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         The woman might have been sixty or sixty-five. I was watching her from a deck-chair by the pool of my health club, on the top floor of a high-rise that provided a panoramic view of all Paris. I was waiting for Professor Avenarius whom I’d occasionally met here for a chat. But Professor Avenarius was late and I kept watching the woman; she was alone in the pool, standing waist-deep in the water, and she kept looking up at the young lifeguard in sweatpants who was teaching her to swim. He was giving her orders: she was to hold on to the edge of the pool and breathe deeply in and out. She proceeded to do this earnestly, seriously, and it was as if an old steam engine was wheezing from the depths of the water (that idyllic sound, now long forgotten, which to those who never knew it can be described in no better way than the wheezing of an old woman breathing in and out by the edge of a pool). I watched her in fascination. She captivated me by her touchingly comic manner (which the lifeguard also noticed, for the corner of his mouth twitched slightly). Then an acquaintance started talking to me and diverted my attention. When I was ready to observe her once again, the lesson was over. She walked around the pool towards the exit. She passed the lifeguard, and after she had gone some three or four steps beyond him she turned her head, smiled, and waved to him. At that instant I felt a pang in my heart! That smile and that gesture belonged to a twenty-year-old girl! Her arm rose with bewitching ease. It was as if she were playfully tossing a brightly coloured ball to her lover. That smile and that gesture had charm and elegance, while the face and the body no longer had any charm. It was the charm of a gesture drowning in the charmlessness of the body. But the 4woman, though she must of course have realized that she was no longer beautiful, forgot that for the moment. There is a certain part of all of us that lives outside of time. Perhaps we become aware of our age only at exceptional moments and most of the time we are ageless. In any case, the instant she turned, smiled and waved to the young lifeguard (who couldn’t control himself and burst out laughing), she was unaware of her age. The essence of her charm, independent of time, revealed itself for a second in that gesture and dazzled me. I was strangely moved. And then the word Agnes entered my mind. Agnes. I had never known a woman by that name.
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         I’m in bed, happily dozing. With the first stirrings of wakefulness, around six in the morning, I reach for the small transistor radio next to my pillow and press the button. An early-morning news programme comes on, but I am hardly able to make out the individual words and once again I fall asleep, so that the announcer’s sentences merge into my dreams. It is the most beautiful part of sleep, the most delightful moment of the day: thanks to the radio I can savour drowsing and waking, that marvellous swinging between wakefulness and sleep which in itself is enough to keep us from regretting our birth. Am I dreaming, or am I really at the opera hearing two tenors in knightly costumes singing about the weather? Why are they not singing about love? Then I realize that they are announcers, they stop singing and interrupt each other playfully: ‘It’s going to be a hot, muggy day, with possible thunderstorms,’ says the first, and the second chimes in, flirtatiously: ‘Really?’ And the first voice answers, equally flirtatiously: ‘Mais oui. Pardon me, Bernard. But that’s the way it is. We’ll just have to put up with it.’ Bernard laughs loudly and says: ‘We are being punished for our sins.’ And the first voice: ‘Bernard, why should I have to suffer for your sins?’ At that point Bernard laughs even harder, in order to make it clear to all listeners just what kind of sin is involved, and I understand him: this is the one deep yearning of our lives: to let everybody consider us great sinners! Let our vices be compared to thunderstorms, tornadoes, hurricanes! When Frenchmen open their umbrellas later in the day, let them remember Bernard’s ambiguous laugh with envy. I tune in to another station because I feel sleep coming on again and I want to invite into my dream 6some more interesting visions. On the neighbouring station a female voice announces that it is going to be a hot, muggy day, with possible thunderstorms, and I’m glad that we have so many radio stations in France and that at precisely the same time they all say the same thing about the same things. A harmonious combination of uniformity and freedom, what more could man­kind ask? And so I turn the dial back to where a moment ago Bernard was boasting about his sins, but instead of him I hear another voice singing about some new Renault, so I turn the dial and hear a choir of women’s voices celebrating a sale of furs, I turn back to Bernard’s station, catch the last two measures of a hymn to the Renault followed immediately by the voice of Bernard himself. In a sing-song that imitates the fading melody he announces the publication of a new biography of Ernest Hemingway, the one hundred and twenty-seventh, yet this time a truly significant one because it discloses that throughout his entire life Hemingway never spoke one single word of truth. He exaggerated the number of wounds he had suffered in the First World War, and he pretended to be a great seducer even though it was proved that in August 1944 and then again from July 1959 onward he had been completely impotent. ‘Oh really?’ laughs the other voice and Bernard answers flirtatiously, ‘Mais oui…’ and once again all of us find ourselves on the operatic stage, along with the impotent Hemingway, and then suddenly some very grave voice comes on to discuss the trial that has been engrossing France for several weeks: in the course of a completely minor operation a young woman died, due to carelessly administered anaesthetic. In this connection, an organization formed to protect people it called ‘consumers’ submitted a proposal that in future all surgical operations be filmed and the films filed away. Only in this way, maintains the Consumer Protection Association, is it possible to guarantee that any Frenchman or Frenchwoman who 7dies on the operating table will be suitably avenged by the courts. Then I fall asleep again.

         When I wake up, at almost half-past eight, I try to picture Agnes. She is lying, like myself, in a wide bed. The right side of the bed is empty. Who could her husband be? Clearly, somebody who leaves the house early on Saturday mornings. That’s why she is alone, sweetly swinging between waking and sleeping.

         Then she gets up. Facing her is a TV set, standing on one long, stork-like leg. She throws her nightgown over the tube, like a white, tassled theatre-curtain. She stands close to the bed and for the first time I see her naked: Agnes, the heroine of my novel. I can’t take my eyes off this beautiful woman and as if sensing my gaze she hurries off to the adjoining room to get dressed.

         Who is Agnes?

         Just as Eve came from Adam’s rib, just as Venus was born out of the waves, Agnes sprang from the gesture of that sixty-year-old woman at the pool who waved at the lifeguard and whose features are already fading from my memory. At the time, that gesture aroused in me immense, inexplicable nostalgia and this nostalgia gave birth to the woman I call Agnes.

         But isn’t a person, and to an even greater extent, a character in a novel, by definition a unique, inimitable being? How then is it possible that a gesture I saw performed by one person, a gesture that was connected to her, that characterized her, and was part of her individual charm, could at the same time be the essence of another person and my dreams of her? That’s worth some thought:

         If our planet has seen some eighty billion people it is difficult to suppose that every individual has had his or her own repertory of gestures. Arithmetically, it is simply impossible. Without the slightest doubt, there are far fewer gestures in the world than there are individuals. That finding leads us to a shocking conclusion: a 8gesture is more individual than an individual. We could put it in the form of an aphorism: many people, few gestures.

         I said at the beginning, when I talked about the woman at the pool, that ‘the essence of her charm, independent of time, revealed itself for a second in that gesture and dazzled me’. Yes, that’s how I perceived it at the time, but I was wrong. The gesture revealed nothing of that woman’s essence, one could rather say that the woman revealed to me the charm of a gesture. A gesture cannot be regarded as the expression of an individual, as his creation (because no individual is capable of creating a fully original gesture, belonging to nobody else), nor can it even be regarded as that person’s instrument; on the contrary, it is gestures that use us as their instruments, as their bearers and incarnations.

         Agnes, now fully dressed, went into the hall. There she stopped and listened. Vague sounds from the adjoining room made her realize that her daughter had just got up. As if to avoid meeting her, Agnes hurried out into the corridor. In the elevator she pressed the button for the lobby. Instead of going down, the elevator began to twitch like a person afflicted with Saint Vitus’ dance. This was not the first time the elevator had startled her with its moods. On one occasion it began to go up when she wanted to go down, another time it refused to open and kept her prisoner for half an hour. She had the feeling that it wanted to reach some sort of understanding with her, to tell her something in its rough, mute, animal way. She complained several times to the concierge, but because the elevator behaved quite normally and decently towards the other tenants the concierge considered Agnes’ quarrel with it her own private matter and paid no attention. This time Agnes had no other choice but to get out and take the stairs. The moment the stairway door closed behind her, the elevator regained its composure and followed her down.

         Saturday was always the most tiring day for Agnes. Paul, her 9husband, generally left before seven and had lunch out with one of his friends, while she used her free day to take care of a thousand chores more annoying than the duties of her job: she had to go to the post office and fret for half an hour in a queue, go shopping in the supermarket where she quarrelled with the saleswoman and wasted time waiting at the check-out, telephone the plumber and plead with him to be precisely on time so that she wouldn’t have to wait the whole day for him. She tried to find a moment to squeeze in a bit of rest at the sauna, something she could not do during the week; in the late afternoon she would always find herself with a vacuum cleaner and duster, because the cleaning woman who came on Fridays was becoming more and more careless.

         But this Saturday differed from other Saturdays: it was exactly five years since her father had died. A particular scene appeared before her eyes: her father is sitting hunched over a pile of torn photographs, and Agnes’ sister is shouting at him: ‘Why have you torn up Mother’s pictures!’ Agnes takes her father’s part and the sisters quarrel, overtaken by a sudden hatred.

         She got into her car, which was parked in front of the house.
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         The elevator took her to the top floor of the high-rise, that housed the health club with its big swimming pool, Jacuzzi, sauna, Turkish bath, and view of Paris. Rock music boomed from speakers in the locker room. Ten years ago, when she first started coming, the club had fewer members and it was quiet. Then, year by year, the club improved: more and more glass, more lights, more artificial flowers and cactuses, more speakers, more music, and also more and more people, further multiplied by the enor­mous mirrors which the management one day decided to spread across the walls of the gym.

         She opened a locker and began to undress. Two women were chatting close by. One of them was complaining in a quiet, slow alto voice that her husband was in the habit of leaving everything lying on the floor: books, socks, newspapers, even matches and pipes. The other, in a soprano, spoke twice as fast; the French habit of raising the last syllable of a sentence an octave higher made the flow of her speech sound like the indignant cackling of a hen: ‘I’m shocked to hear you say that! I’m disappointed in you! I’m really shocked! You’ve got to put your foot down! Don’t let him get away with it! It’s your house, after all! You’ve got to put your foot down! Don’t let him walk all over you!’ The other woman, as if torn between a friend whose authority she respected and a husband whom she loved, explained with melancholy: ‘What can I do, that’s how he is! And he’s always been like that. Ever since I’ve known him, leaving things all over the place!’ ‘So then he’s got to stop doing it! It’s your house! You can’t let him get away with it! You’ve got to make that crystal clear!’ said the soprano voice.11

         Agnes never took part in such conversations; she never spoke badly of Paul, even though she sensed that this alienated her somewhat from other women. She turned her head in the direc­tion of the alto: she was a young woman with light hair and the face of an angel.

         ‘No, no! You know perfectly well you’re in the right! You can’t let him act like that!’ continued the other woman and Agnes noticed that as she spoke she kept rapidly shaking her head from left to right and right to left, at the same time lifting her shoulders and eyebrows, as if expressing indignant astonishment that someone had refused to respect her friend’s human rights. Agnes knew that gesture: her daughter, Brigitte, shook her head and lifted her brows in precisely the same way.

         Agnes undressed, closed the locker and walked through the swing doors into a tiled hall, with showers on one side and a glass-enclosed sauna on the other. There, women sat squeezed together on long wooden benches. Some were wrapped in special plastic sheets that formed an airtight cover around their bodies (or certain parts of the body, most often the belly and behind), so that the skin would perspire all the more readily and the women would believe they would lose weight more quickly.

         She climbed to the highest bench, where there was still some room. She leaned against the wall and closed her eyes. The noise of music did not reach this far, but the voices of the women, who chattered away at full blast, were just as loud. An unfamiliar young woman entered the sauna and the moment she walked through the door began to order everyone about; she made them all sit closer together, then she picked up a pitcher and poured water on the stones. With much hissing hot steam started to rise, making the woman sitting next to Agnes wince with pain and cover her face. The newcomer noticed it, declared, ‘I like hot steam; it gives me that real sauna feeling,’ squeezed herself between two naked bodies and at once began to talk about 12yesterday’s television talk show featuring a famous biologist who had just published his memoirs. ‘He was terrific,’ she said.

         Another woman nodded in agreement: ‘Oh yes! And how modest!’

         The newcomer said: ‘Modest? Didn’t you realize how extremely proud that man was? But I like that kind of pride! I adore proud people!’ She turned to Agnes: ‘Did you find him modest?’

         Agnes said that she hadn’t seen the programme. As if interpret­ing this remark as veiled disagreement, the newcomer repeated very loudly, looking Agnes straight in the eye: ‘I detest modesty! Modesty is hypocrisy!’

         Agnes shrugged and the newcomer said: ‘In a sauna I’ve got to feel real heat. I’ve got to work up a good sweat. But then I must have a cold shower. A cold shower! I adore that! Actually I like my showers cold even in the morning. I find hot showers disgusting.’

         Soon she declared that the sauna was suffocating; after repeat­ing once more how she hated modesty she got up and left.

         As a little girl, Agnes used to go for walks with her father and once she asked him whether he believed in God. Father answered: ‘I believe in the Creator’s computer.’ This answer was so peculiar that the child remembered it. The word computer was peculiar, and so was the word Creator, for Father would never say God but always Creator as if he wanted to limit God’s significance to his engineering activity. The Creator’s computer: but how could a person communicate with a computer? So she asked her father whether he ever prayed. He said: ‘That would be like praying to Edison when a lightbulb burns out.’

         Agnes thought to herself: the Creator loaded a detailed program into the computer and went away. That God created the world and then left it to a forsaken humanity trying to address him in an echoless void – this idea isn’t new. Yet it is one thing to be abandoned by the God of our forefathers and another to be 13abandoned by God the inventor of a cosmic computer. In his place, there is a program which is ceaselessly running in his absence, without anyone being able to change anything what­ever. To load a program into the computer: this does not mean that the future has been planned down to the last detail, that everything is written ‘up above’. For example, the program did not specify that in 1815 a battle would be fought near Waterloo and that the French would be defeated, but only that man is aggressive by nature, that he is condemned to wage war and that technical progress would make war more and more terrible. Everything else is without importance from the Creator’s point of view and is only a play of permutations and combinations within a general program which is not a prophetic anticipation of the future but merely sets the limits of possibilities within which all power of decision has been left to chance.

         That was the same with the project we call mankind. The computer did not plan an Agnes or a Paul, but only a prototype known as a human being, giving rise to a large number of specimens which are based on the original model and haven’t any individual essence. Just like a Renault car. Its essence is deposited outside, in the archives of the central engineering office. Individual cars differ only in their serial numbers. The serial number of a human specimen is the face, that accidental and unrepeatable combination of features. It reflects neither character nor soul, nor what we call the self. The face is only the serial number of a specimen.

         Agnes recalled the newcomer who had just declared that she hated hot showers. She came in order to inform all the women present that (1) she likes saunas to be hot (2) she adores pride (3) she can’t bear modesty (4) she loves cold showers (5) she hates hot showers. With these five strokes she had drawn her self-portrait, with these five points she defined her self and presented that self to everyone. And she didn’t present it modestly (she 14said, after all, that she hated modesty!), but belligerently. She used passionate verbs such as ‘adore’ and ‘detest’, as if she wished to proclaim her readiness to fight for every one of those five strokes, for every one of those five points.

         Why all this passion? Agnes asked herself, and she thought: When we are thrust out into the world just as we are, we first have to identify with that particular throw of the dice, with that accident organized by the divine computer: to get over our surprise that precisely this (what we see facing us in the mirror) is our self. Without the faith that our face expresses our self, without that basic illusion, that arch-illusion, we cannot live or at least we cannot take life seriously. And it isn’t enough for us to identify with our selves, it is necessary to do so passionately, to the point of life and death. Because only in this way can we regard ourselves not merely as a variant of a human prototype but as a being with its own irreplaceable essence. That’s the reason why the newcomer needed not only to draw her self-portrait but also to make it clear to all that it embodied something unique and irreplaceable, something worth fighting or even dying for.

         After spending a quarter of an hour in the heat of the sauna, Agnes rose and took a dip in a small pool filled with ice-cold water. Then she lay down to rest in the lounge, surrounded by other women who even here never stopped talking.

         She wondered what kind of existence the computer had pro­grammed for life after death.

         Two possibilities came to mind. If the computer’s field of activity is limited to our planet, and if our fate depends on it alone, then we cannot count on anything after death except some permutation of what we have already experienced in life; we shall again encounter similar landscapes and beings. Shall we be alone or in a crowd? Alas, solitude is not very likely, there is so little of it in life, so what can we expect after death! After all, the dead far outnumber the living! At best, existence after death would 15resemble the interlude she was now experiencing while reclining in a deck-chair: from all sides she would hear the continuous babble of female voices. Eternity as the sound of endless babble: one could of course imagine worse things, but the idea of hearing women’s voices for ever, continuously, without end, gave her sufficient incentive to cling furiously to life and to do everything in her power to keep death as far away as possible.

         But there is a second possibility: beyond our planet’s computer there may be others that are its superior. Then, indeed, existence will not need to resemble our past life and a person can die with a vague yet justified hope. And Agnes imagined a scene that had lately been often on her mind: a stranger comes to visit her. Likeable, cordial, he sits down in a chair facing her husband and herself and proceeds to converse with them. Under the magic of the peculiar kindliness radiating from the visitor, Paul is in a good mood, chatty, intimate, and fetches an album of family photographs. The guest turns the pages and is perplexed by some of the photos. For example, one of them shows Agnes and Brigitte standing under the Eiffel Tower, and the visitor asks: ‘What is that?’

         ‘That’s Agnes, of course,’ Paul replies. ‘And this is our daugh­ter, Brigitte!’

         ‘I know that,’ says the guest. ‘I’m asking about this structure.’

         Paul looks at him in surprise: ‘Why, that’s the Eiffel Tower!’

         ‘Oh, that’s the Eiffel Tower,’ and he says it in the same tone of voice as if you had shown him a portrait of Grandpa and he had said: ‘So that’s your grandfather I’ve heard so much about. I am glad to see him at last.’

         Paul is disconcerted, Agnes much less so. She knows who the man is. She knows why he came and what he was going to ask them about. That’s why she is a bit nervous; she would like to be alone with him, without Paul, and she doesn’t quite know how to arrange it.
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         Agnes’ father had died five years ago. She had lost Mother a year before that. Even then Father had already been ill and everyone had expected his death. Mother, on the contrary, was still quite well, full of life; she seemed destined for a contented, prolonged widowhood, so Father was almost embarrassed when it was she, not he, who suddenly died. As if he were afraid that people would reproach him. People, meaning Mother’s family. His own relatives were scattered all over the world and except for a distant cousin living in Germany, Agnes had never met any of them. Mother’s people, on the other hand, all lived in the same town: sisters, brothers, cousins, and a lot of nephews and nieces. Mother’s father was a farmer from the mountains who had sacrificed himself for his children; he had made it possible for all of them to have a good education and to marry comfortably.

         When Mother married Father, she was undoubtedly in love with him, which is not surprising for he was a good-looking man and at thirty already a university professor, a respected occupation at that time. It pleased her to have such an enviable husband, but she derived even greater pleasure from having been able to bestow him as a gift upon her family, to which she was closely tied by the traditions of country life. But because Agnes’ father was unsociable and taciturn (nobody knew whether it was because of shyness or because his mind was on other things, and thus whether his silence expressed modesty or lack of interest), Mother’s gift made the family embarrassed rather than happy.

         As time passed and both grew older, Mother was drawn to her family more and more; for one thing, while Father was eternally locked up in his study she had a hunger for talking, so that she 17spent long hours on the phone to sisters, brothers, cousins, and nieces, and took an increasing interest in their problems. When she thought about it now, it seemed to Agnes that Mother’s life was a circle: she had stepped out of her milieu, courageously coped with an entirely different world and then began to return: she lived with her husband and two daughters in a garden villa and several times a year (at Christmas, birthdays) invited all her relatives to great family celebrations; she imagined that after Father’s death (which had been expected for so long that everyone regarded him indulgently as a person whose officially scheduled period of stay had expired) her sister and niece would move in to join her.

         But then Mother died, and Father remained. When Agnes and her sister Laura came to visit him two weeks after the funeral, they found him sitting at the table with a pile of torn photographs. Laura picked them up and then began to shout: ‘Why have you torn up Mother’s pictures?’

         Agnes, too, leaned over the table to examine the debris: no, they weren’t exclusively photos of Mother, the majority were actually of him alone, only a few showed the two of them together or Mother alone. Confronted by his daughters, Father kept silent and offered no explanation. Agnes hissed at her sister: ‘Stop shouting at Dad!’ but Laura kept on shouting. Father rose to his feet, went into the next room and the sisters quarrelled as never before. The next day Laura left for Paris and Agnes stayed behind. It was only then that Father told her he had found a small apartment in town and planned to sell the villa. That was another surprise. Everyone considered Father an ineffectual person who had handed over the reins of practical life to Mother. They all thought that he couldn’t live without Mother, not only because he was incapable of taking care of anything himself but also because he didn’t even know what he wanted, having long ago ceded her his own will. But when he decided to move out, 18suddenly, without the least hesitation, a few days after Mother’s death, Agnes understood that he was putting into effect some­thing he had been planning for a long time, and, therefore, that he knew perfectly well what he wanted. This was all the more intriguing since he could have had no idea that he would survive Mother and therefore must have regarded the small apartment in town as a dream rather than a realistic project. He had lived with Mother in their villa, he had strolled with her in the garden, had hosted her sisters and cousins, had pretended to listen to their conversations, and all the time his mind was elsewhere, in a bachelor apartment; after Mother’s death he merely moved to the place where he had long been living in spirit.

         It was then that he first appeared to Agnes as a mystery. Why had he torn up the photos? Why had he been dreaming for so long about a bachelor apartment? And why had he not honoured Mother’s wish to have her sister and niece move into the villa? After all, that would have been more practical: they would surely have taken better care of him in his illness than some nurse who would have to be hired sooner or later. When she asked the reason for his move, he gave her a very simple answer: ‘What would a single person do with himself in such a large house?’ She couldn’t very well suggest that he take in Mother’s sister and her daughter, for it was quite clear that he didn’t want to do that. And so it occurred to her that Father, too, was returning full circle to his beginnings. Mother: from family through marriage back to family. He: from solitude through marriage back to solitude.

         It was several years before Mother’s death that he first became seriously ill. At that time Agnes took two weeks off work to be with him. But she did not succeed in having him all to herself, because Mother did not leave them alone for a single moment. Once, two of Father’s colleagues from the university came to visit him. They asked him a lot of questions, but Mother answered them. Agnes lost her patience: ‘Please, Mother, let Father speak 19for himself!’ Mother was offended: ‘Can’t you see that he is sick!’ Towards the end of those two weeks his condition improved slightly, and finally Agnes twice managed to go out alone with him for a walk. But the third time Mother went along with them again.

         A year after Mother’s death his illness took a sharp turn for the worse. Agnes went to see him, stayed with him for three days, and on the morning of the fourth day he died. It was only during those last three days that she succeeded in being with him as she had always dreamed. She had told herself that they were fond of each other but could never really get to know one another because they had never had an opportunity to be alone. The only time they even came close was between her eighth and twelfth years, when Mother had to devote herself to little Laura. During that time they often took long walks together in the countryside and he answered many of her questions. It was then that he spoke of the Creator’s computer and of many other things. All that she remembered of those conversations were simple statements, like fragments of valuable pottery which now as an adult she tried to put back together.

         His death ended the pair’s sweet three-day solitude. The funeral was attended by all Mother’s relatives. But because Mother herself was not there, there was nobody to arrange a wake and everyone quickly dispersed. Besides, the fact that Father had sold the house and had moved into a bachelor apartment was taken by relatives as a gesture of rejection. Now they thought only of the wealth awaiting both daughters, for the villa must have fetched a high price. They learned from the notary, however, that Father had left everything to the society of mathematicians he had helped to found. And so he became even more of a stranger to them than he had been when he was alive. It was as if through his will he had wanted to tell them to kindly forget him.

         Shortly after his death Agnes noticed that her bank balance had 20grown by a sizeable amount. She now understood everything. Her seemingly impractical Father had actually acted very cleverly. Ten years earlier when his life was first threatened, she had come to visit him for two weeks, and he had persuaded her to open a Swiss bank account. Shortly before his death he had transferred practically all his money to this account and the little that was left he had bequeathed to the mathematicians. If he had left everything to Agnes in his will, he would have needlessly hurt the other daughter; if he had discreetly transferred all his money to her account and failed to earmark a symbolic sum for the mathematicians, everyone would have been burning with cur­iosity to know what had happened to his money.

         At first she told herself that she must share the inheritance with her sister. Agnes was eight years older and could never rid herself of a sense of responsibility. But in the end she did not tell her sister anything. Not out of greed, but because she did not want to betray her father. By means of his gift he had clearly wished to tell her something, to express something, to offer some advice he was unable to give her in the course of his life, and this she was now to guard as a secret that concerned only the two of them.
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         She parked, got out of the car and set out towards the avenue. She was tired and hungry and because it’s dreary to eat alone in a restaurant, she decided to have a snack in the first bistro she saw. There was a time when this neighbourhood had many pleasant Breton restaurants where it was possible to eat inexpen­sively and pleasantly on crêpes or galettes washed down with apple cider. One day, however, all these places disappeared and were replaced by modern establishments selling what is sadly known as fast  food. She overcame her distaste and headed for one of them. Through the window she saw people sitting at tables, hunched over greasy paper plates. Her eye came to rest on a girl with a very pale complexion, and bright red lips. She had just finished her lunch, pushed aside her empty cup of Coca-Cola, leaned her head back and stuck her index finger deep into her mouth; she kept twisting it inside for a long time, staring at the ceiling. The man at the next table slouched in his chair, his glance fixed on the street and his mouth wide open. It was a yawn without beginning or end, a yawn as endless as a Wagner melody: at times his mouth began to close but never entirely; it just kept opening wide again and again, while his eyes, fixed on the street, kept opening and closing counter to the rhythm of his mouth. Actually, several other people were also yawning, showing teeth, fillings, crowns, dentures, and not one of them covered his mouth with his hand. A child in a pink dress skipped along among the tables, holding a teddy-bear by its leg, and it too had its mouth wide open, though it seemed to be calling rather than yawning. Now and again the child would bump one of the guests with the teddy-bear. The tables stood close together, and it was obvious 22even through the glass that along with the food the guests must also be swallowing the smell of their neighbours’ perspiration. A wave of ugliness, visual, olfactory, and gustatory (she vividly imagined the taste of a greasy hamburger suffused by sweetish water) hit her in the face with such force that she turned away, determined to find some other place to satisfy her hunger.

         The pavement was so crowded that it was difficult to walk. The tall shapes of two fair, yellow-haired Northerners were clearing a way through the crowd ahead of her: a man and a woman, looming head and shoulder over the throng of Frenchmen and Arabs. They both had a pink knapsack on their backs and a child strapped in front. In a moment she lost sight of the couple and instead saw in front of her a woman dressed in baggy trousers barely reaching the knees, as was the fashion that year. The outfit seemed to make her behind even heavier and closer to the ground. Her bare, pale calves resembled a pair of rustic pitchers decorated by varicose veins entwined like a ball of tiny blue snakes. Agnes said to herself: that woman could have found a dozen outfits that would have covered her bluish veins and made her behind less monstrous. Why hadn’t she done so? Not only have people stopped trying to be attractive when they are out among other people, but they are no longer even trying not to look ugly!

         She said to herself: when once the onslaught of ugliness became completely unbearable, she would go to a florist and buy a forget-me-not, a single forget-me-not, a slender stalk with miniature blue flowers. She would go out into the street holding the flower before her eyes, staring at it tenaciously so as to see only that single beautiful blue point, to see it as the last thing she wanted to preserve for herself from a world she had ceased to love. She would walk like that through the streets of Paris, she would soon become a familiar sight, children would run after her, laugh at her, throw things at her and all Paris would call her: the crazy woman with the forget-me-not …23

         She continued on her way: her right ear was assaulted by a tide of music, the rhythmic thumping of percussion instruments surging from shops, beauty parlours, restaurants; her left ear picked up the sounds of the road: the composite hum of cars, the grinding rattle of a bus pulling away from a stop. Then the sharp sound of a motorcycle cut through her. She couldn’t help but try to find the source of this physical pain: a girl in jeans, with long black hair blowing behind her, sat on a small motorcycle as rigidly as if she were sitting behind a typewriter; the silencer had been removed and the bike made a terrible noise.

         Agnes recalled the young woman who had entered the sauna a few hours earlier and, in order to introduce her self, and to force it upon others, had announced the moment she walked through the door that she hated hot showers and modesty. Agnes was certain that it was exactly the same impulse that led the black-haired girl to remove the silencer from her motorcycle. It wasn’t the machine that made the noise, it was the self of the black-haired girl; in order to be heard, in order to penetrate the consciousness of others, she attached the noisy exhaust of the engine to her soul. Agnes watched the flowing hair of that blaring soul and she realized that she yearned intensely for the girl’s death. If at that moment a bus had run her over, leaving her lying in a bloody pool on the road, Agnes would have felt neither horror nor sorrow, but only satisfaction.

         Suddenly frightened by her hatred she said to herself: the world is at some sort of border; if it is crossed everything will turn to madness: people will walk the streets holding forget-me-nots or kill one another on sight. And it will take very little for the glass to overflow, perhaps just one drop: perhaps just one car too many, or one person, or one decibel. There is a certain quantitative border that must not be crossed, yet no one stands guard over it and perhaps no one even realizes that it exists.

         She kept walking. The pavement was becoming more and more 24crowded and nobody bothered to move out of her way, so she stepped off the kerb and continued to make her way between the edge of the pavement and the oncoming traffic. She had been used to doing this for a long time: people didn’t get out of her way. She was aware of it, she felt it to be her misfortune and often tried to overcome it: she tried to gather courage, to walk bravely ahead, to stick to her path and force the oncoming person to give way, but she never succeeded. In this everyday, banal test of power she was always the loser. Once, a child of about seven had walked straight at her; Agnes tried not to swerve from her path, but in the end she had no choice if she didn’t wish to collide with the child.

         A memory came to her mind: when she was about ten years old, she went with both her parents for a walk in the mountains. As they strolled down a broad forest path, they came upon two village boys standing with their arms and legs spread wide; one of them held a stick sideways, as if to bar their way: ‘This is a private road! You must pay a toll!’ he shouted and lightly touched Father’s chest with his stick.

         It was probably just a childish prank and all that was needed was to push the boys aside. Or it was their way of begging and Father only needed to pull a coin out of his pocket. But Father turned aside and chose to continue along a different path. In truth, it really made very little difference since they were strolling aimlessly and didn’t care where they were going, but nevertheless Mother was angry with Father and couldn’t keep from remarking ‘He even gives in to a couple of twelve-year-olds!’ Agnes, too, was somewhat disappointed by Father’s behaviour.

         A new assault of noise interrupted the recollection: some men wearing safety helmets were pounding the asphalt with pneumatic drills. Into this racket, from somewhere overhead, as if from heaven, came a piano rendition of a Bach fugue. Someone on a top floor had evidently opened a window and turned up the 25volume all the way, so that Bach’s severe beauty sounded a warning to a world that had gone awry. However, Bach’s fugue was no match for the pneumatic drills and cars; on the contrary, cars and drills appropriated Bach as part of their own fugue, so that Agnes had to cover her ears with her hands and continued to walk like that down the street.

         At that moment a passer-by coming in the opposite direction gave her an angry glance and tapped his forehead, which in the international language of gestures says that you are crazy, scatty or weak in the head. Agnes caught that glance, that hatred, and was seized by a furious anger. She stopped. She wanted to throw herself at that person. She wanted to strike him. But she couldn’t, the crowd was already pushing him along and somebody bumped into her, because on the pavement it was impossible to stop for more than three seconds.

         She had to keep walking, but she couldn’t stop thinking of him: both of them were caught up in the same noise and yet he found it necessary to make her understand that she had no reason and perhaps not even any right to cover her ears. That man was censuring her for the trespass of her gesture. It was equality itself which reprimanded her for refusing to undergo what everyone must undergo. It was equality itself which forbade her to disagree with the world in which all of us live.

         The longing to kill that man was not just a fleeting reaction. Even after the immediate excitement had passed, that longing remained, though it was joined by her surprise that she was capable of such hatred. The image of a person tapping his forehead floated in her innards like a fish full of poison, slowly decaying and impossible to spew out.

         The memory of Father came back to her. Ever since she had seen him retreat from those twelve-year-old boys she often imagined him in this situation: he is on a sinking ship; there are only a few lifeboats and there isn’t room for everyone; there is a 26furious stampede on deck. At first Father rushes along with the others, but when he sees how they all push and shove, ready to trample each other under foot, and a wild-eyed woman strikes him with her fist because he is in her way, he suddenly stops and steps aside. And in the end he merely watches the overloaded lifeboats as they are slowly lowered amid shouts and curses, towards the raging waves.

         What name to give this attitude? Cowardice? No. Cowards are afraid of dying and will fight to survive. Nobility? Undoubtedly, if he had acted out of regard for his fellows. But Agnes did not believe this was his motive. What was it then? She couldn’t say. Only one thing seemed certain: on a sinking ship where it was necessary to fight in order to board a lifeboat, Father would have been condemned in advance.

         Yes, that much was certain. The question that arises is this: had Father hated the people on the ship, just as she now hates the motorcyclist and the man who mocked her because she covered her ears? No, Agnes cannot imagine that Father was capable of hatred. Hate traps us by binding us too tightly to our adversary. This is the obscenity of war: the intimacy of mutually shed blood, the lascivious proximity of two soldiers who, eye to eye, bayonet each other. Agnes was sure: it was precisely this kind of intimacy that her father found repugnant. The mêlée on the ship filled him with such disgust that he preferred to drown. The physical contact with people who struck and trampled and killed one another seemed far worse to him than a solitary death in the purity of the waters.

         The memory of Father began to deliver her from the hatred that had possessed her. Little by little, the poisonous image of a man tapping his forehead disappeared and in its place a phrase came into her mind: I cannot hate them because nothing binds me to them; I have nothing in common with them.
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         Agnes owes the fact that she isn’t German to Hitler’s defeat in the war. For the first time in history, the defeated were not allowed a scrap of glory: not even the painful glory of the shipwrecked. The victor was not satisfied with mere victory but decided to judge the defeated and judge the entire nation, so that at that time it was not at all easy to speak German or to be German.

         Agnes’ forebears on her mother’s side were farmers living in the borderland between the German and French parts of Switzerland. Thus, even though from an administrative view­point they were French Swiss, they spoke both languages equally well. Father’s parents were Germans living in Hungary. As a young man Father studied in Paris, where he learned to speak passable French; after his marriage, however, German naturally became the couple’s common language. It was only after the war that Mother recalled the official language of her parents, and Agnes was sent to a French lycée. Father was permitted only a single Germanic pleasure: to recite to his elder daughter, in the original, Goethe’s poetry.

         This is the most famous German poem ever written, one which all German children must learn by heart:

         
            
               On all hilltops

               There is peace,

               In all treetops

               You will hear

               Hardly a breath.

               Birds in the woods are silent.

               Just wait, soon28

               You too will rest.

            

         

         The idea of the poem is simple: in the woods everything is asleep, and you will sleep too. The purpose of the poetry is not to dazzle us with an astonishing thought, but to make one moment of existence unforgettable and worthy of unbearable nostalgia.

         In a literal translation the poem loses everything. You will recognize how beautiful it is only when you read it in German:

         
            
               Über allen Gipfeln

               ist Ruh,

               in allen Wipfeln

               spürest du

               kaum einen Hauch.

               Die Vögel schweigen im Walde.

               Warte nur, balde

               ruhest du auch.

            

         

         Every line has a different number of syllables, there is an alter­nation of trochees, iambs, dactyls, the sixth line is oddly longer than the others, and even though the poem consists of two couplets, the first grammatical sentence ends asymmetrically in the fifth line, which creates a melody that had never existed before, in any poem, as magnificent as it is ordinary.

         Agnes’ Father learned it while still in Hungary, where he attended German public schools, and the first time Agnes heard it from him she was the same age he had been then. They recited it in the course of their strolls together, exaggerating all the accents and trying to march to the rhythm of the poem. In view of the irregularity of the metre this was not at all simple, and they succeeded only when they got to the last two lines: War-te nur – bal-de – ru-hest du – auch! They always shouted the last word so loudly that it could be heard for miles around: auch!

         The last time Father recited the little poem to her was two or 29three days before his death. At first she thought that he was trying to return to his mother tongue and his childhood; then she noticed that he was gazing into her eyes in an eloquent, intimate way and it occurred to her that he wanted to remind her of their happy strolls of long ago; then at last she realized that the poem speaks of death: he wanted to tell her that he was dying and that he knew it. It had never occurred to her before that those innocent lines, so good for schoolchildren, might have this meaning. Father was lying in bed, his forehead damp with fever, and she grasped his hand; trying to master her tears, she whispered along with him: Warte nur, balde ruhest du auch. Soon you too will rest. And she recognized the voice of Father’s approaching death: it was the calm of silent birds in the treetops.

         After his death, calm did indeed begin to reign. That calm was in her soul and it was beautiful; let me repeat: it was the calm of silent birds in the treetops. And as time went on, Father’s last message sounded more and more distinctly in that silence, like a hunter’s horn sounding from the depths of a forest. What did he wish to tell her with his gift? To be free. To live as she wished to live, to go where she wished to go. He himself had never dared to do so. That is why he had given his daughter all the means she needed to dare.

         From the moment she got married Agnes lost all the pleasures of solitude: at work she spent eight hours a day in one room with two colleagues; then she returned home, to a four-room apartment. Not a single one of the rooms was hers: there was a large living room, a bedroom for the parents, a room for Brigitte and Paul’s small study. When she complained, Paul suggested that she consider the living room her own room and he promised her (with undoubted sincerity) that neither he nor Brigitte would disturb her there. But how could she feel at home in a room with a dining table and eight chairs used only for dinner guests?

         It is probably clear by now why that morning she felt so happy 30in the bed that Paul had just left a moment ago, and why she passed so quietly through the hall so as not to attract Brigitte’s attention. She even welcomed the capricious elevator, because it permitted her a few moments of solitude. She looked forward to the drive, too, because in the car nobody talked to her and nobody looked at her. Yes, the most important thing was that nobody looked at her. Solitude: a sweet absence of looks. Once, both of her colleagues were off sick and she worked for two weeks all alone in the office. She was surprised to notice that she was far less tired at the end of the day. Since then she knew that looks were like weights that pressed her down to the ground, or like kisses that sucked her strength; that looks were needles which etched the wrinkles in her face.

         In the morning, as she was waking up, she heard a news broadcast about a young woman who in the course of a completely minor operation died because of carelessly administered anaes­thetic. Three doctors had been brought to trial and a consumer-protection organization had proposed that in future all operations should be filmed and the film permanently filed. Everyone applauded this proposal! Every day, we are stabbed by thousands of looks, but this is not enough: in the end one single stare will be instituted which will not leave us for a moment, will follow us in the street, in the woods, at the doctor’s on the operating table, in bed; pictures of our life, down to the last detail, will be filed away to be used at any time, in court proceedings or in the interest of public curiosity.

         These thoughts reawakened in her a longing for Switzerland. Actually, she had been going there two or three times a year ever since Father’s death. Paul and Brigitte spoke with indulgent smiles of her hygienic-sentimental needs: she goes there to sweep leaves off Father’s grave and to breathe fresh air by the wide-open window of a Swiss hotel. But they were wrong: even though she had no lover there, Switzerland was the one deep 31and systematic act of betrayal she committed against them. Switzerland: the song of birds in the treetops. She dreamed about staying there some day and never coming back. Several times she went so far as to look at Swiss apartments for sale or for rent, and even drafted a letter in her mind in which she announced to her daughter and husband that although she still loved them she had decided to live alone, without them. She begged them, however, to let her hear from them from time to time, because she wanted to be sure that nothing bad had happened to them. This was the most difficult thing to express and to explain: that she needed to know how they were, even though at the same time she had no desire whatever to see them or to be with them.

         Of course, these were only dreams. How could a sensible woman leave a happy marriage? All the same, a seductive voice from afar kept breaking into her conjugal peace: it was the voice of solitude. She closed her eyes and listened to the sound of a hunting horn coming from the depths of distant forests. There were paths in those forests, her father stood on one of them, smiling and inviting her to join him.
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         Agnes sat in an armchair, waiting for Paul. Ahead of them was dinner of the kind the French call ‘diner en ville’. Because she hadn’t eaten all day she felt tired and so to relax she thumbed through a thick magazine. She did not have the strength to read the text but merely looked at the photographs, which were all in colour, page after page. In the middle of the magazine there was a report of a catastrophe that had occurred in the course of an air show. A burning plane had crashed into a crowd of onlookers. The photographs were large, each one a full-page spread. They showed terrified people fleeing in all directions, charred clothing, burnt skin, flames rising from bodies; Agnes could not help staring at the pictures, and she thought of the wild joy of the photographer who had been bored watching the banal spectacle and suddenly saw that luck was falling his way from the sky in the shape of a burning aeroplane!

         She turned a few pages and saw nude people on a beach, and in big letters the headline: These pictures won’t be included in a Buckingham Palace album! and a short text ending with the sen­tence: ‘… a photographer was there, and once again the Princess finds herself centre stage, thanks to her dangerous liaisons.’ A photographer was there. A photographer is everywhere. A photographer hidden in the shrubbery. A photographer dis­guised as a lame beggar. The eye is everywhere. The lens is everywhere.

         Agnes recalled that once as a child, she was dazzled by the thought that God sees her and that he was seeing her all the time. That was perhaps the first time that she experienced the pleasure, the strange delight that people feel when they are being watched, 33watched against their will, watched in intimate moments, violated by the looks to which they are exposed. Her mother, who was a believer, told her ‘God sees you’, and this is how she wanted to teach her to stop lying, biting her nails and picking her nose, but something else happened: precisely at those times when she was indulging in her bad habits, or during physically intimate moments, Agnes imagined God and performed for his benefit.

         She thought of the Queen’s sister and told herself that now­adays God’s eye has been replaced by a camera. The eye of one has been replaced by the eyes of all. Life has changed into one vast partouze  in which everyone takes part. Everyone can see an English princess celebrating her birthday in the nude on a subtropical beach. The camera is seemingly interested only in famous people, but it is enough for a jet to crash near you, your shirt goes up in flames and in an instant you too have become famous and are included in the universal partouze, which has nothing to do with delight but merely serves solemn notice to all that they have nowhere to hide and that everyone is at the mercy of everyone else.

         Once Agnes had a date with a man and just as she was kissing him in the lobby of a big hotel, a bearded fellow appeared unexpectedly before her, in jeans and leather jacket, with five pouches hanging round his neck and across his shoulders. He hunched down and squinted through his camera. She began to wave her arm in front of her face, but the man laughed, jabbered something in bad English, and kept on jumping backwards like a flea while clicking the shutter. It was a meaningless episode: some sort of congress was taking place in the hotel and a photographer had been hired so that the scholars who had assembled from all parts of the world would be able to buy souvenir pictures of themselves. But Agnes could not bear the idea that somewhere there remained a document testifying to her acquaintance with the man she had met there; she returned to 34the hotel the next day, bought up all her photos (showing her at the man’s side, with one arm extended across her face), and tried to secure the negatives, too; but those had been filed away by the picture agency, and were already unobtainable. Even though she wasn’t in any real danger, she could not rid herself of anxiety because one second of her life, instead of dissolving into nothing­ness like all the other seconds of life, would remain torn out of the course of time and some stupid coincidence would make it come back to haunt her like the badly buried dead.

         She picked up another magazine, more devoted to politics and culture. It contained no catastrophes or nude beaches with princesses; instead, it was full of faces, nothing but faces. Even in the back, where there were reviews of books, each article featured a photograph of the author under review. Many of the writers were unknown, and their photos could be considered useful information, but how to justify five photographs of the President of the Republic, whose chin and nose everyone knows by heart? Even the editorial had a small picture of the author over the text, evidently in the same spot every week. Articles about astronomy were illustrated by the enlarged smiles of astronomers and even the advertisements – for typewriters, furniture, carrots – contained faces, lots and lots of faces. She looked through the magazine again, from first page to last. She counted ninety-two photographs showing nothing but a face; forty-one photographs of a face plus a figure; ninety faces in twenty-three group photo­graphs and only eleven photographs in which people played a secondary role or were totally absent. Altogether, the magazine contained two hundred and twenty-three faces.

         Then Paul came home and Agnes told him about her numbers.

         ‘Yes,’ he agreed. ‘The more indifferent people are to politics, to the interests of others, the more obsessed they become with their own faces. The individualism of our time.’

         ‘Individualism? What does it have to do with individualism, 35when a camera takes your picture in a moment of agony? On the contrary, it means that an individual no longer belongs to himself but becomes the property of others. You know, I remember my childhood: in those days if you wanted to take somebody’s picture you asked for permission. Even when I was a child, adults would ask me: little girl, may we take your picture? And then one day they stopped asking. The right of the camera was elevated above all other rights and that changed everything, absolutely everything.’

         She opened the magazine again and said: ‘If you put the pictures of two different faces side by side, your eye is struck by everything that makes one different from the other. But if you have two hundred and twenty-three faces side by side, you suddenly realize that it’s all just one face in many variations and that no such thing as an individual ever existed.’

         ‘Agnes,’ said Paul, and his voice had suddenly become serious. ‘Your face does not resemble any other.’

         Agnes failed to notice the serious tone of Paul’s voice and smiled.

         ‘Don’t smile. I really mean it. If you love somebody you love his face and then it becomes totally different from everyone else’s.’

         ‘Yes, you know me by my face, you know me as a face and you never knew me any other way. Therefore it could never occur to you that my face is not my self.’

         Paul answered with the patient concern of an old doctor: ‘Why do you think your face is not you? Who is behind your face?’

         ‘Just imagine living in a world without mirrors. You’d dream about your face and imagine it as an outer reflection of what is inside you. And then, when you reached forty, someone would put a mirror before you for the first time in your life. Imagine your fright! You’d see the face of a stranger. And you’d know quite clearly what you are unable to grasp: your face is not you.’
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