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Foreword


My friend Lison – my dear old, inimitable, and very exasperating, friend Lison – has a knack for giving cumbersome gifts, for example the unfinished sculpture that takes up two-thirds of my bedroom or the paintings she leaves to dry for months in my hallway and dining room with the excuse that her studio has become too small. She turned up at my place one morning, cleared a spot on the table where I had been hoping to eat my breakfast, and dumped a pile of notebooks that had been bequeathed to her by her recently deceased father. Her bloodshot eyes indicated she had spent the night reading them – as did I the following night. Taciturn, ironic, straight as an arrow, with an international reputation as an old sage to which he paid no attention, Lison’s father, whom I had met some five or six times in my life, intimidated me. If there is one thing I couldn’t possibly have imagined of him, it’s that he’d spent his entire existence writing those pages. Totally dumbfounded, I asked my friend Postel for his opinion; Postel had been his doctor for many years (as he had been for the Malaussène family). His answer was instantaneous: Publish it! Do not hesitate. Send this to your publisher and get it published! There was a catch, however. Asking someone to publish a text by a fairly well-known personality who has demanded anonymity is no small thing! Should I feel some remorse for having extracted this favour from such an honest and respectable man in the book business? You will have to judge for yourselves.


D. P.


 


3 August 2010


My dear Lison,


So, you have returned home after my funeral; you are obviously down in the dumps, but Paris awaits you, with your friends, your studio, a few paintings to be dealt with, numerous projects, among them your scenery for the Opéra, your political passions, the twins’ future, life, your life. Surprise! When you get there, a letter from my lawyer R. informs you in legalistic terms that she has in her possession a package for you from your father. Gracious me! A post-mortem present from Papa. You race to get it, naturally. And what an odd gift the lawyer places in your hands: nothing less than my body! Not my body in flesh and blood, but the diary I secretly kept over the course of my entire life. (Your mother was the only one who knew about it, and she learned of it only recently.) Surprise! My father kept a diary! What got into you, Papa, you who were so distinguished, so inaccessible? And your whole life! Not a personal diary, dear daughter; you know my bias against cataloguing our changing moods. Nor will you find anything about my professional life – my opinions, my lectures, or what Etienne pompously called my “battle”; nothing about your father’s social life and nothing about the state of the world. No, Lison, the diary of my body, only, truly. You will be all the more surprised because I was not a very “physical” father. I don’t think my children or grandchildren ever saw me naked, rarely in swimming trunks, and never did they come upon me flexing my muscles in front of a mirror. I do not think either, alas, that I was particularly cuddly. And as for telling you and Bruno about my little aches and pains, I would just as soon have died – which happened, by the way, but only once my time was up. The body was not a subject of conversation among us, and I left you and Bruno to figure out the development of yours on your own. You shouldn’t take this to mean some particular indifference or modesty on my part; born in 1923, I was simply a bourgeois product of my time, one of those people who still use the semi-colon and who never come to breakfast in pyjamas, but appear showered, shaved, and corseted in their work clothes. The body was invented by your generation, Lison. At least when it comes to the way it is used and how it is put on show. But as far as the relation our minds have with it as a bag of surprises and a faecal pump, the silence surrounding it today is as total and utter as it was in my time. If one were to look into the matter, one would find that there is no one more modest than the most naked of porn stars or the most dissected of body artists. As for doctors (when was the last time you had an actual “physical”?), today’s don’t touch the body at all. They are concerned only with the enigma of cells, the X-rayed, ultrasounded, scanned, analysed body; the biological, genetic, molecular body; the antibody factory. Can I tell you something? The more it is analysed, the more it is exhibited, the less this modern body exists. It is cancelled out in inverse proportion to its exposure. I kept a daily diary of another body, our fellow traveller, our being machine. Well, not exactly daily; do not expect to read an exhaustive diary; it is not a day-by-day account but rather, it moves from surprise to surprise – our body is generous with surprises – from my twelfth to my eighty-eighth and final year, and it is punctuated with long silences, as you’ll see, during those stretches of life in which our body allows itself to be forgotten. But each time my body manifested itself to my mind, it found me with pen in hand, attentive to the surprise du jour. I have described these manifestations as scrupulously as possible, as best as I could, without any scientific pretence. My lovely love of a daughter, this is my legacy: it is not a treatise on physiology, but my secret garden, which is, in many respects, our most shared territory. I entrust it to you. Why you precisely? Because I adored you. It’s bad enough not to have told you while I was alive; so grant me this small posthumous pleasure. If Grégoire had been alive, I would surely have left this diary to him; it would have interested him as a doctor and amused him as a grandson. God, how I loved that boy! Grégoire, who died so young, and you a grandmother today: the two of you make up my bundle of happiness, my provisions for the great journey. Well. Enough effusiveness. Do what you wish with these notebooks: toss them in the dustbin if you find this gift from father to daughter out of place; distribute them to the family if your heart tells you to do so; publish them if you think it necessary. In this last instance, please see to it that the author remain anonymous – especially since he could be anyone – change the names of people and places; you never know who will be offended and why. Do not attempt to publish the whole thing; you won’t be able to manage it. In fact, a number of notebooks got lost over the years and several others are simply repetitive. Skip those; I’m thinking, for example, of the ones from my childhood where I counted my press-ups and sit-ups, or those from my youth where I kept track of my sexual conquests like an accountant. In other words, do what you wish with all this, however you wish; it will be well done.


I loved you.


Papa
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The First Day


(SEPTEMBER 1936)


Maman was the only person to


whom I did not call out.






	64 years, 2 months, 18 days

	Monday, 28 December, 1987







A stupid joke that Grégoire and his friend Philippe played on little Fanny reminded me of the scene at the origin of this diary, the trauma that gave birth to it.


Mona, who likes cleaning things out thoroughly and completely, organised a huge bonfire of junk, most of which was as old as the hills: rickety chairs, mildewed mattresses, a worm-eaten wheelbarrow, bald tyres: call it a gigantic, foul-smelling auto-da-fé. (All in all, less gloomy than a car boot sale.) She was in charge of the boys, who had decided to re-enact Joan of Arc’s trial. I was torn from my work by Fanny’s howls – she had been recruited to play the role of Saint Joan. All day long Grégoire and Philippe had been singing Joan’s praises; Fanny, only six years old, had never even heard of her. They had painted the pleasures of paradise in such glowing colours that Fanny clapped her hands and jumped for joy as the time of the sacrifice drew near. But when she saw the inferno in which they proposed to throw her alive, she rushed to me, screaming. (Mona, Lison and Marguerite had gone into town.) Her tiny hands gripped me in terror, like claws. “Grandfather! Grandfather!” I tried to console her, saying, “There, there,” and “It’s all over now,” and “It’s nothing.” (It wasn’t nothing, it was quite serious, but I had no knowledge of the canonisation project.) I took her on my knee and felt that she was damp. More than that, even: she had soiled her pants out of sheer terror. Her heart was beating frighteningly fast, and her breathing was quick and sharp. I put her in a warm bath. And it was from the tub that she told me, in snatches between ebbing sobs, about the fate those two morons had had in store for her.


And so I found myself gone back to the time when this diary was first created. September 1936. I am twelve years old, almost thirteen, a Boy Scout. Before that I was a Wolf Cub, in a troop with one of those animal names made fashionable by The Jungle Book. So, I am a Boy Scout, and this is important, I am no longer a Wolf Cub, I am not a little boy, I am big, I am a grown-up. The summer holidays are coming to an end. I am at a Scout camp somewhere in the Alps. We are at war with another troop who has stolen our pennant. We have to go get it back. The rules of the game are simple. Each of us wears his kerchief on his back, tucked into the belt of his shorts. Our adversaries do the same. This kerchief is called a “life”. Not only must we return from this raid with our pennant, but we must also bring back as many “lives” as possible. We also call them “scalps” and we hang them from our belts. The one who brings back the most is a fearsome warrior, a “flying ace”, like those pilots from the Great War whose cabins were decorated with as many German crosses as planes they had shot down. In other words, we are playing war. Because I am not very strong, I lose my “life” as soon as the hostilities break out. I fall into an ambush and am held down on the ground by two enemies, my “life” torn from me by a third. They tie me to a tree so I will not be tempted, even dead, to go back into the fray. And they abandon me there. In the middle of the forest. Tied to a pine tree the resin from which sticks to my naked arms and legs. My enemies vanish. The front moves away, and from time to time I can hear shouts that grow ever fainter, then nothing. The vast silence of the woods swoops down on my imagination, the silence of the forest that whispers with every possibility: cracklings, rustlings, sighs, chuckles, and the wind in the trees . . . I tell myself that the animals, disturbed by our games, will now reappear. Not wolves, obviously, I am a grown-up, I no longer believe in man-eating wolves. No, not wolves, but wild boars, for example. What does a wild boar do to a boy attached to a tree? Probably nothing, so I forget about that one. But what if it is a wild sow with her young? Still, I am not afraid. I just ask myself the sorts of questions that arise in a situation where everything can be explored. The more I attempt to free myself, the tighter the knots become and the more the resin sticks to my skin. Will it harden? One thing is certain, I will not be able to get out of these bonds; Scouts know how to tie knots that cannot be unknotted. I feel quite alone but I don’t think I will never be found. I know that lots of people come to the forest; we often meet blueberry or raspberry pickers. I know that once the hostilities have ended, someone will come to untie me. Even if my enemies forget me, my patrol will notice my absence, an adult will be told, and I will be freed. So I am not afraid. I grin and bear it. My reason easily masters everything the situation sends to my imagination. An ant climbs onto my shoe, then onto my naked leg and gently tickles it. This lone ant will not get the better of my rational self. On its own, I deem the ant to be inoffensive. Even if it were to bite me, even if it were to get into my shorts, then into my underpants, it would be no big deal; I would be able to stand the pain. It isn’t unusual to be bitten by ants in the forest, the pain is familiar, controllable; it is sharp and temporary. This, then, is my state of mind – that of a calm entomologist – until my eyes fall upon a genuine anthill, two or three metres from my tree at the foot of another pine: a gigantic tumulus of pine needles crawling with dark and wild life, a monstrous, immobile swarm. It’s when I see the second ant climbing on my sandal that I lose control of my imagination. It is no longer a question of being bitten; I am going to be completely covered with ants, eaten alive. My imagination does not represent the thing in all its detail, I don’t tell myself that the ants are going to climb up my legs, devour my penis and anus or enter me through my eyeballs, my ears, my nostrils, that they will eat me from the inside out, winding their way through my intestines and sinuses; I don’t see myself as a human anthill tied to this pine tree and vomiting through my dead mouth columns of worker ants busily transporting me crumb by crumb into the terrifying belly swarming upon itself three metres from me; I don’t imagine these tortures, but they are all there in the howl of terror I let out now, eyes closed, mouth immense. It is a cry for help that must sheathe the entire forest, and the world beyond – a stridency in which my voice breaks into a thousand shards, and it is my whole body that screams through the voice of the little boy I have once again become. My sphincters scream as immoderately as my mouth, my insides run down my legs, I can feel it as it happens; my shorts are filling up and I am dripping. Diarrhoea mixes with resin, and this increases my terror because, I tell myself, the odour will intoxicate the ants and attract other animals, and my lungs dissolve in my cries for help. I am covered in tears, drool, snot, resin and shit. Yet I can see that the anthill is not concerned with me, that it remains working seriously, steadily on itself, busying itself with countless small things, and that beside these two vagabond ants, the others – no doubt millions – are completely ignoring me; I see it, I am aware of it, I even understand it, but it is too late, my fear is too strong; whatever has grabbed hold of me has no bearing in reality and my whole body is expressing the terror of being devoured alive, a terror conceived only in my mind, without the ants’ complicity; somehow I know all that, and later when Father Chapelier – his name was Chapelier – asks me if I seriously believed the ants were going to devour me, I answer no; and when he asks me to admit I was putting on an act, I do; and when he asks if I was amused while my screams were terrorising the hikers who finally untied me I say I don’t know; and when he asks aren’t you ashamed to have been brought back to your troop covered in shit like a baby, I say yes; he asks me all these questions as he cleans me off with a hose, washing away almost everything with it, without even taking off my clothes – “a uniform, let me remind you, the uniform of the Scouts, let me remind you, and did you wonder for even a second what that pair of hikers would think of the Scouts?” No, forgive me, no I didn’t think about it. “But, tell me the truth, you enjoyed playing that little game, didn’t you? Don’t lie, don’t tell me you didn’t get some pleasure from it! You liked it, didn’t you?” I don’t think I knew how to answer his question because I hadn’t yet started this diary that, during the entire lifetime that would follow that moment, was determined to distinguish body from mind, to protect from then on my body from the assault of my imagination, and my imagination from the excessive manifestations of my body. “And what will your mother say? Have you thought about what your mother will say?” No, no, I hadn’t thought of Maman and as he was asking me this question I even said to myself that the only person to whom I didn’t call out for help as I was screaming was Maman; Maman was the only person to whom I didn’t call out.


They sent me home. Maman came to fetch me. The next day, I started this diary by writing: I won’t be afraid anymore, I won’t be afraid anymore, I won’t be afraid anymore, I won’t be afraid anymore, I will never be afraid anymore.
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12–14 Years Old


(1936–1938)


Because this is what one is supposed to look like,


this is what I will look like.






	12 years, 11 months, 18 days

	Monday, 28 September, 1936







I won’t be afraid anymore, I won’t be afraid anymore, I won’t be afraid anymore, I won’t be afraid anymore, I will never be afraid anymore.






	12 years, 11 months, 19 days

	Tuesday, 29 September, 1936







The list of my fears:


– Afraid of Maman.


– Afraid of mirrors.


– Afraid of my friends. Especially Fermantin.


– Afraid of insects. Especially ants.


– Afraid of pain.


– Afraid of soiling myself if I’m afraid.


It’s stupid to make a list of my fears, I’m afraid of everything. In any case, fear always surprises us. You don’t expect it and two minutes later it drives you crazy. That’s what happened to me in the forest. Could I have expected to be afraid of two ants? At almost thirteen! And before the ants, when the other Scouts attacked me, I threw myself on the ground without defending myself. I let my “life” be taken and allowed myself to be tied to a tree as if I were dead. I had died of fright, really died!


The list of my resolutions:


– You’re afraid of your mother? Act as if she didn’t exist.


– You’re afraid of your friends? Speak to Fermantin.


– You’re afraid of mirrors? Look at yourself in one.


– You’re afraid of pain? It’s your fear that hurts you the most.


– You’re afraid of soiling yourself? Your fear is more disgusting than shit.


If there is something more idiotic than making a list of my fears, it’s making a list of my resolutions. I never keep them.






	12 years, 11 months, 24 days

	Sunday, 4 October, 1936







Ever since they sent me home, Maman has been furious. This evening, she made me get out of the tub before I had finished washing. She forced me to look at myself in the bathroom mirror. I hadn’t even dried myself. She held me by the shoulders as if I were trying to run away. Her fingers hurt me. She repeated over and over: “Look at yourself! Look at yourself!” I clenched my fists and shut my eyes. She was screaming. “Open your eyes! Look at yourself! Look at yourself!” I was cold. I clenched my jaw so my teeth wouldn’t chatter. My whole body trembled. “We will not leave this room until you have looked at yourself! Look at yourself!” But I did not open my eyes. “You don’t want to open your eyes? You refuse to look at yourself? It’s always the same nonsense with you. Fine. Would you prefer me to tell you what you look like? What the boy in front of me looks like? What do you think he looks like? What do you look like? Want me to tell you? You look like nothing! Absolutely nothing!” (I am writing down exactly everything she said to me.) Then she walked out, slamming the door behind her. When I opened my eyes, the mirror had misted over.






	12 years, 11 months, 25 days

	Monday, 5 October, 1936







If he had witnessed Maman’s screaming fit, Papa would have whispered to me: “A boy who looks like absolutely nothing, well, well, now that is interesting. What, then, must a boy who looks like nothing look like? Like the cut-away diagram of the human body in the Larousse Encyclopedia?” (When Papa emphasised a word, it was as if he were pronouncing it in italics.) Then, he said nothing in order to leave me time to reflect. I am thinking of the diagram of the human body in Larousse because Papa and I used it a lot to study anatomy. I know how a man is built. I know where the splenic artery is, I know every bone, every nerve, every muscle by name.






	13th birthday

	Saturday, 10 October, 1936







Maman played the handkerchief trick on Dodo again. Obviously she waited until lunchtime when everyone was there. Dodo was passing around the zakuski. Maman asked him to “kindly” put down the plates and pulled him very gently to her, as though she was going to cuddle him. Instead of which she took out the handkerchief. She rubbed it behind his ears, and in the creases of his elbows and knees. Dodo stood very stiff. Naturally, the handkerchief (which Maman showed to everyone!) was not as white. Dodo’s nails were not right either. “When you are such a dirty little boy, you cannot play the young lady of the house! Go back and scrub yourself, young man!” Pointing to Dodo, she said to Violette: “Watch him closely, would you? And don’t let him forget his navel. I will give you ten minutes.” Whenever she is being nasty like this, Maman uses her bubbly, young-girl voice.


When I was little and Violette would wash me, she would describe the filth of Louis XIV’s court as if she had just left it. “Oh! So many odours, you wouldn’t believe it! Those people used to put on perfume the way we slip dust under the carpet.” Violette also likes Napoleon’s letter to Josephine (he was coming back from his Egyptian campaign): “Don’t wash, I’m on my way.” “All that to say, young fellow, that we don’t need to smell like a rose for people to love us. But don’t say I told you!”


And speaking of cleanliness. One day when I was washing Papa’s back with a scrubbing mitt, he said to me: “Have you ever wondered where all this human filth goes? What do we cause to become dirty whenever we become clean?”






	13 years, 1 month, 2 days

	Thursday, 12 November, 1936







I did it! I did it! I let the sheet covering the mirror on my wardrobe fall and I looked at myself! I decided enough was enough. I let the sheet fall, clenched my fist, took a deep breath, opened my eyes, and looked at myself! I LOOKED AT MYSELF! It was as if I were seeing myself for the first time. I stayed in front of the mirror for a long time. It wasn’t really me inside it. It was my body, but it wasn’t me. It wasn’t even a friend. I kept repeating: “You are me? You, me? This is us?” I am not crazy, I know full well that I was playing with the impression that it wasn’t me, but rather some boy who had been abandoned at the back of the mirror. I wondered how long he had been there. These little games that make Maman furious didn’t frighten Papa in the least. “My son, you are not crazy, you are playing with your sensations, like all children your age. You question them. And you will never stop questioning them. Even as an adult. Even when you are very old. Remember: All our lives, we must make an effort to believe our senses.”


My reflection really did seem like a child abandoned in my wardrobe. This sensation is absolutely true. When I let the sheet fall, I knew whom I would see, but I was surprised nonetheless, as if that boy were a statue abandoned there long before I was born. I stayed looking at him for a long time.


And it was then that I got the idea.


I left my bedroom, tiptoed to the library, and I opened the Larousse Encyclopedia. I carefully tore out the cut-away diagram of the body using a ruler (no one will notice; Maman only uses the Larousse to slip it under Dodo’s bottom when we eat in the dining room), came back to my bedroom, locked the door, undressed completely, slid the cut-away man into the mirror frame, and compared the two of us.


The fact is that we have absolutely nothing in common. The cut-away man is an adult athlete. His shoulders are broad. He holds himself erect on his muscular legs. I, on the other hand, resemble nothing. I am a pale, feeble child with a sunken chest, so skinny you could slip the post under my shoulder blades (according to Violette). We have, however, one thing in common: we are both transparent. You can see our veins, you can count our bones, but none of my muscles are visible. I am nothing but skin, veins, slackness and bones. Nothing is taut, as Maman would say. It’s true. And as a result, anyone can take my “life”, tie me to a tree, abandon me in the forest, clean me off with a hose, make fun of me or tell me I look like nothing at all. And you wouldn’t defend me, would you? You would let me be gobbled up by ants, wouldn’t you! You would shit all over me!


Well, I will defend you. I will even defend you against myself. I am going to build your muscles, strengthen your nerves, deal with you every day, and pay attention to everything you feel.






	13 years, 1 month, 4 days

	Saturday, 14 November, 1936







Papa said: Every object is first and foremost an object of interest. Thus my body is an object of interest. I am going to write the diary of my body.






	13 years, 1 month, 8 days

	Wednesday, 18 November, 1936







I also want to write the diary of my body because everyone talks about other things. All bodies are abandoned in wardrobes. People who write ordinary diaries, Luc or Françoise for example, write about everything and nothing: emotions, feelings, stories of friendship, love, betrayals, endless justifications, what they think of other people, what they think other people think of them, the trips they have taken, the books they have read, but they never write about their bodies. I saw that this summer with Françoise. She read me her diary “in great secrecy,” even though she reads it to everyone; Etienne told me. She writes in an emotional state, but she hardly ever remembers which emotion was affecting her. Why did you write that? I don’t remember. As a result, she is no longer quite sure of the meaning of what she writes. I, however, in fifty years, want what I write today to mean the same thing. Exactly the same thing! (In fifty years, I will be sixty-three.)






	13 years, 1 month, 9 days

	Thursday, 19 November, 1936







When I was thinking back on all my fears, I drew up this list of feelings: the fear of heights that crushes my balls, the fear of being punched that paralyses me; the fear of being afraid that distresses me all day; anxiety that gives me diarrhoea; emotion (of any kind, even delightful) that gives me goose bumps; nostalgia (thinking of Papa, for example) that brings tears to my eyes; surprise that makes me jump (even a slamming door!); the panic that makes me pee; the slightest little sorrow that makes me cry; fury that suffocates me; shame that shrinks me. My body reacts to everything. But I don’t always know how it will react.






	13 years, 1 month, 10 days

	Friday, 20 November, 1936







I have really thought about it. If I describe exactly everything I feel, my diary will be an ambassador between my mind and my body. It will be the translator of my sensations.






	13 years, 1 month, 12 days

	Sunday, 22 November, 1936







I will not only describe strong sensations, great fears, illnesses, accidents, but absolutely everything that my body feels (or that my mind makes my body feel). The wind caressing my skin, for example, the sound silence makes inside me when I cover my ears, Violette’s smell, Ti-Joe’s voice. Ti-Joe already has the voice he will surely have when he is an adult. It is a gritty voice, as if he were smoking three packs of cigarettes a day. And he’s only three years old! When he is an adult, his voice won’t be high-pitched anymore, obviously, but it will be the same gritty voice, with laughter behind the words, I’m sure of it. As Violette says when she talks about Manès’ fits of anger: “A person can scream all they want, they have the voice that they have!”






	13 years, 1 month, 14 days

	Tuesday, 24 November 1936







Our voice is the music the wind makes when it goes through our body (well, unless it comes out the other end).






	13 years, 1 month, 26 days

	Sunday, 6 December, 1936







I vomited coming back from Saint-Michel. Nothing makes me angrier than vomiting. Vomiting is like being turned inside out like a sack. Like your skin is being turned inside out. Tugged at. Torn off. You resist, but you are turned inside out. Everything inside comes out. Exactly like when Violette skins a rabbit. The other side of your skin. That’s what vomiting is. It makes me ashamed and absolutely furious.






	13 years, 1 month, 28 days

	Tuesday, 8 December, 1936







I must always calm down before writing in here.






	13 years, 2 months, 15 days

	Friday, 25 December, 1936







Last night, Maman’s present to me was a question: “Do you truly believe you deserve a Christmas present?” I thought back to the Scouts and I said no. But it was mostly because I didn’t want anything from her. Uncle Georges gave me two two-kilo barbells and Joseph gave me a piece of equipment to develop my muscles called a “chest expander”. It’s made of five rubber cords tied to two wooden handles. You have to hold one handle in each hand and pull the expander as many times as possible. In the instructions you can see a picture of a man before he bought the expander and the same man six months later. You wouldn’t recognise him. His rib cage has doubled in volume and his levator scapulae muscles give him the neck of a bull. Yet he only did ten minutes a day.






	13 years, 2 months, 18 days

	Monday, 28 December, 1936







We played the fainting game, Etienne and I. It was great. One person stands behind you, takes you in his arms, compresses your chest as hard as possible while you empty out your lungs. Once, twice, three times, squeezing with all his might, and when there is no more air at all in your chest, your ears buzz, your head spins, and you faint. It’s wonderful. You can feel yourself leaving, Etienne says. Yes, or reeling, or flowing out of yourself . . . In any case, it is really wonderful.






	13 years, 3 months

	Sunday, 10 January, 1937







Dodo woke me in the middle of the night. He was crying. I asked him why; he didn’t want to say. So I asked him why he woke me up. In the end he told me that his friends were making fun of him because he couldn’t pee as far as they could. I asked him how far. He said not far. Maman didn’t teach you how? No. I asked him if he wanted to pee now. Yes. I asked him if he retracted his foreskin before peeing. He said: what do you mean my foreskin? We went out on the balcony and I showed him how to do it. Violette showed me how, in the bathtub, when I was little. “Retract your foreskin so it doesn’t grow fungus!” His little tip came out and he peed really far, all the way to the roof of the Bergeracs’ Hotchkiss. It was parked below the house. He peed as far as the width of the pavement. He was so happy that he laughed while he peed. And that sent the stream even farther, in spurts. I was afraid Maman would wake up and I covered his mouth with my hand. He continued to laugh into my hand.






	13 years, 3 months, 1 day

	Monday, 11 January, 1937







There are three ways for boys to pee: 1) Sitting. 2) Standing, without retracting the foreskin. 3) Standing, retracting the foreskin. When you retract it, you can pee a lot further. It is absolutely unbelievable that Maman didn’t teach Dodo how to do this! On the other hand, isn’t it instinctive? If it is, why didn’t Dodo figure it out for himself? What would I have done if Violette hadn’t shown me how? Is it possible that some men sprinkle their feet their whole lives because they never thought to retract their foreskin? I asked myself this question all day while I was listening to my teachers: Lhuillier, Pierral, Auchard. The countless things they know about “the workings of the world” (as Maman would say) without possibly ever having thought of retracting their foreskin! Monsieur Lhuillier, for example, with his attitude of seeming to want to teach everything to everyone, I bet you anything he pees on his feet and wonders why.






	13 years, 3 months, 8 days

	Monday, 18 January, 1937







What I like when I am falling asleep is waking up for the pleasure of falling asleep again. To wake up at the exact moment when you are falling asleep is fantastic. Papa is the one who taught me the art of falling asleep. “Observe yourself carefully: your eyelids grow heavy, your muscles relax, on your pillow your head at last weighs its weight of a head, you feel that what you are thinking is no longer entirely thought, as if you were starting to dream all the while knowing you are not yet sleeping.” As if I were walking, balancing on a ledge, about to fall over into sleep? “Exactly! As soon as you feel yourself tipping over into sleep, shake your head and wake yourself up. Remain on the ledge. You will be awake for a few seconds during which you can say to yourself: I’m going to fall back asleep! It is an exquisite promise. Wake yourself up again to enjoy the feeling a second time. If you need to, pinch yourself as soon as you feel yourself falling over! Come back to the surface as often as possible and then, finally, let yourself go.” I can hear Papa whispering his sleeping lessons to me. More! More! Thanks to him, this is what I ask for from sleep night after night.






	13 years, 3 months, 9 days

	Tuesday, 19 January, 1937







Maybe that’s what dying is. It would be really good if we weren’t so afraid of it. Maybe we only wake up every morning to delay the delicious moment when we will die. When Papa died he fell asleep one last time.






	13 years, 3 months, 20 days

	Saturday, 30 January, 1937







When I was blowing my nose a moment ago, I remembered that when Dodo was little I tried to teach him how to blow his nose. But he didn’t blow. I would put the handkerchief under his nose and say go on, blow, and he would blow air out of his mouth. Or else he didn’t blow out at all, he would suck in, inflating like a balloon and nothing would come out. At the time I thought Dodo was an idiot. But it wasn’t true. It’s simply that man must learn everything about his body, absolutely everything: we learn to walk, to blow our nose, to wash. We wouldn’t know how to do any of that if someone didn’t show us how. At first, man knows nothing. Nothing about anything. He is as stupid as an ass. The only things he doesn’t need to learn how to do are breathing, seeing, hearing, eating, peeing, shitting, sleeping and waking. And yet! We can hear, but we have to learn how to listen. We can see, but we have to learn how to look. We can eat, but we have to learn how to cut our meat. We can shit, but we have to learn how to use the toilet. We can pee, but when we no longer piss on our feet, we have to learn how to aim. Learning is first and foremost learning to control one’s body.






	13 years, 3 months, 26 days

	Friday, 5 February, 1937







“Do you suppose I am an imbecile who needs you to emphasise phonetically the key words of your arguments?” Monsieur Lhuillier asked me in front of the whole class. He did it imitating me, which of course made everyone laugh. “Do you think your history teacher waited for you to come along to decide that the Edict of Nantes was an onerous error? And besides, don’t you consider the words onerous error to be a bit sophisticated for a boy of your age? Would you not happen to be a tad snobbish, my boy? I would ask you for more unaffectedness and to not overwhelm us with your knowledge.”


I was immensely sad to see Papa being mocked like this because of my italics. (My italics are his, so therefore they were mocking him.) I would have liked to answer Lhuillier by imitating his shrill voice, but I blushed, held my breath to keep back my tears, and said nothing. When the bell rang, panic! To leave the classroom and find them all waiting outside, no! Just the idea of it paralysed me. Literally paralysed. My legs refused to carry me. I remained seated. I no longer had a body. I had gone back into my wardrobe. I pretended to be looking for something in my schoolbag and in my desk. How shameful! It was my disgust at this shame that finally gave me the strength to get up. After all, they can make as much fun of me as they want, it doesn’t matter. They can beat me up or kill me, I don’t give a damn.


But it was Violette who was waiting for me outside. She was running errands and had taken advantage of this to come and get me. “You, my little fellow, are afraid of something. I can see it on your face!” On my face? “Yes, you are as white as a sheet.” Am not! “Are too! Our faces speak more than we do. Look at Manès. If he blushes, it lasts the whole day. And I can hear your heart beating.” She couldn’t hear a thing, but that’s Violette for you, she had guessed everything. At home, she made me my afternoon snack (bread, grape preserve, cold milk). I asked her not to fetch me from school anymore. “You want to defend yourself on your own, my little fellow? Yes, it’s time. Don’t be afraid of anyone. If you come back from school black and blue, I’ll take care of you.”






	13 years, 3 months, 27 days

	Saturday, 6 February, 1937







When I mentioned to Papa that I wasn’t a baby anymore and he should no longer speak to me in italics, he answered: “Impossible, my boy, that’s my English side.”






	13 years, 4 months

	Wednesday, 10 February, 1937







Maman first thought I was faking it so I wouldn’t have to go to school. But I wasn’t. I really had tonsillitis. With an amazingly high temperature the first two days. Above 40 degrees Celsius. And the feeling of being enclosed in a bouillon-filled diving suit (so said Violette). The doctor was afraid it might be scarlet fever. Ten days of bed rest.


It starts with a hand that strangles you from the inside, making it impossible for you to swallow anything. Even your own saliva. Much too painful! And we produce saliva continuously. How many litres in a day? We swallow every one of them because it isn’t polite to spit. Salivate, swallow: a bodily function as mechanical as breathing. Without it, we would be as dry as dried herring. I wonder just how many notebooks it would take simply to describe everything our body does without our ever thinking about it. Are its automatic functions innumerable? We never pay attention to them but all it takes is for one of them to break down and we can’t think of anything else. When Papa felt I was complaining too much, he would always quote the same sentence of Seneca’s: “Every man thinks his own burden the heaviest.” Well, that’s exactly what happens when one of our functions breaks down. We become the unhappiest person in the world. When my tonsillitis first started, I was nothing but my throat. “Man focuses,” Papa used to say. “Everything stems from this fact! In the eyes of man, nothing exists without its frame. My son, I advise you to break the frame.”






	13 years, 4 months, 6 days

	Tuesday, 16 February, 1937







For a week my room was turned into an infirmary. In the kitchen, Violette would boil the water for my gargling medicine, and prepare it on Papa’s small card table that she had set up near the window with a white tablecloth on it. Sister Saint-Michel had shown her how to make mustard plasters. “Don’t be stingy with the seed, my girl,” she’d say. (And Violette could have been her grandmother!)


Violette spreads the towel on the tablecloth, pours the flax meal gruel on it, sprinkles the gruel with mustard seed, folds the towel in half, sticks it around my neck, and we’re off for fifteen minutes of torture. It itches, burns, a thousand tiny needles stick in your throat, which obviously hurts less than before because all you can think about is this burning. “Exchanging one powerful emotion for another, my lad, that’s the trick!” (Thus Papa.) “To forget the bad, aim for the worst!” (Thus Violette.) The worst of the worst was when Sister Saint-Michel painted my throat. She stuck the cotton swab deep in my throat and I immediately vomited on her apron. I called her every name in the book and she didn’t want to come back any longer. And Maman was in all her states: “You don’t want to get better? Do you want to catch albuminuria? Rheumatism? You could die, you know! It ends up attacking the heart!” When Violette does it, the cotton swab is not a problem: “Open wide, little man, and keep breathing without shutting the back valve. Don’t shut it, I said!” (She means the glottis.) “Therrrrre you go. And don’t faint if your pee comes out green. It’s the medicine that does that! That’s right: the colour of the methylene blue mixed with the yellow of pee makes you piss green . . .” Lucky she warned me; that’s exactly the kind of surprise that could make me pass out.






	13 years, 4 months, 7 days

	Wednesday, 17 February, 1937







Poultices, gargling, swabbing, resting, yes, but the best of remedies is falling asleep in the scent of Violette. Violette is my house. She smells of wax, vegetables, burning wood, black soap, bleach, aged wine, tobacco, and apples. When I crawl under her shawl, I am entering my house. I hear her words bubbling up deep in her chest and I fall asleep. When I wake up, she isn’t there anymore, but her shawl is still covering me. “So that you won’t get lost in your dreams, my little man. Lost dogs always return to the hunter’s clothes.”






	13 years, 4 months, 8 days

	Thursday, 18 February, 1937







My body is also Violette’s body. Her scent is like my second skin. My body is also Papa’s body, Dodo’s body, Manès’ body . . . Our bodies are also the bodies of other people.






	13 years, 4 months, 9 days

	Friday, 19 February, 1937







My legs still feel like jelly, but my fever is gone. The doctor is reassured. He says that scarlet fever would have already “declared itself.” The expression struck me because whenever Violette speaks about her husband, she always says that he was “adorable when he declared himself.” (He died in the war, right at the beginning, in September 1914.) Wars are also “declared”.






	13 years, 4 months, 10 days

	Saturday, 20 February, 1937







“You want more?” More what? “More fever? You want more?” Why would I want more? “So you won’t have to go to school, of course!” Dodo is very happy to slip into my bed again. He doesn’t stop blathering. “If you want more, you’ll have to heat the thermometer, but not on the stove, it could break, better to flick it a little, not the end that you stick in, but the other one, the round one. You flick it gently with your fingernail and it goes up, you can do it underneath the sheets, even if Maman is watching you, but not too hard otherwise the mercury breaks up into little dots, get it?” (He is quiet for a moment, but then starts up again.) “And do you know the blotting paper trick? If you slip a piece of dry blotting paper into your shoe, between the sole of your foot and your sock, you get a fever as soon as you start walking.” What are you talking about? “I swear!” Who told you that? “A friend.”






	13 years, 4 months, 15 days

	Thursday, 25 February, 1937







Maman wonders how I can stand Violette’s grape preserve. She says she would rather die of hunger than eat one spoonful of “that horror”! She insists that I keep the jar in my room. “I don’t want that abomination in my kitchen, understand? Just the smell of it makes me nauseous.”


I, however, like everything about grape preserve. Its smell, its colour, its taste, its consistency. Smell, sight, touch, taste: all by itself it is a pleasure for four out of five of our senses!


Its smell: the Isabella grape, which we call a raspberry grape. I can see myself with Ti-Joe, Robert and Marianne underneath the vine arbour. The shade is warm. It smells of raspberry. We are happy.


Its colour. Almost black on a purple background. When I dunk my preserve-covered bread in my milk, it makes a halo that breaks up from violet black to very pale blue, passing through every shade of red and mauve. Magnificent!


Its raspberry taste. But less acidic than raspberries.


Its consistency. Between jam and jelly. It melts but doesn’t slide. Violette can do the same thing with blackberries.


Ah! Its temperature as well. If I let the jar stand overnight on my windowsill and I dunk my jellied bread in very hot milk, the contrast between hot and cold is wonderful.


But what I like most of all is the fact that it is Violette’s grape preserve. And I am sure that’s why Maman doesn’t like it.


Question: Do our feelings for people influence our taste buds?






	13 years, 4 months, 17 days

	Saturday, 27 February, 1937







A moment ago, in the bathroom, Dodo was rinsing his eyes because of the sandman. Violette told him that the sandman comes by every evening and as a result, as soon as his eyes stung him, he wanted to rinse them. I explained to him that it wasn’t the sandman but sleepiness that makes our eyes sting. That what we call the sandman is the desire to go to sleep. He answered: “Well, that’s the sandman!” Dodo is still under the sway of imagery. I am keeping this diary to free myself of that.






	13 years, 4 months, 27 days

	Tuesday, 9 March, 1937







Uncle Georges answered my letter. Along with Violette, he’s the only adult who answers the questions children ask him. So Etienne knows a lot more than I do.




My dear boy,


. . . You asked me if I “lost my hair from a fright or from a shock of some kind” . . . My boy, I went bald during the Great War and I am not the only one. I woke up one morning with tufts of hair in my helmet, and the same thing the next morning, and the next. I became bald in a few weeks. The doctor called it “alopecia” and said my hair would grow back. Hah! . . .


And now you are asking me if “as a representative of the bald genus” I get “shivers on my skull”. Well, it happened to me at least once: when I saw Sarah Bernhardt on stage, just after the war. You cannot imagine the voice she had . . .


As for your questions about “menstruation and all that”, I am incapable of answering you. Woman, my boy, is a mystery to Man; unfortunately the opposite is not true . . .


Juliette and I send our love. And say hello to your mother and come to Paris whenever you want and show us your biceps.


Your Uncle Georges





As far as a woman’s period is concerned, what he says is a nice way of letting me understand that these questions are not for someone my age. I was sort of expecting that. In the meantime, Violette explained the main things to me. I had asked her the question because of something Fermantin said about his sister: that she was having her “monthlies” and was “in a foul mood.” The rest I am copying from the dictionary: Menstruation: “The process in a woman of discharging blood and other material from the lining of the uterus at intervals of about one lunar month from puberty until the menopause, except during pregnancy.”






	13 years, 5 months

	Wednesday, 10 March, 1937







I remember a conversation between Uncle Georges and Papa. Papa couldn’t get out of bed anymore. He was hardly eating anything at all. Uncle Georges asked him to get a hold of himself. He was begging him even. He had tears in his eyes. “Impossible,” said Papa. “I, my dear fellow, have become bald on the inside! And the hair isn’t growing back in there any more than it is on your egghead.” Uncle Georges and Papa loved each other a lot.






	13 years, 5 months, 6 days

	Tuesday, 16 March, 1937







Papa warned me! But it’s one thing to know about it and something else when it happens to you! I woke up and jumped out of bed. My pyjamas were soaked and my hands were all sticky! There was some on the sheets, too. In fact, there was some all over. My heart beat wildly. While I was taking off my pyjama bottoms I remembered what Papa had told me. “Ejaculation, my boy. If it happens to you at night, don’t be afraid; it’s not that you’re starting to wet your bed again, it’s the future. Don’t get upset, you might as well get used to it right away, you will be producing sperm your whole life. At first, you don’t really control it very well: a little rubbing, pleasure, and, wham, you release everything. And then you get used to it, you learn how to slow down, and in the end you manage to control it.”


The pyjama bottoms were sticking to my thighs like gummed paper. Dodo came into the bathroom while I was washing. He had to put his two cents in. He was all excited. “It’s nothing, it’s just spermatozoids, they’re to make babies with, half from boys and the other half from girls!”






	13 years, 5 months, 7 days

	Wednesday, 17 March, 1937







As the sperm dries on my skin, it cracks. It looks like mica.






	13 years, 5 months, 8 days

	Thursday, 18 March, 1937







I don’t really remember Papa’s face anymore. But his voice! Oh, yes! I remember everything he ever said to me. His voice was a breath. He would whisper very close to my ear. Sometimes I wonder if I’m really remembering or if Papa is still whispering inside me.






	13 years, 5 months, 18 days

	Sunday, 28 March, 1937







Once again, the cut-away man is in the mirror frame. Because that is how one should look, this is how I shall look.






	13 years, 5 months, 19 days

	Monday, 29 March, 1937







I did it. I went to Fermantin and asked him to show me some things to develop my muscles. At first he made fun of me. He said I was a hopeless case and would not demean himself. “Even if I do your maths homework for you?” He stopped laughing. “What’s happening? You want to have big guns to impress the girls?” (I suppose he was talking about biceps, deltoids, and levator muscles). “You want Roman armour?” (Probably the abdominal muscles: the rectus abdominis and the obliques; and the serratus posterior superior muscle too.) “Well, you will have to do tons of sit-ups and press-ups!” Fermantin is only two years older than I am, but already he is a real gymnast. In team sports like football or dodgeball, the side he is on usually wins. He belongs to several clubs and wants me to go with him. No way. First I have to come out of my wardrobe. No team sports, but I will do pull-ups, press-ups, and sit-ups – whatever a person can do alone. I can also practise with the skipping rope, bar exercises, long-distance running. And he has to teach me to ride a bicycle (Violette will lend me hers), and to swim. Manès has already shown me how, but when I jump into the river I’m happy just to move around like a frog. In exchange for running, bicycle riding, and swimming lessons, Fermantin wants me to write his French compositions and do his English homework. Agreed.






	13 years, 6 months, 1 day

	Sunday, 11 April, 1937







In order to do a press-up you need to hold your body at an angle of about fifteen degrees from the floor keeping it very rigid between the toes and your straightened arms, then bend your elbows until your chin touches the floor, and then push yourself back up as many times as the strength of your arms will allow. Your body has to remain taut, your back mustn’t curve, and your knees mustn’t touch the ground when you bend your elbows, and your chest should just skim it. You can also place your feet on the edge of your bed to make your arms work harder. That is the basic press-up. There are many others. Fermantin did a demonstration for me. In music, this would be called “variations on a theme”. The clap press-up: your forearms push your body high enough for you to clap your hands before placing them back on the ground. (Don’t try this right away, your head will be the first thing to come down and you’ll break your teeth.) The behind the back clap press-up: same thing, but you need to push up harder to have the time to clap your hands behind your back. (Don’t even think about it. Or else do it on a mat.) Even harder is the spin press-up: your body spins around itself before landing back in its original position. The one-arm press-up, and the three-finger press-up (excellent for mountain climbers’ phalanges).


*




NOTE TO LISON


My darling Lison,


The following four notebooks (April 1937–summer 1938) are typical of the ones you can skip. They contain nothing but tables charting the development of my musculature (biceps, forearms, torso, thighs, calves, abdominals . . .). I spent my entire early adolescence measuring myself; tape measure in hand, I had become both ethnographer and noble savage. I can smile at the thought today, but I believe I had really got it into my head to look like the cut-away man in the Larousse Encyclopedia. In Saint Briac, where Violette took me to spend every summer holiday since the Scouts had dumped me, I replaced gymnastics with work in the fields and woods. Manès and Marta were amazed that a city kid could become so involved in farm life. They never suspected I chose my chores in strict relation to their muscle-building ability: cutting wood for my biceps and forearms; loading hay for my thigh, abdominal and back muscles; running after the goats and my fervent swimming to expand my chest. These days I am a bit remorseful that I wasn’t honest with them about my goals, but Violette was not fooled, and nothing made me happier than sharing a secret with Violette.


You know, Lison, because I never really spoke to you about my childhood, it has suddenly crossed my mind that you probably don’t understand very much about my calamitous beginnings: the death of my father, my furious mother, the young body abandoned in a wardrobe, and this thirteen-year-old child who was already writing with the affected gravity of a member of the Académie française. The time has come for me to say a few words to you about all this.


I was born because someone was dying. My father was one of the countless walking dead that the War To End All Wars returned to civilian life. His mind was saturated with horrors, his lungs were destroyed by German gas, but he tried in vain to survive. He fought the most heroic battle of his life during his final years (1919–1933). I was born from this attempt at resurrection. My mother had tried to save her husband by conceiving me. A child would do him good, a child means life! I imagine at first he had neither the strength nor the appetite for such a project. But my mother bucked him up just enough for me to come into the world on 10 October 1923. All for nothing; the day after I was born, my father started dying again. My mother did not forgive either of us – neither me nor my father – for this failure. I don’t know what their relationship was like before I was born, but to this day I can still hear the litany of my mother’s complaints: he “coddled himself”; he “didn’t push himself enough”; he “didn’t give a damn about anything” and always “sat on his behind”, leaving her “all alone” in this life where she had to “think of everything and do everything” by herself. These insults to a dying man were the daily music of my childhood. My father didn’t respond to them. Out of compassion, I am sure: it was an unhappy woman who was insulting him – but also out of exhaustion, a dejection she took to be an underhand form of indifference. That woman did not get what she had hoped for from that man; it doesn’t take much more for certain volatile temperaments to live in resentment, scorn and solitude. Yet she stayed. She didn’t leave him. People didn’t get divorced at the time, or rarely, or less often than today, or not our people, or not her – I have no idea.


My birth did not resuscitate her husband, and so from the very outset my mother considered me a useless object, literally a good-for-nothing, and she left me to him.


And I adored that man. I didn’t know he was dying, of course; I thought his languor was the expression of tremendous gentleness and I loved him for it, and because I loved him, I imitated him in every way, to the point that I became a perfect little dying man. Like him, I moved little, I ate little, I made my gestures carbon copies of his very slow ones. I grew without filling out; in other words, I made every effort not to “take shape”. Like him, I did not speak much and expressed myself with gentle irony while looking on everything with long gazes overflowing with powerless love. One of my testicles obstinately refused to descend, as if I had decided to live only halfway. When I was eight or nine, an operation put it in its proper place, but for a long time I thought I was “blind” on that side.


My mother called us, my father and me, her “phantoms.” “I’ve had it with those two phantoms!” we would hear her say behind the doors she slammed. (She spent her time fleeing while staying in place; hence my memories of slamming doors.) So I lived my first ten years in the sole company of this evanescent father. He would look at me as if he were deeply sad to have to leave this world, abandoning to it the child who had wrested from him some optimism for the species. It was, however, out of the question for him to leave me unarmed, defenceless. Despite how weak he was, he took it upon himself to educate me. And not just a little, let me tell you! The final years of his life were a headlong race between the extinction of his consciousness and the flowering of mine. Once he was dead, his son would have to know how to read, write, conjugate, count, multiply, think, memorise, reason, know when to keep his mouth shut and his thoughts to himself. That was his aim. Play? No time. And with what body? I was one of those limp and perplexed children you see at the edge of the sandpit, petrified by the energy of their fellow creatures. “As for him,” my mother would say, pointing at me, “he is the shadow of a phantom!”
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