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What is a hero? Neither the living man nor the dead,
but one […] who infiltrates the other world and returns.


PASCAL QUIGNARD


It was so stupid. We frittered people away.


BRIGITTE FRIANG


The best order of things, as I see it, is the one that includes me;
to hell with the best of all possible worlds if I am not part of it.


DENIS DIDEROT













Commentaries I


The departure for the Gulf of the Spahis of Valence


THE FIRST DAYS OF 1991 were marked by preparations for the Gulf War and the mounting escalation of my utter irresponsibility. Snow blanketed everything, blocking the trains, muffling every sound. In the Gulf, mercifully, temperatures had dropped; the soldiers no longer sweltered as they had in summer when, stripped to the waist, they would splash each other with water, never taking off their sunglasses. Oh, those handsome summer soldiers, of whom barely one had died! They emptied whole canteens over their heads and the water evaporated before reaching the ground, running in rivulets over their skin and immediately evaporating to create a misty mandorla shot through with rainbows about their lithe, toned bodies. Sixteen litres they had to drink every day, the summer soldiers; sixteen litres, because they sweated so much under the weight of their equipment in a part of the world where there are no shadows. Sixteen litres! The television peddled numbers and those numbers became fixed as numbers always do: precisely. Rumour peddled figures that everyone bandied about before the attack. Because it was about to be launched, this attack upon the fourth largest army in the world; the Invincible Western Army would soon begin their advance, while, on the other side, the Iraqis dug in behind twisted hanks of barbed wire, behind S-mines and rusty nails, behind trenches filled with oil, which they



would set ablaze at the last moment, because they had lots of oil, so much oil they did not know what to do with it. Television reeled off details, invariably precise, delving at random through old footage. Television dug up images from before, neutral images that offered no information; we knew nothing about the Iraqi army, nothing about its forces, its positions, we knew only that it was the fourth largest army in the world; this we knew because it was endlessly repeated. Numbers imprint themselves on the memory, because they are unambiguous, we remember them and therefore believe them. On and on it went. There seemed to be no end to the preparations.


In the early days of 1991 I was barely working. I went into the office only when I ran out of ideas to justify my absence. I visited doctors who were prepared, without even listening to my symptoms, to sign me off sick for implausible periods of time, which I made every effort to further extend by slowly honing my skills as a forger. At night, in the lamplight, I would retrace the figures as I listened to music on my headphones; my whole universe reduced to the pool of light, reduced to the space between my ears, reduced to the tip of the blue ballpoint that gradually afforded me even more free time. I would practise on a scrap of paper and then, with a sure hand, transform the symbols made by the doctors. In doing so, I doubled, I tripled the number of days I could spend in the warm, far from my work. I never discovered whether changing these symbols, falsifying numbers with a ballpoint pen, was enough to change reality, I never wondered whether there was some record other than the doctor’s certificate, but it didn’t matter; the office where I worked was so badly organized that sometimes when I didn’t go in, no one noticed. When I showed up the following day, no one paid any more attention than they did when I wasn’t there, as though absence were nothing. I was absent and my absence went unnoticed. So I stayed in bed.


On Monday early in 1991 I heard on the radio that Lyon was cut off by snow. The snowfall had brought down telephone cables, most trains were marooned in the stations, and those caught unawares



outside a station were covered with eiderdowns of snow. The people inside tried not to panic.


Here on the Scheldt river a few scant snowflakes fell, but further south everything had ground to a halt except for the huge snow-ploughs moving at a snail’s pace, each trailed by a line of cars, and the helicopters bringing aid to isolated villages. I was delighted that this had happened on a Monday, since no one knew here what the snow was like, so they would make a mountain out of it, a mysterious catastrophe, mindlessly trusting the pictures they saw on television. I phoned the office 300 metres away and claimed to be 800 kilometres away amid the white hills being shown on the news. Everyone at work knew I was from the Rhône, the Alps; I would sometimes go home for the weekend, they knew that; and since they had no real conception of mountains, of snow, everything tallied, there was no reason for me not to be snowed in like everyone else.


Then I went to my girlfriend’s house opposite the train station.


She was not surprised; she had been expecting me. She, too, had seen the snow outside her window and the flurries across the rest of France on the TV. She had called in sick, in that feeble tone she could adopt on the phone: she said she was suffering from the acute flu devastating France that had been all over the news; she could not come in to work today. She was still in her pyjamas when she let me in, so I got undressed and we lay on the bed, sheltering from the snowstorm and the sickness that were ravaging France and from which there was no reason, no reason at all, that we should be spared. We were victims, like everybody else. We made love undisturbed, while outside a light snow went on falling, floating, landing, flake after flake, in no hurry to arrive.


My girlfriend lived in a studio flat consisting of a single room with an alcove, and the bed in the alcove took up the whole space. I felt at peace next to her, wrapped in the duvet, our desires sated; we were happy in the quiet heat of a timeless day when no one knew where we were. I was happy in the warmth of my adoptive sanctuary with this



woman who had eyes of every colour, eyes I wanted to draw in green and blue crayons on brown paper. I wanted to, but I had no talent for drawing; and yet only art could have done justice to her eyes and the miraculous light in them. Words are not enough; they needed to be depicted. The transcendent colour of her eyes defied description in words and left no clues. I needed to show them. But showing is something that can be improvised, as idiotic TV sets demonstrated every day of the winter of 1991. The TV was turned towards the bed, so we could see the screen by plumping up the pillows to raise our heads. Sperm tugged at the hairs on my thighs as it dried, but I had no desire to shower; it was cold in the tiny bathroom and I was happy lying next to her, and so we watched television as we waited for desire to return.


The big news on TV was Operation Desert Storm, a codename straight out of Star Wars, cooked up by the scriptwriters of a special Cabinet. Gambolling alongside came Daguet, the French operation with its limited resources. ‘Daguet’ is French for a young stag, a fawn, a barely pubescent Bambi just starting to sprout antlers that frisks and frolics, never far from his parents. Where do these army types come up with these names? Who uses a word like ‘Daguet’? It had probably been suggested by a senior officer, the sort of guy who goes deer-hunting in the grounds of the family estate. Desert Storm is a name anyone on Earth can understand, it bursts from the mouth, explodes in the heart, it’s a video-game title. Daguet is elegant, it elicits a knowing smile from those who get the reference. The army has its own language, which is not the common tongue, and that is rather worrying. Military types in France do not speak, or do so only among themselves. We laugh about it. We think them so profoundly stupid they have no need of words. What have they ever done to us that we should treat them with such contempt? What have we ever done that the military should want to keep themselves to themselves?


The French army is a thorny subject. We don’t know what to think of these guys, we certainly don’t know what to do with them. They clutter up the place with their berets, the regimental traditions about



which we know little and care nothing, and their ruinously expensive equipment that makes such a dent in our taxes. The army in France is silent, ostensibly it answers to the Head of the Armed Forces, an elected civilian who knows nothing, takes care of everything and allows it do as it pleases. In France we have no idea what to think about ‘the troops’, we don’t even dare use the possessive, which might allow us to think of them as ours: we ignore them, fear them, mock them. We wonder why they do it, this tainted job steeped in blood and death; we assume conspiracies, unwholesome impulses, serious intellectual limitations. We prefer our soldiers out of sight, holed up in their secure bases in the south of France or travelling the world defending the last crumbs of Empire, gadding about overseas as they used to, in white uniforms with gold piping, on gleaming boats that shimmer in the sun. We prefer them to be far away, to be invisible, to leave us in peace. We prefer them to unleash their violence elsewhere, in far-off countries inhabited by people so unlike us that they hardly qualify as people.


This is the sum total of what I thought about the army – which is to say, nothing; but what I thought was no different from everyone, from everyone I knew; until that morning in 1991 when I allowed only my nose to emerge from beneath the duvet, and my eyes. With my girlfriend curled up next to me, gently stroking my stomach, together we watched the beginnings of World War Three on the TV at the end of the bed.


We gazed at streets filled with people, idly leaning out of this Hertzian window on to the world, contented in that blissful calm that follows orgasm, which makes it possible to see all without thinking ill, without thinking anything, which makes it possible to watch television with a smile that lingers for as long as the programmes keep coming. What to do after an orgy? Watch TV. Watch the news, watch this hypnotic device that manufactures insubstantial time, a thing of polystyrene, with no essence, no quality, a synthetic time that perfectly fills the time remaining.




During the preparations for the Gulf War, and afterwards, while it was being waged, I witnessed strange things; the whole world witnessed strange things. I saw a lot, since I scarcely left our cocoon of Hollofil – that marvellous hollow polyester fibre invented by DuPont to fill duvets, which keeps its shape, which insulates better than feathers, better than blankets, a revolutionary material which at last makes it possible – this is technological progress – to stay in bed and never go outside; because it was winter, because I was going through my phase of professional irresponsibility, I simply lay next to my girlfriend, watching television, while we waited for desire to return. We changed the duvet cover when it became sticky with our sweat, when the stains from the come I ejaculated copiously – and indiscriminately – dried and made the fabric crusty.


Leaning out of this electronic window, I watched Israelis attending a concert wearing gas masks – only the violinist was not wearing one, and he went on playing; I watched the ballet of bombs over Baghdad, those fantastical fireworks with their greenish trails, and in doing so learned that modern warfare is conducted in the glow of computer screens; I saw the faint, grey outlines of buildings shudder into focus only to explode, destroyed from within with everyone inside; I watched the huge B-52s with their albatross wings that had been taken out of mothballs in the deserts of Arizona to fly once more; they carried heavy bombs, bombs with highly specialized functions; I watched missiles skim the desert sands of Mesopotamia seeking out their targets, heard the protracted yowl of engines distorted by the Doppler Effect. I watched all this and I felt nothing, it was just something on TV, like in a second-rate movie. But the image that most shocked me in those early weeks of 1991 was a simple one – I doubt anyone remembers it – but it made that year, 1991, the last year of the twentieth century. On the news I witnessed the Spahi regiments from Valence leaving for the Gulf.


These young men were no older than thirty, their young wives standing next to them. They kissed their husbands for the cameras,



cradling children, most of whom were too young to talk. Tenderly, they embraced, these muscular young men and these pretty young women, and then the Spahis of Valence clambered into their sand-coloured trucks, their APCs, their Panhards. No one knew then how many would come back, no one knew then that no Western soldiers would be killed in this war – or almost none – no one knew then that the burden of death – like pollution, like the encroaching desert, like debt repayment – would be borne by countless others, the nameless others who inhabit hot countries; and so the voiceover could offer a melancholy commentary and we were united in grief as we watched our young boys leave for a far-off war. I was shell-shocked.


Such images are banal, they appear all the time on American and British television, but 1991 was the first time that we in France watched soldiers hug their wives and children and set off to war; the first time since 1914 that French soldiers were portrayed as people whose suffering we might share, people we might miss.


The world had shifted slightly on its axis. I flinched.


I sat up and more than my nose appeared from beneath the duvet. My mouth, my shoulders, my torso emerged. I had to sit up, I had to watch, because what I was witnessing – something beyond all understanding, yet in full view of everyone – was a public reconciliation on national television. I drew up my legs, wrapped my arms around them and, resting my chin on my knees, I carried on watching this primal scene: the Spahis of Valence leaving for the Gulf; some wiped away a tear as they climbed aboard trucks painted the colour of sand.


In those first days of 1991 nothing happened: preparations were being made for the Gulf War. Forced to go on talking while knowing nothing, the television networks prattled on. They spat out a torrent of meaningless images. They interviewed experts who made up statistics on the spot. They broadcast archive footage, what there was of it, what had not been censored by one service or another, ending with wide-angle shots of the desert over which a disembodied voice reeled



off figures. They fabricated. They fictionalized. They repeated the same details, searching for new ways to say the same things without it becoming tedious. They drivelled.


I watched it all. I witnessed the deluge of images, let it flow through me; I followed its meanders; it flowed aimlessly, but always following the line of least resistance; in those first days of 1991 I was engrossed by everything, I had taken a break from life, I had nothing to do but watch and feel. I spent my time lounging in bed, to the regular rhythm of desire blossoming and being spent. Perhaps no one still remembers the Spahis of Valence leaving for the Gulf, apart from those who left and I who watched everything, because during the winter of 1991 nothing happened. People commented on this nothingness, filled this nothingness with empty air, they waited; nothing happened except this: the army was welcomed back into society.


One might wonder where on Earth it had been all this time.


My girlfriend was surprised by my sudden fascination with a war that never started. Usually, I affected a vague air of boredom, an ironic detachment, a taste for the intellectual flurries that I found more reliable, more restful and certainly much more entertaining than the crushing weight of reality. She asked me what I was watching so intently.


‘I’d love to drive one of those big trucks,’ I said. ‘The sand-coloured ones with the caterpillar treads.’


‘That sort of thing is for little boys and you’re not a little boy any more. Not remotely,’ she added, laying her hand on me, right on that magnificent organ which has a life of its own, which has its own heart and consequently its own feeling, thoughts and impulses.


I didn’t answer, I wasn’t sure, so I lay down next to her again. Officially, we were ill and snowed in, and, sheltered here, we had the whole day to ourselves, and the night, and the following day; until we were breathless and our desire exhausted.


That year, I dedicated myself to obsessive absenteeism. Day and night I thought only of ways to malinger, to shirk, to skive, to hide



out in some dark corner while others marched in step. In a few short months I destroyed everything I had ever had in terms of social ambition, professionalism, my sense of belonging. Beginning in the autumn I had taken advantage of the cold and damp, natural and thus incontrovertible phenomena: a sore throat was enough for me to take time off. I skipped work, I neglected my duties, and not always to go to see my girlfriend.


What did I do? I wandered the streets, skulked in cafés, sat in libraries reading books about science and history, I did all the things a single man can do in a city when he has no desire to go home. More often than not I did nothing.


I have no memory of that winter, nothing specific, nothing to relate, but when I hear the jingle for the France Info news bulletin, it plunges me into such a state of gloom that I realize that this was how I spent my time: listening to the radio, waiting for the world news bulletin, which came every fifteen minutes like the ticking of some great clock, the clock of my heart which was beating so slowly back then, the clock of the world inexorably ticking towards midnight.





There was a management reshuffle at the company where I worked. My line manager had wanted only one thing: to leave, and he succeeded. He found another job and the vacant post was filled by someone else, someone who planned to stay, and he restored order.


My former manager’s questionable competence and desperate need to leave had protected me; his replacement’s ambition and IT skills scuppered me. Though he had never said a word to me, the two-faced bastard who had left had made a note of all my absences. He kept files recording attendance, lateness, efficiency; everything that could be measured he had itemized. It had kept him busy while he planned his escape, but he had never breathed a word about it. The obsessive-compulsive left behind this dossier; his ambitious successor was trained to cut costs. Any available information was useful; he inherited the dossier and immediately suspended me.




The Evaluaxe software presented my contribution to the company as a series of curves on a graph. Most of these languished at the base of the x-axis. One – a red curve – had been rising in jagged peaks ever since preparations began for the Gulf War, and still hovered in the upper strata. Far below, a dotted line in the same colour indicated the norm.


He tapped the screen with the rubber of a meticulously sharpened pencil he never used for writing, only for pointing at the screen, tapping to emphasize key points. Against such technology, such meticulous records, against software capable of producing such unassailable graphs, the ballpoint I had used to fake doctor’s notes was ineffective. I was, visibly, a weak link.


‘Look at the screen. I should fire you for professional misconduct.’


He went on tapping at the curves with his rubber, seemingly lost in thought; it sounded like a rubber ball trapped in a bowl.


‘But there might be a solution.’


I held my breath. My mood shifted from depression to hope; even when you don’t care, no one likes being given the boot.


‘As a result of the war, the economic situation has deteriorated. We have to lay off several members of staff. Everything will be done according to standard procedures. You’ll be among the redundancies.’


I nodded. What could I say? I stared at the figures on the screen. The numbers formed a graph that showed exactly what it was intended to show. I could clearly see my economic inefficiency, it was unarguable. Numbers pass through language without even acknowledging its presence; numbers leave you speechless, open-mouthed, panting for breath in the rarefied air of the mathematical sphere. I assented with a monosyllable. I was happy that he was laying me off according to standard procedures rather than firing me for gross misconduct. He smiled and spread his hands as if to say, ‘Don’t mention it… I’m not sure why I’m doing this. Now get out quick, before I change my mind.’


I backed out of his office, I left the building. I later learned that he pulled the same stunt on everyone he was letting go. He proposed



overlooking their failings if they would agree to redundancy. Rather than protesting, everyone had thanked him. Never had a redundancy scheme gone more smoothly: a third of the staff stood up, thanked him and left; that was that.


They laid the blame for these cuts on the war, because wars have unfortunate consequences. There is nothing to be done, it’s war. Reality cannot be stopped.


That night I packed up all my belongings in boxes I got from the mini-mart and decided to go back to where I came from. My life was shit, so it hardly mattered where I lived. I’d love to have a different life, but I’m the narrator. The narrator can’t simply do what he likes: for a start, he has to narrate. If I had to live as well as narrating, I don’t think I would be up to it. Why do so many writers write about their childhoods? It’s because they have no other life: they spend the rest of it writing. Childhood is the only time when they could live without thinking about anything else. Ever since, they have been writing, it takes up all their time, because writing uses up time the way embroidery uses thread. And we have only one thread.


My life is a pain in the arse and I am telling it; I’d prefer to show; and for that, to draw. That’s what I would like: to just wave my hand so everyone could see. But drawing requires skill, an apprenticeship, a knack, whereas telling stories is a part of being human: you only have to open your mouth and let out your breath. I have to breathe, and talking amounts to the same thing. And so I tell stories, even if reality always escapes. A prison made of breath is not very secure.


A while back I had marvelled at the beautiful eyes of my girlfriend, this woman I was so close to, and I tried to depict them. ‘Depict’ is a word appropriate to narration, and also to my lack of ability as an artist: I depicted her and managed only a scrawl. I asked her to pose with her eyes open and to look at me, while my vivid, coloured pencils moved across the paper, but she looked away. Her beautiful eyes misted over and she cried. She was not worthy for me to look at her, she said, much less paint her or draw her or depict her; she talked to me about



her sister, who was much more beautiful, who had magnificent eyes, gorgeous breasts, like the ones you see on the figureheads of old-fashioned sailing ships, whereas she… I had to set down my pencils, take her in my arms and gently stroke her breasts while I reassured her, wiped away her tears and told her over and over how I felt when she touched me, when I was with her, when I saw her. The pencils on my unfinished sketch fell still, and I told and told when what I really wanted was to show; I sank deeper into the tangle of storytelling, when all I wanted was to show how it was, and I was condemned again and again to narration to make everything right. I never did draw her eyes. But I remember the desire to do so, a desire on paper.


My boring life could easily be relocated. Having no ties, I was governed by the force of habit, which acts like gravity. In the end the river Rhône, which I knew, suited me better than the Escaut, which I didn’t know; in the end, meaning at the end, meaning for the end. I went back to Lyon to put an end to things.





Desert Storm got me fired. I was collateral damage from an explosion that no one ever saw, but which could be felt in the empty images on television. I was so tenuously connected to life that it took only a distant sigh for me to become unmoored. The butterflies of the US Air Force flapped their wings of steel, setting off a tornado in my soul on the other side of the world; it triggered something in me and I went back to where I came from. This war was the last event in my former life; this war was the end of the twentieth century in which I had grown up. The Gulf War reshaped reality and reality suddenly collapsed.


War took place, but what difference did it make? For all we know it could have been made up. We were watching it on screens. But it altered reality in some of its little-known areas; it changed the economy; it triggered my redundancy and was the reason I went back to what I had been running from; and, people said, the soldiers when they returned from those sweltering countries never truly recovered



their souls: they fell mysteriously ill, insomniac, grief-stricken, and died from an internal collapse of the liver, the lungs, of the skin.


It was worth being interested in this war.





War took place, we knew little about it. It was for the best. Such details as we had, those we managed to glean, offered a glimpse of a reality better kept hidden. Desert Storm happened. Daguet, our little Bambi, frolicked alongside. The Iraqis were pounded by a quantity of bombs difficult to imagine, more than had ever been dropped. There was one for every Iraqi citizen. Some of the bombs pierced walls and exploded inside, others flattened floor after floor before exploding in the cellar among those hiding there; ‘blackout bombs’ emitted clouds of graphite particles that caused short-circuits and destroyed electrical installations; thermobaric bombs sucked up all the oxygen within a vast radius; still others sniffed out their targets like dogs following a scent, nose to the ground, pouncing on their prey and exploding on contact. Later, crowds of Iraqis were machine-gunned as they stumbled from their shelters; perhaps they were attacking, perhaps they were surrendering; we never knew because they died, there was no one left. They had been given weapons only the day before, because the wary Ba’ath Party, having eliminated every competent officer, did not issue their troops with weapons for fear they might rebel. These scruffy soldiers might as well have been issued with wooden rifles. Those who did not manage to get out in time were buried in their shelters by bulldozers that moved forwards in a line, shovelling up the earth before them, sealing the trenches and burying everything and everyone inside. It lasts only a few days, this curious war that looked more like a demolition site. The Iraqis, equipped with Soviet tanks, tried to launch a vast battle on level ground like the Battle of Kursk, only to be ripped to shreds by a single pass of propeller planes. These lumbering planes, designed for ground strikes, bombarded the tanks using rounds of depleted uranium, a newly discovered metal as green as the colour of war, more dense than lead and therefore capable of



piercing steel. The corpses were left to rot; no one came to peer inside the smoking tanks after the black birds which killed them had flown past. What did they look like? Like tins of ravioli torn open and tossed into a fire? There are no pictures and the bodies stayed in the desert, hundreds of kilometres from anywhere.


The Iraqi army collapsed. The fourth largest army in the world fled; a disorderly retreat along the motorway north of Kuwait City, a ragtag column of several thousand vehicles, trucks, cars and buses, bumper-to-bumper, loaded with plunder and moving at walking speed. The whole convoy was set ablaze by helicopters, I think, or maybe ground-hugging planes, that flew in from the south and unleashed sticks of smart bombs that carried out their tasks with a marked lack of discrimination. Everything was torched: tanks, civilian cars, men, and the treasures which they had plundered from the oil-rich city. Everything congealed into a river of molten rubber, metal, flesh and plastic. After that the war ended. The sand-coloured tanks of the Gulf War Coalition stopped in mid-desert, turned off their engines and there was silence. The sky was black and dripping with the greasy soot from the burning oil wells, and the foul stench of burning rubber and human flesh hung in the air.





The Gulf War did not take place, people wrote, to explain the failure of this war to register in our minds. It would be better had it not taken place, for all the dead whose number and names we will never know. During this war the Iraqis were stamped out like irritating ants, the kind that sting you in the back while you’re taking a nap. There were few Western fatalities; we know their names and we know exactly how they died – mostly accidentally or from friendly fire. We will never know the number of Iraqis fatalities, nor how each of them died. How could we? It is a poor country; they cannot afford one death each; they were killed en masse. They burned together and died, melted into blocks like some Mafia gangland killing, buried beneath the sand of their trenches, crushed into the concrete rubble of their shelters,



charred amid the molten metal of burnt-out vehicles. They died in bulk, not a trace of them was found. Their names were not recorded. In this war, it dies the way it rains; ‘it’ is a state of affairs, an act of Nature about which there is nothing to be done; and ‘it’ kills, too, since none of the players in this mass slaughter saw who was killed nor how they were killed. The bodies were distant, at the far end of the missiles’ trajectory, far below the wings of the planes that had already disappeared. It was a clean war that left no marks on the hands of the killers. There were no real atrocities, just the great calamity of war, refined by research and industry.





We could choose to see nothing, to understand nothing; we could let words wash over us: it wars like it rains, it is fate. Narration is powerless, there is no way to recount this war; the fictions that are usually so vivid are, in this case, allusive, awkward, clumsily pieced together. What happened in 1991, what filled our television screens for months, is insubstantial. And yet something happened. It cannot be related using traditional storytelling, but it can be identified by number and by name. This was something I later understood through a film. Because I love film.


I have always watched war movies. I enjoy sitting in the dark, watching films with helicopters, to a soundtrack of cannon and the rattle of machine-gun fire. It’s Futurism, as beautiful as a Marinetti, it is thrilling to the little boy that I have always remained, little, a boy, pow! and pow! kapow! It’s as beautiful as primitive art, as beautiful as the kinetic art of the 1920s, but with the addition of a thunderous soundtrack that pounds, that heightens the images, that thrills the viewer, plastering him to his seat like a gale-force wind. I have always loved war movies, but this one, the one I saw years later, sent cold shivers down my spine, because of the names and the numbers.


Oh, how well movies show things! Look, just look at how much more can be shown in two hours of cinema than in whole days of television. Image after image: framed images spew forth a torrent of



images. The fixed frame projected on to the wall, as unblinking as the eye of an insomniac in the darkness of the room, makes it possible for reality to finally appear, by virtue of its slowness, its intensity, its pitiless permanence. Look! I turn towards the wall and I see them, my queens, he would say, this man who stopped writing, this man who still has the sexual habits of a teenager. He would have loved the cinema.


We sit on cushioned seats that cradle us like shells, the house lights dim, the seat backs hide our actions, hide our thoughts and gestures. Through the window that opens up before you – and even now, sometimes, a curtain is raised before the images are projected – through this window you see the world. And slowly in the darkness I gently slide my hand into the cleft of the girl with me, and on the screen I see; I finally understand.


I no longer know the name of the girl who was with me then. It is strange to know so little about the people you sleep with. But I have no head for names and we mostly made love with our eyes closed. At least I did; and I don’t remember her name. I regret that. I could force myself to, or I could make one up. No one would be any the wiser. I would pick a commonplace name to make it seem real or maybe an unusual name to be cute. I hesitate. But inventing a name would change nothing; it would not change the fundamental horror of the mental blank and the fact we are unaware of that mental blank. Because this is the most terrifying, the most destructive cataclysm of all, this blank one does not notice.


In this film I saw, this film that terrified me, this movie by a famous director which was shown in cinemas, released on DVD, this film the whole world saw, the action takes place in Somalia – nowhere, in other words. An American Special Ops unit has to cross Mogadishu, capture some guy and make it home. But the Somalis fight back. The Americans are fired on, and they fire back. There were dead, many of them American. Every American’s death is shown before, during and after the event; they die slowly. They die one by one; each has a



moment to himself as he dies. The Somalis, on the other hand, die as in a trap shoot, en masse; no one troubles to count them. When the Americans retreat, they find one of their number is missing; he has been taken prisoner, and a helicopter flies over Mogadishu, blasting his name over a loudhailer cranked up to maximum volume to let him know he is not forgotten. The closing credits give the number and names of the nineteen Americans who died, and mentions that at least a thousand Somalis were killed. No one is shocked by this film. No one is shocked by this disproportion. By this imbalance. Of course not; we are used to it. In unequal wars – the only wars in which the West takes part – the ratio is always the same: at least ten to one. The film is based on a true story – unsurprisingly, that is the way these things go. We know this. In colonial wars we do not count the fatalities on the other side, because they are not dead, nor are they enemies: they are natural obstacles that must be overcome, like rocks or mangrove roots or mosquitoes. We do not count them, because they do not count.


After the destruction of the fourth biggest army in the world – a fatuous piece of journalese that was repeated like a mantra – we were so relieved to see almost everyone come home that we forgot those deaths, as if the war really had not taken place. The Western fatalities died by accident, their names are known, they will be remembered; the others do not count. It took a movie to teach me this: as bodies are massacred by machine, their souls, unnoticed, are erased. When no traces of a murder exist, the murder itself disappears; still the ghosts pile up, we simply cannot see them.


Here, right here, I would like to raise a statue. Bronze, maybe, because bronze statues are solid and you can make out the facial features. It would be set on a small pedestal, not too high, so that it is still accessible, and surrounded by lawns where anyone is allowed to sit. It would be erected in the middle of a busy square, a place where people pass, meeting, then head off in all directions.


It would be a statue of a little man with no physical charm, wearing an unfashionable suit and a pair of huge glasses that distort his



features; he would be depicted with a pen and paper, holding the pen out so that someone could sign the piece of paper like a pollster in the street or an activist trying to persuade you to sign a petition.


He is not much to look at, his pose is humble, but I would like to erect a statue to Paul Teitgen.


There is nothing physically impressive about him. He was weedy and short-sighted. When he came to take up his pose at the préfecture in Algeria, when he arrived with others to take control of the départements of North Africa that had been abandoned, indiscriminately, to personal and racial violence, when he arrived, he shuddered in the doorway of the plane from the heat. In an instant, he was bathed in sweat, despite the safari suit bought from the shop for colonial ambassadors on the Boulevard Saint-Germain. He took out a handkerchief and mopped his brow, removed his glasses – which had fogged – in order to wipe them, and in that moment he could see nothing: only the harsh glare of the runway, the shadows, the dark suits of the welcoming committee. He considered turning around and going straight home, then he put his glasses back on and went down the gangway. His suit was plastered to his back and, scarcely able to see a thing, he stepped on to the tarmac, into the shimmering heat haze.


He took up his post and fulfilled his duties above and beyond what he could have imagined.


In 1957 the paras had all the power. Bombs were going off in Algiers, several a day. The paratroopers had been ordered to make the bombings stop. They were given no rules of engagement. They had just come back from Indo-China, so they knew how to run in the woods, to hide, to fight, to kill in every way possible. They were asked to make the bombings stop. They were paraded through the streets of Algiers cheered on by crowds of Europeans.


They began arresting people, almost all of them Arabs. Those arrested were asked whether they made bombs or whether they knew anyone who made bombs, or, failing that, anyone who knew anyone, and so on. If you ask enough people, use enough force, you eventually



find what you are looking for. If you forcibly interrogate everyone, you eventually find the person making the bombs.


To fulfil the order they had been given, they built a death machine, a slaughterhouse through which they dragged the Arabs of Algiers. They drew numbers on the houses, wrote up a file for every man, which they pinned to the wall; they pieced together the ‘hidden tree’ of the kasbah. They cross-referenced information. Whatever was left of the man afterwards, a crumpled, bloodstained husk, they made disappear. You don’t leave such things lying around.


Paul Teitgen was the Sécretaire Général de la Police, working at the préfecture for the département of Algiers. He was the civilian assistant to the general commanding the paratroopers. He was a silent shadow, all that was asked of him was that he agree. Not even agree: nothing was asked of him.


But he, on the other hand, did ask.


Paul Teitgen succeeded – and for this he deserves a statue – in getting the paratroopers to sign an arrest warrant for each of the men they detained. He must have used up a lot of pens! He signed all the warrants given to him by the paratroopers, a thick sheaf of them each day; he signed every one of them, and every one represented someone imprisoned, someone interrogated, someone helping the army with their enquiries, always the same enquiries, asked with too much force for all these men to survive.


He signed the warrants, he kept copies, each one carried a name. A colonel would come to do an audit. When he had tallied the number of those released, those incarcerated and those who had escaped, Paul Teitgen would point out the discrepancy between his figures and the list of names he used to cross-reference. ‘What about them?’ he would ask, and give a warrant number and a name; and every day the colonel, who didn’t like this, answered with a shrug: ‘Them? They disappeared. That’s all there is to it.’ And ended the meeting.


Behind the scenes, Paul Teitgen kept a tally of the dead.




In the end he knew how many. Out of all of those brutally snatched from their homes, stopped in the street, tossed into a jeep that suddenly appeared and immediately disappeared, or into a covered truck, destination unknown – though everyone knew the destination all too well – out of these men, who numbered 20,000 of the 150,000 Arabs of Algiers, of the 70,000 residents of the kasbah, 3,024 ‘disappeared’. It was claimed that they had fled to join their comrades in the mountains. Some were found on the beaches, thrown up by the tide, their bodies bloated and ravaged by the salt, bearing wounds that could be blamed on fish, on crabs, on prawns.


For each of these men Paul Teitgen had a file with a name that he had personally signed. What does it matter? you might argue. What does it matter to those men who disappeared? What does it matter, this scrap of paper with their name, since they did not survive? What does it matter that below their name you can read the signature of the civilian assistant to the general of the paratroop regiment? What does it matter when it does not change their fate? Kaddish does not change the fate of the dead, either: they will not be coming back. But it is a prayer of such power that it confers honour on those who say it, and that honour goes with the departed, and the wound it leaves among the living will heal over, it will hurt less, for a shorter time.


Paul Teitgen counted the dead. He signed brief, bureaucratic prayers so that the slaughter would not be indiscriminate, so that the number of the dead would be known, and their names.


For this he deserves our thanks. Helpless, horrified, he survived a reign of terror by counting and naming the dead. During a reign of terror, when a man could disappear in a jet of flame, when a man’s fate was etched on his face, when he might never come back from a ride in a jeep, when trucks transported mangled, still-breathing bodies to be killed, when whimpering bodies on a street corner in Zéralda were finished off with a knife, when men were tossed into the sea like so much garbage, he did the only thing he could do, having decided not to leave on that first day. In this maelstrom of fire, of jagged



splinters, of stabbings, blows, water torture, electric shocks, he did the only human thing: one by one, he made a census of the dead, he safeguarded their names. He registered their absence and, when the colonel made his daily audit, he asked questions. And the colonel, embarrassed, annoyed, replied that they had disappeared. OK, fine, they’ve disappeared, Teitgen would say, noting down the warrant number and their name.


What we are clinging to is all too slight, but inside the death machine that was the Battle of Algiers, those men who believed that people were people, that they had a number and a name, those men saved their owns souls, the souls of those who understood, and the souls of those over whose fate they agonized. Long after their mangled, broken bodies had disappeared, their souls remained, they did not become ghosts.


Now I understand the importance of that act, although I didn’t back when I was watching TV footage of Desert Storm. I understand now because I learned it from a film; and also because I met Victorien Salagnon. From this man, who was my teacher, I learned that the dead who are named and counted are not lost.


Victorien Salagnon lit the path for me, meeting him at a point when I had hit rock bottom guided me. It was he who forced me to see that symbol that runs like a thread through history, that obscure yet obvious mathematical symbol that pervades all things, it is a ratio, a fraction, and it can be expressed as 10:1. This ratio is the clandestine symbol of colonial massacre.


On my return to Lyon I settled into humble digs. I filled the furnished room with the meagre contents of my boxes. I was alone and that did not bother me. I was not thinking of meeting someone, as single people often are: I was not looking for a soulmate. I didn’t care, since my soul has no mate, no sisters, no brothers; it has always been an only child, and no relationship will ever coax it from its isolation. Besides, I liked the single women of my age who lived alone in cramped flats



and who, when I came round, would light candles and curl up on the sofa, hugging their knees. They were hoping for an escape, they were waiting for me to disentangle their arms, so that they could hug something other than their knees, but living with them would have destroyed the quivering magic of flickering flame that illuminated these single women, the magic of those folded arms opening to me; and so, once their arms were opened, I was disinclined to stay.


Thankfully, I wanted for nothing. The tortuous workings of the Human Resources department in my former company, coupled with the first-rate social welfare in this country – no matter what people may say, no matter what they may have become – afforded me a year of peace and quiet. I had a year. A year in which to do so many things. I did one thing. I prevaricated.


When my income began to dwindle I became a distributor of free newspapers. I would set out in the morning with a cap on my head to push freesheets through letterboxes. I wore woollen mittens that looked a little shabby but were perfectly suited to the task of ringing doorbells and grabbing paper. I dragged along a shopping trolley laden with the newspapers I had to give out; it was very heavy because paper is heavy, and I had to force myself to push just one copy through each letterbox. After a hundred metres, the temptation would take hold to dump the whole lot in one batch rather than distribute them. I was tempted to fill the rubbish bins, stuff discarded boxes, to accidentally-on-purpose shove two, five, ten through a letterbox rather than one in each; but there would have been complaints, a supervisor followed my route, and I would have lost a job that earned one centime for every paper, 40 centimes per kilogram of paper lugged, this job that kept me busy in the mornings. From daybreak I roamed the city, preceded by the white mist of my breath, hauling an obscenely heavy old lady’s trolley. I tramped the streets, humbly greeting the upstanding citizens I passed, well-dressed and groomed, on their way to work, careful not to stare. With a keen eye versed in class warfare they sized me up – my anorak, my cap, my



gloves – decided to say nothing, walked past and let me go on my way; moving quickly, shoulders hunched, almost invisible, I stuffed one copy into each letterbox and moved on. I covered my area systematically, painstakingly blanketing it in a pollution of publicity that would end up in the bin the next day; and at the end of my route I always stopped at the café on the boulevard separating Lyon from Voracieux-les-Bredins, where I would drink a small glass of white wine around noon. At one o’clock I headed off to load up again. The papers for the following day were delivered at fixed times. I had to be there, I couldn’t hang about.


I worked mornings, because after that everything closed. No one comes to lock up: the doors themselves decide when to open and close. The keypads have timers that tick off the time required for the postman, the cleaners, the delivery men, and at noon they close; after that, only someone with a key or an entry code can get in.


So I spent the mornings plying my parasitical trade, cap on my head, lugging a trolley weighed down with paper, inveigling myself into people’s nests to lay my promotional egg before the doors closed. It’s creepy, when you think about it, that objects can decide something as important as when to open and close; but no one thinks about it, we prefer to assign difficult tasks to machines, whether their difficulty is physical or moral. Advertising is a form of parasite; I wormed my way into people’s nests, deposited my sheaves of garishly coloured, unmissable offers as quickly as possible, then went next door to deposit some more. All the while the doors silently counted off the minutes. At noon the mechanism was activated. I was locked out. There was nothing I could do. So I went to celebrate the end of my day, my short, irregular working day, with a few glasses of white wine at the nearest bar.


On Saturdays I walked faster. By distributing my papers at a jogging pace and dumping the remainder into the recycling bins, I gained a good hour, which I spent at the same bistro at the end of my route. Some of the other customers there, like me, worked insecure jobs



or lived off their pensions. We gathered in this bistro at the frontier between Lyon and Voracieux-les-Bredins, all of us finished or nearing the finish line, and on Saturdays there were three times as many of us as on other days. I drank with the regulars and on Saturday I could stay a bit longer. Soon I was part of the furniture. I was younger than they were. I couldn’t hold my drink, and that made them laugh.


I first saw Victorien Salagnon in that bistro, one Saturday, saw him through the thick yellow coke-bottle glasses of my midday wine, which made reality more fuzzy but much closer, more fluid and impossible to grasp, which in those days suited me well.


He was sitting on his own at the sort of sticky old wooden table you seldom see in Lyon now. He was drinking alone, a half-bottle of white that he made last, and reading the local paper which he spread over the table. The local paper was a broadsheet; unfolded, it took up four places, so no one came to sit with him. Towards noon, in the packed café, he casually presided over the only free table in the bistro, while others stood huddled at the bar, but no one bothered him, they were used to him, and he went on reading the trivial titbits of local news without raising his head.


Someone told me something that helped explain this one day. The man standing next to me at the bar leaned over, pointed to Salagnon, and whispered in a voice loud enough for everyone to hear: ‘See the guy with the paper taking up all the space? A veteran of the Indo-China War, he is. And I tell you, the stuff he got up to over there…’


He gave a knowing wink to indicate he knew much more and that it explained a lot. He straightened himself and drained his glass of wine.


Indo-China! There was a word you never heard any more, except as a term of abuse for veterans, l’Indochine as a region no longer exists; the name has been mothballed, put in a glass case, even to utter it is bad luck. In the vocabulary I had learned from my left-wing parents, on the rare occasions the word was spoken it was uttered with the same hint of disgust or contempt used for anything colonial. It was unsurprising for it to pop up in a crumbling bar, among men in whom



liver failure and cancer were running a race; I had to come here, to the arse-end of the world, down in its basement, among the dregs, to hear the word spoken again as it must once have sounded.


This was said in a stage whisper; I had to reply in the same tone. ‘Oh, Indo-China!’ I said. ‘A bit like Vietnam, wasn’t it? Well, a French-style Vietnam, meaning cobbled together with no equipment! Since we had no helicopters, the soldiers jumped out of planes and, assuming their parachutes actually opened, they carried on on foot.’


The man at the table heard me. He looked up and made an attempt to smile. He stared at me with icy-blue eyes whose expression I couldn’t make out, but maybe he was just staring at me. ‘I suppose you’ve got a point. Well, about the lack of resources, anyway,’ then he went back to reading his outspread newspaper, turning the huge pages, never missing one, until he came to the end. The conversation moved on to something else; standing at the bar is no place for serious conversation. That’s the whole point of the aperitif: the rapidity, the lack of gravity, the lack of inertia, the fact that everyone assumes physical characteristics that do not belong to the real world, the one that burdens us, bogs us down. Through wine-tinted spectacles the world we saw was smaller and better suited to our half-hearted ambitions. When the time came I headed off with my empty trolley and went back to my room for a nap to sleep off what I had drunk that morning. This job was threatening to give me cirrhosis and, as I drifted off, I kept promising myself I would find something else soon, but I always fell asleep before I worked out what.


The old man’s stare lingered with me. The colour of a glacier, with no emotion, no depth. Yet it radiated a calm, an attentiveness that took in everything around him. His gaze fostered a sort of intimacy, there seemed to be no barriers that prevented you from being seen or distorted how you were seen. Maybe I was just imagining things, deceived by the curious colour of his eyes, that emptiness like an ice floe on black water; but this look that I had seen for a fleeting second stayed with me, and for the whole week I dreamed of Indo-China, and



the dream I woke from each morning haunted me all day. I had never thought about it before, about Indo-China, now I dreamed about it in images that were precise but totally imaginary.


I dreamed of a vast house. We were inside; we did not know how big it was or what was outside; I did not even know who ‘we’ were. We climbed a large, creaking wooden staircase that rose in a languid spiral to each landing, from which corridors lined with doors branched off. We moved in single file, marching slowly, lugging heavy backpacks. I don’t remember any weapons, only the old-fashioned khaki canvas backpacks with their metal frames and straps padded with felt. We were in uniform, climbing this endless staircase, moving in silence, single file, down long corridors. The lighting was dim, the panelling absorbed all the light; there were no windows or the inside shutters were closed.


Behind half-open doors we saw people sitting, eating in silence or asleep, sprawled on huge beds, flanked by thick cushions, lying on chequered bedspreads. We climbed for a long time and, reaching a landing, we piled our rucksacks in a heap. The officer in charge showed us where to take up our positions. We slumped, exhausted, behind the rucksacks, he alone stayed standing. Scrawny, legs apart, arms akimbo, he kept his sleeves rolled up, and his cool demeanour ensured our safety. We barricaded the staircases, made a barrier with our rucksacks, but the enemy was in the walls. I knew this because on several occasions I found myself looking through their eyes, staring down at us from above, through cracks in the ceiling. I never named this enemy, because I never saw it. I simply saw through its eyes. I knew from the start that this close combat was the Indochine War. We were attacked, we were constantly under attack. The enemy ripped the wallpaper, surged from the walls, fell from the ceiling. I don’t remember any guns, any explosions, just that ripping sound, that surging, that danger that streamed from the walls and the ceilings that enclosed us. We were outnumbered, we were heroic, we retreated to a narrow strip



of landing behind our rucksacks, while our officer, fists on his hips, stood, implacable, jerking his chin to let us know where we should be positioned during the various phases of the attack.


I thrashed about during this dream and woke bathed in a sweat that stank of wine. All the next day I could not shake off the overpowering image of that house, the walls closing in, and the self-assured swagger of that scrawny officer standing over us, reassuring us.


After the violence of the dream had dissolved, all that remained was the ‘we’. A nebulous ‘we’ ran through this dream, ran through my account of it, one that, for want of a better one, described the non-specific viewpoint through which I lived this dream. Because we live our dreams. The point of view through which I lived it had been undefined. I was one or other of the marching soldiers shouldering a rucksack. I was one of the soldiers huddled behind a rucksack, trying to defend himself, forced to retreat again, but I was also a part of the surreptitious gaze that watched them from the walls. I was part of the collective breath that made it possible to tell this story. The only person I was not, the only one who was not part of this ‘we’ and who kept his ‘he’, was the skinny officer, unarmed and standing to attention, whose keen eye saw everything and whose self-control saved us. Saved us.


‘We’ is performative; simply to utter the word creates a group; ‘we’ denotes a group of people that includes the speaker, and the person speaking can speak in their name; their ties between them are so strong that the one may speak for all. How was it possible, in the spontaneity of a dream, that I had used this impulsive ‘we’? How can I have experienced something I had never experienced and I do not even know? How can I morally say ‘we’ when I know all too well that terrible acts were committed? And yet ‘we’ acted, ‘we’ knew; there was no other way to say it.


Whenever I awoke from these alcohol-induced naps, I read books, I watched films. In the attic room where I lived I was free until the



evening. I wanted to find out everything I could about this lost country of which only a name remains, a single, capitalized word filled with sweet, unhealthy vibrations, preserved deep within the language. I learned all there was to learn about this war of which there are no images, since few photographs were taken, many were destroyed, and those that survive are difficult to understand, eclipsed as they are by the photographs, so numerous and so easily understandable, of the American war.


What to call these men who tramped in single file through the forest, shouldering old-fashioned, khaki canvas rucksacks like the one I carried as a boy, when my father gave me the one he had carried as a child? Should these men be called ‘the French’? And if so, what would that make me? Should they be called ‘we’? Is it enough to be French to be implicated in what other Frenchmen do? The question seems futile, semantic, a matter of knowing which pronoun to use to denote those who marched through the forest, with rucksacks whose metal frame I felt digging into my back when I was a child. I want to know who I’m living with. I shared a common language with these men, and it is good to share things with those you love. I shared a sense of place with them; we walked the same streets, went to the same schools, listened to the same stories; we ate particular foods that other people do not eat and we enjoyed them. We spoke together in the only language that counts, the one you understand unthinkingly. We are all organs of the body united by the caresses of a common tongue. Who knows how far that great body extends? Who knows what the left hand is doing while the right is busy fondling? What is the rest of the body doing when your attention is diverted by the caresses of that tongue? I wondered as I fondled the cleft of the girl lying next to me. I’ve forgotten her name; it’s strange to know so little about the people you sleep with. It is strange but, most of the time, when we are lying next to each other, we have our eyes closed, and when we open them by accident we are too close to make out the person’s face. It is impossible to know who ‘we’ is, impossible to resolve semantic questions, so what cannot be



said is passed over in silence. And we will talk no more about those men tramping through the forest than we do about the name of the woman lying so close, that we will soon forget.


We know so little about those close to us. It is terrifying. It is important to try to know.


I saw him several times, the man with the unfolded newspaper. I did not know his name, but that was not important in this out-of-the-way café. Here, the regulars were just hoary clichés; each existed as a single detail, mentioned over and over; this detail, endlessly repeated, unchanging, meant people knew who you were; it meant others could laugh, and everyone could drink. Alcohol is the perfect fuel for such machines. It explodes, the tank is quickly emptied. The sudden emptiness is brutal; you have no choice; you refuel. He was the war vet who spread out his newspaper at a busy time so as not to be disturbed; I was the young man on a slippery slope who never went anywhere without a little old lady’s shopping trolley, and at one o’clock every afternoon went to get topped up: no one tired of making jokes about that.


This could have carried on for a long time. It could have carried on until he dropped. It could have carried on until he withered and died, because he was older than me. It could have carried on until my final humiliation, until I had no money, no energy, or words left to hold my own, no strength left to sit with these men at the bar where we were all lined up, waiting for the end. It could have carried on for a long time, because that kind of life is designed not to change. Alcohol pickles the living in the last pose they struck. You see it in museums, where the bodies of those once living are preserved in jars.


But Sunday saved us.


Some people find Sundays tedious and avoid them, but that blank day is essential to change; it is the space reserved where change can come to pass. On Sunday I discovered his name and my life took a different turn.




The Sunday I learned his name I was strolling through the Artists’ Market along the Saône. The name makes me laugh. It precisely sums up what it is: a flea market for art lovers.


What was I doing there? I had seen better days. I’ll tell you about it sometime. I once had education, and taste. I loved the arts and knew a little about them. I may be disillusioned with them, but I’m not bitter, and I completely understand Duchamp’s maxim: ‘Even the fart of an artist is art.’ That, to me, seems conclusive; it may sound like a joke, but it perfectly describes what inspires painters and those who come to see them.


There is nothing particularly expensive at the Artists’ Market, but there is nothing particularly beautiful. You stroll in the shade of the plane trees, idly studying the works of the artists, who size up those browsing behind their tables with increasing contempt as they swan past without buying anything.


I prefer this to the closed world of art galleries, because what is on display here is clearly art: oil on canvas, painted in a traditional style. The subjects are familiar, recognizable, easily expressed, and from behind these irrefutable canvases glower the feverish eyes of the artists. Those who choose to exhibit their work also put themselves on show; they come to save their souls by virtue of their status as artists, not onlookers; as for the onlookers, they save their souls by coming to see the artists. He who paints can save his soul as long as someone buys, and buying his paintings is like buying indulgences, a few hours of paradise snatched from everyday damnation.


I would go and be amused to confirm, yet again, that artists look like their work. People lazily assume the contrary, like some bargain-basement maxim by Sainte-Beuve: the artist expresses himself, gives form to his work, hence that work must reflect his personality. Bullshit! A stroll beneath the plane trees at the Artists’ Market reveals everything. The artist is not expressing himself – after all, what does he have to express? He is constructing himself. And what he is exhibiting is himself. Behind his stall, he exposes himself to the gaze of passers-by



whom he envies and despises; they return his feelings, but differently, inversely, and thus everyone is happy. The artist creates his work and in return his work gives life to him.


Consider this tall, skinny guy who paints terrible portraits in bold strokes of acrylic: every portrait is him from a different angle. Put them together and they show what he would like to be. Hence what he would like to be, is.


Consider the guy who methodically paints watercolours that are too brash, too clear-cut, the colours are garish, the forms too solid. He is deaf and can barely hear the remarks of the curious onlookers; he paints the world as he hears it.


Consider the beautiful woman who paints only portraits of beautiful women. Each one looks like her, and as the years pass she takes more care in how she dresses, she withers, and the beauty of her painted ladies seems more and more disproportionate. Predictably, she signs herself ‘Doriane’.


Consider the shy Chinese man exhibiting paintings of brutal violence, faces in close-up distorted by thick impasto strokes. Never knowing where to put his huge hands, he apologizes with a charming smile.


Consider the man who paints miniatures on waxed wooden panels. He sports a pudding-bowl haircut the likes of which are seldom seen outside the margins of an illuminated manuscript; he has a waxy pallor and his repertoire of gestures is gradually diminishing until he is no more than a medieval statue.


Consider the fat lady with the dyed black hair, she has seen better years, she is fading now, but she stands straight and has a twinkle in her eye. In lissom lines of Indian ink she sketches tangled bodies, assertively erotic yet innocuous, restrained.


Consider the Chinese woman sitting amid decorative canvases. Her hair enfolds her shoulders in a curtain of black silk, framing her dazzlingly red lips. Her gaudy paintings are of little interest, but when she sits among the canvases they become the perfect background for the deep crimson of her lips.




I went, and I recognized him, recognized his stiffness, his gangling frame, his lean, handsome head held aloft as though planted on a pikestaff. From a distance I recognized the clean lines of his profile, the close-cropped white hair, the straight nose pointing the way ahead. His nose was so thrusting it seemed to leave his pale, hesitant eyes behind. His bone structure was active, but his eyes pensive.


We nodded a curt greeting, not quite knowing how informal we could be in word, in deed, outside the familiar confines of the bistro. In a sense, we were in civvies: hands in pockets, we stood, speaking cautiously, without having had a drink, without a glass in front of us, without the usual ritual. He stared at me. In his clear eyes I saw only clarity; he seemed to see right into my heart. I did not know what to say. I flicked through the watercolours in front of him.


‘You don’t look much like a painter,’ I said unthinkingly.


‘That’s because I don’t have the beard. But I do have the brushes.’


‘Very beautiful, very beautiful,’ I said politely as I leafed through the pictures, and then realized that what I had said was true. Finally, I looked. What I had thought were watercolours were actually painted in ink wash. Technically these were grisailles, built up using various dilutions of Indian ink. From the deep black of the unadulterated ink he drew such a variety of shades, greys so varied, so transparent, so luminous, that they conjured everything, even colour, although there was none. From black he brought forth light, and from that light all else followed. I looked up, wordlessly commending him on his achievement.


As I approached his stall, I had been expecting to find the sort of work turned out by those who take up art late in life, almost as a hobby. I was expecting landscapes and careful, meticulous portraits, flowers, animals, all those things that people consider ‘picturesque’ and hordes of amateurs stubbornly churn out, with great precision and little interest. And then I touched the outsized sheets washed with ink, held them, one by one, between my fingers, fingers that were more and more sensitive and sure, I felt the weight, the grain, I gazed at them and my gaze was a caress. Scarcely daring to breathe, I leafed



through this explosion of grey, the translucent wreaths of smoke, the sweeping shores of untouched white, the solid slabs of pure black whose shadows brooded over the whole.


He was offering them by the boxful, badly organized, badly sealed, at ridiculous prices. The dates stretched back half a century. He had used every conceivable kind of paper, watercolour paper, drawing paper, wrapping paper in every shade of brown and white, old yellow pages and crisp new ones bought from an art supply shop.


He painted from life. The subjects were merely a pretext for working with ink, but he painted what he had seen. There were rugged mountains, tropical trees, strange fruits, stooped women bent in paddy fields, men in floating djellebas, mountain villages; palls of mist over jagged hills, rivers lined with forest. And, everywhere, there were men in uniform, heroic and thin, some stretched out, visibly dead.


‘Have you been painting long?’


‘About sixty years.’


‘Are you selling the lot?’


‘It’s all just clutter. So I cleared out the attic and I’m taking the Sunday air. At my age, those are two important tasks. In the process I come across drawings I’ve forgotten and try to remember when they dated from, and I talk to passers-by about art. But most of them talk shit. So for now, don’t say a word.’


I continued to browse, silent, following his advice. I would have liked to have talked to him, but I didn’t know about what.


‘Were you really over there, in Indochine?’


‘See for yourself. I can’t make thing up. Which is a pity, otherwise I could have painted more.’


‘Were you there at the time?’


‘If “at the time” means “with the army”, then yes. With the French Far East Expeditionary Corps.’


‘Were you a war artist?’


‘God, no. Paratroop officer. Must have been the only para who ever drew. The men used to take the piss out of me a bit. But not too much. Because if the colonial army didn’t have this kind of refinement, it had all sorts. And, besides, I would draw portraits of the lads who took the piss. They’re better than photos. They loved that. They asked me for more. I always took along paper and ink; wherever I went, I would draw.’


I turned the pages feverishly, as though I had discovered a lost treasure. I moved from box to box, opening them, taking out the drawings, feeling his brushstrokes within myself, following their flow, their feeling in my fingertips, my arm, my shoulder and my belly. Each sheet appeared before me like a landscape glimpsed suddenly at a bend in the road, my hand fluttered over them, tracing whorls in the air, and in every limb I could feel a weary weight, as though I had travelled every step of the journey. Some were small sketches, others large, detailed compositions, but all were bathed in a raking light that transfixed the subjects, and gave them the presence on paper that they had had in that moment in life. In the bottom right corner, he clearly signed his name, Victorien Salagnon. Next to the signature had been added dates in pencil, sometime the exact date, sometimes the time, others were more vague, mentioning only the year.


‘I go through them. Try to remember. I have boxes of them, suitcases, trunks full.’


‘You painted a lot?’


‘Yes. I work quickly. When I had the time I’d turn out several a day. But a lot of them were lost, mislaid, abandoned. In my time in the army I often had to beat a retreat, and at times like that you don’t load yourself down, you don’t take everything. You abandon things.’


I marvelled at his inkwork. He stood facing me, a little stiff. He had not moved an inch; being taller, he looked down on me, his gaze frank, a little sardonic. He looked at me with that raw-boned face, those transparent eyes in which the lack of barriers seemed like gentleness. My droll theory about art and life no longer seemed of any interest. So I put down the drawing I still held and looked up at him.


‘Mister Salagnon, would you teach me to paint?’


*         *         *




Towards nightfall it started to snow; big flakes floating down and hesitating before they settled. At first they were invisible against the grey air, but as night drew in, rubbing the sky with charcoal, their whiteness stood out. In the end it was all you could see, snowflakes shimmering in the air beneath an ink-black sky, and whiteness on the ground covering everything with a damp blanket. The little house was cloaked with the snow, in the violet glow of a December night.


I was happy sitting there, but Salagnon was gazing out. Standing by the window, hands behind his back, watching as snow fell on his suburban house and garden in Voracieux-les-Bredins, on the eastern edge of the town where the rolling meadows of the Isère break like waves.


‘The snow enfolds everything in its white coat. Isn’t that what they used to say? That’s how we talked about snow at school. Its white shroud unfurled. There was a time when I never saw snow, or shrouds, for that matter – all we had were tarps at best, and if we didn’t have them, we covered everything with dirt and put a cross on top. Sometimes we left them where they fell, but not often. We tried not to give up on our dead, we tried to bring them back with us, to count them, remember them.


‘I love snow. We don’t get much of it these days, so I stand at the window and watch each snowfall like it’s a major event. I lived out the worst moments of my life in sweltering heat and noise. So for me, snow is silence, it’s peace, and a bracing cold that makes me forget that sweat even exists. I can’t abide sweat, but for twenty years I was constantly bathed in it, never able to dry off. So to me, snow is human warmth, a dry body, safe and sheltered. I doubt the soldiers who fought on the Russian front with threadbare uniforms, terrified of freezing to death, shared my love for snow. The old German veterans can’t bear it; they head south at the first sign of winter. Me, it’s the opposite. I can’t stand the sight of palm trees. In all the twenty years I spent fighting, I never once saw snow; and now, what with global warming, there won’t be any. So I make the most of it. I’ll go when it goes. I spent twenty years in hot countries; in the tropics, I suppose you’d call them. To me, snow is



France: toboggans, Christmas decorations, thick, patterned jumpers, ski-pants and après-ski drinks; all the stupid, boring things I fled, the very things I returned to in spite of myself. By the time the war was over, everything had changed; the only pleasure I have now is the snow.’


‘What war are you talking about?’


‘You didn’t notice it, the twenty-year war? A never-ending war that started badly, ended badly; a faltering war that even now might still be going on. A constant war that permeated our every action, although nobody realized it. The start date is a little vague – 1940, maybe 1942, it’s hard to say. But the end is clear-cut: 1962, not a year more. And as soon as it was over, everyone behaved as though nothing had happened. You didn’t notice?’


‘I wasn’t born until after.’


‘The silence after war is still war. You can’t forget what you’re struggling so hard to forget. It’s like being told not to think about an elephant. Even if you were born afterwards, you grew up surrounded by the symptoms. For example, I’m sure you hated the army, even though you knew nothing about it. That’s one of the symptoms I’m talking about: a mysterious loathing that spreads from person to person without anyone knowing where it comes from.’


‘It’s a matter of principle. A political choice.’


‘A choice? Just when it had ceased to matter? When it made absolutely no difference? Choices that have no consequences are just signs. The army itself was a symptom. Didn’t you think it was disproportionate? Didn’t you ever wonder why we kept such a large army, on a war footing, pawing the ground, jittery, when it served no purpose? Keeping it completely cut off from the world, never speaking, never spoken to? What enemy could justify a war machine in which every man – that’s right, every single man in this country – had to spend a year of their lives, sometimes more? What enemy?’


‘The Russians?’


‘Bullshit. Why would the Russians have destroyed the only part of the world that just about worked, one that was providing them with all



the things they didn’t have? Come on! We had no enemies. The reason we maintained a powerful army after 1962 was simply to mark time. The war was over, but the warriors were still around. So we waited for them to disappear, to grow old and die. Time heals everything, because in time the problem dies. We kept then penned in to stop them escaping, to stop them recklessly using the skills they had been taught. The Americans made a weird film about it. There is this man, a trained soldier, who gets lost in the woods. He has only a sleeping bag, a dagger and a working knowledge of all the ways to kill burned into his soul, into his nerves. I can’t remember what it was called.’


‘Rambo?’


‘That’s it, Rambo. They made a couple of stupid sequels, but I’m just talking about that first film: there was a man I could understand. He wanted peace, he wanted silence, but no one would give him space. He laid waste a small town, because he didn’t know any other way. That’s what you learn from war and it’s something you can’t unlearn. People think of this man as far away, off in America somewhere, but I’ve known hundreds like him here in France, and if you add the ones I don’t know, it must run into thousands. We kept the army to give them somewhere to cool their heels, so they wouldn’t lash out. No one realizes it, because no one talks about it. All the ills in Europe concern society as a whole. We nurse them in silence. Health is life lived in the silence of the organs, to quote an old army doctor.’


This elderly gentleman spoke without looking at me. He stared out of the window, watching the snow fall gently, and spoke with the same gentleness, his back to me. I didn’t understand what he was saying, but I sensed he was talking about a history I didn’t know, that he was that history, and I happened to be here with him, in this godforsaken place, in the arse-end of nowhere, in a house out in the suburbs where the town sinks into the marshy fields of the Isère; and he was ready to talk to me. My heart began to beat faster. Here in the town where I used to live, the town to which I had returned to end things, I had stumbled on a secret space, a dark room I hadn’t noticed the first



time around; I had pushed open the door and discovered a vast, dim attic, long since boarded up, with not a single footprint in the thick dust that covered the floor. And in that attic I had found a chest; and in that chest – who knew what? It had not been opened since it was first put there.


‘What was your part in this story?’


‘Me? Everything. The Free French Forces, the war in Indochine, the djebels of Algeria. A few years banged up, and since then, nothing.’


‘Banged up?’


‘Not for long. You know, the whole thing ended badly: in slaughter, resignation and despair. Given your age, when your parents conceived you, the whole country was sitting on top of a volcano. The volcano was shuddering, threatening to erupt, to annihilate the state. Your parents had to be blind or hopeless optimists or idiots. But people back then preferred not to see what was going on, not to listen, it was easier to live heedlessly than in the fear that the volcano might erupt. And in the end, it didn’t, it became dormant again. Silence, bitterness and time prevailed over the explosive forces. That’s why everything these days smells of sulphur. It’s the magma, still smouldering beneath the surface, escaping through the cracks. It surges slowly beneath volcanoes that don’t erupt.’


‘Do you regret it?’


‘What? My life? The silence that surrounds it? I’ve no idea. It’s my life: I cling to it no matter what it’s been. It’s the only one I have. This life killed those who stayed silent, and I have no intention of dying.’


‘He’s been saying that ever since I’ve known him,’ said a loud voice behind me, a sweet, feminine voice that filled the whole room. ‘I keep telling him he’s wrong, but I have to admit that, so far, he’s been right.’


I flinched and got to my feet. Before I even set eyes on her, I liked the way she spoke, her exotic accent, the sadness in her voice. A woman was walking towards us, moving sure-footedly, her skin covered with a tracery of fine wrinkles like rumpled silk. She was Salagnon’s age and she came over to me, extending her hand. I stood, mute and transfixed,



staring and open-mouthed. As she had held out her hand to me, we shook hands and her touch – gentle, forthright, charming – was a pleasurable surprise, unusual in women, who often don’t know how to shake hands. She radiated strength, you could feel it in her palm; she radiated a genuine strength, one that was not borrowed from the opposite sex, but entirely feminine.


‘This is my wife Eurydice Kaloyannis, a Greek Jew from Bab El Oued, the last of her kind. She goes by my name these days, but I still use the name by which I first knew her. It’s a name I wrote so many times, on so many envelopes, with so many sighs, that I can’t think of her any other way. My desire for her bears that name. Besides, I don’t like the idea of women losing their names, especially since there is no one to carry on her name; and besides, I had a lot of respect for her father, in spite of our differences, but most of all, Eurydice Salagnon sounds a bit ugly, don’t you think? Sounds like a list of vegetables. It doesn’t do justice to her beauty.’


Yes, her beauty. It was that, precisely that. Eurydice was beautiful. I realized it instantly without having to formulate the thought, my hand in hers, my eyes staring into hers, standing frozen, foolish and lost for words. The age gap can cloud your perceptions. You think of yourself as not being the same age, as being very distant, when in fact we are so close. Our being is the same. Time flows, we can never step twice into the same stream, our bodies move through time like boats drifting with the current. The water is not the same, is never the same, and the boats, so distant from each other, forget they are just the same; they are simply displaced. Age difference makes it difficult to gauge beauty, because beauty feels calculated: a woman is beautiful if I feel the desire to kiss her. Eurydice was the same age as Salagnon. Her skin was the same age, her hair was the same age, her eyes, her lips, her hands made no pretence to the contrary. There is nothing more odious than the phrase ‘well-preserved’, and that nervous laugh, the false modesty that accompanies the observation that someone ‘doesn’t look’ their age. Eurydice looked her age and she



was life itself. The intense life she had lived was present in her every gesture, a whole life in the way she carried herself, a whole life in every tone of her voice, she was filled with a life that brimmed over, dazzling, infectious.


‘My Eurydice is strong, so strong that when I brought her from hell, I didn’t have to look back to know that she was following. I knew she was there. She’s not a woman you can forget. You can feel her presence even when she’s behind you.’


He put an arm around her shoulder, bent and kissed her. He had said precisely what I was thinking. I smiled at them, my mind was clear again and I could take back my hand, and my gaze stopped trembling.


Victorien Salagnon taught me how to paint. He gave me a Chinese calligraphy brush, a wolf’s-hair brush with a lively touch, which glances off paper without losing its impetus. ‘You can’t find these in the shops,’ he said. ‘Only goat’s-hair brushes, which are fine for calligraphy or for filling in backgrounds, but they’re useless for line drawing.’


He taught me to cradle the brush in the hollow of my hand, the way you might an egg, gripping it so lightly that a breath can jog it. ‘So you need to control your breathing.’ He taught me to judge inks, to distinguish between shades of black, to assess their sheen, their depth, before using them. He taught me to appreciate the blank page, a perfect expanse as precious as a moment of clarity. He taught me to value space over solidity, since what is solid can no longer move, but he taught me, too, that solidity is existence, so we must reconcile ourselves to disrupt the emptiness.


He drew nothing in my presence. He simply talked to me and watched me draw. He taught me how to use the tools. How I handled them later was my responsibility. And what I chose to paint was my responsibility. It was up to me to paint, and to show him if I wished. If not, he was happy simply to watch how I held the brush as it made contact with the paper, or how I traced a line with a single stroke. For him, that was enough to see me on the road to becoming a painter.




I visited often. I learned through practise, while he watched. He no longer painted. He made the most of the free time. He told me he had a series of notebooks and had started to write his memoirs.


We were well met indeed. Men of war often pride themselves on their ability to write. They strive to be efficient in everything. Being men of action, they think they can tell a story better than anyone. And, conversely, lovers of literature think they know about strategy, about tactics and siege warfare, all those things that in real life are often deployed to disastrous effect, with consequences one cannot but regret, and yet more powerfully than they are in books.


He talked to me about his memoirs several times, almost in passing, and then one day, unable to contain himself, he went to fetch his notebook. He wrote on a blue, ruled exercise paper in neat, schoolboy handwriting. He took a deep breath and started to read aloud. It began like this: ‘I was born in Lyon in 1926 to a family of shopkeepers. I was an only child.’


He stopped reading, set down the notebook and looked at me.


‘Can you hear the boredom? Even the very first sentence is boring. I read it and I’m desperate to get to the end; and I stop there, I never carry on. There are a few more pages, but I stop here.’


‘Take out the first sentence. Start with the second or somewhere else.’


‘But this is the start. I have to start from the beginning, otherwise it makes no sense. This is a memoir, not a novel.’


‘What do you actually remember? What’s the first thing?’


‘I remember fog, a damp cold. I remember how much I hated sweat.’


‘Then start with that.’


‘But I have to be born first.’


‘Memory has no beginning.’


‘Do you really think so?’


‘I know so. Memory comes in a jumble, in a torrent, it has no beginning, except in obituaries. And you have no intention of dying.’


‘I just want to be clear. My birth makes a good start.’




‘You weren’t there, so it’s meaningless. Memory is full of beginnings. Choose whichever one suits you. You can be born whenever you like. In a book, people are born at all sorts of ages.’


Puzzled, he reopened the exercise book. Silently, he read the first page, then the rest. The paper was already yellowing. He had set down the details, the circumstances and the events he had experienced, those he felt should not be forgotten. It was methodical. But it did not say what he wanted it to say. He closed the book and held it out.


‘I don’t know how to do these things. You start it.’


I was annoyed that he had taken my advice literally. But I’m the storyteller. I have no choice but to tell stories. Even if it’s not what I want, even if it’s not what I aspire to, since I would much rather show than tell. This is why I’m here in Victorien Salagnon’s house, so that he can teach me to wield a brush better than I do a pen, so that at last I can show. But maybe my hand is better adapted to the pen. And besides, I have to find some way to pay him back, I have to take the trouble to make up for the trouble he has taken for me. Paying him would be easier, but I have no money, and besides, he wouldn’t take it. So I took the notebook and started reading.


I read the whole thing. He was right, it was tedious; it was no better than those self-published books of war memoirs. Reading those books with large type and short paragraphs, you realize that, when told like this, not much happens in a single life. Whereas a single moment in life contains more than can be described in a shelf full of books. There is something about an event that is not resolved in the telling. Events pose a boundless question, which telling cannot answer.


I don’t know what talent he thinks I have. I don’t know what he thought he saw when he looked me up and down with those pale eyes, those eyes in which I can discern no emotion, only a translucence that gives me an impression of closeness. But I am the storyteller, and so I tell stories.











Novel I


The life of rats


FROM THE BEGINNING, Victorien Salagnon trusted in his shoulders. His birth had endowed him with muscles, with breath, with powerful fists, with those pale eyes that glittered like ice. And so he divided the world’s problems into two categories: those he could resolve by force – and there he ploughed ahead – and those about which he could do nothing. The latter he treated with contempt, pretending not to notice them as he passed; or else he fled.


Victorien Salagnon had everything he needed to succeed: physical intelligence, moral simplicity and the ability to take decisions. He knew his strengths, and to know one’s strengths is the greatest treasure one can have at the age of seventeen. But during the winter of 1943 his natural gifts were of no use. Seen from France that year, the whole universe seemed utterly, intrinsically wretched.


This was no time for faint hearts or for childish games: it was a time when strength was sorely needed. But in 1943 the young forces of France, the youthful muscles, the adolescent brains, the churning balls, could find no work other than cleaning hotel rooms, working abroad, straw men in the pay of the victors they were not, provincial sportsmen, but nothing more, or great awkward lumps parading around in shorts, brandishing shovels like rifles. Though everyone knew that the world was full of real weapons. All over the



world people were waging war and Victorien Salagnon was going to school.


When he reached the edge he leaned over; far below La Grande Institution he could see the city of Lyon hovering in the air. From the terrace he saw what the fog allowed him to see: the rooftops of the city, the abyss of the Saône, and, beyond that, nothing. The rooftops floated; no two were alike in size, in height, nor in how they were aligned. The colour of weathered wood, they jostled each other gently, beached, higgledy-piggledy, on this oxbow of the Saône, washed up like flotsam that the current was too weak to shift. Seen from above, the city of Lyon looked utterly chaotic. It was impossible to see the fog-bound streets, and the arrangement of roofs offered no logic by which to intuit the layout: nothing indicated where the thoroughfares might be. This ancient city is not so much constructed as laid down, like rubble from a rockslide. The hill to which it clings has never afforded it a stable base. At times the waterlogged moraines could hold no longer and collapsed. But not today: the chaos Victorien Solagnon was looking down on was merely an illusion. The old town where he lived had not been built straight, but the uncertain, floating look it had on that morning in the winter of 1943 was entirely the result of the weather, surely.


To convince himself, he tried to draw it, since sketches can perceive order that the eyes cannot. He had seen the fog from home. Through the window everything was reduced to blurred shapes, like lines of charcoal on sugar paper. He had taken a pad of rough paper and a thick pencil, slipped them into his belt and tied up his schoolbooks with a strip of cloth. He did not have a pocket big enough for his sketchpad, but he did not like to mix it up with his schoolbooks or to flaunt his talent by carrying it in his hand. And he was not unhappy with the subterfuge, since it reminded him that he was going not where people might assume, but somewhere else entirely.


He did not draw anything much. The graphic nature of the fog that had been obvious when framed and given perspective by the window



faded when he stepped outside into the street. All that remained was a hazy presence, pervasive and piercing and impossible to record. You cannot create a picture while remaining within it. He did not take out his sketchpad. He re-buttoned his school cape to stop the damp air from penetrating and walked on to the school.


He arrived at La Grande Institution having drawn nothing. On the parapet of the terrace he tried to give a sense of the labyrinthine rooftops. He started a line, but the sheet of paper, damp from the humidity, ripped; it did not look like anything, just dirty paper. He closed his drawing pad, tucked it back into his belt and, like the other pupils, went and stood beneath the clock in the courtyard, stamping his feet while he waited for the school bell.


Winters in Lyon are harsh. It is not so much the cold as the revelation, crystallized by winter: the essential constituent of the city is mud. Lyon is a city of sediment – sediment compacted into houses, rooted into the sediment of the rivers that run through it; and sediment is just a polite word for encrusted mud. In winter everything in Lyon turns to mud: the ground gives way, the snow refuses to lie, the walls ooze; the very air itself, viscous, dank and cold, soaks into clothes, leaving transparent stains of mud. Everything feels heavy, bodies sink; there is no way to safeguard against it. Except to hole up in the bedroom with a stove burning, day and night, curl up in sheets reheated several times a day by a warming pan filled with glowing embers. And in the winter of 1943 who could afford the luxury of a bedroom, of coal, of embers?


But in 1943, precisely, it seems rude to complain; the cold is far worse elsewhere. In Russia, for example, where our troops are fighting – or their troops, or the troops; no one knows what to call them any more – in Russia cold is like a natural disaster, a lingering explosion that lays waste to everything before it. They say that the corpses are like lumps of glass that shatter if handled incorrectly; that losing a single glove means death, because the blood freezes into needles that tear the hand apart; that the soldiers who die on their feet stay standing, rooted like trees all winter, only to melt and dissolve with the spring;



that many die when they drop their trousers, their arseholes frozen in an instant. Rumours of the cold are recounted like monstrous horror stories, although actually they are like the tall tales of travellers, embroidered by distance. Barefaced lies circulate, mingled with a dash of truth, no doubt, but who, in France, still has the least interest, the least desire, the least vestige of intellectual and moral scruple to tell one from the other?


The fog hangs its icy laundry in the streets, in corridors, on staircases, even in bedrooms. The damp sheets cling to passers-by, brush against their cheeks, insinuate, licking at the neck like tears of icy rage, like the drip of numbed furies, like the tender kisses of the dying who long for us to join them. In order not to feel, one must not move.


Beneath the clock tower of La Grande Institution the schoolboys survive by remaining as still as possible: shifting just a little to ward off the cold, but no more, lest the fog seep in. They stamp their feet, protect their hands, hunch their shoulders, lower their faces to the ground. They tug down their berets, pull their capes tight, while they wait for the bell to summon them. It would make a fine ink drawing, all those identical boys, round-shouldered, swaddled in black capes, standing in random groups against the classical architecture of the courtyard. But Salagnon had no ink, his hands were tucked away, and the frustration of waiting was beginning to get to him. Like the others, he was waiting for the bell. With a slight pleasure, he felt the stiff sketchbook digging into him.


The bell sounded and they raced to class. Shoving and sniggering, pretending to be quiet while making as much noise as possible, elbows flying, pulling faces, stifling giggles, they rushed past the two prefects standing guard at the door, who feigned an utterly impassive air, a military rigidity much in fashion that year. What do we call them, these pupils of La Grande Institution? They range in age between fifteen and eighteen, but in France in 1943 age is irrelevant. Boys? The word makes too much of what they are living through. Young men?



That makes too much of what they have yet to live through. What can you call someone who hides a smirk as he passes a prefect, but a kid? Kids sheltered from the storm, living inside the compact box of icy stone, jostling like puppies. They wait as life passes by, yapping while pretending not to yap, doing things while pretending not to do them. They are safe.


The bell sounded and the kids assembled. The Lyon air is so damp, the air of 1943 of such poor quality that, rather than take flight, the clanging bronze notes did not ascend but dropped with the sound of wet cardboard, slithered down into the courtyard and mingled with the tattered leaves, with the remnants of snow, with the dirty water and the mud gradually submerging Lyon.


In serried ranks the boys headed to their classrooms down a vast stone corridor as cold as bone. The muffled thud of boots echoing against the bare walls was drowned out by the rustle of capes and the incessant jabber of kids desperate to be quiet, but unable to be silent. To Salagnon it created unspeakable cacophony. He hated it and strode through the hubbub stiffly, as he might have held his nose when passing through a foul-smelling room. The cold does not bother Salagnon; he rather enjoys the chill air of the institution; he can even bring himself to endure the school’s preposterous regulations. He could rise above his unfortunate circumstances if only everything could be done in silence. He finds the clamour in the corridors embarrassing. He tries to ignore it, to mentally stop his ears, to retreat into his own silent world, but his whole body is alert to the pandemonium. He is keenly aware of where he is. He cannot forget it: in a classroom full of boys, of kids, whose every action is accompanied by infantile noises that reverberate back as echoes, a commotion that envelops them like sweat. Victorien Salagnon has a horror of sweat; it is sludge secreted by a nervous, overdressed man when he exercises. A man who is free in his movements does not sweat. He runs naked, his perspiration evaporating as he moves; he is bathed in his own filth, he keeps his body dry. The slave sweats, hunkered in the mineshaft. The infant sweats,



all but drowning, swaddled in layers of wool by his mother. Salagnon had a phobia about sweat; he dreams of having a body carved from stone that does not drip.


Father Fobourdon was standing in front of the blackboard, waiting for them. The boys fell silent and each stood behind his desk waiting until the silence was total. The slightest rustle of fabric, a creaking floorboard, would prolong the moment. They would have to stand until the silence was absolute. Eventually, Fobourdon gestured for them to sit, and the resultant scrape of chairs was brief and stopped almost immediately. Then he turned and, in elegant cursive hand, wrote on the blackboard: ‘Commentarii de Bello Gallico: unseen translation.’ They set to work. That was Father Fobourdon’s method: not a word more than was absolutely necessary, no verbal confirmation of what he had written. Actions alone. By example, he taught internal discipline, which is a practical art that exists only through actions. He saw himself as a Roman, a block of rough stone, hewn and engraved. Sometimes he would launch into a brief commentary that drew some moral from the minor incidents that punctuated school life. It was a life that he despised, although he was proud of his vocation as a teacher. He considered the teacher’s rostrum superior to the pulpit, since the latter is used to censure and chastise, the former to guide, to lead, to act, thereby revealing the only worthwhile aspect of life, the moral aspect, which has none of the foolishness of the tangible world. And language is a worthy tool with which to reveal this facet.


They were to translate the account of a battle in which the enemy was skilfully surrounded and then slashed to pieces. Language allows for beautiful brushstrokes, thought Salagnon, wonderful touches that scarcely mark the page, delicate watercolour effects that enhance a story. But the Gallic wars themselves had been fought in the dirtiest way, without recourse to words, to metaphors. Using sharp, double-edged swords, you hacked the enemy to bloody pieces which you stepped over in order to slash another limb, until your enemy was dead or you fell on the battlefield.




Caesar the adventurer had marched into Gaul and put it to the sword. Caesar willed it and his will was strong. He wanted to crush nations, to found an empire, to reign; he wanted to be, to grasp the known world in his fist; he coveted. He wanted to be great and he wanted it now.


Of his victories, conquests, his mass murders, he wrote a spirited account, which he despatched to Rome to win over the Senate. He described battles as though they were sex scenes in which Vir Romanus – Roman virtue – triumphed, in which the flashing sword was like a glorious phallus. His skilled storytelling made it possible for those at home to experience the vicarious thrill of battle. He repaid their trust, gave them their money’s worth, he paid them in stories. And the senators sent men, more funds and tributes, which came back to them in the form of chariots laden with gold, and unforgettable anecdotes, such as the severed hands of enemies heaped into huge piles.


Through language, Caesar fashioned a fictional Gaul, one he created and conquered in a single sentence, a single gesture. Caesar lied as historians lie, describing only the reality that suits them. And hence the novel, the hero who lies, shapes reality more effectively than deeds, a great lie lays the foundation; indeed, it is at once the hidden foundations and the sheltering roof for those deeds. Together, word and deed carve up the world and give it shape. The military hero must be a novelist, a great liar, an inventive wordsmith.


Power is bought with imagery, it feeds on images. Caesar, a genius in all things, treated warfare, politics and literature equally. He attended to each aspect of a single act: leading his men, conquering Gaul, and writing the account of it, each reinforcing the other in an infinite spiral that would lead him to glory, to those lofty heights where only eagles fly.


Where reality evokes images, an image gives substance to reality: every political genius is a literary genius. At such a task, the Maréchal fails miserably: the ‘great novel’ he offers a humiliated France is no



novel at all; it scarcely qualifies as a primary school reader, Le Tour de la France par deux enfants purged of anything controversial, a book to be coloured by children, tongues poking out in their concentration. The Maréchal’s voice quavers, he talks like an old man, he can hardly seem to stay alert. No one believes in the puerile goals of the Révolution Nationale. People nod distractedly, but their minds are on other things: sleeping, going about their business, slaughtering each other in the shadows.


Salagnon translated well, but slowly. The pithy Latin sentences inspired daydreams. He filled them out with the details they lacked, restoring them to life. In the margin of the page he sketched a plan. The battlefield, the oblique edge of the forest enclosing it, the slope that would provide momentum, the Roman legions in serried ranks, each knowing the man next to him, never changing places; facing them, the hapless, half-naked hordes of Celts, our ancestors, the brave, moronic Gauls, always ready to fight for the thrill of battle, for the thrill itself, without caring about the outcome. Salagnon put a drop of violet ink on his finger, diluted it with spit and added translucent shadows to the sketch. As he gently rubbed, solid lines dissolved, space widened, light appeared. Drawing is an astonishing skill.


‘Are you sure of their positions?’ asked Fobourdon.


Salagnon started, blushed, instinctively covered up his work with his elbow, then regretted it. Fobourdon made to tug his ear, but gave up; his pupils were seventeen years old. After a momentary awkwardness, they both straightened up.


‘I would prefer you made some progress with your translation, rather than wallowing in marginalia.’


Salagnon showed him the lines he had already completed; Fobourdon could not fault them.


‘Your translation is excellent and the battle plan is accurate. But I would prefer it if you added your doodles to a Latin text that represents the summit of human thought. You will require all your faculties



if you are to reach the lofty heights of the Ancients. So kindly stop fooling around. Develop your mind, it is the only thing you truly possess. It is time to put away childish things and to render unto Caesar the things that are Caesar’s.’


Satisfied, he wandered off, trailing a gust of whispered voices in his wake. Arriving back at the rostrum, he turned. The silence was immediate.


‘Carry on.’


And the pupils carried on mangling the Gallic wars in schoolboy Latin.


‘That was a close call.’ Chassagneaux spoke without moving his lips, a vital classroom skill. Salagnon shrugged. ‘Fobourdon can be strict. But at least we get a bit of peace and quiet here. Don’t you think?’


Salagnon grinned broadly. Under the desk he pinched the boy’s fat thigh and twisted.


‘I’m not one for peace and quiet,’ he whispered.


Chassagneaux whimpered and let out a stifled cry. Still smiling, still writing, Salagnon went on pinching. It must have hurt: Chassagneaux uttered a strangulated word, which sent out ripples of laughter, a stone tossed into the silence of the classroom. Fobourdon hushed them with a glare.


‘What’s going on? Chassagneaux, stand up, boy. Was that you?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘May one ask why?’


‘Cramp, sir.’


‘Cretinous boy. In Lacedaemon young men endured being disembowelled rather than break the silence. You will clean the brushes and the blackboard for a week. You will focus on the moral of these tasks. Silence is the clarity of the mind. Let us hope your mind can learn to recapture the clarity of a blank blackboard.’


There was laughter, which he ended with a curt ‘Enough!’ The boys got back to work. Chassagneaux, lips quivering, gingerly felt his thigh.



Chubby-cheeked, with his hair neatly parted, he looked like a little boy about to cry. Salagnon slipped him a note folded over several times: Well done. You kept quiet. You keep my friendship. The boy read the note and shot him a look of maudlin gratitude that made Salagnon feel nauseous: his whole body stiffened, he shuddered, he felt he might vomit. So he dipped his pen in the inkwell and started to recopy what he had already translated. He concentrated entirely on the act of writing, focused on the pen nib, on the ink flowing across the steel. His body became calmer. Given life by his breath, the letters looped out in violet arabesques, living curves, the steady rhythm soothing him until he finished his lines with a spirited thrust, as precise as a fencer’s riposte. Classical calligraphy provides the calm necessary to violent and troubled people.


You can see the warrior through his calligraphy, the Chinese say; so people say. The gestures of the pen are those of the whole body in microcosm, perhaps of life itself. The posture and the decisiveness remain the same, regardless of scale. It was a maxim he agreed with, though he no longer remembered where he could have read it. Salagnon knew little about China, no more than chance details and rumours, but he knew enough for his imagination to conjure a Chinese scene, distant, a little hazy, perhaps, but utterly present. He filled it with fat, laughing Buddhas, carved stones, blue vases that were somewhat graceless, with the dragons used to decorate bottles of encre de Chine – ink the English falsely claim hails from India. His fascination with China stemmed from Chine: a word, a single word on a bottle of ink. He so loved the black ink that he felt it could give birth to a whole nation. Dreamers and fools oftentimes have powerful insights into the nature of reality.


Almost everything that Salagnon knew about China came from a lecture given by an elderly man during a Philosophy class. The man had spoken slowly, he remembers, he had repeated himself, favouring long-winded generalizations that stultified the attention of his audience.




Father Fobourdon had invited the elderly Jesuit, who had spent his life in China, to speak to the class. The man had lived through the Boxer Rebellion, witnessed the sacking of the Old Summer Palace, survived the uncertain period when warlords struggled for power. He had loved the empire, even in its dying days, had adapted to the republic, made his peace with the Kuomintang, only for them to be ousted by the Japanese. By then, China had descended into a terrible chaos that seemed likely to endure for some time; given his advancing years, he had little hope of seeing the end. He had returned to Europe.


The old man walked with a stoop, breathing heavily, leaning on anything within reach; the pupils stood while it took him an eternity to cross the classroom and slump into the chair that Father Fobourdon never used. For an hour – precisely one hour marked by the school bell – he droned on, reeling off the sort of banal clichés that might have appeared in the newspapers – the ones before the war, the usual newspapers. But in this same wheezing voice, this colourless voice which brought nothing to life, he also read from strange texts that you couldn’t have found anywhere else.


He read the precepts of Lao-Tzu, through which the world seemed at once clear, concrete and utterly unknowable; he read excerpts from the I-Ching, whose meaning seemed as manifold as a hand of cards; finally he read from Sun Tzu on the art of war. He demonstrated that it is possible to drill and discipline anyone for battle. He demonstrated that obedience to military order is a human characteristic and disobedience is an anthropological exception; or an error.


‘Give me a horde of unschooled peasants and I will have them drilled and disciplined as precisely as your guard,’ Sun Tzu once said to the emperor. ‘Following the principles of the art of war I can drill and discipline the whole world, as in a war.’


‘Even my concubines?’ asked the emperor. ‘That flock of featherbrains?’


‘Even them.’


‘I do not believe you.’




‘Allow me complete freedom and I will have them drilled as precisely as your finest soldiers.’


Amused, the emperor accepted, and Sun Tzu began to instruct the courtesans. The girls played along; they giggled, they tripped over themselves, nothing good came of it. The emperor smiled. ‘I expected no better of them.’


‘If words of command are not clear and distinct, if orders are not thoroughly understood, the general is to blame,’ said Sun Tzu.


He explained again, more clearly this time. The drill began again, they went on laughing, they broke ranks and hid their faces behind their silken sleeves.


‘But if his orders are clear and the soldiers nevertheless disobey,’ said Sun Tzu, ‘then it is the fault of their officers,’ and he ordered that the emperor’s favourite be decapitated, since she had started the laughing. The emperor protested, but his strategist respectfully insisted; he had been granted complete freedom. If His Majesty wished to see his plan accomplished, he had to allow the man he had entrusted with this mission to do as he saw fit. The emperor agreed, a little reluctantly, and the young woman was beheaded. A heavy sadness hung over the terrace where they played at war, the birds themselves fell silent, the flowers breathed no perfume, the butterflies ceased to flutter. The beautiful courtesans marched in silence, as disciplined as the finest soldiers. They moved as one, in serried ranks, united by the bonds of survivors, by that exhilaration triggered by the smell of fear.


But fear is merely a pretext given for obeying; for the most part, people prefer to follow orders. They will do anything to be together, to bathe in the stench of terror, to drink in that comforting thrill that dispels the terrible unease of loneliness.


Ants communicate through scent: they have scents for war, for flight, for attraction. They obey them invariably. As human beings, we are subject to unpredictable psychological humours that act like scents, and we like nothing better than to share them. When we are together, united, we think of nothing but running, slaughtering,



fighting, one man against a hundred. We are no longer ourselves; we are as close to being who we truly are.


On a palace terrace, in the oblique evening rays that tinted the stone lions yellow, the courtesans marched in tiny steps before the heavy-hearted emperor. Night was drawing in, the light began to take on the dull hue of military uniforms, and still, to Sun Tzu’s terse orders, the courtesans continued to march in rank, to the rhythmic clack of clogs, the rustle of dazzling silk tunics, whose colours no one thought to marvel at. Each individual body had vanished, all that remained was the movement determined by the strategist’s orders.


The shop is loathsome. It had always been foul, now it is hateful, too. The thought occurs to Salagnon coming home after school on one of those winter days when afternoon is night.


Coming home from school is not Salagnon’s favourite moment of the day. In the darkness a viscous cold rises from the ground; it feels like wading through water. Coming home on winter afternoons is like walking into a lake, heading home to a sleep like drowning, to numb unconsciousness. Coming home is like denying you have ever left, it means giving up on a day that might have been the start of a new life. Coming home is like crumpling up the day and tossing it aside like a botched drawing.


To come home in the afternoon is to throw away the day, thinks Salagnon, as he tramps the streets of the old town, where the huge wet paving stones glow more brightly than the street lamps that are too far apart. In the ancient streets of Lyon it is impossible to believe in the constancy of light.


Moreover he hates this house, though it is his home; he hates this shop with its wooden frontage, its storeroom at the back where his father piles his wares, the loft space above where the family live, his mother, his father and himself. He loathes it because the shop is hateful; and because he comes back here every afternoon as though it were his house, his home, his personal fount of human warmth,



whereas it is no more than the place where he can take off his shoes. But he comes back here every afternoon. The shop is hateful. He says it over and over, and he goes inside.


The bell tinkles, instantly the tension mounts. His mother calls out before he has time to close the door.


‘You took your time! Run and give your father a hand. He’s snowed under.’


The bell tinkled again, a customer came in bringing a blast of cold air. With astonishing reflexes his mother turned and smiled. She has the same reflex as a gentleman passing a young woman with interesting curves: a reflex which precedes thought, a swivel of the neck triggered by the bell. Her forced smile is perfectly convincing. ‘Monsieur?’ She is an attractive woman with an elegant bearing who looks customers up and down with an air that everyone finds charming. They want to buy something from her.


Victorien ran to the storeroom, where his father was perched on a stepladder, struggling with boxes and sighing.


‘Ah, there you are!’


From the top of the stepladder, glasses perched on the tip of his nose, he handed down a bundle of forms and invoices. Most were crumpled because 1943 paper cannot withstand Monsieur Salagnon’s impatience, his sudden rages when his calculations go awry, the clamminess of his hands when he gets frustrated.


‘It doesn’t add up, the invoices don’t tally. I can’t make head or tail of it. Here, you’re good with figures, you look over the accounts.’


Victorien took the sheaf of pages and sat on the bottom rung of the stepladder. Dust hovered, suspended in the air. The low voltage lamps are not up to the task, they shine like tiny suns through dense fog. He could not see properly, but it did not matter. If it was just figures he had only to read and add them up, but what his father is asking is not simple bookkeeping. The Maison Salagnon keeps various sets of books and they change from day to day. Wartime requires negotiating a bureaucratic labyrinth without getting lost or injured; it entails



making a careful distinction between items of various categories: those whose sale is permitted, those tolerated, those restricted, those that are prohibited but incur minor penalties, those prohibited and punishable by death, and those that have escaped legislation. The Maison Salagnon dabbles in all aspects of the wartime economy. The entries in its ledgers are a jumble of the real, the hidden, the invented, the plausible-just-in-case, the unverifiable that dare not speak its name; there are even a few accurate entries. Needless to say, the boundaries of the various categories are vague, agreed in secret, known only to father and son.


‘I’ll never be able to sort it out.’


‘Victorien, there’s about to be an inspection, so I’ve no time for your moods. The stock has to tally with the accounts and with the regulations, otherwise we’re dead. You and me both. Someone informed on me. Bastard! And he did it so subtly I don’t know who struck the blow.’


‘Usually you come to some arrangement.’


‘I did come to an arrangement: that’s why I’m not banged up. They’re just coming to take a look. Given the circumstances, that amounts to favouritism. It’s all change at the préfecture: they want everything shipshape. I don’t know who to deal with any more. In the meantime, there can be no errors in that stack of papers.’


‘How do you expect me to sort it out? It’s all fake, except what is true. I don’t know any more.’


His father fell silent and stared at him intently. Being higher up the stepladder, he looked down on him. When he finally spoke, he articulated every word.


‘Tell me, Victorien: what’s the point of you studying instead of working? What is the point if you’re not capable of keeping books that look real?’


He has a point: what is the point of studying if not to understand the intangible and the abstract, to learn how to disassemble, reassemble and repair the mechanism that regulates the world? Victorien



hesitated and sighed, and that is what he felt bad about. He stood up with the crumped bundles and took from the shelf a large notebook tied with cloth.


‘I’ll see what I can do,’ he says, his voice barely audible.


‘Be quick about it.’


Taken aback, he stops at the door, weighed down with documents.


‘Be quick about it,’ his father says again. ‘They could come and inspect the place tonight, tomorrow, any day. And the Germans will be with them. They can’t stand seeing their loot being diverted. They suspect the French of doing deals behind their backs.’


‘They’re not wrong. But that’s the rules of the game, isn’t it? Taking back the stuff they take from us.’


‘They’ve got all the power, so there are no rules in this game. The only way to survive is to be clever but careful. We have to live like rats: never seen but ever present, weak but cunning, nibbling at our masters’ food right under their noses at night, while they’re asleep.’


Clearly pleased with his simile, he gives a wink. Victorien curls his upper lip. ‘Like this?’ He bares his incisors, rolls his eyes in a shifty, worried way, giving little squeaks. His father’s smile disappears: the rat, so well imitated, disgusts him. He regrets his simile. Victorien relaxes his features; he is the one smiling now. ‘If we have to bare our teeth, better a lion’s than a rat’s. Or a wolf’s. It’s easier and just as effective. I’d like to bare my teeth like a wolf’s fangs.’


‘Of course you would, son. So would I. But we don’t get to choose our nature. We have to follow the instincts we are born with, and from now on we’ll be born rats. It’s not the end of the world, being a rat. They thrive as well as humans, and at our expense; they live better than wolves, even if it is away from the light.’


Away from the light, that’s how we live, thought Victorien. The city is dark enough already, with its narrow alleyways, its black walls, the fog that hides it from itself; and now they impose a blackout, paint the windows blue, keep the curtains drawn day and night.




In fact, there is no daylight. Only shadows where we can scurry like rats. We live like Eskimos in endless polar night, like Arctic rats moving from inky darkness to murky twilight. Maybe I’ll move there, he thought, to Greenland, whoever wins this war. It might be dark and cold, but outside everything will be brilliant white. Here, everything is yellow, a sickly yellow. The dim streetlights, the roughcast mud walls, the packing crates, the dust from the shops, everything is yellow, even the ashen faces utterly drained of blood. I dream of seeing blood. Here it is so well protected it no longer flows. Not from wounds, not through our veins, we no longer know where blood is. I want to see crimson trails in the snow, just for the dazzling contrast, to prove there is still life. But everything here is yellow, murky; there is a war on and I can hardly see to put one foot in front of the other.


He almost tripped. He caught the sheaf of papers just in time and trudged off, muttering, dragging his heels, in that sullen way that teenagers have at home, two steps forward, one step back, then suddenly stopping altogether. Though he has boundless energy when outside, at home with his parents he scarcely moves; it does not suit him, but he doesn’t know how to overcome it: within these walls he plods, he feels a yellowish fever, a hepatic malaise the colour of a piss-poor painting lit by a faint glow.


It is past closing time and Mme Salagnon has retreated to the back of the shop, where they live. Victorien looks at her from behind, the curve of her shoulders, the arch of her back and the thick, protruding knot of her apron. She is bent over the sink – women spend a lot of time making things wet. ‘This is no place and no position for a boy,’ she would often sigh; and that sigh changes, sometimes weary, sometimes outraged, but always strangely curiously satisfied.


‘I want you downstairs early,’ she says without turning. ‘Your uncle is coming round to dinner tonight.’


‘I have to work,’ he says, waving his exercise book at his mother’s back.




This is how they communicate, through gestures, never looking at each other. He goes up to the loft with a spring in his step; he likes his uncle.


His room was exactly his size; his head brushed the ceiling when he stood up, a bed and table were enough to fill the space. ‘We had planned to use it as a cupboard,’ his father would say, half joking, ‘and when you’re gone, it’ll be a junk room.’ A carbide lamp cast a bright glow on the table just big enough for an exercise book. It was enough. The rest of the room needed no light. He lit the lamp, sat down and hoped something would happen to stop him finishing his work. The hiss of acetylene sounded like the constant chirrup of crickets, making the night deeper still. He sat alone in front of this circle of light. He looked at his motionless hands in front of him. From birth, Victorien Salagnon had had large hands attached to sturdy forearms. He could clench them into heavy fists and pound the table, hard; and he could strike true, because he had a keen eye.


In other circumstances such a trait would have made him a powerful man. But in the France of 1943 there was no outlet for such strength. You could be touchy, short-tempered, give the impression of being reckless, you could talk about action, but it was all a diversion. Everyone bent with the times, made themselves as small as possible so as to give no purchase to the winds of history. The France of 1943 was closed up like a country house in winter, the door bolted, the storm shutters secured. The wind of history could seep in only through the cracks, cold draughts that would not fill a sail; just enough to catch pneumonia and die alone in your room.


Victorien Salagnon had a gift he had not wished for. In other circumstances he might not have noticed it, but having to spend so much time holed up in his room meant staring at his hands. His hand could see, as an eye can see; and his eye could touch like a hand. Whatever he saw, he could trace in ink, in brush, in pencil, and it reappeared in black on a white sheet of paper. His hand followed his eye as though joined by a nerve, as though some cord had been laid



by accident at the moment he was conceived. He was able to draw anything he saw, and anyone who saw his drawings recognized what they felt when they looked at a landscape, at a face, but were unable to understand.


Victorien Salagnon would have preferred not to tie himself up in subtle shades of meaning, he wanted to attack, but he had a gift. He did not know where it came from and it was both gratifying and frustrating. This talent manifested itself as a physical sensation: some people hear a ringing in their ears, see spots in front of their eyes, have pins and needles in their legs; Victorien Salagnon felt the heft of a brush between his fingers, the viscosity of ink, the grain of the paper. Superstitiously, he attributed these feelings to the properties of the ink, which was black enough to contain a host of dark designs.


He had an enormous inkwell carved from a block of glass, which contained a reservoir of this miraculous liquid. It sat in the middle of the table; it was never moved. It was so heavy it was probably bombproof; even after a direct hit it would have been found unscathed amid the human remains, its contents unspilled, ready to capture the deeds and actions of another victim in its gleaming pitch.


The sensation of ink was like a pang of emotion. Forced by circumstance in 1943 to spend long hours shut away, he nurtured this gift that he might otherwise have ignored. He allowed his hand to move restlessly, bounded by the edges of a page. The restlessness served as an outlet for the inactivity in the rest of his body. He vaguely thought of moulding his talent into art, but it was a notion that stayed within his room, never leaving the circle of light, wide as an open book, cast by the carbide lamp.


The sensation of the ink eluded him; he did not know how to follow it. The perfect moment was always the desire that came just before he picked up the brush.


He opened the lid. The dark mass in the hefty glass inkwell did not stir. The Indian ink gives off neither movement nor light; its perfect



blackness has characteristics of a vacuum. Unlike other opaque liquids, like wine or muddy water, ink is impervious to light, lets none pass through. Ink is a chasm whose true size is difficult to know: it could be a single drop the brush will suck up or an abyss into which it will disappear. Ink confounds light.


Victorien thumbed through the invoices, opened his exercise book. From a pile, he dug out a rough draft of a Latin translation. On the back of it he sketched a face. A gaping mouth. He had no desire to deal with the dubious accounts. He knew exactly what he needed to change to make it look convincing. He drew a pair of round eyes and closed each with a blot of ink. All he had to do was to try to remember which entries were fake. Not all of them. He was the one who had made up the invoices in the first place. Behind the head he painted a shadow that extended to one side of the face. There was a sense of mass. He excelled at doing two things at once. It’s like tensing antagonistic muscles simultaneously: it is as tiring as working; it gives you pause to think.


Suddenly a siren erupted; others joined the wailing chorus, ripping the night like a crumpled tissue. The building was in uproar. Doors slammed, loud cries in the stairwell, the shrill, grating voice of his mother already fading: ‘We have to tell Victorien.’ ‘He will have heard,’ came his father’s voice, barely audible; then, nothing.


Victorien wiped his nib on a piece of cloth. Otherwise the ink cakes; the liquid glue that gives it its sheen dries to a thick crust. Ink is actually a solid. Then he extinguished the lamp and walked up the main staircase. He groped his way, but he encountered no one else, heard nothing but the brassy chorus of sirens. As he reached the top, they fell silent. He opened the little window overlooking the roof. Outside, the world was still. He struggled through the opening, which was scarcely wider than his shoulders, and cautiously crept along the roof, crouching, testing the tiles with his feet as he moved. When he reached the edge he sat down, letting his legs dangle over the side. He felt nothing but his own weight resting on his buttocks and the



icy damp of the terracotta through his trousers. A six-storey abyss yawned in front of him, though he could not see it. Fog enveloped him; faintly luminescent, it was not bright enough to see, but cast enough light that he knew his eyes were not closed. He was sitting in an emptiness. A space that had neither shape nor form. He was suspended; below him the notion of the void, above him, the incoming planes laden with bombs. But for the cold, he would not have believed he was there at all.


A faraway rumble came from far up in the sky; there was no source, merely the generalized resonance of the heavens rubbed with a finger. Suddenly, shards of light appeared, groups of them, long wavering reeds, feeling their way through empty space. Orange blots blossomed as they reached their peak, dotted lines trailing behind; a moment later he heard muffled explosions and crackling. He could now see the roofline and the dark gulf beneath his feet; anti-aircraft guns were firing at the planes laden with bombs he could not yet see.


He felt a hand on his shoulder; he flinched, slipped, felt a firm fist pull him back.


‘What are you playing at?’ his uncle breathed in his ear. ‘Everyone is down in the shelter.’


‘Given the choice, I’d prefer not to die in a hole. Can you imagine a direct hit? The whole building collapses and we all die in the cellar. It would be impossible to tell my remains from my mother’s or my father’s or the tins of pâté he’s got stockpiled. Everything would be buried.’


His uncle did not answer, nor did he take his hand from Salagnon’s shoulder; he often held his tongue and waited for the person speaking to run out of steam.


‘Anyway, I love fireworks.’


‘Idiot.’


The sound of the planes dwindled, headed towards the south, then there was silence. The spears of light suddenly guttered out.


The all-clear sounded. He felt his uncle’s hand relax.




‘Come on, let’s get you down. Careful not to slip. All you did was risk falling off the roof. You’d have been picked up and tossed into a mass grave of those who died of unknown causes. No one would have known anything about your bid for independence. Come on.’


In the stairwell, the lights had been turned on again and they encountered pyjamaed families. Neighbours called out to each other, carrying their unfinished dinners back up in baskets. The children were still playing, whining about having to go inside again, and required a clip round the ear to send them back to bed.


Victorien followed his uncle. His presence, even if he did not speak, changed things. When he returned their son, his parents said nothing, but took their places at the table. His mother was wearing a pretty dress and had put on lipstick. Her lips quivered and she smiled when she spoke. Her father read the label on a bottle of red wine aloud, stressing the vintage with a wink at the uncle.


‘You can’t get it any more,’ he said. ‘No one in France can lay hands on it. The English used to drink it before the war. These days the Germans confiscate it. I managed to palm them off with a few bottles of something else; they know nothing about wine. And I kept back a few bottles, including this one.’


He poured a generous glass for the uncle, one for himself, and a more modest measure for Victorien and his mother. His uncle, a man of few words, ate thoughtlessly while his parents bustled around his uncompromising bulk. They babbled, keeping the conversation alive with feigned enthusiasm, taking turns recounting jokes and stories that elicited a wan smile from his uncle. They gradually came adrift, balloons propelled aimlessly around the room by the hot air escaping from their mouths. His uncle’s sheer size inevitably shifted the centre of gravity. It was impossible to know what he was thinking or even whether he was thinking; he was content merely to be present and his presence distorted space. Being around him you felt the Earth list; it was impossible to stay upright; you stumbled, flailing your arms ridiculously so as not to fall. Victorien was fascinated by his uncle. He



longed to understand the mystery of his presence. How to explain the atmospheric disturbance caused by his uncle to anyone who had not met him? More than once he had made the attempt: his uncle, he had said, was physically impressive; but since he was neither large, nor fat, nor strong, nor anything in particular, such a description inevitably trailed off. He did not know what else to say, so he said nothing. He would have had to sketch, not his uncle, but everything around him. Art has that power; it is a shortcut that shows, to the great relief of the written word.


Tirelessly, his father held forth on the intricacies of wartime commerce, unthinkingly punctuating the high points where the interlopers were swindled by the occupied with an elbow jab, a wink. The fact that the Boche did not notice anything amiss triggered his loudest laughs. Victorien joined in the conversation; since he could not mention his rooftop adventure, he recounted the Gallic wars in minute detail. He became impassioned, inventing little details, the clash of swords, the charge of the cavalry, the chink of steel on steel; he expounded on the discipline of the Romans, the strength of the Gauls, the parity of arms and disparity of spirit, the role of authority and the efficacy of terror. His uncle listened with a fond smile. At length he placed a hand on his nephew’s arm. This shut him up.


‘That was all two thousand years ago, Victorien.’


‘It’s full of timeless lessons.’


‘In 1943 we don’t tell war stories.’


Victorien blushed and his hands, which had added verve to his tale, fell on to the table.


‘You’re brave, Victorien, and you’re full of spirit. But oil and water inevitably separate. When your courage has separated from childish things, and if it is courage that rises to the surface, then you can come and find me and we’ll talk.’


‘Find you where? To talk about what?’


‘When the time comes, you’ll know. But remember: wait until oil and water have separated.’




His mother nodded; she glanced from one to the other as though counselling her son to pay attention and do as his uncle said. His father gave a hoarse laugh and topped up the glasses.


A knock at the door; everyone started. His father froze, the bottle aslant over his glass, no wine flowed. The knock came again. ‘Well, go on! Open it!’ Still his father hesitated, not knowing what to do with his bottle, his napkin, his chair, uncertain which to deal with first and so rooted to the spot. The knocking grew louder, swift raps that were clearly an order, an intimation of mistrust. He opened the door a crack and in slipped the local police officer with a little pointed face. His flickering eyes took in the room and he smiled, baring teeth too big for his mouth.


‘Took your time, didn’t you? I’ve just been down in the shelter. Came by to make sure everything’s all right after the alert. Doing my rounds. All present and accounted for. Lucky we didn’t take a hit tonight, because some didn’t make it to the shelter.’


While he talked he greeted Madame with a nod, lingered on Victorien with his toothy smile, and when he had finished he turned to the uncle. He had noticed him immediately, but he had bided his time. He stared at him, letting a faint unease creep in.


‘And you are, monsieur?’


‘My brother,’ said Victorien’s mother with guilty haste. ‘My brother, he’s just passing through.’


‘Is he sleeping here?’


‘Yes. We’ve made up a bed with a couple of armchairs.’


He hushed her with a wave: he recognized the self-justification in her voice. A pleading tone that gave him his power. He wanted something more: he wanted this man he did not know to look away, to babble breathlessly when addressing him.


‘Are you registered?’


‘No.’


The cadence of the phrase indicated that he had finished. The word dropped, a steel ball in the sand, and rolled no further. The officer,



accustomed to the garrulous torrents usually unleashed by a single glare, all but lost his balance. His eyes flickered restlessly; he did not know what to do next. In this game where he was master, everyone had to play their roles. The uncle was refusing to play.


Eventually, Monsieur Salagnon broke the awkward silence with a jovial laugh. He grabbed a glass, filled it and proffered it to the officer. Victorien’s mother pushed a chair behind him, knocking against his knees, forcing him to sit. This allowed him to lower his eyes, to save face, to smile broadly. He sipped the wine with a thoughtful expression; they could talk of other things now. He declared the wine excellent. Victorien’s father smiled modestly and once again read the label aloud.


‘Of course. Is there anything left of the vintage?’


‘Two – including this one. The other is for you, since you’re clearly a connoisseur. You’ve done a lot for the people in this building, you deserve a little reward.’


He took out an identical bottle and pressed it into the officer’s hands. The man feigned embarrassment.


‘Come, come, I want you to have it. You can drink a toast to us. It’ll be a little reminder that Salagnon sells only the best.’


The officer savoured the wine, rolling his tongue noisily, being careful not to look in the direction of the uncle.


‘And what is your role, exactly?’ the uncle asked innocently.


The officer made an effort to turn to face him, but his eyes were unsteady and he had trouble focusing.


‘I uphold law and order, make sure that everyone’s home, that everything’s going as it should. The regular police have too much on their plates. They’d never be able to cope. It’s the duty of responsible citizens to help.’


‘It’s a noble task, and a thankless one. Order is important, isn’t it? The Germans realized it before we did, but we’ll get there in the end. In fact, it was a lack of order that did for us. People were not prepared to obey orders, to know their place, do their duty. It was the pursuit of pleasure that ruined this country; especially among the working classes,



egged on by permissive, moronic legislation. They preferred the fantasy of an easy life to the hard truth of impending death. Luckily we have men like you to bring us back to reality. I salute you, monsieur.’


He raised his glass and drank, and the officer felt obliged to clink glasses, though he could not help but feel this convoluted speech contained a trap. But the uncle adopted a demure expression that Victorien had never seen in him. ‘You’re not serious?’ he whispered. The uncle’s affably naive smile cast an awkward pall over the table. The officer got up, hugging the bottle to him.


‘I have to finish my rounds. You, you’ll be gone by tomorrow. And I won’t have seen a thing.’


‘Don’t you worry. I won’t cause you any trouble.’


The tone, simply the tone, sent the officer scurrying. Victorien’s father closed the door, pressed his ear to it, mimed listening to the retreating footsteps, then crept back to the table in pantomime fashion.


‘Such a shame,’ he laughed. ‘We had two bottles, but thanks to the disasters of war we have only one now.’


‘That’s precisely the problem.’


The uncle could make people uneasy with a few words. He said nothing more. Victorien knew that one day he would follow this man or men like him, wherever they went; as far as they would go. He would follow these men who, through the melodic precision of their words could cause doors to open, winds to cease, mountains to move. He would entrust all his purposeless strength to such men.
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