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Prologue 

 

 “Do you know why Freud never wrote about kleptomania?” I asked Max, looking across 

the table at him. 

 “No.” 

 “Aren’t you curious?” 

 “About what?” 

 “About why he wrote about every other mania except that one…?” 

 

We were in New York. I was having coffee with Max, a psychoanalyst friend and novelist. 

He looked up and frowned, one of his responses I knew well. The next day I received this amusing 

email from him: 

 “In 1895, Freud and his wife spent a few days in a small hotel up in the hills around 

Florence. That summer, Freud wrote to Fliess in Berlin: ‘Do you think that one day a plaque might 

be put up on the wall here: ‘Here stayed Freud, the author of The Interpretation of Dreams --?’ It 

wasn’t a joke. Rather, a sign of his nervousness. Because in the hotel register Freud had carelessly 

written “Doktor Freud und Frau.” But that Frau wasn’t his wife, Martha, but Minna, his wife’s 

sister. It’s because he stole the virginity from his sister-in-law, Minna, that Freud never wrote a 

word on kleptomania. 

 

* 

 

 I never found out if it was the analyst or the novelist who wrote that email. But 

immediately after I got it, I received another: 

 “By the way, you never told me why you asked the question!” 

 

 I told Max that the day before, in the MoMA gift shop, I had seen a red-headed woman 

with a cloth bag hung across her chest. On it was written: “I am a kleptomaniac. This is a stolen 
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bag.” I had smiled. I had no idea I would see the woman again a few days later at a cocktail party. 

Completely by chance. We were introduced, and I had recognized her. She confirmed that she was 

often in the MoMA recently. She was working on the Rauschenbergs in their permanent collection. 

She had a slight accent, which I easily recognized. 

 “You’re French?” 

 “Yes, why? Are you?” 

 We took another glass of champagne and she nodded toward a tall, dark-haired man who 

was standing a bit apart from everyone else. 

 “John Karoui, my partner. And you are…?” 

 She had left Paris to move to Detroit, then moved from Detroit to New York. I didn’t ask 

why she had left Europe. I thought it would be more interesting to talk about her bag. 

 “In fact, it does come from the MoMA gift shop… But what’s really funny, if you can 

imagine, is that it’s true. I’m a kleptomaniac. Rather, I was one. For a long time. In this case, I 

couldn’t resist. As the Americans say, I “lifted” the bag to give it to my mother… who is also a 

kleptomaniac… as was her own mother! It’s a talent that has passed down through the 

generations in our family.” 

 She laughed again, and took another glass of champagne – she had clearly had a few 

before I arrived – then started telling me about her kleptomania and especially, and she still 

couldn’t believe it, what it had led to. 

 

 Her name wasn’t Valentine de Lestrange, but, if I promised to change her name, she was 

delighted to allow me to “steal” her story to write this novel. 

 

 A good catch, Lestrange thought. She smiled to herself. Yes, it was indeed a good catch. 

Light, so light… and with such a perfect shape. Shiny, round. Like an enormous obsidian pebble 

mounted on wheels. Back in the day, she thought, they would have called it a small trunk. She 

smiled again, but for a different reason this time. Because “small trunk” was – like “cardigan” or 

“fawning” – one of the favorite expressions of her grandmother, the eccentric Madeleine, called 

Maddy or, even more appropriately, Mad de Lestrange. In a flash, she could see her long, twisted 

fingers, like old withered vines, covered with rings. Twisted, but still agile… And so, a small trunk … 

But that was then... Today, it was called a suitcase. A Tumi suitcase, in this case. Lestrange looked 

down again, admiring it. A good catch, without a doubt. 
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 She would have been incapable of saying how it happened, exactly. How her movements 

occurred one after the other and by what miracle, while she was holding in her hand the velvety 

plastic of the handle, the little case began to roll quietly behind her. But it did, that’s all. On its 

silent and well-oiled rollers… She didn’t give a damn about anything else. She was in Venice, at the 

Marco Polo airport. She was leaving the lounge where she had been waiting for around an hour – 

she always like arriving early at the airport when she traveled. The “Frequent Flyers” lounge – why 

did everyone insist, even in Italy, on giving English names to everything – wasn’t anything special. 

She had seen much nicer ones all over the world, with large windows overlooking the runways, 

gigantic walls covered with greenery, and their haute cuisine kitchens – but this one had always 

been, shall we say, generous to her. Lestrange knew by heart the way it was laid out, with its self-

service bar in the middle of the room, its stainless steel surfaces, and its cabinets made of fake, 

cream-colored wood. True to their image, and confident in the goodness of people, the Italians 

never locked any of it up. Lestrange knew that the cabinet in the middle contained a stock of 

prosecco. Every year, when she was returning from the contemporary art Biennale, she stocked 

up. Most of the time, she was in a wonderful mood. Relieved to have done a good job with her 

lecture on Jan Voss, or to have gotten an order for a Matisse drawing. . . She then stood in front of 

the prosecco cache with the vague notion that, my goodness, she really deserved a reward. That 

she truly deserved it, as some inane commercial might have said. When no one was watching – the 

people around her were either immersed in How to Spend It (the shallowest) or absorbed in the 

images of BBC World (the more serious) – she quickly grabbed a bottle that she put gently at the 

bottom of her handbag, as soft as a down-covered nest. 

 A few hours later, when she was in the comfortable kitchen of her large home in Neuilly, 

she would say to her husband: Look what I brought back! Villa Arfanta. It’s not a great label, but 

it’s not bad, right? 

 The prosecco after the Biennale became a ritual that was sometimes accompanied by an 

almond panforte, also liberated from a shelf of the duty free shop. In Lestrange’s circle, no one 

had any idea about anything. Nor did her husband. They drank the prosecco together even if, as 

was the case recently, they were avoiding sugar and too much alcohol. And if he weren’t there, 

she would find someone to give the bottle to. Her housekeeper? The cleaning lady? Lestrange 

always loved giving gifts that didn’t cost her anything. 

 

 That time, however, she noticed that the Alitalia lounge in Marco Polo had been entirely 

redone. The new cabinets were locked. And in the self-service bar you could only find bottles of 

Montepulciano corked with those awful metal pouring spouts. Impossible to take with her. Too 

bad. You had to be philosophical in this profession, she said to herself. In Paris, she would explain 
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that she had been in a hurry, that she had almost missed her flight, that she was forced to come 

back empty-handed. 

 Anyway, it was time to go. Lestrange went down the escalator and looked for the porta 

d’imbarco 13 where a line had already started to form. She didn’t want to wait. Couldn’t stand 

waiting. She would show up at the last minute, as always. And while she was looking around at the 

shop windows nearby, an attractive baggage shop drew her attention. It had mountains of 

suitcases of all sizes, materials, and colors: single-colors, flashy, neon, even sequined. It looked like 

an artistic installation, a cyclopean block from Mycenae revisited by a postmodern sculptor. 

Lestrange entered into that profane temple and saw that no high priest was guarding it. Was the 

salesperson off on a coffee break? At that moment, and almost mechanically, she grabbed the 

handle of a small, black suitcase that was within her reach, not far from the exit, and which she 

found particularly elegant and chic. Its matte plastic was incredibly smooth and soft. Wasn’t it the 

perfect carry-on suitcase for her many trips? 

 “Non c’è nessuno?” – Is anyone here? – she asked, loudly. 

 At that precise moment the magnetic seconds began to connect. That’s how she would 

describe them. Those few seconds of waiting, elastic and exciting. Lestrange knew them 

intimately. Physically. Fragments of time beyond time, when everything hung in the balance. 

Everything seemed possible. Do I, or don’t I? Do I take it, or not? Do I leave, or keep waiting? 

 She repeated, sounding more impatient: Non c’è nessuno…? 

 She experienced those seconds the same way every time. They were long and intense, 

stretching out one after the other like the scene of a movie played in slow motion. At the same 

time, the decision was made with demoniacal speed. A force took hold of her at the exact moment 

she took hold of the object. Lestrange reached out her arm and saw herself reaching. It felt like her 

brain was spinning full speed, that it was perceiving much more than two hundred images per 

second. That it was subliminally recording what was going on around her in the shop and far 

beyond it, as if she, Lestrange, had eyes all around her head. But it also captured, in a rapid and 

fluid unfolding – like a small movie camera moving quickly down her arm – every detail of that 

arm: the biceps trembling under the wrinkled skin, the delicate joint of the wrist with the small 

bone sticking out on the side, the large, blue veins and the (increasing number of) brown spots on 

the back of her hand, the supple joints and quick fingers – still very supple, perhaps because of the 

many years she had spent playing piano in her youth, which had amounted to exactly nothing 

from a musical point of view – to finish in a wide angle shot of her tapered fingers, which opened 

then closed onto their prey like the claws of a sugar cube pincer. 
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 There was calculation involved, but something else, too. Instinct. An impulse that came 

from God knew where. And that challenge she gave herself. Basically, that Non c’è nessuno? 

meant: is there someone in you, Lestrange? Let’s see if you dare do it or not. Let’s see what you’re 

made of. Let’s see how you’re going to handle it this time… 

 Yes, all of that existed in that tiny, that micro lapse of time that had always electrified her, 

an electrical current that she needed like a drug. Just to be safe, she called out one last time. No 

one responded, except the voice of the final call: “Il volo numero AZ 1710 per Parigi…” Her flight. 

 When she turned around, she saw that the line at the gate had disappeared. Then, 

without letting go of the Tumi, she calmly walked up to the gate. She no longer thought. She was 

empty and light, just like the little suitcase. 

 She walked confidently, not hurrying. Her heart was beating, she seemed relaxed. In the 

end, what could be more natural that to stroll through an airport with one or even two suitcases? 

She looked straight ahead, smiling to herself. Her beating heart told her she was alive. And she 

was, more than ever, in moments such as those. Alive, satisfied, and happy. 

 A really good catch, she thought again. She had done what the French would call 

“dévaliser” – literally! 

 

* 

 

 Valentine de Lestrange was a kleptomaniac. I’m a kleptomaniac and I’m not ashamed of it, 

she told herself. She found it really funny. It was like a game of cat and mouse. The mouse against 

the cat. When she thought about it, she was a little ashamed, but only a little. But still… When she 

thought about it… which almost never happened. And even then, yes, even then, she wasn’t sure 

of the true nature of that qualm. She was probably ashamed not to be ashamed. No, to tell the 

truth, she wasn’t ashamed at all. 

 What she felt was incredible pleasure. The excitement of the danger, the enjoyment of 

moving to the act. The burst of adrenalin, like a flash of lightning in a leaden sky. A little zig-zag of 

light high up in the circumvolutions of her neuronal architecture. Shocking. Sensual. A cerebral 

orgasm… It even happened that stealing was the only thing that could cheer her up when she was 

feeling low. Except that she never told herself that she was stealing when she stole. She hated that 

verb. Terrible. Really boring. Almost vulgar. In the heat of the action, that term would never occur 

to her. There were so many others, much more colorful and poetic, such as – and she sometimes 

had fun listing them – ravish, purloin, divert, subtract, spirit away, pilfer, relieve, loot, poach, 
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misappropriate, pinch, nick, peculate, swipe, filch.. Not to mention embezzle or finagle, which had 

a slightly vintage and flirty feel: an invitation to pass to the act. 

 But her favorite expression was even simpler. Her favorite was “to make disappear,” 

which took her back to her childhood, to the enchantment of a magic trick. Do you see that pair of 

gloves? There they are, then abracadabra, they’re gone. A sort of three-card trick on the outskirts 

of Budapest. An illusionist like Houdini. Yes, she really liked making things “disappear.” Then, when 

none of those words had sufficed, she had created her own word, quite an obvious one, really, 

and completely her own: “to klept.” With its short noun form, “klept,” which really captured the 

quickness of the movement. A little pirouette.. and voila – it’s in my pocket. A little klept and her 

mood changed. She had noticed that. In klepting she felt better. In short, in a word as in a 

hundred, ravishing ravished her. 

 

* 

 

 Like on that cold, damp January day, when she was walking up rue Bonaparte. It was the 

post-holiday sales season in Paris. At Max Mara, on the corner of rue du Four, there was a huge 

crowd and not enough sales people. The poor employees were running around everywhere. 

Lestrange had gone in with nothing in mind. She walked around the basement level, looking 

through racks of clothes, taking a hanger off the rack, holding it up, scrounging, rummaging 

around. Was it her fault if she fell upon a black cashmere scarf that didn’t have an anti-theft 

device? She checked carefully. All the others had one, but not that one. A lapse on someone’s 

part. 

 Tick tock, tick tock… the magnetic seconds went by. She had felt them then. Heard them in 

her head. Tick tock. She had wrapped the shawl sensually around her white neck (a neck she was 

very proud of because, at her age, it wasn’t wrinkled at all, which was perhaps the result of the La 

Prairie Skin Caviar she always nicked in duty free shops). She glanced in the mirror. Hmmm. Lovely 

quality. What’s the fiber count? It didn’t matter. It was enough to make her feel that the object 

was turning her into another woman, one who was even more chic and desirable. As if, in 

wrapping herself in this new and luxurious scarf she, too, was becoming new and luxurious. 

 She smiled and, beginning to think about the exit, went back upstairs, apparently 

absorbed in thought. On the first floor there were chip detectors on either side of the main door. 

Detectors, yes, but they wouldn’t go off. They shouldn’t go off, she told herself. To be on the safe 

side, she patted the shawl again from end to end. Sort of like her mother did when she used to 

buy scarves in India. She saw herself again as a little girl with Nina de Lestrange. Mainly, she could 
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see her mother, testing the silk while she bartered in the stalls of Old Delhi. If the scarf was able to 

fit into her wedding ring, it was indeed real silk, she had explained to Valentine.  

 “If not, you’re about to be gouged!” 

 Lestrange thought of her while pulling the cashmere scarf with her right hand through her 

closed left hand. The scarf slipped through, fluid and downy, on her palm. No chip, no plastic tag, 

just soft and fluffy fiber. A treasure. 

 Tick tock. Analyze-foresee-decide-act. Scan the horizon, three hundred sixty degrees. No 

one seemed to be paying attention. Moreover, if anyone had been watching her they would have 

thought she was a customer considering her purchase before buying it. Playing with the scarf as 

one might do automatically when one can’t decide or is deep in thought. That was the moment. 

Lestrange acted. Slowly, she walked between the two detectors. With each step she expected the 

alarm to go off. Thinking about what she would be able to make up to explain… One step. She 

reassured herself by talking to herself. Silently. It shouldn’t go off, Valentine. Think about it, you 

checked everything… Two steps. Of course not, it shouldn’t go off, but who knows what those 

security guys might have come up with. In the past, it was different. Another profession! 

 Cardiac rhythm. Acceleration. Fear. But only slight, not disagreeable.. A fear that propelled 

her forward. Almost lifted her legs, so she could take the third step… She imagined herself playing 

the innocent. The old, scatter-brained woman who didn’t get it. Excuse me? What did you say…? I 

went out with what…? Oh, that’s quite possible. Oh dear, do you see that? It’s my head, you 

know…. She pointed out her physique and her pale eyes. The woman of “a certain age,” so proper. 

At that stage, everyone was mistaken. They would understand. No scandal. It would damage the 

store’s image. Third step… and voila… She was on the other side. Free as the cold air that stung her 

cheeks. Voila. It was done. And well done. As simple as that.  

 

* 

 

 After each time, she couldn’t get over it. Was it because, unlike other forms of pleasure, 

that of klepting never wore off? Sometimes she would hesitate a nano-second in between the 

detectors. To see if they would go off – she would always tell herself that she might have gone too 

far. And always afterwards, in any case. She breathed in the air of freedom, like someone who just 

got out of jail, lights a cigarette, and looks at the sun. Amazed. Grateful. The amount of time she 

hesitated was important. She savored her victory. And she didn’t want to give the impression she 

was fleeing. She never ran. That would be humiliating. At her age, she wouldn’t have been able to, 

in any case. But the very idea seemed ludicrous to her. It would cancel out the beauty of the 
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undertaking. She took a few steps on the sidewalk, as if she were just strolling, window-shopping 

next door. Then she left. Completely zen. 

[…] 


