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For my friend Jean-Marc,
to our shared path,
past, present and to come









Let me breathe in the fragrance of your hair


for a long, long time, bury my entire face in it,


as a thirsty man in the water of a spring,


and ruffle it with my hand like a scented handkerchief,


so as to scatter the memories in the air.


CHARLES BAUDELAIRE
Un Hémisphère dans une chevelure










Acacia



A climatic incongruity: I have seen trees covered in snow in early June. Clusters of fluffy snow, thick and light at the same time, which the evening breeze skims as one might caress a loved one’s belly. I’m speeding along on a bicycle down the narrow lane that dips behind the cemetery in Dombasle, the town where I was born, the town of my childhood, still my town today, towards the old Sommerviller stadium where we play our games. Rough-and-tumble games, ball games, cops and robbers. I’m going to meet my pals: Noche, the Waguette twins, Eric Chochnaki, Denis Paul, Jean-Marc Cesari, Francis Del Fabro, Didier Simonin, Didier Faux, Jean-Marie Arnould, Petitjean, Marc Jonet. The tall acacia trees shield the bright sky and bend together in an ornate canopy. Leaves the shape of ancient coins. Crowns of thorns for absent victims. I pedal with my eyes closed and I toss my head back, drunk with the fragrance of the petals and the feverish joy that returns every spring. The days shall stretch out endlessly, like our lives. We shall await the evening amid the renewed sounds of birds and frogs. We shall be astonished by the grip of the earth’s last chill, and refreshed by it. Even the mists will set off on a journey, far away, and not return until October. The sky will give birth to pink sunsets, swathed in orange and pale blue as in the paintings of Claude Gellée, known as le Lorrain, who was a born a few miles away three centuries earlier. The honey and primrose-scented acacia blossom buzzes with bees that reel about intoxicated in the soft air like tiny, downy campion flowers. The rest of us, small human creatures, search among the lowest branches for the heavy clumps with their pale cream hue. We pick them, heedless of the grazes to our fingers and wrists, and our beads of blood reveal our bravery. I clasp the freshly cut young bunches in a cloth and return home, pedalling for all I’m worth. I pass the drowsy, listless abattoirs where the flayed cattle, suspended from their hooks in the cold storage rooms, contemplate their brief fate. My mother has beaten the batter. We toss in the acacia clusters which grow heavy with a pale magma. Then, very quickly, they have to be thrown in the boiling oil so that their rich smell does not die but is trapped beneath the thin crust. Golden-brown. Outside, the night has opened wide her Prussian-blue eye. The cat beside the stove observes us and wonders. It’s late. It’s early. Eyes gleaming, ignoring my burning lips, I bite into a crispy cluster brimming with flowers, smiles and the breeze. The very essence of spring is there in my mouth.










Garlic



First of all, the knife carves a notch in the clove. A knife with a blade that looks like a very thin crescent moon so much has it been sharpened. It is the same knife that my grandmother – whom we nickname the Flea in spite of her plump girth – uses, in my presence, without any qualms and with a precise motion, to thrust into the throats of rabbits to make the blood spew out, and I never avert my eyes, preferring this honest means of slaughter to the hypocritical use of a bludgeon that some people employ. My father goes about it in the same way. I never miss a single execution. I particularly like the moment when, having made small slits around the paws, he swiftly turns the skin inside out, like a sock, and detaches it from the bluish ivory of the body. The naked clove of the garlic resembles the canine tooth of a big cat, and the weapon used for the crime chisels out of it tiny, pearly, slightly greasy cubes that scarcely have time to give off their aromas because my grandmother throws them promptly into the dented, black frying pan, over the steak that is already sizzling. Explosion. Smoke from a blacksmith’s forge. Eyes smarting. The kitchen of the small house at 18 rue des Champs Fleury disappears in billows of fumes. My mouth waters. The smell of garlic, of burning butter, of blood and fluids, is converted into a delicious juice from the meat as it merges with the melting fat. Hollow with hunger, I wait. At table. Knife and fork at the ready. A white cloth tied around my neck. My feet do not yet touch the ground. I am Tom Thumb, but I’m becoming the Ogre. I have a lifetime ahead of me. Grandmère opens a window giving onto the courtyard to usher out the food-stall smell and places on my repaired earthenware plate, with the worn and crackled hunting-scene design that I love, the steak that we went to buy that very morning at Petit Maire’s, the butcher’s on rue Carnot. The cubes of garlic have shrivelled. Some have turned reddish-brown, some sepia, others have a caramel tinge while some, astonishingly, have retained their jasmine colour. They all diffuse their intangible miracle over the hot, golden meat. Grandmother completes her task by delicately trimming a little parsley with her black dressmaker’s scissors so that it is sprinkled over the meat, giving it a fragrance of fresh grass, then she looks at me and smiles. “Aren’t you going to eat?” I ask her. “Watching you eat is my food,” she replies. She died when I was eight years old.










Still



It’s a Dr Mabuse hut, made of roughly cut wooden planks, poorly spliced, blackened in places as though charred by stubborn flames over time. It stands above the River Sânon, near the Pierre Escuras bridge, hanging over the edge, and secured to the steep bank by some miraculous attachment or other. Beneath it, the wintry waters, sparse, grey and murky, the trails of algae like grimy hair, and not very far away the harbour on the Grand Canal where the barges moor, side by side, like large fish with their bellies stuffed with limestone and coal. In January, the hut awakes from its slumber. You are aware of hissing sounds, indefinable noises, the drip-drip of gurgling fluids, but sometimes, too, a cough or a song, a whistled tune, a swear-word or two. As children, we hang around in the vicinity, our throats and nostrils open wide, breathing in everything given off by these walls until our chests are ready to burst, untroubled by the cold that makes our fingers numb and our cheeks ruddy. The invisible still, and its owner whom we never see either, draw us like moths teetering around an alcoholic sun. Because there, in the depths of a mystery we do not understand, it is actually the sun that, in the twists and coils of the labyrinth of heated copper, turns itself into eau de vie. A sun of gold and mauve fruits – mirabelles, pears, quetsches, wild sloes – gathered a few months earlier from beneath the trees and so ripe that their sugary weight has often caused them to fall and split, under the weight of their profusion and baked flesh; the fruit is then mixed together in casks and, instead of rotting, is blended into a heady and fizzy must. The final act is played out in the hut above the river. The flesh becomes pure alcohol. The machine releases the liquid into the bottles and demijohns brought by our fathers, but it also provides the angels with their share, which the rickety hut magnanimously allows to soar upwards. In heaven they are probably drunk on these vapours, but on earth, we, who are no longer angels and not yet demons, become, thanks to them, dazed fauns zigzagging along on our bikes, laughing for no reason, happy, intoxicated by this flurry of alcohol and life.










Girlfriends



So what is this fragrance our petites amoureuses, our first girlfriends, have, when our lips initially find theirs for the first time, and then, awkwardly, don’t really know what to do? I am twelve years old. Girls don’t look at me and boys tease me for being skinny. My over-eager heart beats madly whenever dark-haired Natalie or blonde Valérie walk past me. I write poems that I slip into their hands at eight o’clock in the morning when I arrive at the Collège Julienne Farenc. Cleopatra, Helen of Troy, Athene, Aphrodite, Diana, Nefertiti: I recycle the history and mythology syllabus. And, shamelessly, I plunder the authors in our French textbook: Valérie, sous le Pont des Voleurs coule le Sânon, Et mes amours, Faut-il qu’il m’en souvienne or else Demain dès l’aube, à l’heure où blanchit la campagne, je partirai à l’école Nathalie, je sais que tu m’attends, je ne puis demeurer loin de toi plus longtemps. But Nathalie does not wait for me. As though to prove the intensity of my passion, I invent, in honour of Valérie, the verb radadorer, the repetitive superlative of “to adore”. Valérie, je te radadore! All I am allowed in return is a shrug and a disdainful pout. My poems end up as scrunched-up balls of paper in the gutter. They’re thrown there right in front of me. To be sprayed on by dogs and cats. Playing the role of the sentry, that’s all I’m good at, warning François, who is kissing Nathalie, or Denis, who is doing the same with Valérie, whenever an adult approaches and they risk being caught in the act in the narrow alleyways that connect rue Jules Ferry to rue Jeanne d’Arc. I’m the willing little sucker cuckold, keeping watch over the love affairs that others are having with my girlfriends. I ask them afterwards what they taste like and smell of, these kisses mimicking those that can be seen every Sunday on the screen of the Georges cinema, film kisses that are as ardent as they are motionless, and which could pass as advertisements for superglue. They call them patins. But the only patins I know are the slippers we wear at home to polish the floors. They’re old, with a tartan design, and they stink. A few months later, I learn how it’s done: it won’t be with either Nathalie or Valérie, but with Christine Frenzi. Fat Frenzi. A birthday tea party at the Waguette twins. We eat cake. We drink Sic orangeade and Sic lemonade with psychedelic colours. Someone puts on some music; it’s slow, easy-listening stuff, as syrupy as the drinks. Couples team up. They shuffle around as best they can. Many of the dancers are in shorts. There are only two people still sitting down, her and me. She comes to fetch me, she takes me by the hand. I dare not refuse, and here I am pressed up against her. My arms can barely reach round her body. I feel slightly ashamed. What will Nathalie and Valérie think, both draped over my friends, so near, yet so far away? I close my eyes. It is she, too, who puts her face against mine, who seeks out my lips, finds them, kisses them. Silky hair washed in the same Dop shampoo as mine, but smelling of something else too – something vegetable and sugary, candied, a whiff of confectionery, of home-made cakes, of plant stems and open fields – that I can’t identify, but which takes hold of me and which I breathe in happily, on her neck, on her lips, those lips that I kiss again, and this time I’m the one who wants it. Nathalie is forgotten, Valérie is forgotten. Their loss. And when, after the dance, Fat Frenzi does what the other girls have done with the boys and comes to sit on my lap, and the pain crushes my bare thighs and the few muscles I have on my bones, I say nothing. I grit my teeth. I inhale her neck, her cheeks, her mouth. We kiss again and for years afterwards these kisses, which are scented with the green smell of angelica – at last I’ve succeeded in naming it – impel me to go and open the jar of crystallised fruit which my mother uses to make cakes and decorate rum babas and which she keeps in the bottom of the kitchen cupboard. I grab a handful of sticks of this sweet and sticky candied umbellifer, pass them under my nose, close my eyes, and munch them as I sit on the linoleum floor, thinking of Fat Frenzi and her kisses – but also of Michèle Mercier, whose delicately erotic adventures are shown on television each summer – while at the same time humming the sickly sweet tune that brought us together: On ira, où tu voudras quand tu voudras, et l’on s’aimera encore, lorsque l’amour sera mort. Thanks be to Joe Dassin for having helped me far more than Apollinaire and Hugo combined ever did.










Aftershave



I look up at my father from a direct, low-angled viewpoint. We are in the cellar of the house, in the shower room. He is standing over the washbasin in front of a small cupboard attached to the wall with three mirrored doors. By adjusting them, the triptych enables you to look at three faces instead of one, and sometimes even more. The electric razor glides over his skin which he stretches with his fingers so as to keep it flat. He glides over the same places several times, eventually leaving a complexion that is both smooth and mottled with reddish patches. Beneath my steady gaze, my father gradually becomes younger. The night’s beard disappears, white or grey, ash that has settled on his face during his sleep to make him older and steal him from me. The music of the razor is a psalmody. A prayer consisting of just two or three notes and a basso continuo that is like the monotonous chant of certain muezzins. It is always dank in the shower room. The smell of Turkish baths once the heat has gone. Of swimming pool changing rooms. The room has no window. To ventilate it, you have to open two doors, one after the other, the one to the laundry room and the one to the summer kitchen. My father unplugs the razor, gathers up its cord, places both in the left-hand compartment of the bathroom cupboard, and takes out a large, flat bottle filled with a kind of green water. Mennen, pour nous les hommes. I am far from being a man. By shaking the bottle, he lets a spray spurt out into the open hollow of his left hand. As in the advertisements. Very quickly, he dabs his cheeks, his chin and his neck several times with the palm of his now moistened hand. We are assaulted by superior scents of menthol and citrus, made all the more intense by the presence of alcohol that swirls in the air and stings our nostrils. But it fades. All that remains is a fragrance that is reminiscent of balm and of lemon, of the garden mint I sometimes like to chew, of emerald leaves and pale tisane, yellow rind and pepper too. My father, who refers to me as Nonome, or Julot, bends down towards me. He offers me his burning cheeks, which I kiss. A ritual. They have grown strangely supple and tender, with a softness that has lost all masculinity. My father, through the miracle of shaving and green water, has become a tiny baby again.










Party-time



Even though the bright daylight outside bleaches the walls white, what we need is darkness. Artificial. Darkness conjured up from nowhere by whatever means at our disposal. We are young, barely sixteen, and we are already burying ourselves. In cellars. In broken-down sheds. In garages with their windows covered by tarpaulins. Searching for dark recesses, hidden corners, sofas sufficiently battered that we can use their armrests as shields. Hiding away from others. Hiding away from ourselves, from our fear of a girl coming near, of feeling her right there, pressed to us, trying to slip our hand onto her hip, on her breasts, searching for her lips without her seeing the acne on our left cheek that is about to burst. Not let her see anything. And not let anything be seen. Not hear anything either, so that when we say “I love you”, the words are smothered beneath the decibels of MC5, the Ramones, Patti Smith, Téléphone, Trust, Clash or the Sex Pistols. We can always pretend afterwards that we never uttered them. We’re blind. Deaf. Dumb, or virtually so. With a craving in our bellies which gnaws at our guts – shall I dare, shall I not dare – and which the first alcoholic drinks struggle to quell. And then dancing, contorting our bodies, rhythmically or not, exhausting ourselves dancing so as not to explode from all that energy that groans within us, that tingles inside us, and then to release our sweat, our moods, our anger, in the shady room that is becoming suffocating. And it’s so good to suffocate, to feel on ourselves that bitter, animal, adolescent heat of T-shirts and shirts that cling to our skins, that are enmeshed in the fog of cigarettes, the whiff of yeast and hops. Our young bodies, surrounded by the perfumes of girls who are made up like Nina Hagen, Kate Bush or Lene Lovich, of boys’ deodorants, of sweet-smelling mouths, with the occasional hint of engine oil, petrol cans, lubricant, engine grease and white spirit that escapes from the garage. Hours spent like this, unsettled ones, in those chiselled-down, bare, hollow Giscard years, beside the great chasm of life into which, like little bombes humaines, we hope to cast ourselves, without knowing anything about it, wild, uncontrollable and quite unconcerned, awash with dreams and love, spewing out our beers and the adult world. And later on, staggering around, head splitting from music and alcohol, red-eyed, retrieving everything on our clammy shirts that we remove once we get home, stained, drink-sodden, smoke-filled, kissed, worn out, limp, still damp. Like our lips and our hearts.
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