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SINISTER WRITINGS OF


ABEL TIFFAUGES






Anything becomes interesting if you look at it long enough.








GUSTAVE FLAUBERT


 


January 3, 1938. You're an ogre, Rachel used to say to me sometimes. An Ogre? A fabulous monster emerging from the mists of time? Well, yes, I do think there's something magical about me, I do think there's a secret collusion, deep down, connecting what happens to me with what happens in general, and enabling my particular history to bend the course of things in its own direction.


And I do believe I issued from the mists of time. I've always been shocked at the frivolous way people agonize about what's going to happen to them after they die and don't give a damn about what happened to them before they were born. The heretofore is just as important as the hereafter, especially as it probably holds the key to it. As for me I was already there a thousand, a hundred thousand years ago. When the earth was still only a ball of fire spinning round in a helium sky the soul that lit it and made it spin was mine. What's more, the dizzying antiquity of my origins explains my supernatural power: being and I have travelled side by side so long, we're such old companions, that while we may not be especially fond of one another, by dint of being together almost since the world began we understand one another and can't refuse each other anything.


As for being a monster . . .


To begin with, what is a monster? Etymology has a bit of a shock up its sleeve there: ‘monster’ comes from ‘monstrare’, ‘to show.’ A monster is something which is shown, pointed at, exhibited at fairs, and so on. And the more monstrous a creature is, the more it is to be exhibited. This makes my hair stand on end: I can't live except in obscurity and I'm sure I only live at all through a misunderstanding, because the mass of my fellow creatures don't know I'm there.


If you don't want to be a monster, you've got to be like your fellow creatures, in conformity with the species, the image of your relations. Or else have a progeny that makes you the first link in the chain of a new species. For monsters do not reproduce. Two-headed calves are not viable. Mules and hinnies are born sterile, as if nature wanted to cut short an experiment she considered unwise. And here I link up with my eternity again, for with me eternity takes the place of both relatives and progeny. Old as the world, and as immortal, I can have none but putative parents and adopted children.


I've just read over what I've written. My name is Abel Tiffauges, I run a garage in the Place de la Porte-des-Ternes, and I'm not crazy. What I've just written should be taken completely seriously. So? So the essential function of the future will be to demonstrate, or more precisely to illustrate, the seriousness of the above.


January 6, 1938. The winged steed of ‘Mobilgas’ outlined in neon on the damp dark sky is reflected briefly on my hands, then gone. The pink palpitation of Pegasus and an all-pervading smell of old oil combine to form an atmosphere which, though I hate it, gives me an unavowable pleasure. To say I'm used to it is putting it mildly: it's as familiar as the warmth of my bed or the face that greets me every morning in the mirror. But the reason I'm sitting down for the second time with my pen in my hand in front of this blank sheet of paper – the third page of my ‘Sinister Writings’ – is that I sense I'm standing at a crossroads, as they say, and because to a certain extent I'm counting on this diary to help me escape from the garage, from the paltry preoccupations that keep me here, and in a sense from myself.


All is sign. But only a piercing light or shriek will penetrate our blunted sight and hearing. Ever since my years of initiation at St Christopher's I've always been aware of hieroglyphs written across my path, and a confused murmur of words in my ear. But till now I didn't understand them. It's true they did serve as repeated proof that the heavens are not absolutely void; but apart from that all they did was add to my already existing doubts about what to do with my life. Yesterday, however, the most banal circumstances produced the necessary flash of illumination.


A commonplace incident temporarily deprived me of the use of my right hand. I was trying to crank an engine that wouldn't respond to the battery when the starting-handle kicked back on me – as it happened, at a moment when my arm was slack from the shoulder. My wrist bore the brunt of the impact; I'm pretty sure I heard the ligaments give. I almost vomited with pain. I can still feel a throbbing in the big elastic dressing resting against my chest. As I couldn't do any work in the garage with only one hand, I took refuge in the little room on the second floor where I keep my account books and old newspapers. And to occupy my mind I thought I'd try jotting down a few words at random with my uninjured hand.


It was then I had the sudden revelation that I could write with it! Yes, without any practice, quite fast and without hesitation, my left hand produces perfectly firm characters, not at all childish or clumsy, and, what's more, completely devoid of any resemblance to my ordinary writing. I shall come back later to this staggering event. I think I know its origin. But to begin with I must set down the circumstances that have led me for the first time to take up my pen with the sole purpose of unburdening myself and proclaiming the truth.


Must I go back to the other, perhaps no less decisive circumstance of my break with Rachel? But then I'd have to tell a whole story, a love story, my love story. It goes without saying I loathe the idea, but perhaps that's only want of habit. For anyone as reticent as I am it's extremely disagreeable at first to pour out one's innards on paper. But once I've got started my hand runs away with me, and I doubt if I'll be able to stop. It may be that from now on there can't even be a sequence of events in my life without that verbal reflection called a diary.


I've lost Rachel. She was my wife. Not my wife before God and man, but the woman in my life or, to put it differently though without stressing the matter unduly, the feminine element in my particular universe. I met her several years ago, in the same way as I meet everyone I know: as a customer in the garage. She drove up in a broken-down Peugeot four-seater, visibly pleased by the effect created by a woman driver, greater then than it is now. From the start she adopted a familiarity based on our common concern with cars. This familiarity so soon moved on to include everything else that it wasn't long before she turned up in my bed.


What first attracted me was the assurance and ease with which she wore her nakedness, with no more and no less self-consciousness than if it had been any other attire – a travelling suit or an evening dress. There's no doubt that the most uncomely thing in a woman is not to know it is perfectly possible to be naked – that there is not only a habit but also a ‘habitus’ of nakedness. And I can tell at a glance, from a certain aridity about them and the strange way their clothes cling to their skin, the women who don't possess this knowledge.


Beneath her small head, with its aquiline profile and helmet of little black curls, Rachel had a round and powerful body, surprising in the femininity of its generous hips, violet-circled breasts, deeply hollowed back, and entire gamut of faultlessly firm curves too ample for the hand and making up a whole that was impregnable. She was not particularly original in temperament – a ‘bachelor girl’ of the type made fashionable by a recent best-seller. She preserved her independence by working as a travelling accountant, visiting shops, workrooms and small factories to keep their owners’ books in order. She was a Jewess herself, and I had occasion to notice that all her clients were Jewish too: the explanation being the confidential nature of the documents she dealt with.


I might have been put off by her cynicism, her destructive view of things, a kind of mental itch that made her live in constant dread of boredom. But her sense of the comic, her skill in detecting the absurd element in people and situations, a tonic merriment she managed to draw out of the dreariness of life, all had a beneficial influence on my own naturally bilious temperament.


Writing all this down makes me realize what she meant to me, and I have a lump in my throat when I say I've lost her. Rachel . . . I couldn't say whether we loved each other, but we certainly had some good laughs together, and that's something, isn't it?


As a matter of fact she was laughing, without a trace of malice, when she laid down the premises from which, by different paths, we both ended up at the same conclusion: our parting.


Sometimes she would dash in and hand her little car over to the mechanic for a repair or to be serviced, and we would take the opportunity to go up to my room. She always used to make some indecent joke or other, comparing the car's fate with that of its owner. On that particular day she said casually as she was dressing that I made love ‘like a canary.’ I thought at first she was criticizing my expertise, but she soon undeceived me. It was only my haste she was referring to, comparing it to the desultory thump with which the little birds acquit themselves of their conjugal duties. Then she musingly recalled one of her previous lovers, probably the best she ever had. He promised to take her as soon as they went to bed and not to leave her till sunrise. And he had kept his word, hammering away until the first gleams of dawn. ‘Of course,’ she added punctiliously, ‘we did go to bed late and the nights are quite short at that time of year.’


This reminded me of the story of M. Seguin's little goat, who made it a point of honour to fight the wolf all night and not let herself be eaten up till the first ray of sunlight.


‘It would be a good thing, as a matter of fact,’ said Rachel, ‘if you thought I was going to eat you up as soon as you stopped.’


Immediately when she said this I saw she looked rather like a wolf, with her black brows and flared nostrils and big hungry mouth. We laughed once more. The last time. For I knew her travelling accountant's brain had totalled up my inadequacy and located another bed to lie on.


Like a canary . . . In the six months since the phrase was uttered it has developed long and deep in me. I had known for a long time that one of the most frequent forms of sexual fiasco is ejaculatio precox, the sexual act insufficiently held back and deferred. Rachel's accusation has wide implications: it tries to place me on the brink of impotence, and what's more reveals the great misunderstanding of the human couple, the enormous frustration of women, always being fertilized and never fulfilled.


‘You don't give a damn about my pleasure!’


And I can't but admit it. When I engulfed and annexed Rachel with all my body, the last thing I thought about was what might be going on behind those closed eyelids, inside that little Hebrew shepherd's head.


‘You satiate your hunger with raw flesh and then you go back to your coachwork.’


It was true. And it's also true that a man eating bread doesn't bother about whether the loaf is satisfied or not.


‘You reduce me to the level of a steak.’


Maybe . . . If one meekly accepts the ‘virility code’ women have evolved to protect their weakness. But, to begin with, there's nothing degrading about likening love to eating. Many religions make a similar comparison – first and foremost Christianity, with the eucharist. What really needs taking to pieces is the exclusively feminine notion of virility which measures it in terms of sexual power, the latter consisting simply in postponing the sexual act as long as possible. This makes it a matter of abnegation, so that the term potency ought to be taken in the Aristotelian sense of ‘potential,’ the very opposite of the act itself. Sexual potency thus becomes the converse and in a sense the negation of the sexual act. It is the promise of the act, a promise never kept, the act indefinitely veiled, held back, suspended. Woman is power or potency, man is act. And so man is naturally impotent, naturally out of step with woman's slow, vegetative ripenings . . . unless he meekly submits to her rule and her rhythm and slaves away hammer and tongs to strike a spark of joy out of the dilatory flesh presented to him.


‘You're not a lover, you're an ogre.’


By uttering this simple sentence, Rachel has conjured up the ghost of a monstrous child, both terrifyingly precocious and disconcertingly infantile, and the memory of him has taken sovereign and irresistible possession of me. Nestor. I always thought he would come back into my life in force. In fact he never really went out of it, but since his death he has left the rope slack, contenting himself with a little tug from time to time, unimportant, sometimes even amusing, just so that I shouldn't forget. My new sinister writing and Rachel's departure warns me that his power is about to be restored.


January 10, 1938. I was looking recently at one of those school photographs they take every year in June just before prize-giving. Among all those faces frozen into hangdog expressions the thinnest and peakiest is mine. Champdavoine and Lutigneaux are there, one grimacing under his clown's thatch sticking out in points like an artichoke, the other with eyes shut and sly face, as if meditating some mischief behind the pretence of taking a nap. Not a sign of Nestor, although the photograph was certainly taken while he was still alive. But actually it was just like him to get out of this slightly ridiculous ceremony, and especially to leave no commonplace trace of his life behind before he died.


I must have been about eleven and at the beginning of my second year at St Christopher's. So I was not a new boy any more. But though my unhappiness was no longer that of the first uprooting and straying in the unknown, in this calmer, more considered and apparently final form it was all the more profound. At that time, I remember, I had counted all my woes, and expected no gleam of hope from any direction. I had crossed out the teachers and the world of the mind into which they were supposed to initiate us. I had got to the point – but have I ever been at any other? – of considering every author, historical personage or book, any educational subject whatever, as automatically null and void as soon as it was annexed by adults and dished out to us as spiritual nourishment. But here and there, leafing through dictionaries, picking up what I could in textbooks, watching out for fleeting allusions to what really interested me in French or history lessons, I started to build up a culture of my own, a personal Pantheon which included Alcibiades and Pontius Pilate, Caligula and Hadrian, Frederick William I and Barras, Talleyrand and Rasputin. There was a certain way of referring to a politician or writer – condemning him of course, but that was not enough, there had to be something else as well – which made me prick up my ears and suspect this might be one of mine. I would then start an inquiry, a sort of preliminary to beatification, carried out with all the means at my disposal, at the conclusion of which the gates of my Pantheon would either open or stay shut.


I was puny and ugly, with straight black hair framing a swarthy face that had a trace of both the Arab and the gypsy, a gaunt and awkward body, rough and clumsy movements. But above all I must have possessed some fatal trait that singled me out as the object for the attacks of even the most cowardly, the blows of even the weakest. I was the unhoped-for proof that they too might dominate and humiliate. As soon as the bell rang for break I would be on the ground, and I was rarely able to get up again before we had to go back into the classroom.


Pelsenaire was a new boy, but his physical strength and the simplicity of his personality had at once won him a prominent place in the hierarchy of the form. He derived a large part of his prestige from an incredibly wide leather belt he wore round his black smock. I afterwards learned it was made out of a horse's belly-band; it had a steel buckle with no fewer than three tongues. He had a square head with a blond cowlick, a regular-featured, expressionless face, and bright eyes with a very direct glance. He would walk among the groups of boys with his thumbs in his belt, impressively clumping the hobnailed boots, which could on occasion strike showers of sparks from the granite cobbles of the courtyard. He was a pure creature, devoid of malice but also defenceless against evil, and, like the savages of the Pacific who succumb immediately to the germs heedlessly brought among them by white men, he contracted unkindness, cruelty and hatred the very day I revealed to him the complexity of my heart.


‘Tattooing’ had suddenly become all the rage in school. One of the day-boys did a trade in Indian ink and sharp pens with which you could mark the skin deeply without piercing it. We used to spend hours ‘tattooing’ one another's palms, wrists and knees with letters, words and pictures – either just nonsense or vague symbols modelled on graffiti we'd seen on walls and in lavatories.


Pelsenaire felt the charm of our new pastime but lacked the imagination and skill to find a decoration for himself in proportion to his dignity. So he was interested right away when I nonchalantly flaunted a piece of paper on which I'd drawn as best I could a heart transfixed by an arrow. Gouts of blood dripped from the wound, and the whole thing was encircled with the words ‘Thine for ever.’ I put the finishing touch to his enchantment by telling him, I'd copied this wonder off the chest of a friend of mine who was a non-commissioned officer in the Foreign Legion. Then I offered myself as tattooist if he would like to bear these illustrious inscriptions on the inside of his left thigh, a site at once discreet and easily exhibited.


The operation took a whole evening prep. I sat on the floor under Pelsenaire's desk and worked away with loving care, screened from the attention of the master on duty by the books, satchels and bodies of the boys sitting near. The job was made more difficult by the pressure of the thigh on the bench, which altered its shape and made it convex.


Pelsenaire was very pleased with the result but rather surprised that the original words round the bleeding heart, ‘Always Thine’, had become just ‘A T.’ I brazenly told him the members of the Foreign Legion used these initials rather as an abbreviation or as a pun to show their rebellion against God (A T=athée, atheist), or both at once. Pelsenaire, who obviously hadn't understood a word of my involved explanations, seemed satisfied for the time being. But the following evening, during the six o'clock break, he took me aside with an air that boded no good. Someone must have put him wise, for he attacked me straight away about the initials.


‘They're your initials,’ he said. ‘You can alter that nonsense straight away!’


I was unmasked. So I staked everything and did what I'd been dreaming of doing for weeks. I went up to him and put my hands on the famous belt, one on each hip, and slid them and myself very slowly forward until they joined behind his back. Then I put my head on his heart.


Pelsenaire must have wondered what was happening, because for a moment he didn't move. But then his right hand slowly rose, following the same tempo as that I'd adopted myself, and hit me flat on the face, and a sudden shove hurled me on to my back several yards away. Then he turned round and walked off, the nails of his boots sending up trails of sparks.


After that, having discovered the delights of mastery, he heaped humiliations and ill-usage on me. And I idiotically submitted. I was only too glad to let him have half of my portions at meal-times, because I had no appetite, and it was with real, though concealed, happiness that I agreed to clean and polish his wonderful boots every morning: I've always loved touching shoes.


But these after all fairly reasonable demands were not enough. His infected soul required harsher satisfactions. So he decided I had to eat grass. Every day at the start of the midday break he used to push me into the sparse green patch surrounding the statue of our patron saint, and, sitting on my back, chin jutting out brutishly, he would thrust handfuls of weeds into my mouth, and I would munch them up as best I could so that they wouldn't choke me. A group of spectators used to watch this operation, and even now I still feel a flash of hatred and indignation when I think that not once did any of these onlookers, so quick when it came to catching me out and punishing me, ever raise a finger to put a stop to what was going on.


My servitude ended only by reaching its climax. It was at the beginning of autumn, when days and nights of rain had transformed the playground into a cesspool. The gravel and cinders were buried beneath a deceptively soft layer of mud and dead leaves. We were cold, under-nourished unwashed orphans, steeped in a damp that made our clothes stick to us like natural membranes, scales or carapaces. The effort to separate oneself from this shell produced a horrible sensation, whether it came from undressing at night or from an inner shrinking at any other time: your flesh crept, your muscles knotted, your genitals shrivelled. That particular day our games were unusually violent, almost desperate, as if by behaving like warriors or wild beasts we were asserting ourselves against the gloom and harshness of our condition. Fists thudded hollowly on faces, boys were tripped and sent flying into the mud, others wrestled panting on the ground. There were few shouts and no insults, but anyone who fell grabbed handfuls of mud and flung it at his opponent to make sure that he got dirty too. As for me, I skulked behind the pillars round the yard, trying to keep out of the way of the confrontations – and there were many – that might be fatal to me. For once I thought I need not worry about Pelsenaire; in this grand mêlée he would not bother about so puny an adversary. So I was not unduly terrified when I suddenly bumped into him in avoiding a ball that came shooting at me as if out of a cannon. He must have had a peculiar fall on to just one knee, for he was covered in mud half-way up one leg, and otherwise untouched. As I tried to make myself scarce, he caught me by the arm, stuck out his knee, and ordered me to clean it. I hastily knelt down and set to work with a somewhat dubious handkerchief. But that wasn't quick enough for Pelsenaire.


‘Is that all you've got? Lick it off, then!’


His thigh and knee and the upper part of his calf were all sculpted in shiny black mud, flawless except for a complicated purple wound in the middle, under the kneecap. Out of it oozed a bright red streak turning first to ochre, then to a darker and darker brown as it mixed with the mud. I licked round the wound, surrounding it with a grey halo. Several times I had to spit out earth and bits of cinder. Blood went on welling out of the wound. My eyes were right up against its whimsical geography – swollen pulp, whitish wheals of abraded skin, in-turned edges. I passed my tongue swiftly over it once, not so lightly that it did not cause a tremor, making the pad of muscle round the kneecap rise up in a kind of rictus. Then I licked it a second time, more slowly. Finally my lips rested on those of the wound and stayed there indefinitely.


I don't know exactly what happened next. I think I was seized with a fit of shuddering, convulsions even, and was carted off to the infirmary. I seem to remember I was ill for several days. But I have only a vague recollection of this episode in my life at St Christopher's. What I am sure of is that the teachers thought fit to inform my father of my indisposition, and that the random explanation they brought up, with a grotesque irony of which they were unconscious, was that I had upset my stomach by eating too many sweets.


January 13, 1938. I used to tell Rachel: ‘There are two sorts of women. The woman-trinket that one can handle and manipulate and look at, and who is an ornament in a man's life. And the woman-landscape that one visits, enters into, may get lost in. The first is vertical, the second horizontal. The first is voluble, capricious, demanding, a coquette. The other is taciturn, obstinate, possessive, dreamy, and has a long memory.’


She used to listen, frowning, trying to spot if there was anything detrimental to her in what I was saying. Then, to make her laugh, I'd put it differently. ‘There are two sorts of women,’ I'd say. ‘Those with a Parisian basin and those with a Mediterranean’ – my hands indicating first narrowness, then width.* She would smile at this, wondering with a trace of anxiety whether I did not put her in the second class – to which, beyond the shadow of a doubt, she belongs.


For this emancipated young woman so well able to fend for herself is undeniably a woman-landscape, a Mediterranean basin (her family actually comes from Salonica). She has an ample, welcoming, maternal body. I was careful not to tell her this for fear of making her angry – for her, speech is always either caress or aggression, never a mirror of truth. I was even more careful to keep to myself the thoughts that arose in me when, for example, I put my hand on her hip-bone, which is highly developed, like a promontory dominating all the rest of the landscape. Between the two ranges of the thighs the belly recedes, a chilly combe hollowed out with anxiety. I would reflect on the mystery of what is the real sexual organ in a woman. It certainly isn't the decapitated belly that may claim to the title, except by virtue of the rough apparent symmetry between men's and women's bodies. A woman's real sexual centre. It would probably be better to look for it higher up, where the breast triumphantly bears its two horns of abundance.


The Bible casts a strange light on this question. Reading the beginning of the Book of Genesis, one is pulled up short by a flagrant inconsistency that sticks out like a sore thumb in the venerable text. ‘So God created man in his own image, in the image of God created he him; male and female created he them. And God blessed them, and God said unto them, Be fruitful and multiply, and replenish the earth and subdue it . . .’ This sudden transition from the singular to the plural is downright unintelligible, especially as the creation of the woman out of Adam's rib does not occur till much later, in the second chapter of Genesis. But all is clear if one retains the singular throughout my quotation. ‘So God created man in his own image, that is, at once male and female . . . And God said to him, Be fruitful, multiply . . .’ etc. Later he sees that the solitude implied by hermaphroditism is undesirable, so he puts Adam to sleep and takes from him not a rib (‘côte’) but his flank (‘côté’) or womb, i.e. his feminine sexual parts, and makes these into an independent being.


One understands then why woman has no sexual parts, properly speaking. It is because she is herself a sexual part – a sexual part of man, too cumbersome for him to carry permanently and therefore deposited outside himself for most of the time and taken up when needed. Moreover, the quality that distinguishes man from animals is this very power of equipping himself at any moment with an instrument, tool or arm that he needs, but that he can get rid of straight away, whereas the lobster has to drag his two pincers about with him everywhere. And just as man's hand is a sort of grappling hook that enables him to adjust a hammer, sword or fountain-pen according to his needs, so his sex is the sort of grappling hook of the sexual parts rather than the sexual part itself.


If this is true, we can only condemn marriage's boast of knitting together again as closely and indissolubly as possible what was dissociated. Let no man join what God has put asunder! A vain command! One cannot escape the more or less conscious fascination of the old Adam, armed with all his reproductive apparatus, having to live lying down, perhaps incapable of walking, certainly of working, a constant prey to amorous transports of unimaginable perfection, in which he was both possessor and possessed, except – who knows? – during the periods when he was pregnant by himself. And then what must our fabulous ancestor have been like man cum-woman become cum-child into the bargain, like one of those nests of dolls that fit one inside the other!


The image may seem laughable. But I, though I am so lucid about the aberration of marriage, am touched by it. It awakens in me a sort of atavistic regret for a life that is super-human, set by its very plentitude above the vicissitudes of time and old age. For if there is a Fall of Man in Genesis, in the episode of the apple: on the contrary, the acquisition of the knowledge of good and evil is a step upwards. No, the Fall consists in the breaking into three of the Adam, letting fall woman and child from man, and thus creating three unfortunates: the child, eternal orphan; woman, solitary and afraid and always in search of a protector; and man, light and alert, but like a king stripped of all his attributes and made to work at degrading tasks.


Marriage's sole object is to turn the clock back and restore the original Adam. But is that ridiculous solution the only one?


January 16, 1938. When I left St Christopher's, the soul of the old place had already deserted it four years before, and the whole religious, school, and prison universe was peopled only by the shadows of children and priests. Nestor had died of suffocation in the cellar – dead for everybody else for me more living than ever.


Nestor was the only son of the school caretaker, and anyone who has had any experience of that kind of institution will know at once the power his situation conferred on him. Living both with his parents and in the school, he enjoyed the advantages of both boarders and day-boys. His father often entrusted minor domestic tasks to him, and he came and went as he pleased through all the buildings possessing keys to almost every door, and at the same time was free to go ‘into town’ whenever he liked, outside of the hours for lessons and prep.


But all that would have been nothing if he had not been Nestor. Looking back, I ask myself questions about him that never came into my mind when I was his friend. He was a monstrous creature with something of genius and something of magic about him. Was he a grown-up dwarf, whose development was arrested while he still had the stature of a child, or was he a baby giant, as his shape suggested? I couldn't say. Such words of his as I can recollect, perhaps only approximately, would bear witness to staggering precociousness if it were certain that Nestor was the same age as the other boys. But nothing is less sure, and it may be that he was retarded, backward, fixed for ever in childhood, born in school and doomed to remain there. One word emerges clearly amid all the uncertainties, and I shall not keep it back. It is the word intemporal. I have spoken of eternity with reference to myself. So it is not surprising that Nestor, from whom I undoubtedly derive, should, like me, escape the measure of time.


He was very fat, obese in fact, and this lent his gestures and even his gait a majestic slowness and made him formidable in fights. He couldn't stand the heat, dressed lightly even when it was very cold, and perspired ceaselessly the rest of the year. As if weighed down by his abnormal memory and intelligence, he spoke slowly, with a studied, artificial, professional solemnity that was completely unnatural, often raising a forefinger when he said something particularly sententious, which we would all agree was marvellous though we didn't understand a word of it. At first I thought he expressed himself solely in quotations he had picked up in his reading, but then I entered his orbit and realized my error. He held undisputed sway over all the boys, and the masters themselves seemed afraid of him and allowed him privileges that struck me as exorbitant at first, before I knew who he was.


The first example I witnessed of his privileged position struck me as irresistibly funny, because I was not yet aware of the formidable aura that surrounded everything to do with him. In every classroom a black-painted box by the teacher's chair served as a wastepaper basket. Whenever a boy wanted to go to the lavatory, he asked permission by raising two fingers in the form of a V. When the master in charge nodded, the boy would go over to the box, plunge his hand into it, and go to the door with a handful of paper.


At first I didn't know Nestor dispensed with the V-sign, because he sat at the back of the class. But I was immediately filled with respect for the nonchalance with which he went over to the box and by the scene that ensued. He started examining the various bits of paper at the top with meticulous attention, then, apparently dissatisfied with the choice offered there, rummaged noisily in the box and brought up older balls and scraps of paper, testing them at great length and even, apparently, reading what was written on them. The attention of the whole class was irresistibly drawn to these goings on, and the teacher himself went on with the geography lesson in a slow, mechanical voice, with longer and longer silences. I ought to have been struck by the anxious quiet that hung over the whole class, when if any other boy had done what Nestor did there would have been a tremendous uproar. But there again, I was a new boy at St Christopher's, and I bent over my desk and laughed till I cried, until at least the boy next to me gave me a few hearty digs in the ribs. I didn't understand why he was so cross, any more then I understood what he muttered between his teeth as Nestor finally selected a notebook covered with drawings. ‘It isn't the paper itself that matters to him,’ he said. ‘It's what's written on it, and who wrote it.’ This couple of sentences – and many others I shall try to remember – pinpoint Nestor's mystery without revealing it.


He had an appetite out of the common run, as I had occasion to see every day, for though he ate with his family at night he lunched at midday in the refectory. Every table was set for eight and placed under a ‘head’ whose job it was to see everyone got fair shares. By one of those paradoxes which ceased to surprise me only after several months’ initiation, Nestor wasn't head of his table. But he was all the better off, because the boy who was head – and all the rest of the table, for that matter – not only let him help himself to a good quarter of every dish but also surrounded him, like an antique god, with offerings of food.


Nestor ate seriously, laboriously and fast, stopping only to wipe away the sweat that ran down his forehead on to his glasses. There was something of Silenus about him, with his pendent cheeks, round belly and large rump. His life rhythm was the trilogy ingestion-digestion-defecation, and these three operations were surrounded by general respect. But this was only Nestor's visible face. His hidden face, which only I suspected, was signs, the deciphering of signs. This was the main business of his life – this and the absolute despotism he wielded over all of St Christopher's.


Signs and the deciphering of signs. What signs? And what did their deciphering reveal? If I could answer that question my whole life would be changed, and not only my life but also – I dare write it because I know no one will ever read these lines – the course of history. Probably Nestor had taken only a few steps in the direction, but my sole ambition is to follow in his footsteps and perhaps go a little farther, thanks to the longer time allowed me and to the inspiration emanating from his shade.


January 20, 1938. The viscous self. I hear a good, a very good piece of news and am filled with joy. Soon after, it is denied, and nothing is left of it, absolutely nothing. And yet there is! By a strange example of remanence, the joy that filled me and then withdrew has left behind a pool of happiness, just as the sea leaves clear pools of water that reflect the sky. There is someone inside me who has not yet realized that the good news was false, and who absurdly goes on rejoicing.


When Rachel left me, I took the matter lightly. And I still go on regarding the break as unimportant, even beneficial from a certain point of view, because I'm sure it opens the way to great changes, great things. But I have another self, the viscous self. It didn't understand the break at all at first. It never understands anything at first. It's a heavy, rancorous, moody self, always weltering in tears and semen, obstinately attached to its habits and its past. It took weeks to understand that Rachel wasn't coming back. Now it has understood. And it weeps. I carry it deep inside me like a wound, this innocent and tender being, slightly deaf, slightly short-sighted, so easily taken in, so slow to muster itself up against misfortune. Without a doubt it is my viscous self that makes me search the icy corridors of St Christopher's for a small inconsolable ghost, crushed by the general hostility and even more by a particular friendship – as though, twenty years later, I could take his sorrow on to my man's shoulders, and make him laugh!


January 25, 1938. St Christopher's School, Beauvais, occupies the old buildings of the Cistercian abbey of the same name, founded in 1152 and suppressed in 1785. All that remains of the Middle Ages are the vaults of the restored abbey church. The main part of the school is housed in the huge abbey building put up by Jean Aubert in the eighteenth century. These details are not unimportant, because the atmosphere of rigour and austerity imposed on the pupils certainly had something to do with the origins and history of the walls surrounding us. Nowhere was this atmosphere more evident than in the cloister, an undistinguished piece of architecture dating back only to the seventeenth century, which served as a playground for the boarders in the morning before the day-boys arrived and in the evening after they had gone home. We had to keep to the cloister itself and could only admire across the surrounding balustrade the little garden carefully tended by Nestor senior. It was planted with sycamores, which in summer shed a blue-green light; in the middle was a battered fountain, its basin filled with clumps of fern. The melancholy emanating from this place was rendered heavier, almost breathable, by the high walls that rose on all sides.


So in the absence of the day-boys, who constituted our living link with the outside world, we gathered twice a day in the green prison that we referred to among ourselves as the aquarium. Noisy games and running about were forbidden there, and in any case the spirit of the place would have been enough to stifle any spontaneity. But we could walk up and down and talk, so that the aquarium, even more than the chapel, the refectory or the dormitories, was the normal meeting-place for the boarders, the point of convergence for a hundred and fifty children shut up in the secluded and sequestered life of school. Nestor appeared there seldom; nor, as I have said earlier, did he join us in the refectory in the evening. But he was far from absent, and two factotums, Champdavoine and Lutigneaux, were charged with transmitting his messages and orders. The usual subject of these was a kind of trade in influence which arose partly out of the ingenious system of punishments and exemptions that operated at St Christopher's and partly out of the occult power Nestor exercised in this important sphere.


I knew the whole gamut of punishments at St Christopher's only too well – I ran through it continually from one end to the other. There was the ‘squad,’ a long file of boys who had to walk in silence round the covered way of the playground for fifteen minutes, half an hour, or even more; ‘sequestration,’ which forbade the boy being punished to speak except in answer to a question master; and the ‘erectum,’ which meant you had to eat, standing up, at a separate table in the refectory. But I'd have undergone any of these a thousand times to avoid ever hearing the horrible phrase announcing the real anguish and humiliation: ‘Tiffauges ad colaphum!’ That meant you had to leave the classroom, go up two flights of stairs and along a deserted corridor, and finally open the door into the outer office of the prefect of studies. There you knelt down on a prayer-stool, strangely set in the middle of the room facing the door of the office, and rang a bell which stood within reach on the floor. A prayer-stool, the kneeling, and the tinkle of the bell – I can see that ritual now only as a diabolical parody of the Elevation in the Mass. For it certainly was not to perform an act of worship that you went ad colaphum! After the bell had been rung, the wait might vary from a few seconds to an hour; it was this refinement that made the punishment so unbearable. Eventually, sooner or later, the door of the office would be flung open and the prefect would appear, his cassock rustling furiously and holding a chit in his left hand. He would dash at the prayer-stool, give the guilty party a series of slaps on the face, shove the note saying he'd received his punishment into his hand, and vanish.


These various punishments could be got out of by a system of exemptions calculated with casuistical subtlety. The exemptions were little cardboard rectangles – white, blue, pink or green, according to their value – which were awarded for good marks or getting first place in tests. Thus we knew that for our pastors and masters six hours of squad were equal to one day's sequestration, two days of erectum or one colaphus, and could be redeemed by being first in a test once, second twice, third three times, or by getting more than sixteen out of twenty four times. But often a boy would prefer to take his punishment and keep his exemptions, because these would also buy a ‘little exeat’ (Sunday afternoon) or a ‘big exeat’ (all day Sunday).


But the system remained almost always merely theoretical and so to speak paralysed, for in defiance of the communion of saints and the revertibility of merits, the priests who ran the school had decreed that exemptions were not transferable – the number of the pupil each was awarded to was marked on the back of the card – and so could benefit only those who had earned them. And of course it was the very boys who collected most of them – the clever ones, the swots, the masters’ favourites – who needed them least, because some mysterious protection seemed to hover over them and ward off squad, sequestration, erectum and colaphus. It took all Nestor's genius to remedy this imperfection.


February 2, 1938. All day I've been twisting an elastic band round my fingers. Tomorrow I'm going to have to struggle to do without this false and strange presence, rather like a wedding ring, though more irritating and less symbolic. The elastic band was like a little hand clinging to mine: it clenched and attempted to hang on when you tried to pull it away.


February 8, 1938. Sometimes you have to touch bottom before you at last see a glimmer of hope pierce the clouds. It was the colaphus that revealed to me for the first time the astonishing protection I was to be the object of, and which still hovers over me.


There had been a lot of noise in the part of the classroom where I was lurking, and I was lurking, and I can't really remember the contribution I made to it. But the horrible sentence had fallen from the dais on my head: ‘Tiffauges ad colaphum!’ and the inevitable shudder of sadistic pleasure had run down the aisles. I got up as in a nightmare and made my way to the door through the tainted silence of forty held breaths. It was December, the brink of what seemed an endless winter. I was still rather battered after my troubles with Pelsenaire, who appeared to be unaware of my existence since I came out of the infirmary. The courtyard was filled with damp twilight: beyond the black lattice of the chestnut trees you could make out the empty colonnade opposite and, at the end, the urinal sticking up boldly like the reeking altar of boy-ness. Someone had left a ball on the covered way round the playground; I gave it an aimless kick. In the dusk some black smocks hanging on chipped pegs looked like a family of bats. A refusal to exist rose in me like a silent clamour: a secret cry, a stifled howl coming from my heart and merging with the vibration of motionless objects. Both they and I were being hurtled towards the void, towards death, with a furious thrust that sent me staggering. I sat down with my feet in the gutter. I put my arms around my knees: at least solitude always left me these two twin dolls, with square bald, battered heads, that were me. I brushed my lips over a black scab in the middle of the chequered skin, dirty in some parts, dry and dusty in others. It was a comfort to breathe again the familiar smell of polished tiles. I realized I had just hit the bottom of darkness, hit it so hard I was still dazed as I went up the stairs towards the ordeal. The prefect's outer office was in semi-darkness, and I certainly was not going to switch on the light. From the prayer-stool you could see, standing out distinctly against the white wall, a garish picture of Christ wearing the crown of thorns and being struck in the face by a soldier. The reading of signs – the great business of my life – was still so unknown to me that I didn't think of making the obvious parallel. Now I know that any human face, however vile, becomes the face of Christ when it is struck.


A bell rang in the distance. The floor creaked. A menacing ray of light filtered through under the prefect's door. I crouched over the prayer-stool, holding my breath. Minutes went by, but I couldn't bring myself to ring the bell ad colaphum. Where was the bell? I groped on the floor for it in the dark. It wasn't long before my fingers encountered the curved wooden handle of the heavy, treacherous little brass object. I picked it up as carefully as if it had been a sleeping snake and felt more at ease once my fingers imprisoned the clapper. It was made of lead, and its surface was hammered smooth as flesh, the rim worn away above and below. This bore witness to long years of service, and I was just thinking of the innumerable colaphi the bell had caused to rain down on boys’ faces when it slipped out of my hand, hit the padded arm of the prayer-stool, and rolled thundering over the floor. Immediately the door of the office flew open and the room was flooded with light. I shut my eyes, petrified, and waited for the blow to fall.


But there was no blow. Instead I felt a sort of caress, something soft and smooth rustling over my cheek. At length I plucked up courage to look, and there was Champdavoine, wriggling and giggling as usual, and holding out the piece of paper he'd just touched against my cheek. Then he stepped back, performed a mock bow, and disappeared through a chink in the office door. A moment later his head reappeared and gave a last grimace; then the door shut behind him.


I looked at the paper: it was the chit discharging me, duly signed by the prefect of studies.


As I went back to my class, my head was singing worse than if I'd undergone a double colaphus. But of course I hadn't realized what was happening: I was far from suspecting I'd just witnessed the opening of the first fissure in the monolithic fate bearing down on me. From that memorable day onward, I might have stopped considering that fate as an inexorable a priori hostile concatenation and recognized, as I've been led to do since, that it might admit of a certain complicity with my own little personal history – in short, that something of Tiffauges might enter into the course of events in general.


But the business of the colaphus was only a harbinger. I still had to wait a long time for the event that was to make a radical change in my position at St Christopher's and introduce a new era in my life.


On Palm Sunday the boarders were always sent on a picnic to celebrate the end of the winter. I loathed ever having to leave the school premises. At least there my misery could coil up on itself in some semblance of warmth. But this particular excursion was especially hateful. We were divided into two groups. Those who owned bicycles formed an envied élite, like knights in an army: they went farther afield, led by a young priest on an autocycle. I was one of the lowly footsloggers who tramped for miles in heavy boots, nagged at by a pack of grudging masters.


Just as the whistle was about to blow for our departure something happened which caused a sensation throughout the school. Lutigneaux appeared wheeling a gleaming bicycle – Nestor's bicycle. It was a ‘Halcyon,’ garnet-red picked out in cream, with racing handle-bars of chrome. On the left handle-bar was an enchanting rear-mirror, on the right a big bell that gave a double ring. It had whitewashed semi-pneumatic tyres, and a luggage-carrier fitted with a reflector. To crown all, it was equipped – this was very unusual at the time – with a three-speed gear.


We all expected to see Lutigneaux join the group of cyclists. But nothing of the sort. He walked right across the courtyard, the bike bouncing over the stones like a prancing horse, and came towards me, lost among the mere walkers. When he reached me he handed me the bicycle saying simply:


‘From Nestor. For the outing.’


I was just as surprised as the rest of the school, though everyone immediately taxed me with unheard-of powers of dissimulation, their argument being that such an enormous favour could only be the result of a long and intimate friendship. This may seem a very tame occurrence; it would probably have passed unnoticed by anyone unfamiliar with what went on deep down in life at St Christopher's. But even a quarter of a century later I can't refer to it without trembling still with joy and pride.


All through the week that followed, Nestor seemed to take no notice of me, and I knew enough about etiquette to realize I wasn't supposed to thank him. But the next Saturday, during the long five o'clock break after the day-boys went home, Lutigneaux came and told me I was changing my place in class, and that he would help me move.


Needless to say places were autocratically determined by the prefect of studies, who took care to thwart the boys’ wishes as far as possible, separating friends and putting in the front rows the dunces and dreamers whose only wish was to be left in peace at the back of the class. Nestor alone could upset this order and substitute his own will for that of the prefect. He himself sat in the far left corner of the class by a window. In order to keep an uninterrupted eye on the courtyard he had even raised his desk on little wooden wedges and put in a pane of ordinary glass instead of the frosted glass in the rest of the classroom windows. Henceforth, by a decree which could have issued only from him, I was to sit in the same corner as he did, beside him on his right. After the sensation of the bicycle, this removal did not surprise anyone. Everyone expected it, in fact, masters as well as boys.


From then on I lived under a protection as discreet as it was effective. Not a week went by without my finding some treat in my pigeon-hole. The rain of punishments appeared to be diverted from my head. The big boys who had bullied me before were mysteriously cut down to size overnight. But all this was as nothing compared to the way I was now exposed to Nestor's effulgence for the whole of lessons and prep. His formidable bulk seemed to tilt the entire room towards the corner where he sat. For me, that corner was the real centre of the class, much more than the teacher's dais with its succession of absurd and ephemeral orators.


February 12, 1938. A woman customer came in to see me. She had her little girl with her, a child of about five or six, who got ticked off when they were leaving for trying to shake hands with me with her left hand. It suddenly struck me that in fact most children under seven – the age of reason! – naturally offer to shake hands with the left hand instead of the right. Sancta simplicitas! They know, in their innocence, that the right hand is soiled by the vilest of contacts: that every day it puts itself into the hands of murderers, priests, policemen and politicians as blithely as a whore hops into a rich man's bed, whereas the humble unobtrusive left hand keeps in the background like a vestal, reserved for sisterly clasps alone. Must remember this lesson and always hold out my left hand to children under seven.


February 16, 1938. Nestor was always writing and drawing, and I regret not having had or kept one of his notebooks. Everything he said seemed marvellous to me, though I understood so little of it that now, a couple of decades later, I'm reduced to expressing what I can remember of it in words that are certainly not his. It is true that time I spent with him – in fact quite a short one – is so deeply engraved in me, and so obviously connected with the tribulation I underwent later, that there is really no need to distinguish between what is really his and what ought to be ascribed to me.


Besides, if I wanted irrefutable proof that I was Nestor's heir, all I'd have to do is watch my hand gliding over the paper – my left hand, tracing letter by letter this ‘sinister’ writing. For Nestor held that hand a long time in his own: his big, damp, heavy hand warmed my feeble fist, a bony little transparent egg which nestled there ignorant of the energies with which it was thus being charged. Nestor's whole strength, his whole dominating and destructive spirit passed into that hand, from which flow day after day the sinister writings which are the work of us both. And the little egg has hatched. It has become this left hand with square hairy fingers and vast palm, apter for the miner's bar than for the pen


Nestor used to hold my left hand in his right, and write and draw with his left. He may always have been left-handed. But I prefer to think proudly that he made himself write with his left hand just for me, just so that he could hold my hand without leaving off writing. What's certain is that I've never felt so close to him as on the memorable day, some months ago, when I realized with a shudder of holy dread that I knew how to write with my left hand – that my left hand, let loose on the paper, without experiment, training or hesitation, could cover it with a new writing quite unlike that of my right hand.


I thus have two sets of writing: one which is ‘adroit,’ pleasant, social, commercial, reflecting the masked character I pretend to be in the eyes of society; and one which is ‘sinister’, distorted by all the ‘gauchenesses’ of genius, full of flashes and cries – in short, inhabited by the spirit of Nestor.


February 18, 1938. Every time I see a medal of St Christopher on the dashboard of a car left for repair, I think of the school at Beauvais and marvel at the things that constantly recur throughout my life. Some are fortuitous and almost absurd. But this one is fundamental: St Christopher's School, Nestor, then, as the owner of a garage, coming once again under the patronage of the giant who was the Christ-Bearer. And that is not all. I inherited my swarthy complexion and straight black hair from my mother, who looked like a gypsy. I never had the curiosity to look into her family background – my life is cluttered up enough as it is with premonitions – but it wouldn't surprise me if there were horses and caravans there somewhere.


The same thing with my given name, Abel, which seemed just an accident to me until I came across the lines in the Bible telling of the first murder in human history. Abel was a keeper of sheep, Cain a tiller of the ground. That is, the first was a nomad and the second a sedentary. The quarrel of Cain and Abel has gone on from generation to generation, from the beginning of time down to our own day, as the atavistic opposition between nomads and sedentaries, or more exactly as the persistent persecution of the first by the second. And this hatred is far from extinct. It survives in the infamous and degrading regulations imposed on the gypsies, treated as if they were criminals, and flaunts itself on the outskirts of villages with the sign telling them to ‘move on.’


True, Cain is cursed, and his punishment as well as his hatred for Abel is renewed from generation to generation. The Lord said unto him, ‘. . . now art thou cursed from the earth, which hath opened her mouth to receive thy brother's blood from thy hand; When thou tillest the ground, it shall not henceforth yield unto thee her strength; a fugitive and a vagabond shalt thou be in the earth.’ So Cain is sentenced to what he considers the worst possible punishment: he must become a nomad, as Abel was. He greets this verdict with rebellious words and does not obey. He went out from the presence of the Lord and built a city, the first city, which he named Enoch.


Well, I maintain that this curse on farmers – who are still as hard as ever on their nomad brothers – can still be seen working today. Because the earth no longer feeds them, the peasants are obliged to pack up and leave. They wander in thousands from one region to another: and in the nineteenth century, when the right to vote was linked to a residential qualification, it was in the knowledge that this excluded a large and fluctuating mass of people, rootless and therefore not right-minded. Settling in the towns, they form the proletariat of the great industrial cities.


And I, hidden among the sitters but not really sedentary, not really right-minded, I don't move about, admittedly but I do repair motor-cars, the instruments par excellence of migration. And I possess my soul in patience because I know the day will come when heaven will tire of the crimes of the sedentaries and rain down fire on their heads. Then like Cain, they will be flung in disorder on the roads, fleeing madly from their accursed cities and the earth that refuses to nourish them. And I, Abel, the only one who will be smiling and satisfied, will spread the great wings I keep hidden under my garage-owner's disguise and, with a kick at their shadowy skulls, fly up among the stars.


February 25, 1938. One day Nestor took a little square cardboard box out of his desk and put it to my ear. I heard a modulated, melodious hum, like that of an airplane flying at very high altitude. My friend looked at me through narrowed eyes: the lenses of his spectacles were as thick as magnifying-glasses. He put the box down on the table. It at once rose on one of its corners and started to dance with a grace so slow it was majestic. The hum grew louder and deeper as the box twirled nearer the ground. Finally it sank down on one of its faces and after a few more turns on its own axis lay still. I went over and looked with interest at the printing on it: ‘Invented in 1852 by the famous French physicist Leon Foucault to demonstrate the rotation of the earth.’ Nestor picked up the box, opened it, and explained gravely: ‘It's a gyroscope – the key to the absolute.’


It was composed of two concentric steel rings soldered together at right angles. One ring formed the circumference of a heavyish disc of red copper, with a rod through the centre forming a diameter of the other ring and enabling it to turn with the disc. There was a hole in the rod, and Nestor threaded a piece of string through it and wound it round the rod. Then he gave the string a violent jerk: the string unwound with a crack, and the disc started to hum. Nestor shook out of the box a little metal stand in the shape of the Eiffel Tower and balanced the gyroscope on it. The graceful dance began at once. The little device, so simple, severe and geometrical, turned on its fixed point in an ever-widening circle, the stately slowness of its revolution contrasting with the furious gyration of the disc inside it, just as humming-birds seem to fly all the more slowly, and even stay in one place longer, the faster they move their tiny wings.


The vibration of the Eiffel Tower against the wood of the desk made a low buzzing sound which soon attracted the attention of the other boys and of the master in charge. Nestor took no notice. He was leaning on one elbow, half turned towards me, absorbed in contemplation of the gyroscope and its dance.


‘A cosmic toy,’ he murmured, ‘a perfectly faithful little imitation of the gravitation of the earth. For do you know, M'Abel, Abel mine, this motion you're looking at doesn't exist! It's you, it's St Christopher's, it's the whole of France, that's dancing! A gyroscope can escape the earth's motion, and that's why it appears to turn. In fact, it's we ourselves who are turning. Here, hold it in your hand.’


And he plucked it off its stand and held it out to me, I closed my hand around the little living mechanism and immediately felt in it, in my wrist and even in my arm, a great thrust, an irresistible wrench.


‘It feels like a toad!’ I cried.


‘It's you who are the toad, pretty Fauges,’ said Nestor. ‘You're hanging on to a fixed point, but the earth wants to turn and you can't stop it. What you feel in your hand is the stillness of the gyroscope contrasting with the rotation of the earth whirling you round. Give it here. It's my base when things go wrong – my pocket absolute.’


February 28, 1938. I don't know whether it's the result of this going back into my childhood the last couple of months, but I'm haunted by the foolish rhyme old Marie used to sing to lull me to sleep on a rainy day. It used to make my soul, numbed with unhappiness, curl up in the depths of its darkest cave.












When I think


My heart doth sink


Like a sponge


That you plunge


In a gulf o’


Sulphur Where you suffer such woe


From top to toe


That when I think


My heart doth sink . . .

















And so on.


*


March 2, 1938. He had taken to speaking without moving his lips, probably more through love of dissembling than necessity, for he enjoyed such immunity from the masters he could afford to take much greater liberties than that. Sometimes he would gaze at me for a long time, his eyes narrowed shrewdly, and voice words whose very obscurity plunged me into a whirl of happiness.


‘One day they'll go away,’ he might say. ‘But I'll still have you left, though I shan't be here myself. You're not handsome or clever, but you're mine as no other boy at St Christopher's has ever been. In the end you'll make me unnecessary, and that will be a good thing.’


Or on another occasion, shrugging his shoulders.


‘I've planted all my seeds in that little body. You'll have to look for a suitable climate for them to bloom in. You'll recognize that your life has succeeded by sproutings and blossomings that will frighten you.’


But now I fully understand the prediction he made one day. He took me by the chin and made me open my mouth.


‘Soon,’ he said, ‘these little teeth will grow bigger M'Abel will have formidable fangs, and the gnashing of his jaws will sound in every ear like a terrible threat.’


And perhaps I shall know later, in the light of events now preparing, what he meant when he said:


‘If you keep on knocking long enough at the same door it always opens in the end. Or else there is a chink in another door nearby that you hadn't noticed; and that's even better.’


And again:


‘Alpha and omega must be linked with one stroke.’


I only ever saw him read one novel, but he knew pages of that by heart, and would suddenly start reciting it, without moving his lips, when a lesson became excessively boring. It was The Golden Snare, by James Oliver Curwood. Nestor would lean over to me mysteriously, and mutter into my ears, as if it were some heady secret:


‘“If you take a canoe over Lake Athabasca and steer north up Peace river, you get to Great Slave Lake; then, if you go up the Mackenzie river to the Arctic Circle . . .” ’


The hero of the story was Bram, a huge wild half-breed partly English, partly Indian, partly Eskimo, who wandered alone over terrible icy wastes drawn by a team of wolves And to say he howled like a wolf was not just a figure of speech.


‘“He had suddenly thrown back his great head, sending up a cavernous roar from his throat and chest,” ’ Nestor would recite. ‘“At first it was like a peal of thunder, but it ended in a sharp plaintive wail that could be heard for several miles across the level plain. It was the call of the leader to the pack; of the animal-man to his brothers . . .” ’


This wild cry was answered by the roaring of the north wind, but sometimes also by ‘the music of the skies, the strange fantastic harmony which announces the Northern Lights. Sometimes it was a shrill whistle, sometimes quite a gentle murmur rather like a purring of a cat, and sometimes it resembled the metallic buzzing of a bee.’


Bram's cry, the howling of the wolves and the wind, the metallic music of the Northern Lights, all these brought into the confined, secluded, promiscuous life we led at St Christopher's a whole other world that was virgin and inhuman, white and pure as the void. For me its appeal merged with the silent clamour I'd heard that December evening as I sat in the yard, on my way, as I thought, ad colaphum. But it enriched and amplified my own experience and filled it with the harsh charms of Nestor's stories. He told me rapturously of the blizzard howling among the black pines, of the icy gulfs you went over crossing a frozen lake, of the monotonous ‘zip, zip, zip’ of snowshoes, of packs of wolves on the prowl in the chill night, and also of the log cabin, crazily built and half buried in drifts, where the trapper takes refuge at night and lights a big fire to bring back warmth to body and soul.


Years have gone by, but I have not yet really escaped from that atmosphere of miasma and mouldiness in which my childhood died. And for me Canada is still the beyond that makes the absurd troubles that imprison me seem as nothing. Dare I say I've not given up? One day, M'Abel, you'll see! One day!


March 6, 1938. Went to the police station to renew my driving licence. Sad resigned queues up to the counter, to be yapped at by bad-tempered ugly women. What we need is a nice tyrant to abolish at a stroke of the pen certificates, identity cards, passports, police records, registrations and documents of all kinds, all that nightmare of paper whose usefulness, if any, is out of all proportion to the work and trouble it gives.


And yet it is true that an institution rarely survives without the consent and even the positive will of the majority. Thus the death penalty is not a bloodthirsty survival from more barbarous times: all the public opinion polls show that the great majority of people are still blindly attached to it. As for all the administrative red tape, that must correspond to some requirement of the greatest number, or rather to an elementary fear – the fear of being a brute beast. For to live without papers is to live like a beast. People who have no nationality and illegitimate children suffer from a condition which has only a paper reality. These reflections have led me to invent a little fable.


Once upon a time there was a man who had a brush with the police. When it was over there was still a file that might pop up at any moment, so the man decided to destroy it. But once he got inside police headquarters, of course he couldn't find his file, and the only thing to do was destroy the whole lot, which he proceeded to do by setting fire to the place with a can of petrol.


The success of this exploit, together with his belief that papers were an out-and-out evil from which mankind ought to be delivered, encouraged the man to persevere. He used all his money to buy cans of petrol and systematically went round all the police stations, town halls, and so on, setting fire to all the files and records and archives. And as he worked alone he was never caught.


But he noticed a strange thing; in all the districts in which he had operated, the people walked with a stoop and uttered inarticulate sounds instead of speech. They were beginning to change into beasts. Then the man realized that in his attempt to free mankind he had reduced it to the level of animals. And this because the human soul is made of paper.


March 8, 1938. We were allowed to talk in the refectory in the evening. There were only a hundred and fifty of us, but the noise rose steadily proprio motu, since everyone had to keep raising his voice to make himself heard. When it reached its full flowering the racket formed an edifice of sound that exactly filled the big room, and the master in charge would bring it tumbling down with a single blast on his whistle. There was something vertiginous about the ensuing silence. Then a murmur would run from table to table, a fork would jingle on a plate, a laugh be heard: the network of sounds started to weave itself once more, the cycle started all over again.


We weren't allowed to talk at the midday meal, when the half-boarders ate with the boarders, making nearly two hundred and fifty in all. Hours of squad rained down on the talkative; if they broke the rule twice they were condemned to the erectum. One of the boys stood at a lectern on a daïs and read from some improving work, usually one of the lives of the saints. In order to make himself heard in the huge room over the clatter of crockery and the hum of stifled conversation, he had to bawl the words out recto tono, i.e. on a single note, without any intonation. This resulted in a strange drone which pitilessly ironed out every shade of expression, whether interrogative, ironic, threatening or amused, and made every sentence equally pathetic, plaintive, aggressive and vehement.


The job of recitator was highly coveted and was awarded to such winners of class prizes as were able to perform it. For it was no easy matter for a boy to have to declaim for forty-five minutes, without faltering or making a mistake, a passage never intended for such barbarous usage. So the current recitator was always surrounded by a certain prestige, increased by the fact that he had his meal alone before the others, and it was traditionally a bigger and better meal than the rest got.


Needless to say I was not the stuff recitatores were made of, and it was with apprehension as well as amazement I learned one morning I was to take the place of the current reader, who to everyone's surprise had made himself unworthy of the honour by having been given a colaphus. At the same time I was handed the passage I had to read. It was the life of St Christopher from Jacopo de’ Varazze's Golden Legend.


I had no doubt Nestor was behind this overwhelming honour. Today, having re-read in the light of what I know now the passage I declaimed then in front of the whole school, I recognize his signature in it. But will my whole life be long enough to elucidate the deep-rooted connection between the legend of St Christopher and the fate of Nestor, that fate of which I am the trustee and executor?


According to Jacopo de’ Varazze, Christopher was a Canaanite. He was as huge as a giant and terrible of aspect. He was willing to serve, but only the greatest prince in the world. So he went to a powerful king who was supposed to be unequalled in greatness, and the king welcomed him kindly and made him remain at his court. But one day Christopher saw him making the sign of the cross over his face after someone had spoken of the devil in his presence. When Christopher asked why he did this, the king replied, ‘Whenever I heard the devil spoken of, I use this sign lest he obtain power over me and harm me.’ Then Christopher realized that the king he served was not the greatest or most powerful, because he was afraid of the devil. So he bade him farewell and went in search of the devil. As he was crossing a desert, he saw a great multitude of soldiers, and one of them, who looked very fierce, came and asked him where he was going. Christopher answered: ‘I am seeking my lord the devil to be my master.’ And the other said: ‘I am him you seek.’ Christopher, delighted, engaged to be his servant for ever and took him for his master. But as they went along together they came to a cross set up at the side of the road, and the devil was afraid and led Christopher aside across rough country, only joining the road again farther on. Christopher asked why he had been so afraid, and the devil answered: ‘A man called Christ was hung on the cross, and whenever I see one I am filled with terror and flee.’ Christopher said, ‘Then I have worked in vain and still have not found the greatest prince in the world. Farewell! I leave you now to go in search of this Christ who is greater and more powerful than you.’


For a long while he sought someone to tell him about Christ, and at last he met a hermit who instructed him in the faith and said: ‘This king you wish to serve demands that you fast often.’ And Christopher said: ‘But I'm a giant, and I get very hungry. Let him ask something else of me, for it is impossible for me to fast.’ Then the hermit said: ‘Do you know such and such a river where travellers are often in peril of their lives?’ ‘Yes,’ said Christopher. And the hermit said: ‘You are tall and strong, and if you stayed by the river and carried over all those who came that way, you would be doing something very pleasing to Jesus Christ, the king you want to serve.’ And Christopher said: ‘Yes, I can perform that task, and I promise to do it for him.’


He went to the river they had spoken of and built a little hut on the bank. Instead of a staff he used a pole to support himself in the water, and he carried across all the travellers that came that way, without respite. After many days had gone by he was resting in his little house when he heard the voice of a child calling, ‘Christopher, come out and carry me over.’ Christopher got up at once but couldn't see anyone there. Then, when he was back inside, he heard the voice calling him again. Again he hurried out, but found no one. The third time he was called he found a little boy on the bank who asked to be carried across. Christopher lifted the child on his shoulders, took his pole, and entered the water. And the river rose and rose, and the child weighed as heavy as lead. The flood became so strong, and the weight of the child on his shoulders became so unbearable, that Christopher was in great fear of dying.


But by dint of great effort he came through, and when he had come to the other side of the river he set the boy down on the bank and said: ‘You have exposed me to great danger. You weighed so heavily on me that if I had the whole world on my back I do not know if I should have had a greater burden.’ And the boy answered: ‘Be not amazed, Christopher. You have had not only the whole world on your back, but also him who created the world. For I am Christ your King, to whom you have done this service. And to prove that I speak the truth, when you get back on the other side, plant your stick in the earth by your house, and in the morning you will see it has flowered and borne fruit.’ And with this he vanished. When he got back, Christopher drove his stick into the ground, and when he rose next day, he saw it had put forth leaves and dates like a palm-tree.


I was more than a little proud of having chanted all this without faltering once, and I expected Nestor to congratulate me when I sat down beside him for two o'clock prep. He was absorbed in one of the highly coloured and intricate drawings he used to spend hours over, his face almost glued to the paper. When he sat up, I saw he had drawn a St Christopher. But on his shoulders the giant carried all the school buildings, with the boys hanging out of the windows. Nestor wiped his brow with his handkerchief in a familiar gesture, and murmured: ‘Christopher found the absolute master he was seeking in the form of a boy. But what one needs to know is the exact relation between the weight of the boy on his shoulders and the blooming of the pole.’


Leaning forward, I saw he had given the giant Christ-Bearer his own face.


March 11, 1938. The sort of diary-memoir I've been keeping sinisterly for over two months now has the strange power of placing the facts and deeds it relates – my facts and deeds – in a perspective that throws a new light on them and a new dimension. For example, my name, Abel, strikes me quite differently since my entry of February 18. In the same way I feel I can redeem certain little private, vaguely shameful habits by devoting a few lines to them here, though to all appearances they are indefensibly absurd.


Take for example the stag-like roar I'd certainly have indulged in again this morning if my right wrist didn't still draw attention to itself by a stabbing pain every time I try to use it. What I do is at one and the same time a dumb show of despair and a kind of rite to overcome it. I lie down on my stomach with my feet turned out, raise myself on my arms and throw back my head, and in that position roar like a stag, a sort of deep long-drawn-out belch that seems to rise from my innards and makes my neck vibrate. It exhales all the sorrow of living and all the anguish of dying.


But this morning, instead of roaring, I invented a new rite that I shall call the bog-shampoo or the caca-shampoo I don't know yet which. The impossibility of going on existing weighed me down pretty heavily as I struggled to wrest my carcase from the toils of sleep. But even that was nothing, comparatively speaking: as every day, but worse than usual, there was the disappointment of the mirror. I've never been able to abandon the secret hope that in the night my usual mask may be replaced by a new face. One morning say, the serious innocent countenance of a roe deer might look back at me from the starred glass out of its long almond eyes. And I'd make up for the unwonted impassiveness of my face by wiggling my mobile, expressive ears.


But no, there I was again – yellower and gloomier than ever, with my deep-set eyes, beetling sooty brows, low obstinate, uninspired forehead, and the two deep furrows down my cheeks that look as though they were made by a constant stream of scalding tears. I'd slept badly, my beard pricked painfully when I ran my hand over my chin, there was a green scum on my teeth. No, it was all too much! ‘What a mug!’ I cried. ‘To the bogs with it!’ and my hands got hold of my neck as if to twist my head off. Then, in fact, carried away by my fury, I did go to the lavatory. I knelt down in front of the toilet as if to vomit, but instead put my head right in, groping for the chain as I did so. The water flushed like a cataract, and a jet as cold and hard as a guillotine fell on the back of my neck. I stood up, drenched and a bit confused, but calmer. It had done me good, anyhow! I'd be surprised if I didn't try it again.


March 14, 1938. The long four o'clock break was at its height. A single roar rose from the playground, seething with hundreds of boys in their red-braided black smocks. Nestor was leaning on a window-sill; I was sitting on it, watching a new game that was fascinating in its brutality. The lighter boys sat on the sturdier ones’ shoulders, and each steed and its rider tried to unseat the others. The knights stuck their arms out straight like lances aimed at their enemy's face, then changed them into a grapnel with which they hooked him by the neck and dragged him sideways or back. There were sudden descents into the cinders, but sometimes the fallen knight still clung with his knees to the neck of his mount, and from the ground grabbed with both hands at enemy horses.


Nestor had first of all glanced round the yard, basking in the superiority of looking on at the mêlée unmoved and unmoving. Then he said, as usual not actually addressing his words to anyone: ‘A playground is an enclosed space that allows enough play for play – a blank page for games to be written on like signs that have to be deciphered. But the density of the atmosphere is inversely proportional to the space that encloses it. If the walls closed in, the writing would be more crowded together. Would it be more legible? We might just arrive at the phenomenon of condensation. But of what? Perhaps the aquarium, or better still the dormitories, might give the answer.’


At that moment an inextricably tangled group of riders and mounts fell to the ground and disintegrated. Nestor gave a shiver of eagerness. ‘Come on, M'Abel,’ he said. ‘Now we'll show them who we are!’


He went behind me, put his great head between my skinny thighs, and lifted me up like a feather. He held my wrists and pulled on my arms to get me firm in my seat, so neither of us had our hands free. He didn't mind this: he was counting on his sheer mass. And indeed he charged through the battlefield like a mad bull, overturning everyone in his path. Then he swung round and charged back the other way, but now the effect of surprise was over, and those who were still left standing confronted him bravely. The impact was terrible. Nestor's glasses were sent flying. ‘I can't see a thing,’ he said, letting go of my hands. ‘You'll have to guide me!’


I took hold of his ears and tried to direct him by tugging on one side or the other, as at the bit of a horse. But he soon adopted a different tactic and, to elude the enemy, began to twirl around at a speed that was amazing in view of his size. I for my part grabbed at whatever came within reach, toppling our assailants like ninepins. Soon we were the only two left standing. The others were painfully unscrambling themselves on the ground. We were surrounded by a circle of admirers, from which one small boy detached himself and respectfully handed me Nestor's broken glasses.
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