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On 27th January of a year in the near and distant future, it was established that the union between a 

man and a woman more than twenty years his junior would henceforward be banned by law and 

subject to harsh punishment; harsher should the union have produced one or more children, whether 

already born or due to be. 

 

 After much debate and controversy which reached a paroxysm over the Christmas period, it 

was deemed appropriate to reiterate that these unions represented grievous forms of damage, and 

to list the victims of this damage in ascending order: 

- Children born of such a union who had to adapt to having an older father from birth, and 

to a parental relationship inevitably doomed to disintegrate as a result of the age gap; 

- young women too ready to be led by mature men, to base their short-term ambitions 

around such men, and finally to undersell themselves in demeaning trade-offs; 

- mature women all too frequently abandoned by their partners in favour of younger 

women, and condemned to spending the rest of their days in unfair solitude or accepting 

unions with partners twenty years their senior, aggravating the problem in spite of 

themselves. Or, worse still, having to form unions with other abandoned women like 

themselves, thereby deepening the divide between the sexes; 

- a layering of generations whose order and systematic hierarchy society must respect at 

the risk of provoking chaos 

To this end, the law made provision for corresponding punishments for the instance of women 

in unions with men more than twenty years their junior. 

 

Lastly, the law stipulated that this ban could be waived under only two conditions: 

- if scientific means were found to stop men aging so that the children born of such unions 

suffered no physical and/or psychological diminishment; 

- if the age at which women reached menopause were delayed by a decade, therefore 

rendering partially obsolete the third form of damage cited. 

 

But, at the time, the authorities could not tell whether this latter condition would be the result 

of scientific progress or an anthropological transformation that would evolve over several centuries. 
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 Where was this act voted in? 

 In Juvenia, an ancient European republic that had always hovered in the shadow of France 

and whose neo-feminist regime marked its historic dissidence on that 27th January by committing to: 

- cut all ties with the very meaning of its name; 

- emphatically establish its intention to satisfy all women without opposition, be they young 

or old, given that the young were destined eventually to be old; 

- ensure the correct order of generations. 

Other European countries and other continents watched these events with interest, even 

some temptation. Switzerland, for example, where women in parliament hoped they would soon have 

control of all the Kalashnikovs from former Eastern bloc countries that were currently wielded by their 

aging husbands’ shaking arms. Or America that balked at being pre-empted in introducing such a 

behavioural revolution but whose president had recently married a transsexual woman thirty years 

his junior so the country was not sure which tune it should dance to. 

 

Everywhere else, and particularly in France, people wondered whether such a law was the 

result of self-contradictory liberalism or anti-Malthusianism intended to tackle poverty, or was a 

substantial step backwards that conspicuously ignored the crucially important question of gender. 

 

Rather more cynically, some poorer countries recognised that Juvenian men – with their Latin 

temperament – would respect such a ban only if they could find “consolations” in these poorer 

countries, and the latter certainly intended to monetise this to their advantage. 
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After a period of stupefaction that lasted several hours, men of mature years cried foul on 

every available platform, in pamphlets and other inducements to insurrection.  

Young women cited the sacrosanct freedom of love during the course of huge demonstrations 

where they inevitably met outraged men, and this instantly produced further infringements of the ban 

and new frustrations. 

Older women were delighted but only behind closed doors, because their jubilation would 

otherwise have meant recognising both their abandonment and their failure to attract a partner; more 

importantly it would have meant endorsing the most coercive, not to mention utterly reactionary, 

initiatives worthy of the worst totalitarian regimes and terrifying dystopias. Having more than enough 

problems to cope with already, these women had no need to aggravate their circumstances by 

parading themselves as vengeful harpies.  

Young men meanwhile vociferously celebrated the event, glad to have access to what was 

rightfully theirs at last, without having to share their conquests with their fathers, or even their 

grandfathers. 

The Juvenian government swiftly settled all this agitation in an orderly manner, and calm was 

restored. 

 

Among the millions of individuals affected by the law, Laure, Juvena, Theo, Sabine, Pierre and 

Martin Knopp were struck a terrible blow. 
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As she looked into the mirror every morning, Laure regretfully acknowledged the effects of 

ageing on her skin, hair and figure – despite her own best efforts and her assiduous exercising. She 

also invariably thought about Juvena Biel’s perfect body which was freely exhibited in every film she 

made and which Pierre, Laure’s ex-husband, had been enjoying since he snatched away the thirty-

something actress from rafts of young stars and married her.  

Laure could be remarkably disagreeable when, at first in person but latterly by telephone, she 

shrieked into Pierre’s ears that Juvena might actually be the one and only reason he’d chosen to 

become a film producer, lusting after beautiful young actresses to his heart’s content because, at the 

end of the day, it couldn’t be a love of film that made him produce such dismal offerings – successes, 

granted, but duds every one of them. Duds that pay for your regal lifestyle, Pierre retorted, which 

tended to stem Laure’s invective because she did not want to add to the humiliation of being 

abandoned in favour of a younger model that of being seen as a kept woman. 

A university lecturer and therefore by ways of being a public servant, Laure could very easily 

have coped without Pierre’s payments but, in view of the life he had given her for twenty years, she 

had benefited from a generous compensatory settlement when they divorced, and this had meant she 

could continue to live more lavishly than her colleagues – a point of honour in her mind – and to 

indulge her shameless passion: diving in the Maldives in the middle of February. 

 

Now that she’d made this trip alone for three years, though, her heart was no longer in it: she 

often went on dives with men younger than herself who valued her perfect mastery of techniques but 

that didn’t mean they appreciated the still equally perfect figure sculpted by her wetsuit. If they did 

happen to be older, which was more unusual, she found them mostly as gruff and craggy as pirates. 

So much so that after a few attempts Laure opted to pass up on the diving but not on her alimony 

which she now spent rather more mundanely on treatments and injections administered by the best 

cosmetic surgeons – the mundanity of it pulverised by the ecstatic exclamations whenever she 

revealed her age. Because no, Laure did nothing to disguise the fact that she was fifty-three and that 

her husband had, like dozens of others, left her three years earlier for a twenty-five-year-old. And this 

was despite the fact that she and her husband had practically grown up together, but that was 

precisely the point: the great producer that Pierre had become wanted to shine alongside a woman 

who had no recollection of the apathetic and impoverished ambitious young man he’d once been, he 

wanted a woman who would always see him perched at the pinnacle of let’s call it never-ending glory. 

When Laure found out that she had been left for Juvena Biel, who at the time was just starting 

out as an actress and was entrusted more tertiary than secondary roles, she was at first mortified by 

her rival’s youth and beauty but very soon – perhaps as self-defence – she’d taken to thinking Pierre 

had forsaken her for a creature from a different species that was in no way comparable to her and 

against which she couldn’t put up a fight. 

This did nothing to diminish her trauma: when she looked at herself in the mirror each 

morning, Laure could see beneath her own skin Juvena’s taught fresh flesh, the spectre of her small 

firm breasts, her narrow hips and perfect knees… all of which immediately persuaded Laure either to 

double her efforts to improve her figure or to give up altogether. 

Until the morning of 27th January when it was announced that the new law had been voted in 

with a parliamentary majority and when, as Laure stood before her mirror, she suddenly felt she was 

the queen whom the huntsman had just told that he had killed Snow White in the forest. A huge smile 

spread across her face. And, as clearly as if she were seeing a speech bubble in a cartoon or a neon 
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sign on a dark night, she could read the words behind that smile: REVENGE AT LAST. All she need do 

now was open the box containing the victim’s bloodied heart. 
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Juvena meanwhile had just thrown away the test that told her she was carrying Pierre’s baby. 

Usually one for quick sharp decisions that meant she was often described with the combative 

expression, she’s a gun, she wrung her hands for a few minutes as she gazed at her profile in the 

bedroom mirror. Either she thought this staggering law wouldn’t last more than two weeks and 

everything would go back to normal, or she had to find some ruse to keep Pierre and Pierre’s child 

without condemning them to conviction. She could just as easily have made the instant decision not 

keep the baby but, for some obscure reason, this option didn’t even occur to her. After a period of 

turmoil that immobilised her in her bathroom for a further half hour, she made up her mind not to tell 

Pierre about the pregnancy and to imply the paternity of a man her own age, a man she would never 

name but who could, for example, be Theo who’d been hopelessly in love with her for five years, or 

Tom or Victor, or heaps of other actors, because it was common knowledge that Juvena had dozens 

of suitors trailing in her wake. But what would be worse for Pierre: being convicted or betrayed? 

Enduring prison or a snub? For now Juvena couldn’t tell, but she was sure she would soon know.  She 

wrung her hands a little while longer, cursing this bitch of a law that was making her indecisive, making 

her morph into a very turn-of-the-century neurotic steadily wilting under pressure. Particularly as her 

name, which could almost be mistaken for the name of her country, made her more visible than most. 

She thought of a hamster and pictured herself trapped between the spokes of a constantly revolving 

wheel, then it occurred to her that female hamsters eat their young, and she covered her eyes in 

horror even as she thought that this would be one solution to her problem. Juvena, in other words, 

was negotiating decisions under terrible duress. How could she further her career without the help of 

a heaven-sent Pierre who could give her a leg-up before every casting session and gather the most 

influential directors in Europe around his dinner table? If she humiliated him like this, she’d be right 

back to elbowing her way through shoals of other actresses her age, all more gorgeous, more talented 

and more interchangeable than each other. Not to mention Theo who loved her like a virgin, who was 

running the gauntlet of auditions himself and would only reinforce her image as another struggling 

hopeful. But hey, it was that or prison. 
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Sabine had chosen paediatrics so that she need only deal with children’s young pink bodies 

devoid of unpleasant odours and secretions. And at sixty-four she still spent most of her day watching 

vigorous squalling infants squirming on the examination table. 

Five years earlier Sabine had suffered the same blow as Laure: her husband, whom she’d met 

in their first year at medical school, had come to tell her that he was leaving to make a new life with a 

young junior doctor. Unlike Laure, she hadn’t made a song and dance about it and had even seen it as 

an opportunity to set off on a better footing for the remaining chapters of her life. But she’d soon 

found herself trawling parties on the second-time-around circuit where the paunchy retired options 

lewdly and offensively had their eye more on the fifty-somethings, when it wasn’t the forty-

somethings, and who thought all these impassioned women were so busy dealing with the bad taste 

left in their mouths by marriage that they were etching out extra creases around their lips when they 

should have been trying to spare themselves this. Sabine, however, was a problem-solver and she’d 

chosen to fight like a real she-devil to secure a job at the hospital, despite the attendant long hours 

and exhaustion, because here she would still have a chance of meeting young men, externs, interns, 

ambitious clinic directors perhaps drawn to her experience and reputation, and even if they weren’t, 

they’d still be less objectionable than the self-righteous seventy-year-olds. The fact was, young 

doctors may have loved chatting about their patients – or even other subjects – with Dr Sabine Tabard 

after staff meetings, but their eyes invariably favoured peeking into a nurse’s partially open tunic or 

at a distraught young mother’s cleavage. Not to mention of course her brothers-in-arms of her own 

generation, so like brothers in fact that the least suggestion of intimacy would have constituted the 

beginnings of incest. It came to the point when Sabine herself acknowledged she’d started lusting 

after men the same age as Paul, her only beloved son, and this made her feel physically sick. Would 

she have dared so much as to feed dinner to one of these new partners at the same table as her son? 

Wouldn’t she inevitably have risked mistaking the one for the other, seeing herself giving birth to both 

of them, watching her lover’s body emerge whole from between her thighs soiled with bodily fluids? 

Although she resisted briefly, this shocking image eventually made her return to the seventy-year-

olds’ parties, that she’d scorned for only a few months. Which is why she complied with the scheme 

of her friend Isabelle who was determined to introduce her to Martin Knopp.  

Knopp was an attractive German teacher with very blue eyes, but when Sabine sat down near 

him he politely asked her to stay there only on condition that she was not over fifty and could prove 

it. If you fail to meet this criterion, he said as if dispensing advice from behind the counter of the state’s 

administrative offices, you might as well leave now, which she did but not without lashing out at the 

incumbent’s boorish attitude, openly scorning his suspicious appearance, eye-popping pretension and 

– while she was on a roll – his probable Nazi lineage, before moving on to her friend Isabelle’s sheer 

perversity. With this she turned on her heel in a pugnacious fit of pique. 

But Sabine refused to accept the idea of spending the rest of her days alone and therefore 

weighing heavily on Paul’s life – he had always tended to index-link his own happiness too closely to 

his mother’s – so she persevered from one party to the next, and it was at her friend Annette’s 

gathering that she met Gaëtan.  

A rich, cultured sweet-talking Swiss man who was affable, suave and calm. Pleasing in every 

way except for his age, eighty-two, and, as she noticed at first glance, except for the Frank’s sign on 

his earlobes, which indicated the threat of imminent cardiovascular disease; added to that, the lobes 

in question were floppy, flaccid and flabby, a crescendo of adjectives that Sabine felt for the first time 

proved that the word “lamb” could bleat or, put another way, the sounds of words sometimes 
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mimicked their meaning. Gaëtan meanwhile was looking at Sabine in a lovestruck way that she hadn’t 

seen for a long time, which is how they ended up seeing each other the very next day on the red 

banquette of the café where Sabine had taken to arranging all her dates since medical school. This old 

bistro which – apart from its banquettes – had been redecorate a thousand times, galvanised her 

because it reminded her not only of the succession of past admirers she’d met here, but also how 

beautiful and fresh she’d been with an invincible spirit of conquest because, even as a married woman, 

Sabine had never stopped being a passionate mistress outside the house.  

Their conversation was pleasant and Gaëtan’s expression just as ardent as it had been the 

evening before. Other dates followed until the day when he finally proclaimed his love, telling her of 

all the nights he spent thinking of her, her face, her hands, her shoulders, the mole she had just there, 

in the crook of her neck, it was glorious, enchanting, bewitching. A focal point that dazzled like a star 

in his dark nights, he said. Although a little saccharine, his poetry hit the mark and the next thing she 

knew – an expression that implies a momentary loss of consciousness – Sabine was in the 

octogenarian’s arms, her lips fully pressed to his, in an embrace that struck her as ironic and grotesque 

in equal measure in comparison to all the other clinches she had had in this same place with men 

whose earlobes were as smooth and vigorous as ivory tusks.  

Sabine went home that day unsure whether she was happy to be playing the young star 

alongside an old fogey who probably saw her in the same way Pierre saw Juvena, or, conversely, 

whether she should be in despair, acknowledging that he was a condemned woman’s last option. In 

any event, she knew for sure that if Gaëtan instantly pictured the mole on her neck when he thought 

of her, then it was the huge line cutting across his right earlobe that always came to her. But to each 

his own insignia, Sabine thought, not wanting to overdramatise.  

There then followed what was at first an agreeable relationship, old-school but amiable, which 

then insidiously succumbed to obsolete name-dropping – obsolete because Gaëtan only mentioned 

illustrious names that meant nothing to Sabine, leading her to think that a) celebrity developed cracks 

like old varnish and b) young women who hooked up with mature men must have to deal with the 

same inconvenience, except that, unlike Gaëtan, these men hadn’t been retired for years so they 

mingled with personalities who, although perhaps already ageing, were at least still in the public eye. 

Mostly, though, it was Gaëtan’s questions and grievances, the minute details about his secretions that 

led Sabine to understand that he had chosen her neither for her looks nor her mind but only because 

he wanted a doctor for his twilight years. Sabine’s a patient experienced woman, Annette must have 

assured him, more of an expert in babies than fogeys, granted, she might have added jokingly, but 

she’s intelligent enough to make the right analogies, transpositions and other clinical adjustments, 

and would look after a man his age. So when it wasn’t his kidneys that were failing, it was his lungs, 

his eyes or his knees. Apart from noticing that she preferred tales of woe about single organs, such as 

the liver and the stomach (as if their single status itself could diminish the hypochondriac thrill that 

buzzed from Gaëtan’s plethora of plurals), Sabine never lost her cool. Even when, yet again, he failed 

to achieve an erection and couldn’t muster either the energy or the saliva for a spot of quick efficient 

cunnilingus. She would pat the top of his bald head, noting that it was the only truly hard part of 

Gaëtan’s body, and resign herself to the situation. All the same, she was surprised that he paid no 

attention to the one truly worrying sign he bore, namely the Frank’s signs that distended his lobes like 

ear plates on an old African woman. Which she was careful not to point out to him. 

On the morning of 27th January Gaëtan was still asleep when, at seven o’clock, Sabine skipped 

light as a gazelle down the six flights of their building. But when the cleaner called Sabine at ten o’clock 

to tell her he was dead, Sabine didn’t know whether it was because of the new parliamentary offensive 
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or his fragile cardiovascular system. She experienced a moment of true sadness but was glad he didn’t 

witness the relief she felt straight afterwards. 


