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1 

 

A fox that is yet young, 

 

 Abel is paralysed, all he can see are people falling to the floor, one after the other, surreal 

puppets slaughtered, men and women indiscriminately, he tries to find Éric’s face, and Éric then turns 

towards him with that same absent look in his eyes that he’s always worn, as others might decide 

once and for all to have a flower in their buttonhole by way of a signature or to wear a black blazer, 

always the same one, to cut through all the crap of assuming an identity. Éric aims coolly at a woman’s 

head, she’s on the ground, still moving, panic-stricken in a way that only imminent death can strike 

panic, and he fires without malice in the middle of her forehead, to finish what he’s started. The 

woman dies and Abel wakes. 

 Abel wakes in distress, his body crushed by the intensity of the dream, struggling to breathe 

as if he’s swallowed water, bolt upright in the dark of his bedroom, and he starts counting backwards, 

ninety-three, ninety-two, ninety-one… racing frantically through the numbers like a runaway clock, 

then more slowly in an attempt to ease the dream’s familiar vice. You can have the same nightmare 

for twenty years, the terror stays identical, new, a terror that’s just as fresh with passing time. Abel’s 

still counting… fifty-seven, fifty-six, fifty-five… when he hears a noise. 

 Abel hears a noise: scratching against the wood, the jingle of bracelets knocking together, a 

muted sound, a stream of things falling to the floor, unsteady footsteps. What the fuck is that? Abel 

Bac opens his eyes wide in the darkness and listens intently to the intrusive meddling outside his front 

door. Sounds like someone’s fiddling with the lock, he gets up. Pulls on a pair of jeans. He goes to the 

living room, five strides, to the hall, three strides, angrily yanks the door open wide, and a girl falls into 

him. 
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 A girl falls into him. Messy blond hair, too much jewellery, sickly-sweet eyes, a smell of gin; he 

recognises his upstairs neighbour. The one who came a few days ago to bang on at him with some 

pointless story about a building-wide recycling system. “I do sort my recycling,” he told her calmly, 

more than once, without managing to stop her nervous prattling. So he said nothing and let her finish. 

And, even though she appeared to want him to, he didn’t invite her into his one-bedroom apartment 

to pursue the conversation about the need for a cooperative sorting system. He sent her on her way. 

 Right now, the girl is drunk, he checks his watch, 2:27 in the morning. He catches her when 

she topples backwards. She can’t strand straight, she can barely stand. She mumbles that her key’s 

not working. “Key… not working, key…” He looks her up and down from the full height of his ice-cold 

body. He stands her upright again and props her against the doorframe, as he might a rickety piece of 

furniture waiting to be repaired, then picks up the irritating mess that’s spilled from her handbag and 

is currently scattered around his doorway, and stuffs it back into the open bag which is soaked. 

 “Your bag’s full of water,” he says. 

 “Key not working,” she exclaims again but more loudly. 

 “I gathered that. You’re on the wrong floor.” He threads an arm under her armpit and grabs 

her firmly by the shoulder. “Up we go, ma’am.” 

 “Ma’am?! Ma’am?!” she stammers, succumbing to alcohol-fuelled giggles. “I’m a ma’am.” 

She’s helpless with laughter, which – in her opinion – makes the situation even more comic. “I’m 

peeing myself!” Abel wonders which circle of hell he’s stumbled into. 

 They embark on climbing the sixteen stairs to the top floor of the building where there’s a 

string of attic rooms, doll-sized cells.  

 “Which is your studio?” 

 She doesn’t reply. Three doors. He bets on the one at the end which has a nice wreath of kraft 

paper Japanese flowers hanging on it.  

 “I need to throw up,” she warns him.  
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 “That’s not my problem,” Abel hisses. He looks for the set of keys that was scratching around 

his door. Fuck. It’s not here. Increasingly irate, he leans his female package against the wall. “I’m 

coming back.” Down the sixteen stairs. He scours the floor, sees the keys gleaming in a corner, and 

goes back up the stairs four at a time. “All good now,” he grunts. 

 He finds the young woman slumped in the foetal position on a doormat with the word 

“welcome” printed on it. Like a child, he thinks. A nasty, drunken child. Third door, wreath, the key 

goes in, bingo, he opens it at last, a blast of jasmine billows out like ghost breath. He grabs hold of the 

girl, takes her bag and dumps the whole lot on her unmade bed. 

 Too much jasmine for seventeen square metres. Abel can’t breathe. 

 He looks at his delivery and wonders whether he should do something about her trousers 

which are drenched. He weighs up his options. But the fleeting idea of having to go anywhere near 

this woman’s private areas precludes any initiative on his part. He turns her head to one side to stop 

her sick collecting in her mouth. That’s the thing to do. Bye now. 

 2:38, he goes to fetch a bucket from his apartment, fills it with warm water, three bleach 

tablets and two capfuls of spirit vinegar, and grabs the floor mop. He sets to work cleaning the stairs 

that are covered in pee. He counts backwards in his head. To calm himself down. 

 

 2:53. Abel is back in bed, lying down with the white sheet pulled up and his eyes wide open. 

He knows he won’t get back to sleep. He puts on a t-shirt and a jumper. Clean ones, not yesterday’s. 

What was yesterday, anyway? His insomnia all rolls into one because the nightmares mean he can’t 

break up the timeline cleanly. He goes out into the snowy night on the Paris boulevards and sets off 

for a walk. As usual. 

 Abel Bac sets off for a walk, he feels as if he has lice, lice in his hair. A colony of parasites to 

remind him of his body, to give him no peace at all. A surreptitious but urgent itching. He scratches a 

little, and this opens the floodgates, he needs to scratch everything, to claw his scalp raw with his too-

short nails. So he lays into it openly, tearing the skin, unsparingly, leaving red wheals under his hair 
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where they can’t be seen. The satisfaction of scratching like this, the pleasure that can be derived from 

a soothing kind of pain, using discomfort in order to forget. Perhaps he really does have headlice? 

Caught from the inevitable close physical contact that’s one of the risks of his job. Or are they actually 

in his head? Bogus. Emotional nits. 

 Abel Bac stops at the all-night pharmacy on place Clichy, its neon green cross a siren song for 

the eighteenth arrondissement’s dropouts. He doesn’t have to queue, the pharmacist recognises him. 

 He’s a good customer. 

 “I’d like some headlouse treatment.” 

 “That’s the third time this month. It’ll end up burning your scalp.” 

 “And some Doliprane.” 

 “Yes, as usual.” 

 “It’s for the flowers, not me.” 

 “I know.” 

 There’s a line of ravaged faces looking for Subutex or any painkiller they can secure; they eye 

him shiftily, not thrilled that he gets to skip the queue. But no one speaks up. Abel is frightening. It’s 

not his face but what can’t be seen. It’s not his eyes that appear to have been rinsed on the high seas, 

it’s not his chin that’s stayed childlike, allowing his over-full mouth to stand out all the more 

distinctively, and it’s not his cheekbones scrubbed with the sharp blade of cold water; it’s not these 

that frighten people. No, it’s an indiscernible tension in his muscles that twitch like a warning. 

 He puts the lotion and Doliprane into his backpack and straightens, feeling slightly guilty for 

giving in to this impulse, then brushes aside his guilt and leaves. He goes back to his walk. 

 He starts the trance-state, one step after another, finding a rhythm, allowing his body to 

assume its autonomous pace, not too fast at first, he needs to savour the passing landscape, let his 

brain register details like a shop window or a face, catch a splinter of conversation, snatches of sound, 

words or music seeping from half-closed bar doors, find his balance somewhere in this dizzy feeling. 
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 But the trance mustn’t be too slow either, so that the drumbeat of his footfalls strikes the 

pavement, his feet shake off the pins and needles, the details gleaned around him become smudges, 

snags, and he can forget them before properly grasping them, so that the swing of his arms matches 

the speed of his footsteps and his speed raises a trickle of sweat down his neck, warming his body. 

And then he can lose himself at last. Which is difficult. And becoming increasingly rare. 

 

 He always knows where he is, he knows the city too well, his senses are keen and won’t allow 

him to get lost. A hastily glimpsed road sign, the familiar contours of a square, a starkly lit massage 

parlour, an irritated-looking face – everything is information to him. Not to mention the smells. Before 

even seeing them, he identifies restaurants, the basement of a bakery, a corner where the homeless 

piss. Everything smells. Everything oozes. He does sometimes manage it. To lose himself. After walking 

for an hour or two to the mechanical rhythm of his emancipated legs and his anaesthetised brain, all 

at once he can tell, he’s lost. And joy floods in. Not knowing where he’s got to. Not even being sure 

which neighbourhood he’s in. Gazing around serenely at unfamiliar shop windows, unknown sleeping 

buildings and the occasional passer-by whose face means nothing to him. Every part of him settles. 

The exultation makes it worthwhile. This fleeting moment when he’s forgotten himself. 

 Then he can give himself a shake, properly identify his location, and start making his way 

home, happy and exhausted, like a serious drinker who always ends up heading back to the fold when 

the blue pinprick of daylight latches onto the sky.  

 He’s set his quota of walks to four nights a week, insisting that he rests on the other nights, 

otherwise the lack of sleep derails him. When he does sleep, he dreams of Éric, and he can’t afford to 

stray too far into that territory. He wasn’t planning on a walk this evening. He’d reckoned on sleeping. 

But his legless neighbour upset his plans. She forced him to get up so he feels this incident can’t be 

put down to a lack of willpower. 

 

 He didn’t get lost this evening. 
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 He knows every step of the route he took. He went down rue d’Amsterdam, forked onto rue 

de Liège, then rue Moncey, he recognised the wine merchant promoting organic wine, then rue 

Blanche, dead flowers on rue La Rochefoucauld, the Gustave Moreau Museum, all the way down to 

boulevard Haussmann, it’s incredible the maps he has in his head, the diagrams and straight lines, his 

shortcuts and landmarks, how to clean all that up… 

 … he followed rue Tiquetonne before going up Sébasto, there was an intoxicating moment, a 

brief doubt, but he recognised the claret-coloured windows of that restaurant on the rue des Vertues, 

the grey outline of a ceiling light, a manhole cover. He gave up. 

 Returning to base on the place Clichy, like an ox to its manger, its every alleyway familiar, 

every swaying garden, and it’s daytime now because the Métro is open, kiosk-holders are shaking 

themselves down, and early risers are treating themselves to a croissant to dunk in their little coffee 

cups at the bistro. Abel climbs up to his apartment to change his t-shirt before going for a coffee at 

the Carolus. As he embarks on the four flights of stairs, he remembers it’s Thursday, laundrette day; 

up on his landing, he notices that a newspaper has been left on his doormat, probably by mistake, he 

doesn’t touch it and goes into his apartment. It feels to him as if the night’s bottled-up air is released 

all at once. In one sweeping movement he takes off his t-shirt and slings it into the washing basket, 

where it joins dozens of identical white t-shirts. Once changed, he doesn’t linger but closes the door 

and is confronted, again, by the folded newspaper on his doormat, it’s Le Parisien, identifiable by its 

pale blue masthead. He ignores it and heads on down to the Carolus. 

 Standing at the bar, the owner Ahmed serves Abel automatically when he walks in, a strong 

double espresso, and he tosses a “bread and butter, please!” to the kitchen. This customer fits in with 

Ahmed’s morning routines: taking tables outside, changing bin bags, turning on machines, laying out 

newspapers, checking the floor and tables are more or less clean, and switching on a 24-hour news 

channel on the TV. 

 

 As well as serving the policeman his double espresso.  
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2 

 

though one of the wiliest, 

 

 “So, you on the way back from work or on the way out, boss?” 

 “On the way back.” 

 “Here’s your bread and butter.” 

 “Thanks.” 

 A half-baguette cut lengthways, two strips of bread spread with butter. Abel unwinds, his body 

acutely tired, he wolfs down the butter. 

 “More butter.” 

 “It’s on its way.” 

 The morning fauna accumulates, clinging to the bar, almost all men, blue collar workers, 

binmen, old boys from the area already rubbing at scratch cards, middle aged nobodies, the noise 

intensifies as more people greet each other and chat, Abel can relax amid their waffling, forgetting 

himself in the growing bustle, he’s no longer alone. He likes the regular sound of the percolator’s 

portafilter when Ahmed knocks it against a wooden drawer to empty out the coffee grounds. A 

hammer. A metronome. It’s a more direct sound than the buzzing snippets of conversation. There’s 

still a vague smell of cigarettes, Abel knows that once the metal blinds are down, Ahmed has lock-ins 

for locals when they play cards and the ashtrays from another era are taken out of drawers. 

 “You seen this, my friend. I don’t what these artists’ll think of next.” 

 

 Ahmed hands him the newspaper – he has a knack for keeping up chitchat with all his 

customers at the same time, remembering their jobs, their routines and their preferences. He 

pronounces the word artist “aaaaartist” and frequently washes his hands, every ten minutes in fact.  
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 Abel looks at the front page of the already crumpled Parisien, the subject of Ahmed’s 

recriminations. The newspaper’s grainy photograph shows a white horse held by the neck by two 

policemen outside the Pompidou Centre. 

 “They only put a bloody horse in the museum! A living horse as a work of art,” Ahmed says, 

glad to have caught his customer’s attention. “Poor thing.” And he goes off to wash his hands. 

 Abel focuses on the picture. He mentally scans the horse several times, trying to work out why 

it reminds him of something. It’s there but too far on the periphery. He loses interest in it and nods to 

punctuate what Ahmed is saying, but he’s already gone off to line up coffee cups on the counter, a 

bevy of white saucers. Abel puts five Euros on the bar, makes for the door, then hesitates for a 

moment. He comes back and takes the copy of Le Parisien. 

 Ahmed, who sees him do it, says nothing. 

 

 When Abel gets to his fourth-floor landing he notices an earring wedged between two 

floorboards outside his door: a tiny golden swan mounted on a hoop. A vestige of his drunken 

neighbour. He puts it in his pocket. The crisp, shrink-wrapped copy of Le Parisien is still on his doormat, 

he opens it, it’s the same edition as the one he nicked from Ahmed, with the white horse on the front 

page. He turns around to interrogate the other doors on the landing, trying to guess who this paper 

might be for. There’s a name printed on the cheap wrapping that he’s torn off, the ink has smudged, 

partly obscuring the addressee. He looks more closely and makes out Abel Bac. He’s never had a 

subscription to Le Parisien. 

 He goes into his apartment and prepares the Doliprane that he bought at the pharmacy last 

night, five sachets diluted in a large bottle of mineral water. Then he starts to pour out a little of it for 

each of them, careful not to tip it over them but channelling the water into the dishes so that it’s 

naturally drawn up by the soil and into the stems.  

 His field of orchids. 
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 He has ninety-three of them, spread out all over his living room. On the floor, scattered over 

the scant furniture, on the window ledges, in pots hanging from the ceiling. A hundred of them soon. 

If none of them die. 

 

 His flower-filled environment is so alien, so rhapsodic that it’s never truly anchored in him. It 

moves and metamorphoses. When he comes into his apartment, he feels the opposite of familiarity. 

His orchids constantly produce feelings of amazement, like the endlessly erratic moods of the sky seen 

from the same window. 

 It’s a field of faces, calm one minute, and screaming mouths the next. Yellow through to violet, 

and white to pink. 

 Now he can go and wash. 

 

 As he undresses, he feels the earring at the bottom of his pocket and stows it in his top drawer 

with the others: a walker’s harvest. He takes a long time washing, trying to summon back his energy, 

drawing the strength not to go to bed but get through till the evening. He finally allows himself a look 

at his watch on the bedside table, it’s ten past eight. He takes a notebook from the pile by the bed 

and, in his own telegraph style, jots down his observations from his last walk. The streets he went 

down, the people he came across, the tiniest changes: a new piece of graffiti, a broken window, a 

defaced sign. Abel makes lists. Then he looks through the notebooks that record his insomniac 

activities: could he have taken out a subscription to Le Parisien, one exhausted evening in response to 

who knows what hare-brained idea, and he’s now forgotten about it? If he has, then it can only have 

happened recently. He can’t find anything of the sort mentioned in his small, neat, cramped writing in 

black ink. He puts the book back on the pile. Nice and straight. 

  

 8:30, he’s overcome with terror as to how he’s going to fill this day. What are you supposed 

to do when you’ve been robbed of the point of so many hours, a point which used to be very clearly 
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established? He’s a stray dog. His every move was organised for fifteen years: precise schedules, the 

Métro, files, call-outs, hearings, paperwork, colleagues. All that vital structure obliterated. It’s a week 

now since he was suspended from his responsibilities as a police lieutenant for the Paris 1st Criminal 

Police Department. Thanks to just one phone call from a grass to the General Inspectorate of the 

National Police. The GINP. But who the hell is digging up his past? 

 

[…] 

 


