
 

Cardinal Point  

Chapter One 

 

Mathilda drives to the roundabout and pulls into the supermarket parking lot. Hardly anyone 

around this time of day. She picks a spot far from the entrance, cuts the engine, inserts a CD into 

the dashboard slit. In the shadow of the store’s big sign, the music comes on, volume turned all 

the way up. 

 Oh Lord who will comfort me? 

 Mathilda balances a compact on the steering wheel, looks at herself, thinks she’s 

beautiful and sad at the same time, inspects her chin, her nose, her lips. Time to strip, the worst 

part. 

 She gets out of the car and opens the trunk. Under the upholstery, the spare tire has been 

replaced by a briefcase. She pulls it out, shaking. How much longer? Mathilda gets back in the 

front seat, the aluminum briefcase ice cold on her thighs. She clicks it open, removes a facewipe, 

rubs her eyes gently, then starts plucking off her fake eyelashes. Her face is undressing. Once the 

lashes are safely back in their box, Mathilda has all but disappeared under what’s left of the 

black eyeliner, smeared colors, and mascara streaking down her cheekbones. 

 At her feet, between the pedals, the dirty facewipes lie crumpled, stained in beige, black, 

red, brown. 

 My soul is weary… 

 Melody Gardot is starting her song for the third time. Mathilda takes a break and sings 

along with her, tapping to the beat on the steering wheel. If she had the courage, she’d get out 
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and dance. She’d fling the car doors wide open, ignoring curious passersby. She’d swing her 

hips, clap her hands, expose herself, but she doesn’t dare. 

Her makeup half off, Mathilda catches her breath, leans against the headrest, waits a little 

longer, then checks the time. It’s 8:07 pm. She has to get home. 

Very carefully, she removes every last trace of makeup. Mathilda is sweating, her 

temples burning. She removes the pins and cap holding her wig in place, puts the hair back in its 

pouch, checks her eyes and mouth in the mirror. Her face is bare, the foundation dissolved. Now 

she just has to take off her clothes and slip on her sports gear. Mathilda shimmies out of her silk 

dress. Her panties and stockings are rolled down to her ankles. 

 

Laurent is completely naked. He grabs his bag from the backseat and brings it to the front, then 

rummages around for a pair of boxers, track pants, a T-shirt, and socks. Quickly now. The car is 

littered with clothes and used wipes. A chaos that mirrors the storm inside him. Stripped of his 

sparkle, Laurent returns to the shadows. He curses, gets dressed, tenses up, puts everything away 

in the briefcase, and hides it in the trunk under the upholstery. The only thing left is the lie. 

 A few minutes later, he’s ready. He no longer sees the chaos. He starts the car and turns 

off Melody Gardot. The latest news pours out of the radio. He needs to focus, almost home. He 

doesn’t have much time to pull himself together, to forget the moments of joy, Cynthia and her 

friends at ZanziBar, all the music and silk. Reality is the evening news, the weather report, 

commercials. 

 Laurent is just a few blocks from home. He slows down, takes a deep breath. I am 

Laurent, gotta keep up the act. He turns right, the front gate is open. The car creeps along the 



Cardinal Point 3 

gravel. He stops, pulls the handbrake and waits a little longer. Right now, he wishes he could 

melt into the seat’s fabric. And disappear, since Mathilda doesn’t exist. 

  

 “Hello, I’m home!”  

 Laurent pokes his head into the kitchen and repeats: 

 “I’m home!” 

 Solange, busy washing lettuce at the sink, turns around. The leaves in her hand drip water 

onto the tiles. She smiles at him: 

 “Did you have a good day?” 

 “Yes. You think I have time for a shower before dinner?” 

 “Of course! We’ll eat when you’re done.” 

 

Laurent goes straight upstairs in a hurry, walks past the children’s rooms without stopping to say 

hello. First he wants to shower, to cleanse himself. He puts his gym bag down in the hallway for 

everyone to see and goes into the bathroom. He undresses quickly, closes the shower door 

behind him and lets the hot water hurtle down his skin. He turns the temperature up even higher. 

Disinfect, soap myself up, run the exfoliation glove over my whole body, wash my hair, work the 

shampoo into a lather, spread it on my face. If it didn’t taste so bad, I’d even put it in my mouth. 

 He rinses off carefully. When Laurent steps out of the shower, a cloud of fog has 

overtaken the small space. He slips on the pajamas hanging behind the door and heads down to 

the kitchen. 

 Thomas is helping his mother. When he sees his father, he tells him: 
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 “Do you really have to wear pajamas at dinner?” 

 Laurent stares at him, dumbstruck: 

 “Why does it bother you?” 

 “I don’t know, isn’t that what old people do?” 

 

The four of them are sitting at the table. Claire excitedly tells them about her day. Laurent looks 

at her without listening. A young girl, only thirteen summers, a woman in the making, who will 

no doubt come into her own one day but who, for now, is slowly entering the world of grownups, 

feeding off the chit-chat, the hairstyles, the fits of laughter, the hours on the phone with her 

friends discussing what is awakening in her, what is troubling her. And then, there’s Thomas. 

Sixteen years old, he’s already out of reach. He’s the young man Laurent never was, confident, at 

ease in his own body, gifted with a sharp tongue, who found in his mother a trusted accomplice. 

 Laurent chews his salad as he looks at those who make up his life, those he loves. 

Solange, he met in high school. He was Thomas’s age, which he realizes only now. He smiles at 

the boy. Thomas takes this smile as an invitation to go on with the story he’s just started. He’s 

talking about an online game. Laurent tries to understand but he missed the beginning and can’t 

keep up. So he just keeps on chewing and thinks, yes, he was Thomas’s age, and Solange was a 

year younger. 

 Twenty years ago. Nothing sexual at first, but an obvious kinship. The intense well-being 

he felt around her is still there. Solange knows things, she’s a problem-solver. That’s the way it’s 

been at every stage of their life. She’s the one who always took the initiative, and he welcomed 

it, never questioning any of it, the first kiss, the first time, college, the apartment, and eventually 
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the kids and the house, the one they’ll own someday when they’re old, fifteen years from now. 

The thought made them laugh at the time. Now they don’t think about it anymore, they just make 

the payments. 

“What about you?” 

Laurent doesn’t hear. 

“What about you?” Solange repeats, louder. Three pairs of eyes on him. 

“What about me?” He swallows, doesn’t know what to say. “Oh me, nothing.” 

“How was your workout tonight?” 

“Oh, right … Stéphane’s tough on me. I’m exhausted.” 

This satisfies them all, and the conversation moves on. 

The gym is Laurent’s excuse. It all started with bodily pains and a determination to lose 

weight. For months he pedalled tirelessly, indoors and out. He was taking back control of his 

body, and it was intoxicating. Toned muscles, taut skin, and most importantly, hairless legs. 

When Solange saw him come out of the bathroom with shaved legs, she’d stared in disbelief. 

He’d justified it as a matter of air resistance––yes, even indoors, he’d added, and also it 

distributes the sweat more evenly, you know. It’s a cyclist thing. She’d made fun of him gently, 

he’d paid it no mind. 

He no longer shaves, he waxes. His smooth, glistening thighs provide him with 

unspeakable pleasure when he strokes them, a warm wave that sends him back to the depths of 

childhood, when everything was still possible.  
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Laurent drives the kids to school every morning. He values these special moments, sometimes 

sleepy, sometimes talkative. They leave at 7:43 a.m. on the dot.  

For a long time, Thomas insisted on riding shotgun, but now that he’s constantly tapping 

away on his phone, he prefers to ride in the back. Claire doesn’t mind. Since trading seats, she’s 

become more assertive. The young girl is talking about the English presentation she has to give 

in class later today. She’s anxious and elated, two emotions that often clash inside her. Laurent 

notices these subtle changes, but doesn’t talk about them. Talking might open a breach he’s not 

sure he could seal back up. So he walks her to the front of the school and tells her he loves her. 

Same with his son. When they were little, Claire and Thomas would answer, “We love you too.” 

But they’ve grown reserved and now it’s just a quiet “See you tonight.” 

Alone in his car, Laurent turns on the radio. He listens to the news distractedly during his 

fifteen-minute commute. The wind turbine company he works for is on the outskirts of the city, 

close to the Zanzi. Sometimes, for fun, he drives by it. This early in the morning, the bar is 

closed and its sign is dark above the unsightly corrugated iron walls, but the mere sight of it 

allows Laurent to spend whole days without thinking, to get by till the next Saturday. This place 

does indeed exist, it solidifies who I am. 

 

In the office, there are about ten of them face to face or back to back, all seated in front of their 

monitors, in a huge white room meant to embody the sustainable future the company stands for. 

Some, unsettled by the sterility of the place, personalize their desks. The white particleboard 

tables are littered with family photos showing children laughing and smiling. A box of candy, a 

gift from a colleague. A pack of cigarettes displayed prominently for those who like to go out in 
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the cold for breaks, holding their plastic cups. Coffee downed in one gulp, smoke inhaled 

quickly, a few words about the weather, work, colleagues. Laurent doesn’t smoke and neither 

does Estelle. They’ve always gotten along. Estelle finds in him a good listener, keenly attuned to 

the ups and downs of her love life. Men baffle them both, in their actions and reactions. Estelle 

doesn’t know about Mathilda, though Laurent almost told her a few times. She’d understand, 

he’s sure, she’d support him. But shouldn’t Solange be the first person he tells? So, he waits for 

another time, another day, and looks at Estelle’s heels, her immaculate makeup, the external 

signs of her self-assured womanhood.  

She fascinates him. Inside, I’m just like her, I know it. Besides, we agree on everything. 

Estelle is often surprised by the strength of their bond. She tells him, during their long lunchtime 

conversations, that if every man was like him, her life would be so much easier. He laughs it off. 

“Maybe, but our lunches would be so much more boring! Because happiness needs no 

words; it’s a quiet blessing.” 

“If that’s true, you must be really happy with Solange!” 

He nods. 

Maybe they’ll go to the Chinese place today, their Monday go-to. They always order the 

same thing: spring rolls, Peking duck, fried rice for him, white for her. And, when they’re feeling 

festive, two Tsingtaos please.  

Emails are pouring in this morning. Before sifting through them in order of importance, 

Laurent wants to message Cynthia to remember their lovely Saturday evening. To put it down in 

words and live it again.  
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Cynthia, you were gorgeous. I felt so good. I was dancing, twirling, forgetting. We’ll do it 

again, right? I feel broken and stupid now. You should’ve seen me change in the car, clothes 

everywhere. And at dinner with my frozen smile…But I just want to remember those three hours 

at the Zanzi…  

At the same time, a message flashes on his screen. 

You look laser focused this morning! Chinese food for lunch? 

Estelle is looking at him from her desk.  

 

Laurent likes to work out early. Very early. Twice a week, he sets the alarm clock on his watch 

to 4:30 a.m. It vibrates silently so Solange can sleep. He stretches, then goes into the bathroom to 

splash cold water on his face. In the kitchen, he brews a strong cup of coffee. He’s alone—no 

radio, no kids, no wife. Alone as he listens to the silence of the lingering night, alone on his bike 

as he speeds through empty city streets, down empty country roads. 

He started training when everything was throbbing inside him. When his bones, muscles, 

and tendons were on fire. No one could figure out the cause of his ever more frequent 

inflammations. He’d talked about it at length with Estelle. She’d told him several times, “Your 

body is telling you something.” Sure, but what? He’d tried homeopathy, osteopathy, Ayurveda, 

and even faith healing, then water therapy, until he remembered the bike rides he used to go on 

as a kid, on dirt trails near the house. So, he’d bought a bike, a racing bike, to rip through the air. 

Since then, he’d started training relentlessly, both indoors and outdoors, and the pain had 

subsided somewhat. He managed to keep it at bay by piling on the miles.  
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Today, it’s not raining and it’s around 50 degrees. Perfect conditions to see the sun rise. 

He gulps down his coffee and fills up his water bottle. He takes the bike out of the garage and 

escapes into the waning night. It takes him about fifteen minutes to get out to the country roads, 

to warm up, to feel each of his joints melt into his body’s rhythm. Breathe, pedal, forget. 

Virtuous cycle that takes him far out of himself, far from his distress and those images that come 

out of nowhere, far from the compulsive desire to cross the threshold of lingerie shops and touch. 

Touch the cotton, satin, lace, elastic, hear the crinkle of tissue paper handled brusquely by 

saleswomen wrapping up panties, bras, garters, nighties. And his fingers tremble, and his palms 

are sweaty. How far it all seems when he’s chasing the dawn. 

There’s a trail he loves above all else, in between corn fields that tower high above the 

road this time of year and form a dense, impenetrable hedge, drawing a clear path he can follow 

without thinking, just pedalling away until he can almost fly. To feel the wind on his smooth 

calves, feel the sweat dry the minute it beads on his face. His eyes, burning and blinking. To 

curse the gnats and swallow up the miles to see the sun break past the horizon and marvel at the 

beauty of the new day, of the effort he’s making. To feel handsome, happy, intoxicated by what’s 

around him, and dive right back into this joyful effort that takes him away from Solange, Claire, 

Thomas, work, the Zanzi, Estelle, and the others. Right then, nothing matters but his heart 

beating to pump blood through each vein and oxygen into each straining muscle. 

 

Solange searches for Laurent in her sleep. Her hand explores the bed. No one. She wakes up with 

a start at 6:18 am, and remembers it’s Tuesday, training day. She lies right back down, maybe 

she could sleep another hour, but her mind is already racing, her night is over. She considers 
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reading, then decides to watch TV. The screen casts its blue light over the whole room. Her eyes 

half closed, she flips through the channels and lands on the news. Women in makeup, 

businesslike, spouting a flood of information. She listens distractedly and mentally prepares for 

her day with her kindergarten class: making collages, memorizing the alphabet, learning about 

fruit. She smiles as she remembers the kids’ faces covered in red when they discovered 

raspberries. She mutes the TV. It’s a man now, looking uncomfortable, tie around his neck, 

staring at her. She sees his lips move while stock market results stream across the bottom of the 

screen. She turns off the TV with a tired motion and goes into the kitchen to make tea before the 

kids wake up. 

She opens the curtain above the sink. The sun is rising, she doesn’t turn on the light, the 

water is heating in the kettle. She stands and looks out at the garden, taking small sips from her 

hot tea. The liquid slides through her, waking her whole body. 

She sees Laurent come in through the gate. He quickly puts his bike away. She hears him 

open the garage door, then close it. He’s inside the house, breathing heavily, comes into the 

kitchen. He jumps when he sees her. 

“You look like a ghost in the window.” 

“And you look like a sweaty grasshopper!” 

She laughs, he smiles. 

“You have no idea how good it feels.” 

She looks at him carefully.  

“You look different, you’ve lost a lot of weight…” 

“When I’m riding, I don’t think about anything.” 
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She pours herself another cup of tea and gives him a sidelong glance. 

“Are you sure there’s nothing else?” 

“Why do you say that?” 

“I don’t know, you’re so driven… ” 

He mulls it over, wipes his face. 

“Actually, there is something else. It’s the CD you gave me for my birthday, Melody 

Gardot. I didn’t thank you enough. There’s a song, I can’t explain it, you’d have to listen to it. 

That song, it’s so me, and only you could have known.” 


