a fool of herself that evening. Here Tom was saying that the total opposite had happened, with a sort of perverse satisfaction that she found suspect.

			 “I don’t believe you,” she finally said. “Besides, men are so much more indulgent when it comes to blondes... I should dye my hair, maybe you’d be nicer to me!”

			 “What did I do?” Tom said. “You asked me a question and I answered, that’s all. It’s not my fault Francine speaks English and she’s a good dresser. And it’s not my fault that Louis is in love with her! I’m just seeing what’s there.”

			 His remoteness attitude was very unpleasant. He’d turned around and was now looking at the backyard, as though he’d lost interest in her.

			 “Tom,” she said in a conciliatory tone. “What’s the matter? We agreed to be friends, didn’t we?”

			 “Friends!” he said. “I’d like to, I swear, but you’re so...”

			 With his back still to her, he didn’t hear her come over. When she put her hands on his shoulders, he stiffened. First he smelled her perfume, then he felt her body against his, then her breath on his cheek when she whispered, “Next time you invite me to dinner, I’ll say yes.”

			 Eyes closed, he had to resist the urge to turn around. He managed not to move, silent. If he gathered enough self-control, there would be no next time.

			* * *

			 By 9pm Market Square was filled with people. A group of high school kids were glued to the stage, where Richard was executing an impressive drum solo. The evening was just beginning and already the atmosphere was electric. Everywhere in town, on the sidewalks and in bars, local groups were playing folk, rap, rock, and even jazz.

			 Frédéric walked around the square, hands buried in his pockets. Stopping for five minutes here and there to listen to a group, but mostly tried to spot Nadège in the crowd. They were supposed to meet in front of their favorite bistro but she wasn’t there. Finally he was intercepted by friends who dragged him along with them. Though he had no desire whatsoever to listen to Romain, he was stuck in front of the stage for a while and was irritated just seeing people fawn over the group. He’d noticed that Romain’s face still showed traces of their fight, which made him feel good. He only had a faint scab caused by the broken glass of the coffee table.

			 “I’ve been looking for you everywhere!” shouted Nadège grabbing his hand into his.

			 This simple contact made Frédéric shiver, and he closed his fingers on her hand. She wore a minuscule top with thin straps, so short he could see her tanned skin above her pants. When she realized what he was peering at, she started to laugh.

			 “Come to the pool with me one of these days,” Nadège said. “I go there every morning!”

			 “Why not?”

			 Her tan made her gray eyes even brighter, bigger. With all the hustle and bustle around them, it wasn’t the perfect moment but he impulsively brought his face close to hers and grazed her lips with a light kiss that she didn’t try to avoid.

			 “Want to check out other acts?” he suggested.

			 They walked away from the stage, hand in hand still. As they did, Romain saw them go. Nadège was in his homeroom class. He thought she was a cool, bright girl. He couldn’t fathom what she was doing with Frédéric. Then he remembered, with a pang, that Élise herself had been torn between the two of them. Obviously, girls were attracted to this brat who liked to fight.

			 Damien’s turn to solo on the synthesizer gave Romain the chance for a quick break. Their second gig confirmed his love of performing. The year before, during Music Fest, he’d stood on a small street corner and gotten good feedback playing the guitar by himself. Since then he’d formed “his” band, and he encouraged Damien and Richard to rehearse regularly. After their first show at the hall, he’d grown more confident. Louis had sparked all this by encouraging him. His mother’s support and patience hadn’t undone his father’s bullheaded close-mindedness about music. The opinion of a professional of Louis’s stature had been decisive. Romain now knew that he wanted to make a living as a musician, though he was going to keep his intentions a secret until he graduated from high school. At eighteen and no one would be able to prevent him from going for his dream, not even Antoine.

			 A lot of familiar faces gathered in front of the stage, friends and even teachers. Romain couldn’t see his mother. Élise was there, as promised, surrounded by a few girls, whose enthusiasm fired up the audience.

			* * *

			 At the end of a long dinner, Hugues had a hard time making Sabine and Tiphaine go to bed. It was the shortest night of the year. Tomorrow was the first day of summer and the girls were too excited to sleep.

			 Tom had made sure to chat only with Louis or Laura during the meal, ignoring Alix. Being comfortable among the Neuville family was a paradoxical situation that amused him. However, he’d turned down the offer to stay overnight. It would be awkward for him to sleep in a guest room, and that he’d unable to resist Alix’s advances if she were to try. He wasn’t cured, only in remission.

			 Shortly before dessert, Alix grew tired of Tom’s indifference. Expressing her foul mood, she volunteered to drive Frédéric to town. She left with her nephew without giving any indication as to when she’d be back. 

			 “I’ll drop him off wherever he wants,” she said in a challenging tone, “and then I’ll walk around the Fest, by myself, looking for new talent!”

			 Relieved by Alix’s departure, Tom managed to joke around and drink some more coffee. At ten-thirty Grégoire turned on the moth and mosquito repellents. A while later, when the conversation was less animated, Louis turned to Tom.

			 “Before heading back to Paris, you could come with me to the Music Fest!”

			 Tom wasn’t crazy about the idea.

			 “Come on!” Louis said. “It’s not as if you like to go to bed early...”

			 “Don’t you ever get tired of music?” grumbled Grégoire, who didn’t want to see them go.

			 “Not at all! And I’m curious to see what kind of music kids are playing nowadays. I’m forty years old, Dad, I don’t want to be out of touch with the younger generation...”

			 “Is Romain performing?” Tom asked.

			 “Yes. And I promised Francine I was going to be there.”

			 “We better do that before we try to find Frédéric, I suppose...”

			 “Does that mean you’re coming?”

			 “I’m only doing it for you,” he said. That wasn’t quite true. He also wanted an opportunity to make peace with Alix, if he managed to find her in the crowd. He’d ignored her too much tonight, he was aware of that, and he couldn’t bear the idea that she was truly sad. Maybe he was going to be able to leave Alix, but he wanted to avoid hurting her.

			 They went to town in Louis’s car, which had to be parked far from where the Fest was taking place. Hundreds of people were walking around or standing in front of performing musicians--some cheering, some heckling the band members, others dancing. Near the bigger stages the air was filled with a crazed energy that was fueled by music cranked up to the limit. Feeling uneasy, Louis wondered how he was going to find Francine. She’d mentioned a bar, Le Batracien, where she was supposed to have drinks with some colleagues of hers. He hoped she was still there.

			 Richard was the first to spot the shady-looking group of young men who were prowling around the stage where the band was performing. Hyper, aggressive, obviously looking to start a brawl, there were at least fifteen of them, all with earrings in their left ear.

			 Between two songs, he’d pointed them out to Romain and Damien, saying they should keep an eye on them and not to respond if they caused trouble. Fights broke out during Music Fest almost every year. The police preferred not getting involved if they could help it. Brawls between rival gangs from other towns were inevitable, especially with kids high on drugs, alcohol, and loud music. Unless the riot copes were sent in, there was no way to avoid fights. 

			 “Man,” Richard said suddenly, “they’re going to give us a hard time. Look at them!”

			 He could see the gang head in their direction. Their friends were still at the front of the stage, perfect and unsuspecting prey for the hoodlums--too young, nice, and cute in their fashionable clothing. What they had in mind was totally different from typical high school rowdiness.

			 “Don’t pay any attention to them,” Damien said, his hand on the mike. “Don’t talk back to them!”

			 Four of the thugs jumped onstage and began violently heckling the band.

			* * *

			 Frédéric and Nadège had strolled around the square, stopping almost everywhere. They had fun talking about which acts they liked and didn’t like so much. Hand in hand, they were enjoying getting to know each other. Many times, Frédéric leaned over to kiss her thrilled that she’d let him. He didn’t try anything else but she even pressed her body against his when their lips met. It may have been the happiest night of his life-- he couldn’t remember feeling so carefree.

			 He didn’t care about the time since he knew that his father wouldn’t be worried. When Alix dropped him off, she told him to enjoy himself. If Louis was too tired, she’d bring him back home. She was going to hang out at the Fest for a while and all he had to do was give her a call on her cell.

			 A little stunned by all that music, Frédéric and Nadège hadn’t had anything to drink except for soda. When they ran into friends, they chatted for a while, but then left together, making sure they didn’t lose sight of each other.

			 “Aren’t you hungry?” Nadège asked. “I know I’m starving. There’s a hot dog stand over there.

			 “Let’s go, then! It’s on me!”

			 Frédéric was famished, and he wanted a beer. More and more euphoric, he guided Nadège through the crowded streets. When they got to the square, there were still as many people as before. The music was still loud but one band seemed to have stopped playing. The smell of grilled hot dogs wafted over them, but a sudden surge of the crowd prevented them from going further. Frédéric sensed that things weren’t right. Vaguely worried, he turned to the stage where Richard was supposed to be performing and saw that it was wrecked. Around him, some folks were laughing, but he thought he could also hear screams. On full alert, he let go of Nadège’s hand and wrapped his arm around her waist.

			 “Come with me,” he told her. “Something’s not right.”

			 They had difficulty moving forward but they did manage to get close to the stage only to find it in complete chaos. Richard’s drum kit was on the ground, destroyed by those fighting and those trying to flee. In the middle of indescribable chaos, some girls were screaming hysterically. Frédéric saw Damien, his face covered with blood, and he understood that this was an all-out battle.

			 “Get out of here!” he shouted at Nadège.

			 He pushed her away from him, not quite sure what to do next. He saw her back up, carried away in the crowd trying to escape. Surely someone had called the police, but there were going to be a lot of wounded people before they got here. Things were going much too fast. Frédéric felt completely overwhelmed when he saw Richard on his knees, clutching his head with his hands. He wanted to rush to his side, but at the same instant he felt someone grabbing his arm. He recognized Élise just in time to catch her before she collapsed to the ground.

			 “Do something!” she screeched, about to lose it. “There’s three of them, they dragged Romain over there. They’re going to kill him!”

			 She was crying and was shaking Frédéric like a madwoman. The wail of a police siren in the distance sent the crowd into a panic. Frédéric was almost toppled to the ground by a man who was plowing through the crowd with his fists to get away from the scene. Élise was screaming, still hanging onto his arm. Damien appeared in front of them, breathless, eyes bulging.

			 “Come with me. Quick!”

			 Without thinking, Frédéric took off behind his friend toward a nearby alley. It would do no good to shout for help in such pandemonium--they could only count on themselves. Fifty yards away, hidden from sight by a row of parked cars, three thugs were mercilessly pounding Romain. Frédéric heard the punches landing on Romain and their hoarse grunts. He threw himself at the closest one. He didn’t know how to fight, nothing had prepared him for such violent circumstances. His mind was empty, but his adrenaline surged. Damien was fighting with a second goon. The third one focused on Romain, who was no longer moving. Frédéric was thrown down on the sidewalk. Getting on his feet, he saw the silver glint of a knife blade.

			* * *

			 Louis and Tom had managed to find their way to Le Batracien, when police cars drove down the avenue, toward Market Square. 

			 “Must be some trouble somewhere,” Tom said.

			 A bit nervous, Louis looked at the cruisers’ flashing lights. The idea that Francine, Frédéric, and even Alix were stuck in that madness was troubling. He wasn’t crazy about crowds. It was a charged atmosphere with noise and excitement in the air.

			 As they were about to enter the bar, Louis’s cell began to vibrate in his pocket. He picked up, but he had trouble hearing Alix’s hysterical voice with all the racket around him. He covered his free ear and asked her to repeat herself a few times. Tom, who was looking at Louis, saw his jaw drop and right away asked, “What’s going on?”

			 He put a hand on Louis’s arm, as if to steady him. Inside the bar, Francine had just seen them and was waving enthusiastically.

			 “Let’s go!” Louis shouted.

			 He darted and zigzagged his way through the crowd, heading for the alley behind the avenue. One hundred yards ahead, police cars and two ambulances were parked, preventing anyone from entering the perimeter occupied by the men in uniform. Curious bystanders, motionless and strangely quiet, were kept at bay. Tom, a few steps behind Louis, was stopped in his tracks by Alix. She collapsed against his chest. Exhausted, she was unable to come out with anything coherent.

			 Intercepted by two police officers, Louis couldn’t get any closer. He went insane with worry when he saw the stretchers and the emts. He tried to force his way through, but the cops grabbed him with an alarming amount of force. As Louis tried to get away from them, one of the police officers twisted his arm behind his back. Searing pain immobilized him. Louis knew that if he didn’t quit resisting, the man would dislocate his shoulder.

			 “Let him go!” Tom yelled. “Are you crazy? His son is over there somewhere!”

			 Louis managed to catch his breath, though he was livid.

			 “Are you okay?” the cop asked him. “Take it easy. You can’t go over there.”

			 Tom and Alix were now standing next to Louis, still in the clutches of the police. Already sick with anguish, he looked at a stretcher coming his way. But when he finally made out Romain’s blond hair, he managed to free himself and bolted.

			* * *

			 After the forms had been filled out and signed, the detective squinted at Louis and then at Frédéric, both sitting in front of him.

			 “Young man,” the detective said, “you’re lucky. Very lucky! Those guys aren’t amateurs, they’re not two-bit hoodlums, but real criminals. They’ve committed similar crimes in Évreux, in Mantes... We know these guys, they have a rap sheet for assault, battery, you name it. I hope that this time the judge is going to come down on them hard... You survived an extremely dangerous situation!”

			 Saying nothing, Frédéric managed only a grimace. He’d stayed in the hospital only two hours, to be examined and have a battery of x-rays taken. The doctors wanted to keep him overnight, but he’d begged his father to take him away from there.

			 “There will be no charges against you,” the detective said to Louis.

			 Neuville had given his men a hard time. When the officers finally got ahold of him, they’d decided to teach him a lesson. Things could’ve taken a turn for the worse, but when the cops saw Frédéric throw himself in his father’s arms, crying, they relented and left the two alone.

			 “Mr. Neuville,” the detective said, “the law applies to everybody. In the heat of the moment, you have to let the police department do its job. Otherwise how do we tell the bad guys from the...”

			 “You arrested three of them,” Louis interrupted. “What about the others?”

			 “Witnesses will eventually be called to identify more using mug shots that we have in our files. For today, though, that’s enough. We all need to rest!”

			 He got up and smiled conspiratorially.

			 “Your son is brave,” he told Louis. “He’s got guts.” To Frédéric he added, “I hope your pal is going to be fine. The parents are pressing charges, of course.”

			 Louis simply nodded and guided Frédéric out of the office. Once outside, they were taken aback by the sun and the heat. It was nine in the morning, the streets were calm. The town still seemed to be sleeping.

			 “You want to have breakfast somewhere around here or you want to go home?”

			 Exhausted, the teen pointed to the terrace of a nearby bistro. They ordered some food and Louis pulled a crumpled pack of cigarettes from his pocket. He fiddled with the pack, and after a moment said, “I’ve never been so scared in my life, Fred.”

			 Until now, he’d said nothing. He had only offered basic answers when questioned by the medical staff and the police. When his son collapsed in his arms, he’d hugged him without saying a word.

			 The adrenaline had been replaced by absolute fatigue. Louis declared, a bit hesitantly, “You behaved... admirably. I don’t know what else to say to you, buddy, except that I wish I’d been there with you. I am very, very proud of you.”

			 The waiter set a basket of croissants and two mugs of coffee in front of them.

			 “You know,” Frédéric said, his mouth full, “the cops aren’t so bad after all... I was so glad to see them! Two minutes later and I wouldn’t be here to tell you about it.”

			 Louis reached across the table and touched his son’s hair, then he looked at his jeans, which were slashed all along the thigh. The blade had only grazed the skin, no less than a miracle. He looked away, trying to calm down. Even now, he felt a horrible, almost unbearable anguish.

			 “So,” he said, “tell me what happened exactly.”

			 Frédéric grabbed another croissant and waved it at his father.

			 “Don’t turn me into some hero,” he said, “please! I followed Damien because... well, I’m not sure why I did it. I think it’s impossible to do nothing when people are in trouble. Anyway, I couldn’t do nothing. I knew all those guys, and they were getting clobbered... And Romain, that was awful. Those three guys, they took him to the alley so they could massacre him. Something had to be done... I swear, the way they were beating him up, the sound of the hits, it made me want to vomit...”

			 Frédéric hesitated, then finished his croissant. A hand dangling above the basket, he was lost in thought, expressionless, still traumatized by what he’d experienced.

			 “Go on,” his father said, calmly.

			 “That knife, it scared me to death. My fencing skills helped me dodge the blade! I would’ve killed that guy if I had a weapon. That’s all I could think about... It wasn’t a survival instinct, it was an urge to kill... Now I understand how it can go from bad to worse. It’s like I lost control of myself. It wasn’t fear anymore—it was rage.”

			 Frédéric remembered those few minutes clear as crystal . Still, when it happened, things had blurred. Frédéric shook his head, as though the violent images were to much to bear. He reached for a third croissant. Louis watched him silently, completely overwhelmed.

			 “Did you know it was Romain?” he finally asked.

			 “Yes. Élise saw them drag him to the alley. Damien, too.”

			 “Why did they target him specifically?”

			 “From what I heard, Romain confronted them when they went onstage and started smashing the instruments. The guitar, the synthesizer, drum set, the sound equipment, they broke everything and Romain went crazy. Lucky for him, they didn’t go for their knives at that point.”

			 Louis sat back in his chair and let out a heavy sigh.

			 “You’re not eating, Dad?” Frédéric said.

			 “No. I’m not hungry.”

			 Looking at his son was enough for him right now. Looking at him eating, breathing, alive and well.

			 “How did you manage to get there so quickly?” the young man asked.

			 “Coincidence. Alix wasn’t far from the fight and she talked to some girls who were there. She thought that Romain was involved, but when she heard your name, she panicked. She called me on my cell. Tom and I were in town at that point.”

			 Frédéric finished his coffee and took a cigarette from his father’s pack. He wished he could stop thinking about the scene. He stood over Romain before the EMT team arrived and saw him vomit gushes of blood, curled up on the pavement in spasms. He couldn’t make those nightmarish images disappear.

			 “Are you going back to the hospital?” he asked in a low voice.

			 “Yes, of course.”

			 “Me too, then. I heard that Richard has a broken jaw.”

			 “I’d rather take you home. So you can change and relax a bit.”

			 “Please, Dad...”

			 Louis couldn’t say no, even if he’d prefer to see his son in bed, safe. Frédéric was no longer a little boy. He’d demonstrated that yesterday.

			* * *

			 Francine had to sit down because of her wobbly legs. The doctor looked her over to make sure she wasn’t going to faint. He then repeated the same reassuring words.

			 “Would you like a glass of water?” Antoine said sympathetically.

			 Both were united in relief. Until then, they’d done nothing but argue.

			 For Antoine, what had happened was the logical consequence of “that fucking, stupid music.” Called in the middle of the night, he’d been so panicked that he needed to vent. He was cursing and looking for a scapegoat. Horribly stressed, Francine defended Romain with all her might, protecting his music, his passion. A nurse had to come over to tell them to keep quiet.

			 A few hours later, as the sun was rising, they finally received reassuring news. The internal bleeding was under control and no vital organs had been damaged. Their son came to just before going to the operating room and they were able to kiss him. Now, they were allowed to spend a few minutes with him in the recovery room.

			 “Okay,” Antoine said, helping Francine to her feet. “Let’s go.”

			 The physician led them down the length of hallway before stopping in front of a door.

			 “Don’t stay long and don’t make him talk,” the physician told them.

			 Francine and Antoine entered together and then hesitated. Above the sheets, Romain’s face was discolored, unrecognizable. He was hooked to an IV line and an EKG machine. Francine went over to him first, her smile tight. She reached out but didn’t know where to touch him. Clumsily she kissed him softly on the temple.

			 “Don’t say a word,” she whispered. “We’re here to tell you that we love you, that you’re going to be fine, that it’s all over.”

			 “Mom,” he said, his voice hoarse.

			 “No, not a word, please...”

			 She knew he had broken ribs, bruises, and stitches here and there on his body. He was going to be in pain after the anesthesia subsided. But that was secondary; he was alive.

			 “Let me tell you,” Antoine said from the other side of the bed. “If I find the bastard that did this to you, I’m going to kill him!”

			 Francine stared at him, stunned. Antoine was a pacifist. He’d always been against treating violence with violence. Now he was turning his back on all his cherished beliefs because his son had been the victim of an attack. 

			 Romain tried to to sit up, and moaned with pain. His eyes filled with tears, and his mother almost started to cry, too.

			 “Stay put, baby, please. They’re going to give you some painkillers... The doctor told us not to stay long, so we’ll go now. We’ll be back this afternoon, okay? Please don’t worry. Your friends are all doing fine, and you’ll be yourself in a few days.”

			 Helpless, Romain tried but failed to crack a smile. He fell asleep while his parents stood motionless by the bed. A nurse with a cart forced them to move aside, and then leave. Francine had managed to stop her chin from trembling. Antoine seemed calm, though pale. They both headed for the elevator silently, unsettled by what they’d just gone through.

			 When the elevator doors opened on ground level, the first person they saw was Louis. Hands buried in his black jeans, he was leaning against a pillar. He wasn’t allowed to go up to Romain’s room. Antoine was the one that needed to be there, not him. As soon as he saw them step off the elevator, Louis looked at Francine and Antoine both, before going over to them.

			 “So?” he asked in a tense voice. “How is he?”

			 Unable to restrain himself any longer, he put a hand on Francine’s shoulder. He wanted to be there for her, to let her know how much he loved her. Even Antoine’s presence didn’t prevent him from touching her.

			 “The doctors think he’s going to make it through this unscathed,” she simply said.

			 She could tell how upset he was. He must’ve been going crazy with worry all night long and through the morning. She felt his body relax, and he put his arm around her. Antoine turned away to look at a group of kids involved in an animated conversation. No longer paying attention to Francine, he shuffled over to them.

			 “You’re Damien, right?” he said to the boy he’d seen onstage with Romain, playing the synthesizer.

			 The teenager was wearing hospital pajamas and his left arm was wrapped in bandages from wrist to elbow and in a sling. Beside him was a boy with brown hair and dark circles under his eyes. His jeans were shredded.

			 “And you’re Frédéric Neuville?” Antoine added.

			 Without realizing it, he’d adopted the professorial tone he’d used with students for years. He caught himself and lowered his voice, saying , “I’m Romain’s dad, and I want to thank you both. You guys really have... I mean, you guys are great.”

			 He shook the boys’ hands emphatically. When he took a step back he bumped into Francine, who was just behind him. His eyes met Louis’s and he almost said something, but instead he headed for the hospital exit.

			 “What’s the latest with Richard?” Francine asked.

			 “He’s in a room upstairs,” Frédéric said. “His face is all swollen and he drinks with a straw! He tried to come up with a quote for the occasion, but we couldn’t understand a word he said.”

			 Silent and intimidated, Nadège and Élise were standing beside him. Francine turned to Élise and said, “Visitors aren’t allowed for now, but as soon as they are, I’ll let you know. Okay?”

			 The girl nodded gravely, looking grateful. She was the one that Romain would want to see the most when he got better, Francine was aware of that. Her son wasn’t a baby anymore. He was man and he was in love—she shouldn’t deny it or try to isolate him. The only thing she could do was take care of him as long as he was suffering,and then she’d have no choice but to step aside.

			 “Frédéric,” she said, “can I talk to you for a minute?”

			 She looked at Louis, who let go of her. She led Frédéric over to a nearby vending machine.

			 “Are you thirsty?” she asked.

			 “No, thanks.”

			 “Let’s go out for a smoke, then.”

			 He followed her outside, perplexed, and they reached a low wall on which she sat. There, he gave her a cigarette and a light, watched her take a long drag, and waited until she was ready to speak.

			 “I owe you big,” she began, her eyes set on his.

			 “No, not at all...”

			 “Oh, yes. I don’t know if those maniacs wanted to kill Romain, but they would’ve. They damaged his spleen, but it could’ve been his liver. And then...”

			 With his head low, he listened to her, cringing. It brought back images from the day before that he was trying hard to erase.

			 “I saw Damien last night in the emergency ward,” Francine continued, “while they were stitching up his arm. I thanked him as best as I could, but words aren’t enough sometimes, you know? But at least I know why he went after those thugs. He was acted in self-defense. Roman and Richard all tried to protect each other. That makes sense. It doesn’t take anything away from them, from their courage...”

			 “Especially since Damien isn’t exactly built like a wrestler!” Frédéric said with a grin.

			 She wanted to smile back at him, but couldn’t really do it.

			 “But you,” she said. “I know that you hate him. You had no reason doing what you did.”

			 Frédéric seemed embarrassed, but that didn’t make her stop.

			 “You could’ve just called the police, tried to gather more people...”

			 “I didn’t think about anything. I followed Damien, that’s all. He’s the brave one.”

			 He had that same stubborn air he had in class when he was acting up. The dark looks of his father, too. 

			 “Damien and you ,” she said in a soft voice. “It’s because of you two that my son didn’t wind up disabled or in the morgue. You have no idea what that means to me! And now I have a big problem.”

			 “What do you mean?”

			 He didn’t get what she was talking about. She said, very calmly, “I know I’m complicating your life. You’ve been pretty... upset since I’ve come between you and your father. I don’t want to be the witch that you hate every morning, the one that makes you run away to your grandfather’s, the one who’s trying to take your mother’s place. It was hard enough before, but since yesterday I don’t think it’s possible anymore to...”

			 Frédéric didn’t know how to read into this exactly, but he sensed the danger and decided to interrupt her.

			 “Don’t even think about it,” he said, very quickly. “Dad would go crazy if he heard this! I’m not three years old, you know, and things aren’t as complicated as you think. You don’t owe me anything, nor I you.”

			 A bit stunned, Francine hesitated., She saw Louis walk out of the hospital. He paused at the top of the stairs, then came slowly down in their direction in order to give them time to finish their talk. Two women who’d just passed him turned around and traded a wink. In spite of the fact that he looked tired and had two days of stubble, Francine thought he was incredibly attractive.

			 “Am I interrupting something important?” he said with that one and only smile of his.

			 “No, no!” his son said, emphatically.

			 “Okay, then,” Louis said. “I’m taking you home.”

			 Francine crushed her cigarette butt with her foot. Frédéric felt like hugging her, the idea of leaving her here alone outside the hospital was unpleasant for him.

			 “Are you coming with us?” he asked, spontaneously.

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 14

			Louis leaned toward Alix and whispered, “This is one of his most inspired arias…”

			 With a wink Alix let him know she’d heard him. He sat back in his seat, once again very attentive. Though he knew it by heart, the last act of La Bohème always sent shivers down his spine. The infinite despair of the cellos, the dark overtones, the descending diatonic scale, the heartbreaking melody. The soprano’s performance was adequate, lost in the baroque décor that failed to evoke Mimì’s garret.

			 With his head lowered to avoid the Opéra-Comique stage, Louis savored every detail of Puccini’s music--the sound of every instrument. He barely noticed that the conductor was off the ideal tempo before the first exploding notes of the brass section pinned the audience to its seat.

			 Everybody jumped to their feet at the end of the performance. Louis thought that the ovation was a bit excessive, but he joined in all the same.

			 “I know of no other composer as talented as Puccini when it comes to emotions!” he said to Alix. “It’s sophisticated, complex, and yet it goes right for the heart!”

			 “I knew you’d be happy.”

			 Alix had kept the concert a surprise until the very last minute. She’d only told Louis to meet her at the Café de la Paix at seven, and to dress formally. He’d arrived a few minutes late, wearing a dark blue suit, his tie stuffed in his breast pocket. He had been annoyed at the idea of suffering through some obligatory social gathering.

			 “That was so sweet of you, Alix,” he said. “This was a wonderful evening.”

			 Relaxed, smiling, he took Alix by the arm to guide her to the concert hall’s exit.

			 “You see, that half tone shift is pure genius. He goes from C major to C sharp minor. He did the same with Tosca, in E, and…”

			 “Louis,” Alix said, “I don’t get a word you say. I wish you wouldn’t break down the music this way. I love it without asking myself questions. Just tell me how the conductor was, in simple terms, if possible.”

			 “He was rushing a bit. Couldn’t wait to go to bed.”

			 She laughed and then stopped at the top of the hall’s monumental flight of stairs.

			 “Do you have time to buy me a drink somewhere?” she asked.

			 “Anything you want! I’m on cloud nine right now. And also sick with envy. That Puccini…”

			 Moved, Alix watched her brother while he lit a cigarette. She thought he was gorgeous and that he was aging well. Better than her, truth be told…

			 “Francine must be waiting for you?” she enquired, prudently.

			 “No. She’s sleeping by now. At least, I hope.”

			 Of course he didn’t add that he wished she were here. He was going to introduce Francine to opera sooner or later. Tonight, he’d been tricked by his sister and he could only accept it and enjoy himself. During intermission, she’d dragged him to the bar to introduce him to a bunch of people. He’d shaken their hands and forgotten their names immediately. A perpetual socialite, Alix was doing her thing as an agent brilliantly. She was giving Louis a hard time because of his indifference, and shamelessly presenting him as the best talent at her agency. He was used to that by now.

			 On the Boulevard des Italiens, they found a brasserie where Alix ordered mussels and champagne.

			 “I think I’m going to follow you to Notre-Dame-de-la-Mer,” she said. “A night in the country will do me a lot of good. Is everybody still over there?”

			 “Yes. The entire family. They’re staying on for Bastille Day.”

			 “Good thing you’re so hospitable.

			 That was a loaded comment, he realized right away. Without asking the question directly, Alix was trying to find out whether Francine, who was more and more present in Louis’s life, was going to change the Neuville family customs.

			 “You know that you’re all always welcome” Louis said, carefully.

			 “You’re the one who bought the house,” Alix said. “We’re your guests.”

			 “Oh yeah?” Louis said, with a trace of irony. “And you’re figuring it out just now?”

			 “But seriously, Louis. Are you going to marry her?”

			 “Not in the near future, I won’t. Besides, I’m not certain that’s what she wants.”

			 “You’ve got to be kidding,” Alix said, rolling her eyes.

			 “I know what you’re going to say, so don’t even bother. You’re convinced that I’m a catch for any woman. Women want me for my money, house, or car. It’s not very flattering, you know…”

			 Upset by Louis tone, she glared at him and said, “I never said it was only because of that. You’re talented and good-looking. But the rest does exist, you can’t deny it.”

			 As a way of making peace, she reached out and put her hand on his. She was sorry she made him feel bad.

			 “How’s Romain?” she asked.

			 “Good. He was released from the hospital the day before yesterday, and for now he’s resting at his dad’s.”

			 Though she still couldn’t accept Francine’s existence, Alix had grown fond of her son since that horrible evening. She’d even visited him at the hospital, bringing the boy a huge box of chocolates.

			 “You know,” she said. “If he’s really as talented as you say he is, I could represent him one of these days. It’s hard to get a start in this business.”

			 “Jesus, Alix! Let him finish high school, at least! His mother would hit the ceiling if she heard us.”

			 “Why? She’s that narrow-minded?”

			 Even when she was trying to be nice, Alix couldn’t help spouting hurtful comments. Louis shrugged, though not really upset.

			 “I received the fax from Warner today,” she said, to change the topic. “Everything in the contract looks fine. I thought they’d drive a harder bargain.”

			 As soon as Louis thought of Frank James and his vampires, his face lit up.

			 “The movie is going to be shot in France, as planned,” Alix added, “but you’ll have to go to L.A. to record the score. Just so you know…”

			 Louis was paying the bill while the waitress was undressing him with her eyes. As soon as she walked away, Alix sighed and said, “You never notice anything…”

			 Once outside the restaurant, they walked down the boulevard side by side. Their steps were in line since they’d always had the same gait. When she got to her MG, Louis asked her the question that had been on his lips for a while.

			 “This drink, tonight, are you sure that you didn’t want to have it at Tom’s?”

			 “No.”

			 “You swear?”

			 “Well… I have the impression that he doesn’t really want to see me.”

			 This was a difficult thing for her to admit. Tenderly, Louis grabbed her by the neck and shook her a bit.

			 “Call him,” he said.

			 “No use…”

			 “You’re too proud.”

			 “Maybe I am,” she said. “But at my age, I’m not about to change.”

			 Alix unlocked her car, and Louis said, “See you at the house?”

			 “Okay, but you should know that this is a race. First one at the house wins.”

			 “No fair! My car is parked three blocks from here!”

			 “Too bad. Ready, go!”

			 She was gunning her car’s engine. Louis hesitated for one second before accepting the challenge and darting toward his own car. By the time he got to the Alfa Romeo, his sister had five minutes on him, a serious handicap since she was as an equally good driver. Traffic was moving enough so he went fast on Boulevard Haussmann and onto Avenue de Villiers. Even then, he figured that she was still ahead of him.

			 The bridge crossing the Seine and the Saint-Cloud tunnel forced him to slow down a bit. He waited until he was on the highway to step on the gas. He was going to have to slow down once he reached the Marly Forest where the road had only two lanes. He had to make up for time right now if he wanted to catch up to Alix.

			 One car refused to let him pass, and Louis finally managed to zip by it in the right lane. In theory, the Alfa Romeo was faster than the MG. The Italian V6 engine generating more power than the transverse engine of her small British car. But Alix was willing to take more chances. Louis stopped driving like a madman right after Frédéric’s birth.

			 Still, at one point he realized that he was going over 100 MPH, and he eased up on the gas. Why not let his sister win the race, he thought, just so she could enjoy the victory? It could be a thank you for the evening at the Opéra-Comique? He couldn’t be wasn’t obvious about it.

			 At the Mantes tolls, he still hadn’t spotted Alix’s roadster. In spite of his plan to let her win, he speed so fast through the last portion of the highway that he almost missed his exit. When reaching the country road, he finally spotted her, about two hundred yards ahead.

			 Alix, no doubt, had picked up his halogen headlights in her rearview mirror. She seemed to be stalling, as though toying with him by letting him get close only to lose him again. They’d raced this road—along the Seine from the intersection at the top of the hill to the one at the bottom--many times since they were young. They’d tried to beat each other’s speed record for years.

			 He saw her go for the hilltop and he decided to follow. There were only two spots where he could pass her. At the first spot, when he was about to pull beside her, she moved to the middle of the road, trapping him behind her. The only chance he had left was after the last curve in the road, but he couldn’t go for it as a car was coming in the opposite direction.

			 After she passed Port-Villez, there was nothing he could do. At the next intersection, they would have to make a turn onto the small, winding road that led to the house. He saw up ahead the headlights of a truck and he began downshifting, accepting defeat, happy for his sister.

			 He was certain that Alix was going to let the truck go by before making her turn so he’d already slowed down a lot. That wasn’t Alix. In an insane move, she whizzed right by the ten-wheeler’s grill, the driver angrily honking his horn.

			 Stunned by what Alix had done, Louis needed a few seconds to catch his breath. When he made the turn on the small road, his felt his shirt sticking to his sweaty back. Once at the house, he saw that she’d opened the gate with her own remote control and parked in her usual spot. She was waiting for him on the veranda. He parked his car and sprinted in her direction.

			 “What the hell’s wrong with you?” he said. “You’re tired of living? You want to end it all?”

			 “I won…”

			 “But you’d already won. At that point, the race was over, and you knew it. I always thought that you were a good driver, but what you just did was nuts. That truck could’ve crushed you. Thank God that driver had good reflexes. Are you crazy or something? Things are that bad for you?”

			 He was stammering he was so furious. He reached out to grab hold of her, but she fell into his arms and held on to him like she was afraid to drown.

			 “Jesus, Alix,” he said whispered.

			 In the darkness, he couldn’t make out her face. He could only hear her heavy breathing. How many times had they taken refuge silently in each other’s arms whenever one of them felt adrift? How many heartbreaks had they shared? As long as he could remember, Alix had always been his double, his fortress against the world, his life support. But right now, he was dying to go upstairs to join Francine. If Alix knew she’d consider it the ultimate act of treason.

			 The air was cool, with a wind that made her shiver in her light cotton dress. She suddenly pulled herself from him.

			 “I miscalculated the distance, Louis,” she said in an even tone. “That’s all.”

			 “Get yourself some glasses, then!”

			 She’d found the strength to pull herself together. She always believed that she was the stronger of the two.

			 Her heels clacked on the veranda floor. He followed her into the entry hall, then the stairs, and he kissed her before heading down the hallway. He felt a sensation of freedom that should’ve made him feel guilty but instead he felt happy. 

			* * *

			 Francine demanded from her soon what Louis was too much of a softy to have asked Frédéric to do under the same circumstances. Romain was completely healed and was his chipper old self again. He spent all his time with Élise. Antoine, who let him go to the pool or the movies with his buddies, had even let Francine buy him a new guitar. Francine could take care of that, since she had a “technical advisor” on hand. Antoine would pay for half of the instrument, as long as the cost was reasonable.

			 The morning when Romain decided to do what his mother expected of him, he first planned to first go to the pool. He’d gone every morning since he left the hospital. Then he’d try to find Frédéric. He planned to check out spots where teens hung out—McDonald’s, the cafés, the movie theaters—and see if he could run into Frédéric. If that didn’t work, he’d head for Notre-Dame-de-la-Mer. Nothing about the task pleased him. He would’ve been dead against it if not for his true feeling of gratitude. After all if he were in a similar situation, he might not have done what Frédéric did i. There was no way of knowing really.

			 He swam twenty laps or so, doing the backstroke, and then he went over to Élise and lay near her in the grass. She’d spent long hours at his bedside when he was recovering, smiling at him silently. Those moments had brought them even closer. She now felt attraction and a worried tenderness Romain. She never could’ve imagined being so in love with anyone.

			 “Look who’s here, the lovebirds,” Richard said, standing next to them.

			 Behind him were Nadège and Frédéric, hand in hand. Romain got up first, surprised by Frédéric winding up right there in front of him.

			 “Hey,” Romain said to him. “Good timing. I wanted to see you today.”

			 “Alright. Well, now you have. Okay, we’re going to sit down over there.”

			 “No, wait one second. I need to talk to you.”

			 Romain had a hard time getting the words out, especially in front of the others.

			 “I think that the least I can do,” he managed to say, “is to thank you.”

			 “Fine. You’re welcome.”

			 Frédéric began walking away, but Romain stood in his way. More needed to be said.

			 “I was out of it at the end of the fight, you know, but I was told that without you, things could’ve been much worse for me.”

			 “Save your thanks for Damien. He’s the one who deserves it.”

			 “You didn’t have to follow him.”

			 “You know me: natural born fighter.”

			 Frédéric’s mocking tone didn’t make Romain’s job any easier. As he fumbled to add something significant, Élise went over to the boys. She realized that Romain and Frédéric hated each other because of her hesitation and stupid need to be liked by everybody. She’d already explained that to Frédéric, the day after Music Fest. Now she felt like she needed to help Romain out.

			 “Want to come swimming with me?” she asked Nadège.

			 The girls exchanged a quick glance and walked together toward the pool taking Richard with them. Relaxing a bit, Romain took the opportunity to say, rapid fire, “I never thought I’d owe you anything but, man, what you did for me…”

			 “Oh, quit it. You know why I got involved? Because Élise asked me to.”

			 Right away Frédéric regretted his words.

			 “I’m kidding, of course,” he said. “But I’ve had it up to here with the thank yous. Please keep yours to yourself. I don’t want to talk about that night all summer. Besides, if you want to know the truth, I’ve got nothing against you.”

			 He was too young to figure out that it was precisely because he’d come to Romain’s rescue that he was able to be magnanimous. Even he was surprised by what he’d just said.

			 “Nadège and I are together,” Frédéric added, as though it explained everything.

			 “Good for you.”

			 Both felt embarrassed and turned to the pool. The two girls were laughing, trying to catch Richard so they could toss him in the water.

			 “Well, take it easy,” Frédéric said.

			 He took a couple of steps toward the pool, stopped in his tracks, and came back to Romain, who hadn’t moved.

			 “Listen. There’s no use trying to pretend. Your mother spends quite a bit of time with my father at the house. So if you want to come over, it’s okay with me.”

			 Proud of himself, he took off to join the girls.

			* * *

			 Out of breath, Louis shut his eyes. He tried to resist again, but let himself go anyway. He still was holding Francine by the waist and he felt her lean against him. When she kissed him, he closed his arms around her.

			 “I’m exhausted,” he whispered. “I think you’re going to drive me crazy. Or turn me into a sex fiend. Or make me prematurely senile.”

			 Playfully, she began to bite his shoulder. He still didn’t let go of her.

			 “Stay there. You’re light as a feather.”

			 She stretched out on his body, her head nestled in his neck. He remained silent for a while and then said, in a serious voice, “I love you, Francine.”

			 “You say that like it’s an ultimatum.”

			 “No, no. It’s a declaration.”

			 With his fingertips, he caressed the nape of her neck, and her back.

			 “You’re turning me into an addict. Hooked and dependent.”

			 “As long as it doesn’t prevent you from composing!”

			 “It’s the opposite.”

			 “I know. You get up in the middle of the night to go downstairs. Sometimes I feel like sitting on the stairs to listen to you secretly, like a little kid.”

			 “Please, don’t.”

			 “I wouldn’t do that.”

			 “But if you do come down, at least be courageous enough to come in. I’ll make love to you on the piano.”

			 “Is that good for inspiration?”

			 “Don’t know. I’ve never tried it before.”

			 “As Frank would say, you’re too straight, Lou-iss, too classical.”

			 “He’d said that?”

			 “What do you think?”

			 She stared at him, pensive, then pulled herself from him.

			 “Where are you going?” Louis said.

			 “I want to freshen up. Are you coming with me?”

			 Once in the bathroom, she spotted a light blue terrycloth bathrobe that she’d never seen before, hanging by Louis’s.

			 “I bought it for you,” he said.

			 He’d already opened the shower door and took refuge under the water before she could say anything. Moved, she watched him clean up. She’d noticed that he methodically began by washing his face, then his hair, then the rest of his body. It was one of his rare routines.

			 Set on taking her time, she decided to turn on the bathtub. Summer had just started and she wanted to enjoy every moment she could here with him. The beginning of the next school year was still a long ways away, no use thinking about it now. In any case, she’d promised herself that she wasn’t going to be a French teacher her entire life. She had other plans. Louis made her feel like she could reach any goal she set for herself.

			 She checked the water temperature before climbing in the tub, and then poured in a bit of perfumed oil. Louis had bought that as well; the bathroom shelves were filled with new purchases. It had been a supermarket where he’d first asked her out, more or less convinced it was a good idea. Eyes closed, she let her mind wander. Louis… Louis Neuville, successful composer. And what was she? During the last teachers’ meeting, she’d been assigned the upcoming 12th grade French lit course, which meant that Romain, Frédéric, Élise, and Richard would be in her class. It would be an incredibly awkward situation with her son, her lover’s son, and her son’s girlfriend being among her student.

			 “You think that they’ve made up for good?” Louis said. “God, I hope so.”

			 He’d just kneeled on the bathmat, and was watching Francine with a worried expression.

			 “It’s impossible to know what’s going on in teenagers’ minds,” she replied. “They’re too complicated. You want everything too fast. But don’t worry, we’ll get there.”

			 She reached for Louis’s wet hair, then caressed his high cheek bones. She ran a finger down the contour of his jaw. This man was giving her everything--happiness, endless possibilities that she couldn’t have even dreamed about a few months ago--yet he was the one gazing at her with eyes filled with gratitude.

			 “You don’t have to wait until I go back to bed and fall asleep,” she said softly. “Go on.”

			 She’d read his mind, which made Louis break into one of his irresistible smiles. She held back a sigh when he stood. He put on his own bathrobe and left the room, barefoot. The melody running in his brain was haunting him, and he began to sing it while hurrying down the stairs to the music room.

			 Once the double doors were closed, he looked for a pack of cigarettes, whistling through his teeth. As soon as he lit one, he grabbed some sheet music and a pen on the Steinway. He quickly jotted down a series of staffs. Standing in front of the keyboard, one eye closed because of the smoke, he played a few notes with his right hand. In order to respect the dramaturgy of this godforsaken opera, he’d set his mind on a trio: tenor, soprano, baritone. And now the theme of danger needed to be introduced.

			 He put out his cigarette and sat on the piano stool, where he spent the most interesting part of his life. He could play someone else’s music, improvise, create whatever he wanted on his instrument, and the rest of the world vanished. It was so simple! Even during times of terrible anguish, and even if the cause of his anguish was music, redemption was in his fingers and in his head, limitless.

			 For a long moment he worked on the melody without realizing that the sky was beginning to brighten outside. Puccini, La Bohème’s snowflakes, the way the Italian composer had been able to personify the objects and atmosphere by his choice of instruments—one day he’d be able to attain that degree of craftsmanship, if only through hard work.

			 A sharp pain in his back made him get up. He stretched, went for his pack of cigarettes, and spotted Laura, sitting on the floor by one of the open French doors. The sun was up, and she was holding a coffee mug, now empty.

			 “What are you doing there?” Louis said.

			 “I was drinking my coffee outside and I was listening to you. Then I decided to come in.”

			 The music room’s soundproofing did very little when the doors or windows were opened. The Neuville family had always enjoyed hanging out on the wrap around veranda in the summertime when Louis was playing. They were more or less discreet about it. Grégoire liked to sit in a rocking chair right under the window, Sabine and Tiphaine spied on their uncle through the window pane like two kittens, and Hugues would lean against one of the veranda’s pillars. Only Frédéric didn’t hesitate to disturb his father. He would interrupt him right in the middle of a highly inspired session, certain that he was going to be welcomed no matter what.

			 “What planet are you from, Louis?” Laura said, a benign smile on her face.

			 Since she’d been observing him, she’d seen his expression change twenty times. It was though it was his profession to translate the emotions of others. She was unable to guess exactly what made her brother tick. As a child she’d had a lot of admiration for him, but Alix was like a watchdog baring its teeth. Louis was her brother, at the piano or the dinner table or anywhere else, night or day. Laura had accepted the situation. Later, Hugues and her daughters had provided her with everything she’d wanted out of life, and she harbored no hard feelings. She was serene.

			 “I adore what you were just playing…” she said

			 “What, this?” Louis said, keyed up. “You liked it?”

			 Head lowered, making sure he was injecting into his playing the required emotional intensity, he launched into what was going to be the overture of the second act. After the last note, Laura kept quiet for a second and then whispered, “It reminds me…”
 “Shit!” Louis screamed, slamming down the Steinway’s lid.

			 Stunned, Laura saw him get up, tighten his bathrobe, and shrug.

			 “Fine, okay,” he said, extremely upset, “so I’m failing.”

			 “Louis…”

			 “I don’t want it to remind people of something else, someone else’s music. It has to be original, you understand?”

			 “All I was going to say it that it reminded me of stormy nights.”

			 Looking terribly sorry, Louis grimaced and went over to his sister. Grabbing one of her hands, he helped Laura to her feet.

			 “I’m sorry , Laura. How about a walk to the belvedere before the others wake up? I think I need to walk around bit. My back is so stiff…”

			 Laura had to laugh.

			 “Go put on a pair of jeans,” she said, “and I’ll make you a cup of coffee. Then we’ll go.”

			 She headed for the French door while he lifted the piano’s lid, slowly, as though he regretted manhandling it. He rarely had these types of outbursts. He was sorry that his little sister had been the victim of one just now.

			 He ran his fingertips on the piano’s ivory keys. It was familiar, sensual. He continued for a while. If he ever managed to finish this opera, even if it was twenty years from now, he’d dedicate it to Francine. She’d still be with him, of course, so he had time. He tried to imagine his opera’s heroine looking like her but he’d been thinking about Marianne while composing, maybe as a way to exorcise her. Nothing was easy when it came to this piece. He knew that he’d go through many nights of doubt and frustration. He accepted the challenge, as he loved that kind of hell.

			 When Laura came back to the music room five minutes later, Louis was still in his bathrobe, writing frantically, once again beyond reach. He was a complete slave to the music he was hearing in his head, and nothing else was important.

		

	


	
		
			
[image: author.jpg]
Françoise Bourdin was born listening to opera. Her parents, both opera singers, helped her to develop an appreciation for strong characters, plots, and the music of words. Since 1994 she has written dozens of books, three of which have been adapted for French television. Bourdin lives with her two daughters in Normandy.

		

	


	
		
			© 2000 by Françoise Bourdin and Belfond

			© 2010 by Belfond for the English translation

			All Rights Reserved

		

	

OEBPS/images/publisher.jpeg
I:/xumm

\QUARE






OEBPS/images/cover_fmt.jpeg
FRANCOISE
BOURDIN

‘«K\{*
,\ h, N f
» ) ¢

" o
'THE/M?&M
OF THEIR LIVES

RANSLATED BY [FAN CHARBONNEAU
Posusters Sauare





OEBPS/images/author.jpeg





