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o g reo o res do von know what that means m

English? It means £ febid joi. She was acoually
sitting at a table behind us for the entire meal and she
spent the whale time watching me, although [ didn’t
reealise it You know, it's funny, but I'mstarting to think it
wouldn't be stretching things wo far to read something
highly svmbalic mto that phrase. It could alsn mean:
“ Al thas time, all these years, Tve been nght behind vou,
not very far away, and you didi’t see me. 1twas bvious
your and [ were meant to be together, but we missed
each other every time, Now Dwant vou to knew that I'm
here, the ball's in your court, vou can't say no one told
your and grumble that vou missed out on the chanee of
alifetime.” What dao vou think?

It was the watter who brought me a litle card at
the end of meal, with the bill. You know, the sort of
card that has the restaurant’s Ingo, address and phone
number printed abave its name. I don't know if vou've
noticed, but they always do this sort of thing really
nicelvin Italy  the cards are always properdy printed on
qquality paper with an elegant Mustratinn and attractive
Iettering, they always have a personal touch: the Italians
pav far more attention 10 this sort of thing than the
French. Written on the back of the card m ballpoint
pen wits “fiw diet ot i’ that's pronounced Aee-
ey i Ttalian, then a mobile number which, i Traly
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starts with thirty-three ar thivty four. The waiter smiled
as he handed 1t 10 me and began telling me in Ialian
what had happened. T was nodding, although T could
only actwally understand one word i fve; T eouldn’t
bring mysell” tn admit that T dido't understand Tralian,
it was thoroughly ireitating, bt I just kept nodding out
ol sheer pride. What a ndiculous way toreact, hub?
Howw stupid can you get?

As it was perfectly obwious that T didn’t have a cloe
what hie was saying, he naturally turned o oy father
and steprmnther, who do speak alian, and explamed
that a gl sitting at the table behind us had insisted on
giving me her phone number. He was really tickled by
it, he couldn't stop smiling! And it wasn't a mocking or
a hlasé smile. Quite the reverse 1t was what I'd rall a
iremulons smile, a tremulous, emotional smile, toged
with amazement. Enthusiastic and amazed, that was
it He was so embarrassed about samiling, and so taken
b the thought of this gl leaving hee phone number
for me i osuch a romantic, gutsy way that he was
virtually blushing, Yes, 1 know, if's the sort of situatinn
o only find in films or books and, putting mysell in
the walter's shoes, I'm sure this sort of thing didn't
happen every day m s restaurant. 1 didn't really take
that nn board, it true, becanse it was happening to me,
because the note was addressed to me But, T suppnse,
Incking at it abjectively, that kind of thing must be
quite excitng, mustn't itF 5o [ asked the waiter, this
tme i English - incidentally, have yvou noticed that
when vou ask an Italian, “Doovou speak English™,
they te nd to answer VETY humhh “Tust a little bit™?
f__J,:r.'.a.!.:hMHrerr: with that accent, rn:ihng that sign with
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their thumb and forefinger. They may say “ust a lide
bit”™ but they actually understand and speak English
far, [ar better than the French, don’t they? Have vou
noticed that? - What was [ saving, ol ves, the waiter.
I ask him m English, trying really hard not to have a
French accent beeavse English sounds really dreadful
spoken with a French accent, doesn’t 7 T ask hom of
the gl comies here olten, what she was ke, of she was
pretey or ned, [ ask him to deseribe her, just to give me
an idea. T was just asking for a langh, to show of " a bt
toomy [ather, stepmather and kid brother, without really
thinking about what T said. Just for fun and because it
wits making me frel better, taking my mind off things
by chatting about silly stuff Iike that.

Because T was nosuch a state that evening, honest
to Gind, you have no idea. Alexandrine had cheated
an me over a month eadier, and [ conldn’t get over
i, it was awful. T thought about it every time T lnoked
at her. T ied 1o stop thinking about it, but it was no
g, 1t had got blown out of all proportion, i had
become pathologeal, it was slowly eating away at my
mnud, every day T ielt drained, bloodless, Thad a dead
welght in the pit of mv stomach night and day, you
know, that dead weight vou get ust there, that won't
o away, depression converted into objective physical
pain. The kind of thing they treat with antidepressants
like Proveac, studl like that. Before 1 went theough all
this, T didn't understand Prozac. Before all this, yvou
knoaw, I'd made 1t a paint of honour never to admit
things weren't okay, [ just went on stubbornly believing
that 1 was happ\ I even comvineed rm.uzlf that 1
didn’t have amy problems, you know, befre all this
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happened, Dwas Mr Ve fudtar 5o 1 didn'tunderstand
the purpnse, use or effect of all that chemistry: When
people talked about depression and fecling down, it
didn’t seem real, Tthooght you had to be weak tooneed
all those drugs, all those therapists, all that talking. [
brcame contempiuous, seornful, iotally miolerant
about it all. Tdidn't realise you could be unhappy and
not do anvthing about it, T didn’t realise vou could be
really miserable, that you could frel ten years older just
like that, that one dav you could just stop wanting tn
put on i brave face. [ thought that peaple who were
unhappy just put up with being unhappy and that
deep down they couldn’t be all that unhappy, all that
depressed, know what I mean?

Well, 1 never veally senously considered griting a
presenphion for Prozac beeawse, deep down, T think
I have a huge ego, which means 1 abways keep my
head above water and come out smelling of roses
whatever happens. But Ive now realised that there
are paychological traumas which are too terrible, ton
hard to bear, and which can, in the long rn, make yon
lnse vour grip. And [ve realised that Western medicine
has harnessed certain molecules o cope with thess
tranmas and make [ife more bearable, And it would be
a mstake to do without them if you really need them,
il things are ton difficul, i you aren’t strong enough
to do without, 1 they'll make vou less miserable. And
there’s no shame i that. Mo, Dve had i with looking
down on people who cram their faces with drugs and
dnn’t hide when they're i pain s ton easy: 1 realise
noww that they're doing their best. 1 realise now that the
poor bastards must reallv be sufferig, if they've come
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to that. I now know vou can be in pain and not be ahle
1o inore it [ don't Iook down on anyone any more,
anvway. Thiswhole busness has made me more human.
Thad tovwait 611 T hit my thirties hefore 1 realised [was
Just ke pveryone else, that we were all in the same boat,
and that I'd been a complete idiot to think [ was betier
than anyone else. Beades, it was my therapist whe told
me at aur first session, mfune: “You'te not better than
all the others now, vou're e of shem”™, heavily siressing
“ane of then” . Before all this, I'd thought had nothing
in common with other people. But 1 was more than
happy 16 go looking for them when 1 needed 1o 1alk.
Because, vou know, 1 didn’t talk before. T was Mr v
Fiottern, as 1 said. And, now, 1 can honestly say that
that 1 pulled through becavse 1 spent hours talking to
people, whether they were gond hsteners or not. Yes,
I'll say it Inud and clear: “Thanks, people, thanks! You
saved my [ife and please forgive me for bad-mouthing
vour for sn long, 1 swear Tve learned my Jesson and 1
won't do it again!™ In the end, 1was shameless; when
asked “How are yvou?. T didn't have any qualms aboot
answering, “Dreadful, things couldn't be worse, Lreally
need totalk, have you gor a minute” And there was no
heldme me back  me, the man who was s afraid of
damaging his perfect image by talking oo much about
himeell and any problems be might have  there was
n holding me back from talking to them for hours, [ike
everyone else dnes, shamelessly doing people’s heads
by talking non-stop the way ather peaple have done
my head m with all their talk when things were gning
badly for them, when was prefending that everyvthing
was fine my end and that T was listenimg just as closcly

13



MICTILAS FARLUES

tor their problems as they do to mine, now that [ have
my ot And D never showed that they were snmetimes
dning my head in with their non-stop talk, probably for
the same reasons that, of all the people Tve discussed
my problems with ever the past few months, meluding
vil, there must have heen one or two who el Twas
dning their heads m big tme, don't vou think? 'm not
dning vour head i, am I' Are vou sure? Anvway, [
don't really care whether somenne’s listening to me or
not. New [ talk. And snmething i abvavs sorted out
when vou talk. Amyway, 1t finally dawned on me that
prople don't want vou io spare them your problems
and be okay  quite the reverse, n fact. People actually
want yau o show your troe face and admit you'ee just
like them, that vou're in the same shitty boat as them.
That's what sharing really is, that's what heing human
1= As lomg as you're fine, as long as vou try o spare
prople vour problems, you fascinate them butyou're not
one of them, vou're beter than them, vour happiness
keeps them at arm's length ton much, 1t annoys them
and makes them hastile, And they like vou even more,
they re even mare attenizve and sympathetic when you
show your true face after thev've spent ages thinking
vou were better than evervone else, after theyve been
wilting with pervers: impatience for vou to fall fat on
vour face, ke pvervone else.

Amywary, as Twas saying, Tdidn't begin to sufer all T
turned thirty. Ur rather, to discover that 1 eould sufler
like everyone else and that my so-called strength of
mind, my so-called elegant detachment, my totally
theoretical, totally idealistic, wotally literary alnal-
ness fowards evervihing couldn’t protect me from a
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straightforward, ordinary, resounding slap in the face.
[ didn't really grow up all the age of thiry: You know,
[ never had any real problems. I'm not a traumatised
child, there’s nothing abjectively ragic lorking in my
past. I wasn't abandoned, T wasn't raped or abused,
miy parents didn’t beat the Iving davlights out of cach
ather in front of me, my father hasn't lled anyone, he's
never been to prison, he didn't drink, my mather didn't
prositiute hersell o feed me, T dido't witness horrible
things, murders, senocides, deportation, stufl ke that,
My past was perfecily ordinary and middle-class a linle
sister, 2 mum and dad who loved and respecied cach
ather, wha loved us, and who then realised one day
that things weren't working out and who decided on
a clean break, and that was that, One child each and
the best of luck, lets not forget we loved each other
and that the children’s happiness comes fivst. The petty
trauma nf divoree and a bonded family, the petty woes
ol a spoiled child, life goes on, nothing to make a big
somg and dance about.

Amyway, given that we're all wtally self-nheessed, ane
dav Tl probably laugh about this pathetc business
[ve just gone through with Alexandrine but, for now,
it feels more like a revalution the kind of revalution
that’s part of an adult’s normal, mundane, lousy L.
Thats fife, as they sav. Quite an apt expression, isn't
it? Tt fife. Anvway, this whole business will have a
before and alter, that's for sure. Hey, don't vou thnk e
changed, just a lntle bit? T haven’t changed completely,
ol course, but, T don't knew, den't vou think there's
something a lide sadder in the depths of my oves,
the kind of thing that's barely noticeable but shows
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vour're ot the same any mare, that vau're a little more
serions, a little more experienced now. You haven't
noticed amvthing” You don't think Tve changed” Yes,
I knonw we're all damaged children noour own way
EFarh and every ane of us. In thenry, that should put
all our petty little woes frmly in perspective. So much
anonymous sullering is almost annoying, But, well, vou
know, having Alexandrine cheat on me was awlul, a
real mghtmare. For a whole month afier she got back
from Bangkok, I couldn'’t sleep, Thad o force mysell
to eat, force mysell to ger out of bed, take a shower,
rhonse what clathes i wear, get ready i front of the
mirrar, keep a smile on my face so that evervone would
go an thinking that evervihing was okay. Actuall: no, [
didn’t force myvself. that's not the nght word. Actoally,
I was dning evervthing mechanically, without really
understandimg what was happening to me. T wasin the
middle of the shorkwave, vou know, when the bulding
tstill standing a few mimes after the eanth tremer and
then collapses. Or like the chicken which has just had
its head cut off and keeps running round the vard for
twenty o thinty seconds before it accepts that there’s
no point running any more, that it's going nowhere,
I thaught T was strong, you know, made of stainles
steel, off-rad, untouchable, ton prond for pain. But
suddenty, pride. alonines, iy were all gone. Just a
resounding slap in the face from life. And ke all thos:
wha are ton proud and ton sheltered by life when they
recedve their first hard knock, 1 overreacted. T urned
min a robot, 1 did everything the same as nsual bt
I'd switched off. T was completely devastated, T was
ohsessed by the thought of my wile being shagged m
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her furking hotel room, in Bangkok, by some man who
wis faller and more manly than me, who was bugger,
less mhibited, a black man who spoke English and
who made her come without a second thought. Tt was
awlul, honest to Godd, 1 tried to put on a brave face for
everyone, 1 kept a manic smile on my face, pretending
Twas nobndy's fonl. But, underneath it all, T was going
tn pieres, [elt ke no one in the world was Jnsing their
arip like me.

That was exactly mv frame of mind when [ was
spraking to the waiter i that restaurant in Florence,
[ was feeling a kind of euphonic despair, vou know?
Though, on that particular evening, to be perfectly
hanest, just being in Tralv was dning me the world of
wondl. I'd arrived from Fars that morning, [ was just
there [nr the weekend, [ wasn't expecting the top o
make me feel any hetter, it didn't even cross my mind
that ltalv might do anything for me, given the state
[ was in And it's precisely because T didn’t expect
anyihing that it all happened, hecause it didn't even
crnss my mind that something might happen o bring
me out of my black depression. My father, whom
[ hadnt seen for a year, had suggested that 1 make
the most of my trip o Europe (o spend a weekend
mn Florence, where be'd just moved with his familv
He'd suggested this by email two ar three months
agn, well i advance, to make sure he didn't miss me,
beeaus: he knows what 1t's [tke o make a fhang vist
tn Europe: Inads of things to do and people to see in
recornd tme, with no time to spare for family. He knew
things weren't going brilliantly in mv marriage and
he'd written:
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Wlieas ot cume fo Piaies withe Aleunidiie, i enily .:n';prnrrfm.
ey adeor !yt eume fo shaly el ais e Sovewce fur e wevkend
fo fke pos il wff hosegss FVe 1 o gt el o foaind
yfiite of Jiice fiitse ab Bl Rl awnliv o e of e vl i,

When he'dl suggested this in his email, [ was in my
ofhee m Tanambo, on the other side of the world,
my mind necupied with a thonsand ather worries and
morally eaten up with guilt. You know, at that ome, 1t
must have been June, Alexandrine and Dwere already
m the midst of a rrsis. T was the one who, after years
and vears of reciprocal fidelity with two children,
had suddenly screwed evervthing up, in mid-May,
by lnsing my head over (Gassy, a visiting singer wha'd
even got the witchdoctors in her village to cast a spell
on me and, frankly, her magic charms could well have
worked becavse, with hindsight, T really don’t know
what 1 saw m her, a singer for Chrissake, [ ask you!
A wartual stranger who really wasn't that attractive,
amvway, whom [ sneaked away to kiss and caress in her
hotel, one marning when my wife and children were
muncently at the zoo, completely unaware of what
I was getting up to on the other side of town. The
worst thing was not so much snogging another woman
and fondling her breasts and fanny:. You already know
what happened, evervone knows. The worst thing was
that, twi davs later, when I ronfessed to Alexandrine
that I'd been with that woman, 1 abso tald her [ was
leaving her, only w take it back abruptly after twenty
minuies and beg her o forgve me, I'm glossing over
this part, I'm oversimplifying, Ul skip Alexandrine’s
mental and physical collapse the second 1 told her
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the news, the terrible, palpable shock in her eyes and
written all over her face, just as she was about to put a
pound cake i the aven for the whele family Tl skip
the way I mmediately wanted o die for putting her
in that state, my sudden realisation that I'd thrown the
world aut of kilter, that I'd shattered her trust foarever,
I'd committed a real crime; Tl spare you my feeling
that this was the end of the world, that T was walking
mio the hres of hell there’s no other image o
describe it the lving nightmare, the words spoken in
those decisive five seconds that vou want to take back,
those five fatal seconds that vou hopelessly long 1o
rewite so that evervihing can go back to exartly how
it was before, so that everything is just 2 bad dream.
And talking about dreams, Il spare vou the one 1
had a couple of weeks earlier. Dreams are incredible,
In this dream, Alex and 1 are velling at each other,
we're velling at each other at the same time, face to
fare, eyes screwed shut in hysteria, we'ne in tears,
velling at each ather although we're totally unable i
eommunicate, we're deeply annoved with each other
{or some reason that sn't clear i the dream, but 1t's
something serinus, very serious in fact, snmething in
which I'm the guilty party, we're velling at each other,
miaking an meredible racket as of thas s the end of the
warld, and vet we're hugring each sther with all our
might, like two orphans in an air-raid, ternfied and
watting for death, because we both know that o other
auteome is possible. 1 remember that dream perdectly
I'm not making any of it up, honestly, that dream was
s rightening and the violence in it so tangible and
realistic, that 1t made me st halt upright mour bed
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the middle of the mght. I sell gave me the shivers the
next morning, I'm not kidding, T skip all that b,
as far as the actual sequence of events goes, that’s the
version you've heard, o't it? Tell me strajght away
il I'm missing something out, some addional detail,
snmething you might have been told that you think i
signtficant and that vou might think T was deliherately
kecping from vou to make it casier o tell voo my
versinn. Go ahead, T really wouldn’t want o influence
vl

In any case, [won't go mtn the reasons for my il
midisrretion with the singer. For a start, they're quite
prrsonal, it wauld take hours and, most mportanty, 1
don’t want to foree you to take my sde, T hnow you're
very [ond of Alex, T know vou get on well with her and
that she tells vou her oan version ol things, it wooldn't
b fair. AT can say, evenif it doesn’t get vou anvvhere,
s that T had my reasons. OF course Teid. Tdon't mind
commg over as a bastard, 1 don’t mind coming over as
the persan whi ruimed everything brst, but i didn’t just
happen out of the blue, that's all T ean say T did i
brecanse [ had my reasons and you'ne never tofally to
blame 1f vou havee vour reasons, are you? Even though,
at the tme, seemg what a state Alexandrme was n
brecanse of me, T el soguiley that Trefused w consider
that [ might have had the shghtest abjectve reason or
doing what T'd done. Amyway, T Felt Tike shat, T felt
ennrmausly guilty for ling to ber, enormously guiliy
foor threatenime 1o leave her for some woman I'd had
pathete qualms about sleeping with before I'd lefi my
wile: properly, enormously guilty for going of at the
deep end and takmg just five seconds to rum all
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those vears of marriage untroubled by the shightest
acknmwledged problem, with two kads into the hangain,
After a sleepless might grovelling at her eet, begring
heer to forgive me and take me on again or bife, after a
sleepless night filled with her tears and despairing
howls, after watching her throw her wedding nng intn
the bin and not bemg allowed to take it out, [ stopped
oing to work for ten davs from the [nllowing moring
to avoid leaving her alone in the house for a second. 1
stayed with her night and day, mlled moa ball on the
bare fnor at the foot of the bed mthe guest room,
where she'd now moved all her things. 1 stopped
sleeping, [ watched her slightest move as she slept;
when she woke up, T hurnedly sat op and waited for
her first wards, gazing up at her, [ lowered my eves
when she ordered me with hers not to look her m the
fare, T nodded my head in case she was upset by the
sound of my voiee, Dasked permission hefore speaking
to her 1Ielt the rom when she ordered me to leave
the ronm; out of & sense of decency, didn't dare show
v jovwehen shee asked me to stay to keep her company;
[ waited for her orders pacing up and down e the
corridor; out of a sense of decency T didn’t dare sit
down for a rest on the bvng room sofa, [ didn't dare
switch on the TV, T didn’t dare open a book, T didn't
dare think of mysell, even for a second, T didnt even
dlare Inok at mysell in the marror awy more becase |
was revalted by the face of a man who had destroved
awile and mother, T was like Macheth after the king's
murder, I'd murdered innocence and now T was
making mysell pay dearly for 1, honest o God, I'm
not exagrerating, s true. From then on, [ spent
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twn-and-a-hall months in wtal seli-denal, verging on
masnchism, and I thought there was nothing strange
abont it nothing strange about not allowing mysell
o erv or laugh in front of her, nothing strange about
being a shit, nothing strange about not throwing mysell
under the wheels of the first car that came along out of
respert for her griel, nothing strange about hearing her
sary: “There’s anly nne thing that could ruin vour life as
much as you've rumed mine and that would be for me
tov commmmit suicide, But I'm damned of Um going to gve
vou the satisfaction.” T thought her treating me like 2
dng was nothing, [ was completely Inst, she was my
furious ewner, 1 could hear her crving and sniffling for
hours on end behind the walls of her rnom and 1t was
falling me; 1 was willing o submit to anv kind of
humiliation, any kind of violence, just for 2 mag-
nanimous hand on my hair or against my cheek, st
for a simple smile and, i fact, the very evening the
drama unfolded, she foreed me at the point of a kichen
knile tn vell nonsense down the phone at the singer,
whese legs she would've smashed with an iron bar in
the middle of the nght at her hotel, had Gasy stll
been in town. In fact, the moming afier, she bit my
hand and drew bood when 1 forcibly removed about
twenty pills from her mouth as she was trang to
swallow them in her raom. In fact, 2 hall-an-hour Later,
shie took all our love Ietters from all thase years, mine
o her and hers to me, along with all our photos, and
threw them intn the fre n ront of my eves, hundreds
of photns and negatives from so many years together,
and I had no right to bat an evelid. In fact, the next
day, she spent a gond twenty minutes pasing messages
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to me through our six-vear-old daughter wha, unl
then, had been kept completely sut of the picture,
messages lker “Dad, mum wants me to ask vou how
Gassy 17, “Dhad, mum wants to know when you intend
to et rid of the pests to make room for Gassy”, “What
s et il of fle sty mean, dad?”, “And who's Gassy,
dad™ And, nfact, the following Saturday, at linchtime,
alier spending the whole morming plaving the same
sacd song called Wt T £t My over and over, m
which the woman has been decenved by her lover, she
telephoned a fiend to come and get the children and,
after the children had left with her frend, when she
and I were alone in the house, with no witnesses, she
switched off the CD plaver and started hammering on
the: Incked doar of the tatlet, screaming at me to get up
{rovm the throne where [ was taking a shit, She soreamed
at me o open the donr immediately, so T opened 1, 1
opened 1t hecause | wasn't moany fit state (o disobey
her and alsn beranse D wasn'tin the habit of disnbeying
Aex, even before the nightmare. 8o Topened the doar,
wondering a fittle what was going on, =il holding up
mry unfastened mousers, and saw her standing there,
transfigured, gripping an aluminium broom handle
{rom which she had unserewed the brush, Her face was
unreeoguisable with hatred, she was gripping the
broom handle m her fist with all her might and she
saitd, full of that song which she must've played forty
times hetween nine o°clock in the morning and midday,
she said, her eves and mowth flled with a disgust 1
didn’t recogmse, a disgust that made me think, “You
o't actually knene Alex, your wile is a stranger,” she
saul: (et ready to pay for what vou've done” 5o
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mmmediately realised what was in swre for me my
heart wasn't thumping as Ioudly as 1t should have done
because [ must already have known deep down, T oust
alveady have been instinctively expecting what was
about o happen, 1 must even have been expecting,
mare ar less conscioushy, for all those vears, that a
sifuatton could matenalkse that would define  the
underlying relationship we'd had from the start her
poientially violent [ragility versus my  potentially
eowardly guilt. 5o it didn’t even cross my mind o
refuse, T didn’t try to play the innocent, 1 didn't ask any
quesiinns, I calmly buttoned my trousers and walked
over o her saving: “T'm ready™, 1 gritted my teeth and
she mmediately began beating the living daylights o
of me in the dnarway of our bathroom with the handle
she was gripping so tightly that it gave her blisters that
lasted for several days; she began v hittmg me
vignroushy with all the might of 2 woman bt like a
competitive swimmer, non-stop blows o the hack of
my head and neck, she heat my legs, my hips, my back,
like ome of the Furies, she aimed for my balls, my face,
like a woman possessed, she screamed at me with every
blow, rvang at me with insulis ke “bastard,” “wanker,”
“fucking shit,” “vou're nothing bat a shit,” “fucking
bastard,” “rat shit and dic, thats all you deserve,”
“vou'te not warth a shit,” and 1 let it happen, too
wracked with smult 1o feel the effect of her blows and
maults, puttmg off the pain, feousng on the whistle of
the air as it swept down the aluminium tube, thinking
every time her ouraged eves met mine behind the
shaft: “Tve married a lonatie.” And when, after three
or four minutes, the bronm handle {olded in two from
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its repeated contact with my hanes, she threw the two
preces I my face, went min my study, unplugged the
little wonden lamp and smashed that into my face. She
did 1t with so much foree that both the lamp and it
shade broke nto pieces at once the blow was s
forceful and precise that it didn’t even hunt, Withoot
skapping a beat, she picked up the white wire with the
plug at one end from the debris an the Hoor and started
whipping me; she whipped me for a gond two ar theee
minutes more until the plag abo Hew off from the
repeated Blows, then she started trving toslash my face
with the bare wire, screaming that 1 had ne nght o
protect myself, that she had to disfigure my handsome
face so that it wouldn't appeal to women any more

Inok, vou can see the sear there, on my temple, there,
ol can't miss i in the light. see? It from the eleciric
wire, a more aceurate blow than all the rest, T had the
cut for @ month, and, to protect Alex, [ told everyone
['d been hit in the face by a branch inmy garden. It
only hecause T used aloe vera that it's as unnoticeahle
as 1t 15 Adoe vera is brlliant for scars, did you know
that? Then, when the wire was so covered i blood that
it kept slipping out of her hand, she gave me two
resounding right-handers 10 the jaw, she fnared me
with a punch to the stomach and finished me off with
kicks to the chin, back and top of my head. All that
time, like a pathetic piece of shit, 1 refused to defend
myself She wanted o dishgure me, she wanted me
dead, and, doubled up an the tiled Honr, smggling for
breath because of the punch o the stomach, my fare
swillen and streaked with Bload, a cut over my nght
evehrow and my Tshirt nipped and soaked wath blnod,
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I stared numbly at the wedding ring an my left hand
and thought Ldeserved i, T thought she had every nght
tos il what she did to me hecause T was a pathetic Litle
shit, so [ was prepared o die and have my handsome
face romed. And when, alier seven or cight mmutes,
she eventually decided that my fare was virtually
unrecogmisable and that Id had as much as 1 could
take, she stopped hittng me, she caught her breath,
she wanted for thirty or oty seconds then, probably
realising she'd gone a bt ton far, she calmly said: Oy,
noww we e quits, Ul run vou a nice hat bath and patch
v . A vou can’t imagine how happy that made
me, that she was speaking so kindly to me, that she
snaped me down with her bare hands in oy hath, thar
she didn’t mind dabbing my bleeding gash with eotton
wonl, Betadine and hydrogen pernxide and putting
Biafine on my bruises, vou can't imagine how grateful
T felt that she was prepared to say categorically that we
wiere quits, [ even thought T'd got off quite lightly in
view of the ternble thing I'd done and that T'd have
gone through three times as moch for a resul ke ths,
That was the state of mind [ was in- that scene 1 a
gond mdication of how out of 1€ 1 was, for me as well
as for vou. Its all the God's honest truh; hanestly, 1
haven't exaggerated at all

[ didn’t put a fant wrong for the next two months,
homest to Gd, not a font wrong, et mysell” be treated
like dirt, [ was ohedient as a mangy dog, 1 made mysell
totally pathetic for her, but it was no goad, fom the
next morning opwards, the beatng m the bathronm
and the “Neow we're quits” were forgotten, no forgiving
hand on my head ar cheek, no smile. T kept waiching
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her haping for a change, hoping she'd coal off, bt she
couldn’t forgive me for spending twenty minuies openly
comtemplating leaving her for a semi-professional
singer, [or contemplating leaving her at all, she needed
me a5 a scapegoat for her suffering and as a witness,
she made me pay as much as she could every day for
my betrayal, and not by habves—vou know Alex 5o 1
didn’t really give a shit about my father’s hilliop house,
Treally couldn’t have given a fhving fuck about Florence
and Ttaby. T just thaught that T hadn't seen myv Gather,
stepmather and kid brather for a while, that it would
be simpler if they bved in France and that I'd have to
plan arnund the loads of meetings and lunches 1 had in
Paris o that I eould give mysell” 2 weekend ofl in Traly
It never ncourred tome, of course, that my ife would
be altered farever on the very evening T arrved.

S0 1 arrve in Florence on the first Saturday in
September, my heart and mind in a mess. Right from
the start, Alexandrine had planned o let me come
an my own because, for one thing, she obviously
waen't keen on visiting my father and stepmother
with me and, for annther, she preferred 0 make the
moat of this break in our short stay in Pans without
the children to relax and spend some time with her
stster and Imends. Amyway, [only suggested she should
come with me to Flarence as a formality, becanse she'd
have been furious with me if T hadn't, even though 1
kmew perfectly well that she didn't really want to come,
That's another example of aur fucked-up relatonship
fnr you: asking her tn come to Florence just to aviid
being told ofl for not asking her. [ found it impossible
to communicate amply with her, she always made me
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feel like 1 never did anyvthing right. And T couldn’t el
her that either, she'd dig her beels in if 1 moaned. [
woldn't want vou 1o get the idea, from the example
of that weekend in Florence, that Im selfish. Quite the
reverse, o be perfectly honest, and I'm not just saying
that to hlnw my own trumpet: T spent all those years
with Alex not presuming to think about my needs tna,
sn that T didn’t upset her Because [ was mad about
Mlexandrmne. Mad. Twas mad about her nght up to the
e, And whatever she’s said about that, whatever she
might have told you because [suppose she must have
iold vou that T never really Ioved her, didn't she? She's
talked to vou about it, hasn't she? - well, on that paint,
I'm sarry, T don't need oo justily mvsell She knows
perfectly well [ was madly in love with her.

Asking her ta come with me in Flarence when deep
down T didn't want her there, svmbalises the way we
were with each ather in the end: Ineeded a break — and
there were a gond many reasons for that oo, but I'm
not romyg (o go it them new, and anyway T'm afraid
I'd be hiased, Idon't want 1o bad-mouth Alexandrine
oy [ needed a break for loads of reasons that in my
opininn were objectively gond, ut T didn't dare sav so
frankly, in case Alexandrine reacted vinlently the way
she could in those stuations out of wounded pride.
50 1 ended up ving and doing the opposite of what
I really wanted and thought. OF course, Alexandrine
sensed that and suspected me of lving, and 1 denied 1
o avoid any contlict, which drove her crag, T denied
it even more vehemently, T put on my sweetest voice:
“nos provbilem, darling, honestly [ eouldn’t be happier,”
and she, helpless, ended up in a furtous mood because
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ol my nsincerity, and 1 put up with her hurtful words
and her black lnoks with my sacchanne voice, T just
put up with the endless msults. Fucked up, isn't i
Whse fault was it? Mine, the sweet-talking, two-faced
bastard who exasperated Alexandrme, or Alexandrine
the shrew, who terrorised me? Complicated, &'t !
[1's the everlasting nddle of the chicken and the egg
Even theugh I vow'll have o forgive my clear bias
hereeven though [ think T might have found it casier
to bie more honest, more mysell with a kinder wife. But
anvway. I [ wanted to go into that, vou see, T'd have
i go infa mare detatl, into our mdwidual personalies
and history, childbood, families, education, traumas,
bt this is neither the time nor the place,

50 I'm a quiverimg wreck when I show up m Florence
in early September, on my own, my guilt at having
cheated an her first now seamlessly replaced by a new
type of pain: the pam of heing cheated on. Because
to pay me bark, Alexandrine, purely out of a desie
for revenge, and also o prevent hersell from geing to
pieces at my betraval, had, 2 month earier, not just
kissel some bloke from Libena in her fucking hotel
room in Bangkek, Tl tell viu that much. At Teast, not
just om the mouth. Sorry, very bad taste—and [ don't
mean her Lihertan ... Oaps! Sormy again, I'm ternble,
[ dlon't knen what's wenng with me, it's not even funmy,
but T eonddn't help at, T sorry; it's a way of distancing
mysell from all this, you know. Amyway, it shouldn't
stop s having a laugh, should it}

I'was a quvenng wreek when T armved, but a dif-
ferent culture always makes an mpression. You know,
I'm very sensittve o all kinds of msygificant details
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that make all the difference. When I 1ell people wht
I remember about a country Tye vistied, they don'’
understand, thev always tend to take me for a fool or
a moh. I'm sorry, bt Ttaly s & complete change of
seenery I'monnt exaggerating, no need to Inok very
far if you use vour eyes. Prople can tell me there's no
diflerence between Taly and France oll they're Blue in
the face, but I'm sorry; they're like day and night. T'm
nind Just savang this to be provocatve, but musewms and
mnnuments hare me, even i Il Fven m Taly yes, 1
don't mind admiting o, withowt being at all snobhish,
honestle: I'm not saving [ don't ke them. Olwaously
I have a great deal af respect for them, olwaously
they're extranrdinary. T even have a pretty good eye for
architeeture, paimting, and all that. T have an mstinctne
grasp ol the history of art, [ now all the main perinds,
Lean date a fagade, a stle, a feature pretly accurately
bt T ot ko, when 1 go mio 2 museum to look at all
that stuff religiously, edging forward withow a sound to
avid disturbing ather visitors, having 1o spend at least
three minutes inspecting every angle pictuee at the sk
of seerming wnorant, [ immediately get a mental block,
I'm mmmediately bored suff by the mandatary, sgm-
prsted, sacred aspect of things. On wop of that, Giota,
all thase Fra what's his names, the basilieas, the Palazzn
Pitts, Paliezo Veechio, Santa Croce, Dad, the bas-
reliels by God knows wha, the ceilings by Raphael and
the Iike, are heautiful, I'm not saving thevre not, bt
they're borng, That's not what I like, in Trab: What [
ke, the day Tgnt there T hadn't been to Italy for ten
vears — started with the view from the plane window. I
wits Just the simple fact of Inoking at Italian trees, ltalian
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ficlde, Dtalian rnads and Dtalian Gactorses below and
thmking: “T'm about to/Jand in Ttaly and spend two-and-
a-hall” days there. A complete change of scene will take
my mind off things. Another trip under my belt, Jucky
me: for two days, [l see loads of tiny details that no one
else would find interesting but will give me 2 real boast.”
Berause Tsensed that, whatever anvone might say, Ttaly
s totally different from France in every way, which was
already an adventure m itsell T don't need muoch, vou
ko, o arouse my cuninsity and get my imagmation
aoing, 1'm not hard o plr‘m.r which = h]n-ndx fucky T
mav be amazed a bitle ton easly, perhaps even a Title
ton much, but [ do et something out of thess things.
&0, as [ said, just thinking: “T'm landing m Iraly”
with all the myths surrmmding [taly - becanse Ttaly
15 oquite: a big deal, =0t 7 just arriving sumechee e
1 already quite something. And, from that poant on,
everything 15 amazing and the msinificant, so-called
ardinary, impersonal things berome 2 permanent
source of entertamment: the colour of the tarmar at
the airpart, the sunshine, the way the air tastes, the first
Ttahans you meet, Ttalians o fecdy, the names of Tialian
companies on the sigms, the ariginal Italian brands, the
vehicles, the machinery, vou know, all the signs of a
country’s creative and economic independence, the
design of the airport shuttle, the streamlined shape of
the glasses wiorn by the driver who s chating quietly
with a colleague. Then the way the driver 5 holding
bz steering wheel, lanking m his rear-view mirmr and
pushing the buttons on his dashboard, more relaxed
and Iess jerkv in his movements than his French
coumterpart. And just from the drver’s glases, the
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spontaneously expansive, controlled movements, the
quict, musical verve of that perfectly ardinary driver
dit Btady, just from his normal feesese, vou start learning
viur first lessons, vou tick off the real cultral differences
that anvone else would have tried to find n 2 museum
or in the renowned nial of some Sicilian village. You
start thinking: the lialians aren't as tense as the French,
they're more direet, more level-headed, more robust
than the French, they're more comfartable wiih ther
Latinity, thev're descrihed as show-ofls bt it's just that
they enjoy themsehves without worrying as much as the
French about what other people may think of their so-
ralled excesses, they're never caught hetween twa stonls
Yo start thinking - well, o, n any case, I've started to
think that the Italians, despite all the generalizations
about them in France: the showing-ofl, the gifi of the
gah. the Mafia, Berlusconi, ponr public utilities, the
seqqum-studded TV programmes, Emos Ramazzo,
racism on the fothall pitch, well, despite all thar, 1
say that they've got more spant than the French, more
perannalivy, mare get-up-and-gn, and thev're more at
ease with themsebves than the French, You just have to
enmpare the mfluence of Ialian and French cultuee on
the rest of the world, Well, of course, by culture, Tdon't
Just mean the CQuattrncentn, ar Dante, or opera. When
it comes o those things, by definition, theyve gat us
well and trulv beaten in France, they're a hundred and
fifty vears ahead acmss the board when 1t comes to
acsthetics. Berause, honestly, apart from Impressinnism
and the French philnsnphers, when it comes to art, the
French have alwavs been austere, power-mad copiers
of Ttalian stvle to snme extent, don't vou thmk? And, of
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eourse, I'm not talking about the Romans, they don't
count. Because, when it comes to exerting an influence
an the world, [ don’t think anvone has done it hetter in
the history of mankind than the Romans, when it comes
tn space and [nngevity, wouldn't vou agree? No, I'm
talking about real popular culture, the existing culoee:
I'm talking ahout pasta, Vespas, plzza and espresso;
can you think of anywhere in the world that doesn't
have them? I'm also thinking about the milluence of
liahan mmmigrants an the United States, the flms, the
actars, all that sl Because when vou think about i,
the Ttalian tharacier was perfecily sutted o the mche
thevve carved out for themselves i American history
and culture. Becawse, in the United States, don’t vou
agree, they haven't got time for spmeless coltures, they
assirmilate the most efficient, the most universal things,
The French, apart from Lafayetie . sure, theres
Vuitton, Dior, Samt Laurent, Boruse and boitles of
Chatean-Margaus. But I'm sorry, that's not popular
culture, there's just no competition. The French have
had colonies all sver the place, sure, but when it comes
tn ‘a popular collecive conscinusness”, oF T can put
it like that, what have the French actually given the
warld? T reallv don't want o pick hales in France. |
lowe my country, I'm very happy o be French, I'm
just critical. And T just think we should stap telling
fibs abnut the extent of sur miluence thraughout the
warld. Even about the quality of our cuisine. At the
risk of going on a bit, haven't vou noticed that bad
restaurants m Italy are extremely few and far hetween?
The proportion of good and bad restaurants seems
tn b the exact opposite to France. In Ttaly, oot only
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i& the service better than in France, bt you're also
more likely to eat well. Go into the first trattoria you
see and the pasta, the pastrics, the coflee, the way the
meat 5 cooked, the seafood, theyre all good. While
m France, vou must agree, the local cafés just take the
piss: disgusting bread, plastic-coated salad, transparent
wiraigrette, a sorry excuse for steak and chips, a carale
of chlonnated water, desserts tasting of the ndge,
shitty eoffee, and a bad-tempered waiter who thinks
he's the dng’s bollncks. Dan’t vou agree?

Which = a long-winded way of sayving 1 wasn't
actually feeling 1o bad in that restaurant. Outside,
the night was balmy; it had been a perfectly sunny day,
the early mornimng tax ride rom the airport had been
very coal, very relaxing. And my father’s house had
alsn heen a very pleasant nurpn.u' I'd been cxpeeting
a normal house, vou know, in a normal street,
with & normal view. Something in the shade with a
toharconists downstairs, trafhe lights, cars parked
alomg the kerb and neighbours, Well, that couldn't
have been further from it His place = straight oot of .
St wath o Fiew—vou've seen that ilm, haven't you?
Yoou're bwes mintes [eom the town but it's right out in
the countryside, the taxi drops you in front of the tall
wone gates, vou ring the bell as il entering a chateau,
the gates swing npen automatically and vou walk down
a path lined with cypress trees, vines and fruit orchards
to a seventeenth-century house wath thick walls, a real
terrace meerooking all of Florence, the red dles, ochre
fagades, cathedral domes, the Basilica and the Ul
Crallery an the Aght and the mountains in the distance,
all bathed moa late summer Medierranean hght, not
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a cloud in the sky. Incredible, T couldn’t get aver it 1t
was perlect. The errands T ran with my father on his
metnrhike, i a shapping precinet i the town centre,
were also perfect: prosciutto, frot, the min-market
m a former convent with & vaulted roof, the golden
bakery, the smells, the atractive packets, the ant of
lving, the i, ci of the shopkeepers who weren't as
stingw as in France to judge by appearances. It was a
very goodd start, [ sensed it subeonseioudy And at the
restaurant, that very evening, my distress was snothed
by the hubbub in Italian, the Italians” behaviour and
appearance— they take a damned sight more pride
in thedr attire than we do, their shoes, the labels, vou
must've notied that, haven't vou? The light was warm,
seductive, 1 lound time to examine the ableclth, the
distinctive way the napkms were folded, the plates, the
arissind in their paper packet, the labels on the hottdes
of fuzy mineral water, the slices of pink meat brought
to the tables on a small wooden board by the waiters;
[ felt tndally at home i this cheerful, upheat, bright,
reassuring atmosphere, lelt [was in a kind, familiar
plare. Amway. although T didn't realise it, 1 el okay
So hack to the story o tell me oF I'm w anrlrnm{
ton far from the subject—at the end of the meal, the
waiter hands me the restaurant’s card with the phone
number of a girl called Alice. He's very vague abomt
her physical deseription, and 1 have no idea who it
might be. I remember a table wath a large group of
penple behind me, but Tdon't recall any panticular girl
at that table. 1 ask him again jokingly if she was pretty,
and he still has no idea how to answer, he doesn't
really reply, he looks so thriled by the situation, he's
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