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A man and a younger woman meet in contemporary Port-au-Prince, the violent,  
poverty-stricken, fearsomely beautiful Haitian capital. Their passion is at once carnal 

and intellectual, touched by the shadow of a past trauma.

In choosing to write this novel almost three years after the earthquake, Yanick Lahens 
provides a stunning celebration of the victory of life and writing over catastrophe.

http://www.swediteur.com/
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Guillaume is a sociologist, Nathalie an architect. 
They meet at the office of the French agency 
funding the construction of a community centre 
on which both are working. Guillaume, now 
50, his utopian ideals long abandoned, has 
spent his whole life in Haiti, Nathalie has just 
returned, having left suddenly at the age of 18. 
From initial exasperation their mutual attraction 
turns into a dance of seduction as each gives 
way to a passion that will not be denied.

Yanick Lahens is a fine storyteller who 
does not shy away from using the codes of the 
erotic novel to captivate her readers, writing 
of the impatience of desire and the unthinking 

sensuality it arouses. But she also looks beyond 
the particular situation of her characters and, 
as she plunges Guillaume and Nathalie into 
their affair, never forgets where they come from, 
still less where they are now.

But, while the narrative acknowledges 
the poverty endemic to the Haiti in which it 
unfolds, and which its two black middle class 
protagonists are keen to hold at bay, there 
is nothing miserabilist in the writing. Nor does 
it dwell on disaster, beyond an unspecified 
sense of menace hanging over Haiti in 
December 2009.

A couple pass through the door of an apartment block in Pacot, up on the hill 
overlooking Port-au-Prince, in the fiery glow of dusk.

The sunset wraps the city in glittering colour, masking its shuddering 
tumult, the miraculous, searing passage of the centuries.

At this hour you can watch the silence rise, dampening the great racket of 
days tossed this way and that. A silence that hangs like a veil between sky and 
earth. The silence of rooms locked to contain the agitated monologues of the 
flesh. Turmoil, trembling, fever.

Guillaume has taken no special care over his appearance. He has never seen 
the need for such attention to the surface of things. And, turning fifty now, he’s 
not about to change. He doesn’t need to change. He’s already proved himself, 
at work and with women. From her figure it’s clear that Nathalie, meanwhile, 
is around thirty-three, thirty-four. No more than that. And her thirties suit 
her. Her lace-up walking shoes, jeans and tee-shirt reveal that she’s a practical 
woman. Guillaume is a good fifteen years older. In other words, he has left the 
first half of his life behind, whereas she, Nathalie, is in her prime.

Something in the way they move towards the door of the apartment block 
reveals that they aren’t yet lovers, but soon will be. The imminence of this 
seems inevitable.

As they enter the narrow street the space between them reduces. Eventually 
they touch. At shoulder height. Every now and then their upper arms brush 
against each other. Just. Their forearms too. Guillaume knows what he’s doing 
and Nathalie lets it happen. She feels immense pleasure at these lightest of 
touches that are almost nothing at all. This warm unspoken wanting. Of course 
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Guillaume knows this and finds it delicious. A few metres from the door he 
stands back a little and secretly observes her.

Just now Nathalie and Guillaume are in the soft, sweet, enchanted 
uncertainty of beginnings. And there is nothing more enchanting than this 
uncertainty, these beginnings. Nothing. Of all the images it is these they will 
recall. Afterwards. Long afterwards, when all has been said and done.

As she steps in front of Guillaume and stops at the door to the apartment 
block, Nathalie avoids looking at her image reflected in the big bay window, 
so she won’t have to see how fear has discomposed her features. She closes 
her eyes, just for an instant. Fear could plunge her into that great wild place, 
left behind, way down inside, and which still terrifies her. So she takes a deep 
breath.

Just to gather her scattered fragments.
Find a place for her fear.
So it can sleep peacefully.
Deep down.
Nathalie wants to stay on her feet.
On her feet in her desire for Guillaume.
Guillaume follows Nathalie. He is tense, submerged in an almost unbeara-

ble male impatience. And yet he has put on the same show for so many women, 
without total conviction, rounding off his performance with the routine gym-
nastics of an ardour that holds no surprises. So many … Rifling through his 
memory, all vanity aside, the hastily calculated total seems considerable. He 
had thought that thus far he’d solved the problem of his manly appetites in a 
satisfactory manner. And yet here, in this twilight, his belly aches with a for-
gotten hunger. Aches with something that wants to seem like faith. Inside 
him there grows an inexplicable foreboding that he won’t be able to make this 
woman’s breast rise and fall with pleasure like a huge wave. That he won’t hear 
the babble of the angels from her lips.

Nathalie can’t find her key and eventually sits down on the low wall to the 
right of the door. After three fruitless attempts she empties her bag of its con-
tents with a gesture of powerlessness. Guillaume knows all about women’s 
bags and laughs out loud when Nathalie curses, then finally finds the wretched 
key. He squats down beside her, plants a kiss on her forehead and helps her put 
everything back into the bag. He pretends to wait with serene patience, as you 
wait for a child that insists on doing everything itself.

The security guard sitting by the door with a rifle between his legs watches 
the whole business from behind his dark glasses, with the expression of a man 
who has seen it all before. But he’s enjoying the scene; he’s a male rejoicing 
at what he sees as the conquest of another man on whom luck has smiled. 
A brotherly voyeur.

Before stepping inside the building, Guillaume glances, not at the big bay 
window, but at Port-au-Prince below. One last time. Port-au-Prince which, 
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he could almost swear, has drawn back with its open sores, its naked strength 
and swagger, so as not to poison their first embrace.

Port-au-Prince: a mirage in the dusk.

2

Guillaume pushes open the apartment door, swings Nathalie round and holds 
her close. He has hardly opened his mouth before Nathalie puts her fingers to 
his lips and murmurs in a light whisper, deliberately extended, “Sssshhh”. He 
mustn’t speak. Not yet. Not so soon. She wants to clear the decks.

Make space.
Guillaume closes his lips around the finger that has silenced him and bites 

it gently, very gently, before taking Nathalie’s face in his hands. Lips appear 
inside Nathalie’s closed eyelids. Thin lips. Almost like the lips of people from 
cold countries. But these are deep purple, the colour of star apples. Fierce, furi-
ous lips. Fierce too are the eyes the colour of acacia honey in the stubbly face 
before her. Guillaume kisses her with parted lips. Warm. Fleshy. His eyes are 
dark and soft. Coffee skin. Huge mouth. Probing tongue. Seeking. Probing. 
Nathalie falls back in his arms. Offers him the mouth of a woman who just 
wants to know, even if it’s bitterness and cruelty. She puts her hand on the back 
of his neck, holds him close against her and is still. Nathalie wants to find in 
this stillness the strength to go further. Guillaume caresses her lips and speaks 
to her softly. Very softly. The pleasure flows from his fingers to his belly. From 
his belly to the taut impatience between his legs. Nathalie can’t hear him. She’s 
stopped hearing him.

Guillaume’s hands leave her face and move slowly downwards. They slip 
inside her tee-shirt, then under her bra. Her nipples rise, hard, between his 
fingers. Nathalie is already ready to die with pleasure. Here and now. Eyes half 
shut. But she looks at him from the depths of a mystery that he can’t enter. Not 
yet, not so fast.

Guillaume pulls her tee-shirt up and over her shoulders, then immediately 
proceeds to free her from her jeans, undoing them with a contained fever. He 
slips his hand inside the white lace of her pants, takes them off and lays them 
on the floor. He could make love to her right now, get it over with. He knows 
what to do. He’s done it before. But just now Guillaume wants this woman and 
none other. He wants the game.

As her joy mounts, Nathalie’s ever vigilant attention to the chaos inside her 
softens. A little. Slowly. Just as, for Guillaume, the outside world, the great 
hurly burly of the city below them, starts to fade.

Nathalie wants the game too. But the game has slipped away from her. 
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She has to get it back. Quickly. Cling to it so she can be as close as possible 
to Guillaume. To Guillaume’s desire. So she stands up straight. Turns round. 
Pulls Guillaume towards her again and starts to undressing the man who is 
going to make love to her and to whom she is going to make love.

Every now and then she looks him in the eye, as she likes to do. “Fierce” 
would be the right word to describe this far-sighted look. Piercing its target 
like a dagger. The look that is often her last form of protection. Nathalie clings 
to it with all her strength. With her full attention. Ready for disappointment.

And then Nathalie dares. She touches the softness of his sex. In his turn 
Guillaume moans. And moans again, she closes her eyes. So does he. Too 
gentle, too hard, his moans tell her. Much too hard. And then, again, she 
looks at him. Another kiss seeking an adjournment. A reprieve. This reprieve 
is another name for the restraint of women. Agreed on by whom? For what? 
In her head the answers lose their shape. She stops looking for them. Nath-
alie thinks of the miraculous image of the Virgin with sad eyes that her mother 
hung above her bed, ribbons of every colour in her childish plaits, daybreak 
smell of coffee, taste of akasan with syrup, hard August rain on her skin.

Between Nathalie’s knees Guillaume raises his torso, fists planted on the 
sheets, face distorted with desire.

Then Guillaume moves. He moves with, deep in his belly, the male fear that 
he’ll be unable to raise the swell in this woman’s body. But he moves. And when 
Guillaume enters Nathalie’s wet warmth, it’s as a doubting conqueror. Nath-
alie meets him with a slight retraction. He speaks very softly to her. Trying to 
find the best, most gentle pulse. But doubting all the same. Even in the most 
honeyed words. Even in the last violent thrust into the slit.

Guillaume sees nothing of Nathalie’s strangely staring eyes, just as she hears 
nothing but the silent sound of blood in her temples. She tries to jump over-
board, to dissolve in her vast inner sea the hard, dense core that won’t let go 
of her. But she can’t reach it, the core slips away, breaks and scatters into the 
chaotic squall at the end of things.

Guillaume sees nothing of Nathalie’s open eyes, open despite her to the 
colours of the sunset. To Port-au-Prince below them, however distant, with 
its open wounds, its naked force and its swagger in the first flight of these two 
bodies beneath its reddening sky. To the chaotic sea of its rooftops.

Guillaume collapses without seeing. Men don’t see. Not those things. At 
least not at once. Guillaume flops into the dampness of Nathalie’s sex, his 
right arm around her body. Nathalie, meanwhile, looks for the first time at 
the softness of his chest and back, slightly lighter than his face and arms. The 
lazy undulations of his muscles. A mature man’s body. Still standing, but in 
defeat. The little everyday defeats reminiscent of the big defeat, far bigger than 
him. Bigger than everyone, all the men and women on the island. An unfath-
omable land of a body, rediscovered after so many paths wandered. A land to 
be reinvented. 


