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			Dedication

			For Elie W., my big brother, who has given me so much.

		

	
		
			Epigraph

			Fair maids, believe me, wait not for tomorrow;

			Life’s roses pluck today, forget its sorrow.

			(ronsard)
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			Prologue

			I can’t stand people who are always complaining, but they’re the only sort you find on this earth. That’s why I have a problem with people in general.

			There were plenty of occasions in the past when I might have lamented my fate, but I’ve always been against turning the world into nothing but a vale of tears.

			The one thing that separates us from the animals, after all, is not consciousness, which we so stupidly refuse to admit that they possess, but the tendency to self-pity that drags humanity down. How can anyone indulge in it when nature, the sun and the earth are out there calling to us?

			To my last breath, and even after it, I shall believe in nothing but the forces of love, laughter and vengeance. They have guided my footsteps through all misfortunes for over a century, and frankly I have never had any reason to regret that, even now that I am about to part company with my old carcase as I prepare to enter the grave.

			I might as well tell you straight away that the role of victim doesn’t suit me. Of course, like everyone else, I’m not in favour of the death penalty, unless I’m the person carrying it out. I’ve done just that from time to time in the past, both in the interests of justice and to make me feel good, and I have never regretted it.

			Meanwhile I am not about to let anyone walk all over me, not even at home in Marseilles where the scum of the earth think they can lay down the law. The latest to discover it at his own expense is a low-life character who often operates near my restaurant in the summer season, where there are queues waiting to go on boating excursions to the islands of If and Frioul. He picks tourists’ pockets and sometimes snatches their handbags. He’s a good-looking lad, moves nicely, and he has a turn of speed like an Olympic medallist. I call him the Cheetah. The police would say he’s the Maghrebi type, but I wouldn’t stake my life on it.

			He looks to me like a middle-class boy gone wrong. I was going to buy my fish at the quayside one day when my eyes met his. I may be wrong, but all I saw in them was the despair of someone whose world was turned upside down, once either fatalism or natural indolence had shown him that he couldn’t go on being a spoilt child for ever.

			One evening he followed me after I’d closed the restaurant. That was my chance, because for once I was going home on foot. It was almost midnight, a wind was blowing almost hard enough to make the boats in harbour take to the air, and no one was out and about in the streets. Perfect conditions for a mugging. I was level with the Place aux Huiles when, glancing over my shoulder, I saw that he was about to overtake me, so I turned abruptly and trained my Glock 17 on him. A 9 mm pistol firing twenty-seven rounds, lovely little handgun. I looked at him over it and shouted, ‘Don’t you have anything better to do than try fleecing a lady who’s over a hundred years old, punk?’

			‘But I never did anything, m’dame, wasn’t going to do a thing, I swear!’

			He wouldn’t stand still. You’d have thought he was a little girl with a skipping rope.

			‘There’s one certain rule, let me tell you. Someone who swears he’s innocent is always guilty.’

			‘Your mistake, lady. I was taking a little walk, that’s all.’

			‘You listen to me, punk. With a wind like this blowing, no one’s going to hear if I pull the trigger. So you’ve got no choice: if you want to save your life you’d better hand me that bag of yours right away, with all the stuff you’ve nicked today, and I’ll give it to someone in need.’

			I pointed the Glock at him like a forefinger.

			‘And don’t let me catch you at it again, or I hate to think what will happen to you. Go on, clear out!’

			He dropped the bag and set off at a run, yelling back, once he’d reached a respectful distance, ‘Crazy old nutter! You’re nothing but a nutter!’

			After that I passed on the contents of the bag – the watches, bracelets, mobile phones and wallets – to the down-and-outs sleeping off their hangovers on the nearby Cours d’Estienne-d’Orves pedestrian zone. They said thanks with a mixture of alarm and surprise. One of them called me a nutcase. I told him I’d heard that before.

			The manager of the bar next door to the restaurant warned me next day: the evening before, he said, some guy had been held up at gunpoint in the Place aux Huiles. By an old lady, would I believe it? He didn’t understand what made me burst out laughing.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Under the Sign of the Virgin

			Marseilles, 2012. I kissed the letter and then I crossed my fingers, my forefinger and my middle finger, hoping it would be good news. I’m very superstitious, it’s my little weakness.

			The letter had been posted in Cologne, in Germany, as the postmark on the stamp told me, and the sender had written her name on the back: Renate Fröll.

			My heart began beating very fast. I was happy and anxious at the same time. At my age, when you’ve survived everyone else, getting a personal letter is bound to be a great event.

			After deciding not to open the letter until later, so as to maintain the excitement of its arrival for as long as possible, I kissed the envelope again. On the back this time.

			There are days when I feel like kissing everything, plants and furniture, anything, but I take care not to. I don’t want people thinking I’m a daft old biddy and likely to scare children. At the age of nearly 105 I have only a thin little thread of a voice left, three sound teeth, an expression like an owl, and I can’t smell violets.

			When it comes to cooking, however, I still know my way around. I may even call myself one of the queens of Marseilles, only just behind the other Rose, a slip of a girl aged only eighty-eight who makes wonderful Sicilian dishes in the Rue Glandevès, not far from the Municipal Opera House.

			But as soon as I leave my restaurant to walk in the city streets I feel that I’m frightening people. There’s only one place where, apparently, my presence does not seem out of place, and that’s at the top of the limestone hill from which the gilded statue of Our Lady of the Guard seems to preach love to the universe, the sea and the city of Marseilles.

			Mamadou takes me there and brings me home on the back of his motorbike. He’s a tall, strapping lad, my right-hand man in the restaurant, where he keeps the place tidy, helps with the cash register, and takes me everywhere on that stinking motorbike of his. I like to feel the nape of his neck against my lips.

			During the weekly closing of my restaurant, on Sunday afternoon and all day Monday, I can sit for hours on my bench in the sun as it beats down on my skin. Inside my head, I talk to all the dead whom I have lost and shall soon be seeing again in heaven. A friend I’ve lost sight of liked to say that they were much better company than the living. She was right: not only are they never in a bad temper, they have all the time in the world. They listen to me. They calm me down.

			At my great age, I have discovered that people are much more alive in you once they’re dead. So dying does not mean the end; on the contrary, it means rebirth in other people’s minds.

			At midday, when the sun gets out of control and cuts me under my black widow’s garments as if with a knife, or even worse a pickaxe, I get up and go into the shade of the basilica.

			I kneel in front of the silver Virgin who dominates the altar and pretend to be praying, and then I sit down and have a little snooze. God knows why, but I sleep better there than anywhere. Perhaps because the loving look of the statue soothes me. The silly shouts and laughter of the tourists don’t bother me, and nor do the bells. It’s true that I am terribly tired, as if I were always coming back from a long journey. When I have told you my story you will know why, but then again my story is nothing, or nothing to speak of: a tiny splash in the mire of history where we all paddle, as it pulls us down into the depths from century to century.

			History is a bitch. She has taken everything from me. My children. My parents. My great, true love. My cats. I don’t understand the stupid veneration that the human race feels for her.

			I am very glad that History has gone away, after all the damage she’s done. But I know she will be back soon; I feel it in the electricity in the air and the dark looks of people’s eyes. It’s the destiny of the human species to let stupidity and hatred guide its way through the charnel houses that generations before us have never stopped filling.

			Human beings are like beasts in the slaughterhouse. They go to meet their fate, eyes cast down, looking neither ahead of them nor behind them. They don’t know what awaits them, they don’t want to know, although nothing would be easier: the future is a return, a hiccup, it’s like heartburn, it’s sometimes the vomit of the past coming up again.

			For a long time I tried to warn humanity against the three vices of our time: nihilism, cupidity and a good conscience. The three of them have turned our brains. I’ve tried it with my neighbours, particularly the butcher’s apprentice on the same floor as me, a pale and puny lad with the hands of a pianist, but I can see that I’m only annoying him with the drivel I talk, and when I meet him on the stairs I have more than once grabbed hold of his sleeve to keep him from getting away. He always claims to agree with me, but I know very well he agrees only so that I’ll leave him alone.

			It’s the same with everyone. Over the last fifty years I’ve never found anyone who will listen to me. I realized I was fighting a losing battle, and ended up keeping my mouth shut until the day when I broke my mirror. All my life I’d managed never to break a mirror, but that morning, as I looked at the splintered glass on the bathroom tiles, I realized that I’d attracted bad luck. I even thought I wouldn’t last the summer, which would be only normal at my age.

			When you tell yourself that you’re going to die, and there’s no one to keep you company, not even a dog or a cat, there’s only one thing to be done: you have to make yourself interesting. I decided to write my memoirs, and I went to buy four spiral-bound notebooks at Madame Mandonato’s bookshop and stationer’s. Madame Mandonato is a well-preserved sixty-year-old, I call her ‘the old lady’, and she is one of the most cultured women in Marseilles. When I was about to pay her for the notebooks, I could see that something was bothering her, so I pretended to be looking for change to give her time to decide how to put her question.

			‘What are you going to do with those?’

			‘Well, write a book, of course!’

			‘Yes, but what kind of book?’

			I hesitated, and then I said, ‘All kinds of books at once, my dear. A book in celebration of love, a book to warn mankind of the dangers we’re running. So that we will never live through what I have lived through again.’

			‘There are a great many books on that subject already.’

			‘Then we must assume that they haven’t been very convincing. Mine will be the story of my life. I already have a title: One Hundred Years Old and Going Strong.’

			‘That’s a good title, Rose. People love anything to do with centenarians. It’s a market growing very fast just now – there will soon be millions of them. The thing about such books is that they’re written by people who laugh at themselves.’

			‘Well, in my own memoirs I shall try to show that we’re not dead while we’re still alive, and we still have something to say.’

			So I write in the morning, but also in the evening, in front of a small glass of red wine. I moisten my lips with the wine from time to time, just for the pleasure of it, and when I’m short of inspiration I drink a mouthful to get my ideas back.

			That evening it was after midnight when I decided to interrupt my writing. I didn’t wait to be in bed, ready for my night’s rest, before opening the missive I had found in the letter box in the morning. I don’t know whether it was age or emotion, but my hands were shaking so much that I tore the envelope in several places while I was opening it. And when I’d read what the contents said I felt faint and my brain stopped short.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Samir the Mouse

			Marseilles, 2012. A few seconds after I came back to my senses, a song began running through my head: ‘Can You Feel It’ by the Jackson 5. Michael at his best, with a true pure child’s voice, not yet the tone of a self-satisfied castrato. My favourite song.

			I was feeling fine, as I always do when I hum it. They say that after a certain age, if you wake up and you don’t hurt all over it means you’re dead. I have evidence to the contrary.

			Coming back to myself after my fainting fit, I didn’t hurt anywhere and I wasn’t dead or even injured.

			Like everyone of my age, I dread breaking something that might condemn me to a wheelchair. I particularly dread breaking my hip. But I hadn’t done it this time.

			I had foreseen what might happen: before reading the letter I had sat down on the sofa. When I lost consciousness I had, naturally, fallen backwards with my head on a soft cushion.

			Once again I glanced at the card that I was still holding before swearing, ‘Fucking filthy bloody shit of a brothel!’

			The card announced the death of Renate Fröll, who therefore couldn’t have sent it. She had died four months ago and had been cremated in Cologne. There were no further details on the card, and no address or telephone number.

			I began crying. I think I must have cried all night, because next morning I woke up drenched with tears, my sheets, my pillow and my nightdress all making a kind of soup. It was time for me to go into action.

			I had an intuition, and I wanted to confirm it. I called one of my young neighbours on his mobile: Samir the Mouse. Samir is the son of a septuagenarian who, they say, has spent his entire professional life unemployed. He’s done very well at it, he’s a very handsome man, neat and clean and immaculately dressed. His wife, the family cashier and cleaning lady, is twenty years younger than him and looks at least ten years older: she’s crippled with arthritis and limps up and down the stairs. But it’s true that she has always worked hard enough for the two of them.

			Samir the Mouse is thirteen, and he already has the keen eye of someone hunting down the big bonuses of life. Nothing escapes him. It’s as if he has eyes everywhere, even in his back and his bottom. Not that he makes much use of them. He spends his time in front of his computer, where he can find out anything you want in record time for a consideration, cash down. A price, a name, a number.

			Scenting good business, Samir arrived at once, even though he’s not a morning person. I handed him the death announcement.

			‘I’d like you to find out all the information you can about this Renate Fröll for me.’

			‘What kind of information?’

			‘Anything, from her birth to her death. Her family, what she did for a living, her little secrets. Her life, if you see what I mean.’

			‘How much?’

			As Samir the Mouse is neither a poet nor a philanthropist, I offered him the little cabinet from the sitting room. He inspected it and asked, ‘Is this thing really old?’

			‘Nineteenth century.’

			‘I’ll look on the Internet and see what something like that’s worth, and I’ll come back to you if it doesn’t work out right. But I guess it will be okay.’

			I offered him chocolate biscuits and a drink with one of my own favourite flavourings – barley water, mint or grenadine – but he turned them down, as if those were not for him at his age, whereas they are more to my own taste then ever.

			Samir the Mouse always has good reasons to leave me high and dry. He’s snowed under with work and doesn’t know how to take his time. If I’ve never managed to keep him with me for more than a few minutes, then that is also, I think, because he has some idea of what I feel for him: in spite of the difference in our ages I’m mad about him.

			In two or three years’ time, or whenever the man has emerged from the child he is now, he’ll be all hair and mixed-up desires, I’ll wish he would take me in his arms and hug me close, say crude things to me, shake me up a little, that’s all I ask. At my age, I know it’s incongruous, even stupid, but if we had to rid our heads of all our fantasies, there wouldn’t be much left inside them. A few of the Ten Commandments swimming in brain-juice, that would be about it. Life would be on the point of dying out. It’s our follies that keep us going.

			My principle is to live every moment as if it were my last. Every gesture, every word. I intend to die with my mind at rest, no regrets, no remorse.

			Next evening, I was in my nightdress and ready to go to bed when the doorbell rang. It was Samir the Mouse. I thought he was going to ask me for more money, but no; he’d been working all day and wanted to tell me the first results of his inquiries face-to-face.

			‘Renate Fröll,’ he said, ‘was a pharmacist in Neuwied near Cologne. A spinster, nothing known about her parents. No family. That’s all I could find out. I suppose you don’t have a lead for me to follow?’

			I thought I detected irony in his glance as it went through me.

			‘Think about it,’ I replied in a neutral voice. ‘If I knew who this woman was, I wouldn’t have asked you to look into it for me.’

			‘But if you didn’t have some idea at the back of your mind, you wouldn’t care about knowing who she was.’

			I didn’t reply. Samir the Mouse was happy to have guessed right; an expression of satisfaction crossed his face. With increasing age I have more and more difficulty in hiding my feelings, and he had noticed the emotion that overcame me when he told me the first results of his enquiries. They bore out my intuition. I was like the earth waiting for a quake or some such upheaval.

			When he had left I was so excited that I couldn’t get to sleep. It was as if all my memories had come back to me. I felt caught in a whirlpool of images and sensations from the past.

			I decided to go back to my book. Up to this point I had been the one who was writing it. But now, suddenly, a voice entered my mind, and it dictated what will follow.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			The Girl Born in the Cherry Tree

			The Black Sea, 1907. I was born in a tree on 18 July, seven years after the birth of the century, which in principle ought to have been a sign of good fortune. It was a cherry tree a hundred years old, with branches like heavy, weary arms. I was born on a market day. Papa had gone to sell his oranges and vegetables in Trebizond, the old capital of the empire of the same name on the shores of the Black Sea, a few kilometres from our home in Kovata, the pear-growing capital and piss-pot of the world.

			Before leaving for town, he had told my mother that he didn’t think he’d be able to get home that evening, and he was very sorry, because Mama seemed to be on the point of giving birth, but he had no choice: he had to get a bad tooth drawn, and he was also going to collect some money that an uncle owed him. After that, evening would soon come on, and the roads were not safe at night.

			I think he was also planning a drinking session with some friends, but he had nothing to worry about anyway. Mama was like those sheep who go on grazing as they give birth to their lambs. They hardly stop eating and chewing the cud, even to lick clean the lambs that have just emerged from their backsides. When they give birth you’d think they were merely obeying a call of nature, and indeed it sometimes looks as if the latter process gives them more trouble.

			My mother was a robust woman with big bones and a pelvis wide enough to let any number of children out. She gave birth easily, never taking more than a few seconds about it, and then, once the baby was out, Mama went back to whatever she had been doing. At the age of twenty-eight she’d already had four children, not counting the two who had died very young.

			On the day of my birth, the three men who were to ravage the human race were already in this world: Hitler was eighteen years old, Stalin was twenty-eight and Mao was thirteen. I had fallen into the wrong century – theirs.

			Fall was the word for it. One of our cats had climbed the cherry tree and couldn’t get down again. Perched on a broken branch, it mewed pitifully all day long. Just before sunset, when Mama realized that my father wouldn’t be back that night, she decided to rescue the cat.

			After climbing the tree and reaching out her arm to pick the cat up, my mother, so the family legend goes, felt her first contraction. She took hold of the animal by the scruff of the neck, let it go a few branches lower down, and then suddenly, seized by a presentiment, lay down in the crook of the cherry tree where the branches intersected. And that was how I came into the world, tumbling out of her.

			For the fact is that, before I fell, I had also been ejected from my mother’s womb. She might have been farting or defecating, I think it would have come to much the same thing. Except that then Mama caressed me and lavished endearments on me. She was a woman overflowing with love, even for her daughters.

			Forgive me for this image, but it’s the first thing that comes to my mind and I can’t get rid of it: her maternal glance was like a sun lighting us all up. It warmed our winters. My mother’s face wore the same sweet expression as the face of the gilded Virgin enthroned on her altar in the little church of Kovata. The expression on the faces of all the mothers in the world as they look at their children.

			It is thanks to Mama that my first eight years were the happiest of my life. She made sure that nothing bad happened to us, and indeed nothing at all ever did happen except for the passing of the seasons. No cries, no tragedies, not even any mourning. At the risk of seeming simple, which is probably my real nature, I will call that real happiness: when day follows day in a kind of torpor, when time stretches out to infinity, when incidents are repeated without any surprises, when everyone loves everyone else, and there’s no shouting indoors or out of doors when you go to sleep beside your cat.

			Behind the hill above our farm, there was a small stone house where a Muslim family lived. The father, a tall beanpole of a man with eyebrows as thick as moustaches, could do anything and hired himself out by the day to the farms round about. While his wife or children looked after their own goats and sheep, he lent everyone else a hand, including us when Papa was overworked at harvest time.

			His name was Mehmed Ali Efendi. I think he was my father’s best friend. As we did not share the same religion, we never spent festival days together, but our two families often met on Sundays to share meals that went on and on. On these occasions my eyes devoured young Mustapha, one of the neighbouring family’s sons, who was four years older than me. I had decided to marry him one day, and I foresaw myself converting to Islam for his sake.

			He had a body that I dreamed of holding close to mine, very long eyelashes and a way of looking at you deeply that seemed to be in sympathy with the whole world. His was a proud, dark beauty like the beauty of those who drink in the sun.

			I told myself that I could spend the rest of my life looking at Mustapha, which in my eyes is the best definition of love. Since then, my long experience has taught me that it consists of melting into the one you love, rather than forgetting yourself in the mirror he offers you.

			I knew my love was returned when, one day, Mustapha took me to the sea and gave me a copper bracelet before running away. I called to him, but he didn’t turn back. He was like me, afraid of what was growing inside him.

			Our story still leaves a strange taste in my mind, the taste of the kiss that we never exchanged. The more the years pass, the more that regret weighs on me.

			Almost a century later, I still wear his bracelet on my arm. I have had it enlarged, and I look at it as I search for words in writing these lines. It is all that remains of my childhood now that History, that damn bitch, has swallowed it bones and all.

			I’m not too sure when History began her death-dealing work, but at Friday prayers the imams began preaching the murder of Armenians, after which Sheikh ul-Islam, a bearded and disgustingly dirty figure, spiritual leader of the Sunni Muslims, proclaimed a jihad on 14 November 1914. It was on that day, with great splendour and in front of a row of solemn men with moustaches, that the signal for a holy war was given outside the Fatih Mosque, in the historic quarter of Constantinople.

			As for us, the Armenians, we got used to it in the end. We weren’t going to spoil our lives for such idiocy. However, some weeks before the genocide of my people I did notice that Papa was in a bad temper, and I put it down to his falling out with Mehmed, Mustapha’s father, who never set foot in our house these days.

			When I asked Mama why they weren’t speaking to each other, she shook her head gravely.

			‘Such things are too stupid for children to understand.’

			Late one afternoon, when I was walking at the top of the hill, I heard my father’s voice. I went closer, approaching him from behind and cautiously so as not to attract his attention, before crouching down to hide behind a thicket. Papa was on his own, making a speech to the sea as it rolled before him and raising his long arms:

			‘My dear sisters, my dear brothers, let me tell you that we are your friends. I realize, of course, that you may feel surprised after all you have done to us, but we have decided to forget everything, let me assure you, so that we do not all of us enter that infernal spiral when blood calls for blood, to the great misfortune of our descendants.’

			He stopped short and, with a gesture of impatience, asked the sea please to stop applauding and let him go on. As the sea did not comply with this request, he continued at the top of his voice:

			‘I have come to tell you that we want peace, and it is not too late, it is never too late to shake hands!’

			He bowed to the swell of marine applause, then mopped his brow on his shirtsleeve before setting off for home.

			I followed. At one point he stopped in the middle of the path and then yelled, ‘Bastards!’

			I have often thought of that rather ridiculous scene. Papa was preparing to play the role of political peacemaker, and at the same time he didn’t believe in it. In fact he was going out of his mind.

			Over the following evenings, my father whispered to my mother for hours on end. Sometimes he raised his voice. From the little room that I shared with two sisters and my cat, I couldn’t catch much of what he said, but it seemed to me that Papa had taken a dislike to the world in general and the Turks in particular.

			Once both my parents raised their voices, and what I heard through the walls sent a cold shiver down my spine.

			‘If you believe what you’re saying, Hagop,’ cried Mama, ‘then we must leave at once!’

			‘First I want to give us all a chance by offering to make peace with them, as Christ did, but I don’t believe in it all that much. You know how Christ ended up? If they won’t listen to us then I’m not in favour of turning the other cheek. However, I don’t want to leave them what we’ve spent a lifetime building up without a fight!’

			‘And suppose they end up killing us, us and the children too?’

			‘We’ll fight, Vart.’

			‘What with?’

			‘With anything we can find!’ shouted Papa. ‘Guns, axes, knives, stones!’

			Mama shouted back, ‘Do you know what you’re saying, Hagop? If they put their threats into practice we’re condemned to death already. Let’s leave while there’s still time!’

			‘I couldn’t live anywhere else.’

			There was a long silence, then groans and sighs as if they were hurting each other, but I wasn’t worried, far from it. When I heard those sounds, interrupted now and then by laughter or chuckling, I knew that what they were really doing was making each other feel good.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			The First Time I Died

			The Black Sea, 1915. My grandmother smelled of onions all over: her feet, her armpits, her mouth. Although I don’t eat nearly so many onions myself, it’s from her that I’ve inherited the sweetish aroma that follows me from morning to evening, and then right under my sheets: the smell of Armenia.

			In the height of the season, she would make plaki to last a week. Just writing that word starts my mouth watering. It’s a poor-man’s dish based on celeriac, carrots and large haricot beans, to which she added all kinds of other vegetables, depending on the day and what she felt like. Sometimes she put in hazelnuts or raisins as well. My grandmother was an inventive cook.

			I loved peeling vegetables and making cakes under her benevolent eyes. She took her chance to philosophize or tell me about life. Often, when we were cooking, she would deplore the gluttony of the human species; it’s greed, she used to tell me, that gives us all our vital spark, but when, sad to say, we listen to nothing but our innards we are digging our own graves.

			No doubt she would find her own grave before very long, judging by the big behind that she could hardly squeeze through doorways, not to mention her legs with their varicose veins, but she was worried about other people, not herself. Ever since the death of her husband she had considered herself dead, and she dreamed only of joining him in heaven. My grandmother often quoted proverbs that she claimed to have made up. She had proverbs for all situations.

			When times were hard:

			‘If I were rich I’d be eating all the time, so I’d die very young. That’s why I did well to be poor.’

			When people talked about the politics of the day:

			‘There’s never as much to eat in heaven as in your own kitchen garden. The stars have never fed anyone.’

			When the subject of conversation was the Turkish nationalists:

			‘When the wolf is left to guard the flocks, there won’t be a single sheep left on earth.’

			However, the Ottoman Empire had failed to understand that, and I saw it crumble during the early years of my life. In a manner of speaking, that is; where I lived at the back of beyond, of course I didn’t literally see anything. History always walks in without knocking at the door, and sometimes you hardly notice her passing by. Except when she rolls over you, which is what happened to us in the end.

			We Armenians were sure of our rights. We thought that to survive, we had only to be kind and good. Not to bother anyone. To keep close to the walls.

			We found out what came of that. It’s a lesson that I’ve remembered all my life. I owe my malicious disposition to that lesson; it made me a nasty piece of work without mercy or remorse, always ready to return evil for evil.

			Let me sum it up. When two sets of people are living in the same country, and one wants to kill the other, it’s because the latter has only just arrived. Or then again, maybe because they were there first. Armenians had been living in our part of the world since the dawn of time: that was their fault, that was their crime.

			Having arrived in the second century bc on the ruins of the kingdom of Urartu, for a long time their own realm stretched from the Black Sea to the Caspian Sea. After becoming the first Christian nation in history, there in the heart of the Orient, Armenia resisted most invasions – Arab, Mongol, Tartar – before yielding to the tide of Ottoman Turks flooding in during the second millennium ad.

			My grandmother, alluding to remarks by the British poet Lord Byron, liked to say that the satraps of Persia and the pashas of Turkey alike ravaged the country where God had created man in his own image. It was the first time I ever heard her mention a writer by name.

			If we are to believe Lord Byron and a great many others, Adam was born from the dust of Armenia, and the Paradise of the Bible should be located on the same soil. That would account for the melancholy tinged with nostalgia that could be read in the eyes of Armenians over the centuries, and of all my family at the time, but not mine today. Gravity isn’t my strong point.

			But you needn’t think me uneducated because I spend my life in front of my stoves wearing clogs, or tennis shoes the rest of the time. I have read nearly all the books ever written about the Armenian genocide of 1915 and 1916. Not to mention other books as well. My intellect may leave something to be desired, but there’s one thing I can never understand: why was it necessary to liquidate a population that was no threat to anyone?

			I asked Elie Wiesel that question one day, when he came to dine at my restaurant with his wife Marion. Wiesel, a fine man who survived the Holocaust and has written one of the greatest books of the twentieth century, told me that you have to believe in mankind in spite of men.

			He is right, and I applaud him. Even if History doesn’t agree, we must also believe in the future in spite of the past, and in God in spite of his absence, or life wouldn’t be worth the trouble of living.

			So I won’t blame my ancestors. After their conquest by the Muslims, Armenians were forbidden to carry weapons, and were left at the mercy of their new masters, who could thus exterminate them from time to time with complete immunity and the consent of the sultan.

			In between raids the Armenians went about their business in banking, commerce or farming. Until the final solution.

			It was the success of the Ottoman Empire that paved the way for its downfall. With eyes bigger than its stomach, it died at the beginning of the twentieth century, my own, of a mixture of stupidity, greed and obesity. It no longer had enough hands to make the Armenian people obey its laws, or the people of Greece, Bulgaria, Bosnia, Serbia, Iraq, Syria, and goodness knows how many other nations who just wanted to get on with living their lives. They ended up being left to stew in their own juice by Turkey, which set about purifying its territory in both ethnic and religious terms by eradicating the Greeks and Armenians. I don’t need to tell you that Turkey didn’t neglect to appropriate their goods.

			As Christians in any population were supposed to be separatists, they had to be eradicated. Since Armenians were found from the Caucasus to the Mediterranean coast, they allegedly constituted the most dangerous threat of all, in the very heart of Muslim Turkey. Tired of persecution, they sometimes thought of setting up an independent state in Anatolia. They even managed to hold demonstrations, although my parents took no part in one.

			Talaat and Enver, who were basically two murderers with satisfied expressions on their faces, came to put down this unrest and restore order. Under the revolutionary party of the Young Turks and the Committee of Union and Progress, Turkification had begun, and now there was no stopping it.

			But the Armenians didn’t know that. Nor did I. They’d forgotten to tell us, and we would have to remember next time. So I wasn’t expecting a gang of thugs, eyes bulging with hatred, to turn up outside our house one afternoon armed with clubs and guns. Fanatics of the Special Organization backed up by the police. State assassins.

			After knocking on the door, the local head of the Special Organization, a one-armed fat man with a moustache, made everyone come out. Except for me: I had run out of the back door and no one had seen me get away.

			The leader told my father to join a convoy of Armenian workers, saying he was taking them to Erzerum. With courage that did not surprise me in him, Papa refused to do as he was told. ‘We need to talk,’ he said.

			‘We can talk later.’

			‘It’s not too late to try coming to an agreement and avoid the worst. It’s never too late.’

			‘But there’s nothing for you to fear. Our intentions are peaceful.’

			‘What, with all those weapons?’

			By way of reply the leader of the killers hit my father with a club. Papa grunted and then, with the bowed head of all History’s losers, he joined the back of the convoy.

			My mother, my grandmother, my brothers and my sisters had set off in the opposite direction, with another group who, carrying suitcases and bundles, seemed to be going on a long journey.

			After ransacking our house, bringing out the furniture and tools and taking all our animals, even the chickens, the killers set fire to the farm, as if they were purifying the place after an epidemic of the plague.

			I saw all this from where I was hiding behind the raspberry canes. I didn’t know who to follow. In the end I opted for my father, because I thought he was in more danger than the others. I was right.

			On the road to Erzerum, the armed men lined up their prisoners, about twenty of them, in a dip in the ground where a field of oats was growing. Forming an execution squad, they fired at the Armenian men. Papa tried to run for it, but the bullets hit him. He staggered slightly, and then fell to the ground. The one-armed man finished him off.

			After that the killers of the Special Organization calmly walked away, looking like men who had done their duty, and meanwhile a mixture of grief and fury was rising inside me like a huge spasm cutting off my breath.

			When the killers had gone away I went to look at Papa. He was lying on the ground with his arms crossed, and he had what Mama called eyes of the other world; they were looking at something that wasn’t there, something behind me and beyond the blue of the sky. Goats are the same when their throats have been cut.

			I couldn’t see any other details, because my vision was blurred by floods of tears. After kissing my father and then making the sign of the cross, or perhaps it was the other way around, I thought it would be best to go away. A small pack of stray dogs was on its way towards me, barking.

			When I got back to our house it was still burning here and there, and smoke was rising. You’d have thought it had been struck by lightning. I called to my cat for a long time, but there was no response, and I thought he must have died in the fire. Unless he had run away as well, because he hated noise and disturbance.

			Since I didn’t know where else to go, of course I set off for the Efendi family’s farm, but when I arrived there something told me it would be better not to show myself.

			I hid in a thicket, waiting for a sight of Mustapha. He had taught me how to cluck like a hen who has just laid an egg. I still had progress to make, but it was our way of saying hello to each other.

			As soon as I saw him, I clucked like a hen, and he came towards me looking upset.

			‘Don’t let anyone see you,’ he murmured when he was close to me. ‘My father is with the Young Turks. They’ve gone crazy, they want to kill all unbelievers.’

			‘They’ve killed my father.’ I burst into tears, and next moment so did he.

			‘And if they catch you,’ he said, choking, ‘the same will happen to you. Unless they enslave you. You must get away from this part of the country at once. Here you’re an Armenian girl, anywhere else you’ll be Turkish.’

			‘I want to find my mother and the rest of the family.’

			‘Don’t think about that. Something bad is sure to have happened to them. I told you, everyone’s gone crazy, even Papa!’

			His father had told him to deliver some sheep dung to a market gardener who lived ten kilometres away. That was how Mustapha thought up the ruse that must surely have saved my life.

			With a spade, he dug a big hole in the heap of black, damp dung on the cart that the mule was going to pull. After telling me to curl up in the hole, he gave me two hollow reeds to hold in my mouth, so that I could still breathe, and covered me with warm pellets of sheep droppings, crawling with living creatures, under which I felt like a corpse already.

			Gravediggers say it takes forty days to kill a dead body entirely. In other words, if it’s to mingle with the soil, with all the life gone out of it and no smell left. I felt like a corpse at the beginning of that process, a corpse still teeming with life, and I’m sure that I smelled like death.

			Dung thou art, and unto dung shalt thou return, that’s what the priests ought to have told us instead of talking about dust. Dust doesn’t smell of anything. They always have to prettify whatever they say.

			I had dung in my ears and my nostrils. Not to mention maggots, although they didn’t make me itch too badly, probably because they didn’t know if I was a pig or already bacon.

			That was the first time in my life I died.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			The Princess of Trebizond

			The Black Sea, 1915. You can get used to anything. Even slurry. I could have spent days on end doing nothing in my dung heap if the sheep pee hadn’t turned me from head to feet into a huge itch. After some time I’d have accepted eternal damnation in return for the right to scratch.

			I’d been told not to move. Before we left, Mustapha had warned me that, stupid as they might be, the state assassins would be quick to check what was in that pile of dung if they felt the urge. A bayonet thrust is quick, and not always forgiving. There could be no question of my putting his life in danger, or mine either, particularly as it now seemed to me inevitable, after what had just happened, that we were going to be married. It was fate.

			At a certain moment the cart had left the road and stopped. I thought that the itching would die down, but it didn’t. Now that the potholes were no longer shaking me about in my coffin of sheep droppings, I felt that they were making their way into my body to merge with it. The sensation of rotting alive was worse than ever.

			And since the cart hadn’t begun to move again, I decided to emerge from my dung heap. Not all at once; these things happen of themselves. I set about it slowly, like a butterfly coming out of its chrysalis: a dirty, disgusting butterfly. It was night, and the starry sky arching above spread over the earth that mixture of light and silence that, as I saw it, was the way the Lord expresses himself here below, to which I would later add the music of Bach, Mozart and Mendelssohn, which God seems to have written himself through human intermediaries.

			The mule was nowhere to be seen, and nor, at first, was Mustapha. It was when I got out of the cart that I found him in the moonlight, lying full length on the verge of the road in the middle of a pool of dark blood, his arms crossed and his throat cut.

			I kissed his forehead and then his mouth, before bursting into sobs over his face, which showed that astonishment usual when death takes someone by surprise. I didn’t know that anyone could have as many tears to shed as I did.

			I supposed that Mustapha had been stopped at a checkpoint by Turkish policemen like those who had taken my family away, and that he had answered them back, which was just like him. Unless they had taken him, swarthy and hairy as he was, for the Armenian he may in fact have been without knowing it.

			My grief was even worse when I realized that he would have no decent burial, any more than Papa did, and would finally be torn apart by the pestilential jaws of the slavering dogs who, since the previous day, had been having the time of their lives in these parts. It was impossible to bury him; his murderers had stolen not only the mule but also the spade and fork that had been in the cart.

			After dragging him off the road and covering him with grass, I walked over the fields for a long way until I reached the Black Sea, where I threw myself into the water to wash. It was summer, and the sea was warm. I stayed there until early in the morning, cleaning and rubbing my skin.

			When I came out of the sea I still seemed to smell of dirt, death and unhappiness. I walked for hours, and the smell kept pursuing me. It caught up with me again in the afternoon when I was hiding beside a river, and saw that it was carrying human corpses downstream.

			That smell has never left me, and even when I get out of my bath I feel dirty. Outside, but inside as well. It is what they call the guilt of the survivor. Except that in my case there were aggravating circumstances; instead of thinking of my loved ones and praying for them, I spent the following hours stuffing myself with food. I don’t think I ever ate so much in my life. Mostly apricots. By evening I had the belly of a fat woman.

			Psychologists would say that it was a way of killing my fear. I’d like to think they were right, but I think that my love of life was stronger than anything else, as it always has been, stronger than the tragedy that had felled my family and the fear of dying myself. I’m like those indestructible flowers that take root even on cement walls.

			Of all the warring feelings inside me, hatred was the only one that did not drown out that vital impulse, probably because they were mixed up together: I wanted to live to get my revenge some day. It’s an ambition as good as any other, and judging by my great age it has stood me in good stead.

			It was that afternoon that I met the person who was about to change my destiny and keep me company all the way over the following years. My friend, my sister, my confidante. If our paths had not crossed, I might have ended up dead, gnawed away by my resentment as if by lice.

			It was a salamander. I had trodden on the little creature, which had particularly bright yellow blotches, and I concluded that the salamander must be very young and decided it was female. We got on well at first sight. After what I’d done to the salamander, she was quivering, and I saw in her eyes that she needed me. But I needed her, too.

			I closed my hand on her little body and went on walking. The sun was still high in the sky when I lay down under a tree. I dug a hole for the salamander and put a stone on top of it, and then sleep overcame me.

			‘Get up!’

			A mounted police officer had awoken me. He had a moustache and a face like the face of a pig, but a stupid pig who was pleased with himself, which is less usual in pigs than in human beings.

			‘Are you Armenian?’ he asked.

			I shook my head.

			‘I know you’re Armenian!’ he exclaimed, with the knowing look of idiots when they’re pretending to be well informed.

			He told me that I had been spotted by a Turkish farmer’s wife stealing apricots in her orchard. I wanted to run away, but decided not to. He was threatening me with his gun, and he was the kind to use it. I could see that in his blank eyes.
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