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him, a typical French offkial, at ease in her uniform, wearing glasses, lip 
gloss. Quite a cool chick, I thought, in spite of her gun and the stick that 
bumped against her hip when she walked up the stairs. The blue room is 
where the lunehtime theatre workshops take place. There arc costumes 
and props hanging from the eoatpegs, boxing gloves, the Esmeralda 
dress. a series of neutral plastic masks, so that this real copper standing 
in the middle really didn't look too credible. As if to compensate for the 
ineongruous aspect of the setting, she was writing down the children's 
comments very conscientiously in a spiral notebook. She wrote down 
that Magali never wore designer clothes. Her Dad found designer la­
bels stupid. He was lIiee, but a bit square. Magali's shoes came from 
the discount store, and her clothes from the discollnt store too. No, it 
wasn't about money. Well. not only about money. What else'? At the 
beginning of the year, Magali had got her bike stolen. Who had stolen 
ivtagali's bike'? Silence. And how were things in the playground? Just 
before they broke up for the holidays, there had been a bi( of a set-to 
because of her. Miehad had called her names, and since she ""'ould not 
reply, Kevin retaliated in her place. Kevin is Magali's best friend. The 
two boys had ended up in the head teacher's office. a little messed up, 
nothing  She had been called names, but \1,'hal names? Called 
names, nobody wanted to say which. In class, she worked OK, well, 
sort of. She had repeated her third year. She was scatterbrained. Head ill 
the clouds. People would say to her: hey, Magali. what have yOIl been 
pufling again? and she would come to herself once more, looking like 
someone getting out of a scalding bath. She would makeupize a little, 
but no more than most. At that. the po1Jcewoman had looked over her 
glasses, makeup eyes, what do you mean exactly? For example, Magali 
used to brag that she had a Johnny Hallyday autograph and another one 
from Djamel Debbouze. No one had ever seen her autographs, so they 
would believe her only when they saw them. What did she want to do 
later? To become an actress. because of Mauritius. She was brilliant at 
improvising. Things seemed to be going very well at home. She didn't 
need to dial any child abuse hotline. What about her dad? He worked 
in a record mak ing company. so he had lots of free CDs. A cool guy, 
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really, except for rhis dcsigner-Iabd thing. 

Magali's dad was called Daniel Lcscure. And Daniel Lescurc was 
exactly my type. He looked a bit like Richard Anconina. not really 
handsome but making you melt when he looked at you. As tor me, I'm 
more the Bernadette Lafont sort. Nonnans are supposed to be reserved, 
ifnot cold, but personally, I was never reserved. My dad came from the 
south of the Deparlemenl, and that's probably where I get my persona­
lity from. On that day, anyway, in the school corridor. Anconina and I 
looked like quite a cast. It was two years ago, in October. He came to 
see me ahont his daughter's weight-related problem. That's what he 
called it, weight-related. I liked the way he talked about Magali. You 
could feel that !'>he meant everything to him, that he admired her, that 
he found her wonderfuL If it hadn'( been for this weight problem. He 
was obsessed with it, and since hc had to let her have lunch in school 
because of his job, he would have liked me to keep an eye on her. He 
would have liked me (0 forbid her to have a second helping ofnoodles. 
I tried at first, but with the best will in the world, making comments 
to Magali in front of her classmates wasn't really taetful, I found. So, 
pretty soon, I just let it go. Magali had all the time in the world to go 
on a diet later. When you work in the school cafeteria, kids like that 
who always wipe their plates clean and ask for more are a gift from 
God. You rather want to please them. You just want to. Magali made 
you want to. No maHer how well-developed she was, she was still a 
lirtle girl. I don't know why Ijust said "was." J was sure (hat she would 
be found, I could feel it, and the police superintendent asked me: but 
how can you be so sure of it, Mrs. Fontaine, how? Intuition, Officer, 
intuition. Take Jean Richard, he wouldn't look for things, he would 
just find them. He wouldn't try to understand the simation, he would 
digest it. There it was, the Normandy way oflife. I gamer, I garner. and 
I mminate. Same for Bruno Cremer. Same for Picasso. All you need is 
a trigger. I know my kids. She will be found. 

The little police superintendent took a toothpick from his pocket 
and popped it in his mouth. He looked puzzled. He sure didn't expect 
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the Picasso reference. A dinner lady isn't supposed to quote Picasso. f 
moved on 10 Jean Richard's investigations in Pi/Poche, 1974, I had the 
eomplctc series at home. I could have gone on and on about him, his 
menagerie, his aeeident, all that, but I had to go to my aquaerobics class. 
I live really elose to the swimming pooL next to the public library, so it 
would be a shame not to go. Before thc New Town was built, I used to 
live in the village, in a house with a long and narrow garden. When my 
mother had her accident, I sold the house and moved into a flat. It was 
a great relief No more lawn to mow, no more Virginia creeper to trim. 
No more tiles to watch on stormy nights. A real bathroom. Toilets that 
can be cleaned with bleach. A kitchen with a sink at the right height. 
Constant hot water. And kids playing on the concrete. When one of them 
starts crying, the whole building checks on him through the window. 
Those in the village don't understand. They are scared to come to the 
concrete. They say that the New Town is an aberration. They say it's 
a eonstruction mistake, espeeially the train station in the middle of the 
fields. Do I look like I would live in a constTIlction mistake'? By the way, 
we shouldn't say New Town any more but Modem Metropolis, thar's 
what the signs say since the Government left the Regional Councils in 
charge, but J can't get used to it. I must be like Magali's father, a little 
bit old-fashioned. Construcrion mistake or not, Irees grow, children 
are born, the new Mayor decided to install a bench where Magali used 
to sit and cat sweets. She would spend all her pocket money on them. 
Yes. this kid was really inlo food, but honestly, she was so pretty, so 
eurvy, and with such big anns that she looked like a little doll. Yes, 
that's what I called her, the poliee superintendent wrote down the first 
time he questioned me, I ealled her my doll, my little doll. 

On the Friday, J didn't lay her place. Naima decided on her own 
to eome and help me push the cart, just like that, without me asking. 
My mobile rang in the middle of rhe meal. It was Martinsky calling. 
He sounded tense. He wanted to warn me. maybe he wouldn't be there 
next Tuesday. Cops were waiting for him on his doorstep. There was a 
silence. Then he went on in a very clear voice: I'm innocent, that little 
assholc bullshitted them. 
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And he rang ot1 
That little asshole was called Kevin Petrel. I knew his mother, she 

went to the aquacfobics class with me. She was a typical A+ student. 
Always first in the lane, her swimming cap pulled down to her eyes 
not to ruin her hair dye. She would get out of the water ten minutes 
after everybody else so as to he able to swim some more. She was 
basically a nice woman, but so hung-up about her own pcrfunnancc 
that she became really tiresome. At the end ofthc meeting in the little 
blue room, Kevin Petrel had stood in a corner with the policewoman. 
He had said what he hadn't dared say in fronl of everybody. Magali 
would let people touch her grapefruits for one curo. 

The cop held his shoulders, talked fo him vcry nicely, as ifhe was 
slightly retarded. 

- And who would she let .... touch her grapefruits, son? 
Kevin had not replied. That wasn', the point. In his opinion--and the 

other classmates who would hear the news later y,'ould all agree-let­
ting people touch your grapefruits was nothing extraordinary. But for 
so little money! 

That definitely was a mystel)l. 

In the late afternoon. the little police superintendent himi>elf had 
visited the Petrels. And the police superintendent had got what he was 
looking for, a name, before the weekend: Martinsky. 

The jail can be seen from the train station. Only men sentenced 
to long prison tenns arc kept there, maybe Martinsky was transferred 
somewhere else. As r wasn't sure. f walked past the prison several 
times this morning. IfMartinsky's window overlooks the road to the 
lakes. he will know that I am thinking about him. But thinking about 
him might not be the most important Ihing to do right now. Precisely 
because people from the neighbourhood are thinking about him a bit too 
much. They loathe him. They throw ruhbish into his garden. They slip 
crazy notes into his mailbox. It has heen a real procession since they 
heard he got arrested. One of them even wrote "W!'LL GET YOU" on 
a piece of cardboard and nailed it to his door, just as owls used to be 
nailed to barn doors. The most painful thing for me was the way the 
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children took it. They all went for the grapefruit version. Kevin Petrel 
was showing off during playground, injust one day he had become Mr 
Popular. That Martinsky guy, he would tell journalists, we have to walk 
past his house to get to school. We don't like seeing him there, always 
sitting behind the second floor window, pretending to be working. 

Maninsky was definitely the sitting man. There was neither a bar­
becue nor a trellis in his garden. Not even a clothesline. This naked 
piece of lawn sluek out like a sore thumb on the estate. Martinsky 
would only leave his desk 10 go grocery shopping on his moped tv.riee 
a week. He would sometimes also leave at night, on his crappy IOJ. 
No one knew where he went. He would ride for miles. He was a re­
served guy, not the type to blabber about his love lite. Not the type to 
touch Magali's breasts either, even at a bargain price. People would 
say that Martinsky is not one for going oul much, and they'd say hc 
would not even get up to pee. That was the big joke in school, the pee 
puddle under Maninsky's chair. Kids would pass il on from class to 
class, and even the little ones in kindergarten-who did however come 
in through another street-would share the joke with a mixture of (car 
and fascination. 

Later that day, I came across the police superintendent in front of 
the City Hall. He was with a bunch of colleagues who were returning 
empty-handed from a combing operation. If I were to give them some 
advice, it would be 10 check all the bakeries first. That's where they 
would have a chance of hearing about Magali Lescure. 

- Torn Thumb used to leave a trail of stones behind him. Magali 
scatters curos. 

I regretted those words as soon as I'd spoken them. They would 
make the connection with Martinsky. Why would she let people fondle 
her? To go and buy sweets. And why would she buy sweets? Because she 
loved sweets,just like any other kid. And because they were forbidden 
at home. But the little police superintendent didn't seem 10 make the 
connection. OK, OK, he answered absent-mindedly. Since I had found 
out that he was staying at the Fonnule 1 motel, by the motorv,ay, my 
faith in him had slipped a notch or two. Bruno Cremer would have 
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stopped at the village guesthousc. Jean Richard at the GolfHotel. Locals 
would have seen them leaning on the parapet \\:atching the swans glide 
slowly by on the water. I wasn't sure \vhat good could come o1'a stingy 
police superintendent sleeping with earplugs. Martinsky would not be 
going home any time soon. My mother used to tell me: girl, count on 
yourself because if you start counting on your neighbour, you won'l 
get nowhere. So J went back home, collected my swimming stuff and 
I \\:ent to my second aquacrobics elass, like every Saturday. 

When 1 saw Kevin Petrcl hold his nose and jump into the water. 
splashing the eouple of elderly people who were bravely walking to­
wards the side of the pool, I realised lhat I would take my dear mum's 
word for it. The class was over, Kevin was beiug told offby the retired 
folks, so he wanted to leave, but his mother wanted to swim a bit more, 
as usual, the five extra minutes that make all the difference in the butt 
department. I told her: take your time, Mrs. Petrel, I will take care of 
your son. We ended up together in the showers. I stood in front of him. 
We'd soon see how brave he was. 

- You made it up, about Martinsky, f said clearly. 
Kevin pretended not to hear. I eame closer. standing real straight. His 

head was about as high as my chest. I was wearing my black swimsuit, 
the one from La Redoute. He started showering, eool as a cucumber. 
The kid certainly had plenty of poise. f repeated: you made it all up, 
that grapefruit story. I spoke very low, but I was sereaming inside. 

- Shall I tell your mum that you never cat your meat with your 
school diuner? I threatened. 

Kevin took it on the chin. The watcr \\!as running down his shoul­
ders. I didn't know I had it in me. Didn't know J could be that violeut. 
I snatched the shampoo bottle from his hands. 

- Will you answer, you little piece of shit? 
He still wouJdn't say a word. Martinsky was in jail because of a 

stupid kid who had watehed too much TV. I poured the liquid into my 
hand and I told him: this will end up in your eyes ifyou keep on lying. 
I was shaking as I slammed him against the wall. 
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- It wasn't Martinsky, he mumbled with his mouth twisted, it was 
no one. 

I didn't let up. 
- Will you repeat that in front of the cops? 
He would. I stepped back, reminding him about the meat business. 

His mother was corning in, her flip-flops were squeaking on the tiled 
floor. I turned round. Mrs. Petrel, your son has something important to 
tell you. Kevin was erying now. 

~ It's not true, about Martinsky, he spat out between two hiccups. 
I didn't hear the rest. I left to get my stufffrom my locker. My heart 

was probably beating as fast as Kevin Petrel's. Had I just threatened 
a kid? Had rjust called him a little piece of shit? I had just fucked up, 
big time. But at least they would release Martinsky. 

There W<lS a message from the police superintendent waiting for me 
on my answering machine. He wanted to see me as soon as possible. 
When I entered the police station, I understood that the investigation had 
moved up a gear. In spite ofthe late hour, the eorridors were swanning 
with people. All witnesses agreed. Martinsky had been out between 5 
p.m. and 6 p.m. on the day Magali went missing. They had not found 
anything when they searched his house but on the river banks of the 
Eure, near [he bridge, they had found what had once been Magali's 
braded braeelet. The frogmen were already searching the river bed. An 
incident room was going to be set up in the Community Health Centre. 
The little police superintendent pushed me in front ofhim, in a gesture I 
didn't like. I tried to tell him about Kevin Petrel, but he cut me short. 

- I'm the one doing the talking, he said, eheeking how flexible his 
toothpick was. So, I hear you add exIra butter to the school dinners, and 
cream to the yogurts. I even heard you serve your kids extra desserts! 

I didn't expect him to talk about food. I had a sudden fit of snee­
zing. My hair was still wet. Had I kno\'.,:n, I \\:ould have taken the time 
to blow-dry it. 

- I asked yo 
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- A question? 
- Do you add butter and. '7 

- Yes, Officer, and I evell add sugar to the grated carrots dressing. 
And on the last Friday before the school holidays, I make feurgoule l 

for my kids. Do you at least know what teurgolile is? 
- Mrs. Fontaine ... 
- You may not give a damn what children eat, but I do! Do you 

realize that this may be the only proper meal of the day for some chil­
dren? 

I could feci the anger that had overwhelmed me at the pool coming 
back up. Around here, we call "police" the mould that appears on cider 
when the barrel is nearly empty. Why the heck should the superinten­
dent care about butter and cream? My hands started shaking again. I 
folded my arms. I had to calm down, otherwise things would get ugly 
for me and for Martinsky. Just breathe in, think of Bruno Cremer, of 
his Newfoundland-terrier side when he calls prostitutes "love." I had 
to be patient with the person I was speaking to. Everybody had their 
own working methods, and I was the last one to judge him on that. I 
lowered my voice. 

- I want you to know, Officer, that I do pay for all these things 
myself, when it comes to improvements. 

He wrote down the information. The phone rang. No, he had no sta­
tement to make for the moment, the investigation was still in progress. 
They would hold a press conference in the evening. I wondered if he 
would tell the journalists about me. He picked up another telephone 
and ordered the person to be let into the room. And the man that came 
in, looking all at sea, was Daniel Lescure, Magali's father. 

I nearly died of embarrassment. If I had thrown myself into this 
investigation head first, I suddenly realized, it was not only to help 
Martinsky, but also because I was partly responsible for Magali's plum­
pness. I had helped make her body attractive. Make i[ mouth-watering. 
The little police superintendent resumed the questioning. 

I Teurgoule is a dessert from Normandy made of milk, sugar, rice 
and cinnamon. 
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He askcd me why 1 had not told thcm that I had a personal rda­
tionship with thc suspect. It ",'as only later that I understood that his 
questions about the cafeteri" werc only an hors d'a:u\'re, an appetizer. 
With Lcscure there. we were starting the entree. 

- Why haven't you told us about your relations with Marthinsky, 
hc repeated, not mincing his words. 

- Because Mattinsky has nothing to do with it. He's not into little 
girls, You can just ask Kevin Petrd's mother. The kid made it all 
up ... 

- Leave the Petrels alonc, will you? What I"d like to know is why 
you insist on protecting Martinsky. You're the one he called before he 
got arrested. 

- Called ... 
- Don't try to dodge the question. we had his phone tapped. We 

have the recording. He mentioned Tuesday. What were you supposed 
to do together on Tuesday? 

I'd rather keep to myself what I was going to do at Martinsky's, 
for it had nothing to do with Magali's going missing. This guy was 
confusing everything. 

- You do have a copy ofhis key, don't you? You were seen entering 
his house. 

- Yes. he did give me a copy to ... to water his plants when he goes 
on holiday. 

- On holiday'? Martinsky going on holiday, that's news! 
- WelL. he does visit his brother.. sometimes. 
The phone rang again. The police superintendent's attitude totally 

changed when hc recognized the voice orthe caller. Hc straightened 
up, his toothpick stood to attention, and he switched to the obsequious 
tone of forty-year-old men who are at a watershed in their careers. What 
he had to say was none of our husiness. He gestured to his colleugue 
to show us out, we would resume the ques[ioning in the momiug. 
I found myself with Daniel Leseure in the police station car park. I 
couldn't believe I was free to go. I mllst say that if 1 had been a cop, 



228 Numero Special Maric Nimier 

I wouldn't have been happy with such evasive answers. Lescure was 
walking slowly, he was putting his feet down in a strange way, as ifhe 
was afraid of hurting the ground. His Volvo estate, that still had a Paris 
number plate, wasn't parked 1;traighL He tried to open the door but had 
no luck. The key wouldn't go in. He looked up at me. 

- All I would like to know, he said in a strange voice, is what you 
were doing at Martinsky's. 

- I clean his place. 

- You clean his place? 
- Yes, I work as a maid, on the side. I do the floors, the ironing. 

Not the type of thing you should be telling the cops. I'm a municipal 
employee, so moonlighting isn't likely to best please my bosses at the 
Town Hall. Can you imagine if the papers heard about it? I could be 
sacked. What would I do. without my kids? 

A vague smile flickered on Magali's dad's lips. He walked around 
his car and came close to me. I stepped back. When he held out his 
hand to make peace, I realised that he was dead drunk. 

Leseure mumbled a few excuses. He could not take the wheel in 
his state, would I be kind enough to drive him back? We did not speak 
during the journey. I helped him settle on the living room couch, and as 
I pretended to make coffee, I went to check out Magali's room. There 
was a big picture of her mother on the wall in front of her bed. And 
under [he picture, a bunch of little things, placed like offerings around 
a bowl full of dolls. The reason I understood that things in Magalj's 
mind were probably not straightforward was that the dolls were pla­
ced upside down, their legs dangling over the edge of the bowl,like a 
flower spray. Their dresses fell in corollas. Strange bunch of flower!'. 
for a kid. Strange picmre too. Magali's mother looked very young. She 
was wearing too much makeup. You could see her in medium close 
shot. draped in a bath towel with thc French national colours. ljumped 
at Lescure's voice. Could I pass him the hottle ofSeolch standing on 
the kitchen table? 

Riehard Anconina was all mine. Even dead drunk, it was a gift. 
Anconina had a slight Leotard twist and a little featherbrained look 
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about him that made him even more attractive than usual. I asked him 
whether he had told his wife that Magali was missing. I could picture 
her turning up in the middle of the night. Considering the state the 
husband was in, I preferred to keep on the safe side. 

- My wife? We... we've quite lost touch... all touch, really. We're 
all still very close in spirit, Magali needs her mum so much, but as 
things are ... 

He couldn't finish his sentence and it wasn't just because of the 
liquor. He asked me whether I would lie next to him. I emptied my 
glass at once. His hand reached for the stereo. He was wearing a silver 
ring on his forefinger. Carla Bruni's voice filled the space. I was a bit 
embarrassed because I smelled of chlorine. He snuggled up to me. 
Pleasure ran through my whole body. How couid one be so happy in 
such a sad situation? I stroked his hair. We were children afraid of the 
storm, and if our thoughts could have become visible, like in comics, 
there would have been only one balloon for the two ofus. One balloon 
with a single face: Magali's. 

Martinsky was released the next day in the early afternoon, sinee 
no serious eharges had been laid against him. He had been seen on his 
moped, and what was he doing? He was riding around. There were no 
tyre prints on the banks of the Eure. His fingerprints were not on the 
bracelet, only Magali's. And Kevin Petrel's. 

In the cafeteria, on Monday, the children were behaving too welL 
Even Matthieu looked downcast. I didn't like seeing them like that, 
as if they had lost all hopes offinding their friend. Because as long as 
Martinsky had been injail, they had had some hope. They eould imagine 
things. Horrible things, indeed, but at least they could imagine. Now 
deprived of any identified suspect, they were at loss. Helpless. They 
had nothing to hold on to, a real void. Kevin Petrel had been relegated 
to the end of table. He was avoiding eye contact, and was trying hard to 
eat his meat. I knew he hated it. 1went over to see him and I whispered: 
forget it, about your meat, we'll just forget about it. 

He kept on ehewing, and as I saw his nose wrinkle when he had 
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to swallow, I was hopeful again. Kevin Petrel still felt guilty about 
something, otherwise why would he still be eating his meat? I had to 
question him again. I, the dinner lady, had to grill him. I tried to catch 
him around the cafeteria door. He slipped through my fingers. In the 
playground in the afternoon, he stuck to his teacher. More dolled up 
than ever. his mum came to pick him up after school. Should I wait for 
the next swimming pool session to end up alone with him again? [ was 
scared of this new confrontation. How would Kevin react? Would he 
be as easily impressed as the first time'? And what ifhe told the police 
about it? Then, what we would all come to consider a miracle happe­
ned. That same evening, when we expected It least, Magali turned up 
again. I was in the bathroom with her father and suddenly there she was, 
same as always, maybe a bit thinner, but in good health and obviously 
happy to be back home. The first thing she did when she entered her 
room was to remove her mother's picture. She turned the dolls back 
up and, in a firm voice, she said that enough was enough, although we 
didn't know who exactly she was talking to. She said she had to start 
growIng up. 

The little pollee superintendent was never able to work out why 
Kevin had placed the bracelet on the banks ofthe Eure. Magali claimed 
it was a sign to her father, so that he wouldn't won)'. The Petrels lived 
on the fourth floor ofa ehannless building, one of those clone bui Idings 
from the seventies sutTering from early aging. It's in their basement that 
Magali had hidden. What had eonvinced her to go home? The batteries 
for her radio were flat, the days were long and time dragged, and since 
the swimming pool episode. Kevin wasn't so sure he wanted to win his 
bet anymore. He was the one who would bring her down food every 
morning. When I told them about Martinsky, they did not understand 
how serious was the story they'd made up. We just wanted to pull his 
leg. Kevin would say. Pull the leg of the sitting man. I sighed. Magali 
Jooked down. Her hair was fulling like brackets around her pretty face. 
So I remembered those hours my brothers and I used to spend hiding 
in the woods near the railway line hoping that the train would leave 
the tracks. I don't know where we had got the idea from, but a stone 
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on the tracks was supposed to be enough to derail the tmin. We would 
go to quarries just to pick up big flint stones with sharp edges. Hiding 
in the bushes. we would wait, intoxicated wilh the illusion of our om­
nipotence. We were very disappointed when the train would drive past 
withuut even slowing down. At the lime, it was still possible to open 
the windows. Sometimes a little girl would lean out in spite of the stem 
warning printed in four langnages. Her hair would danee in the wind. 
We never thought about what might happen to her if the train derailed. 
All we wanted was to stop time. Ruuen was only twenty miles al,vay. 
To us, it was the end ofthc world. 


