

[image: ]










ALAIN ELKANN


THE FRENCH


FATHER


Translated from the Italian


by Alastair McEwen









[image: ]




























For my sister Brigitte

























You are always your parents’ son, even after their death
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To save a man is to save the whole world


Talmud
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MY SISTER’S NAME IS YVONNE. She is a good-looking forty-four, petite, with light chestnut hair cut short, a small, slightly arched nose, full lips and very expressive blue eyes. An impulsive, authoritarian character, she always says what she thinks. She is understanding with the people she loves. Yvonne has always been present in the important moments of my life and, apart from a few normal, short-lived quarrels, we have always got along.


When our father died, neither of us could believe it. The handsome hero, strict, cruel, very much loved and feared by both of us, the man who had cemented our bond, had gone for ever. In silence, we accompanied him to the cemetery together, sitting close to each other in the hearse as it drove through the streets of Paris.


There were a lot of people at Montparnasse cemetery on that cold November morning, and I almost felt as though I was trespassing on a film set. I couldn’t concentrate on anything and listened absently to the Rabbi, who was delivering his funeral speech in solemn and moving tones, recalling my father’s merits and commemorating his works and deeds. I looked at the light-coloured wooden coffin a few steps away, and refused to believe that it contained his body, not long dead. A few minutes later that coffin would be lowered for ever into the family tomb where my grandparents were buried.


I wasn’t sad, nor did I cry in the days following the funeral, but I did feel lonely—he was no longer there, I would never see him again, never phone him again, never again hear the low, stern sound of his voice. During the first week of mourning, the Kaddish had to be recited every evening, and a rabbi and ten Jewish men had to be present at the service. My father’s wife was silent, shaken by the enormous void that yawned before her, by the thought of her future solitude.


I went to see her at about eleven the next morning. She greeted me kindly and with embarrassment and, as if we were entering a sanctuary, she took me to my father’s dressing room where she opened his closets saying, “Take any suits you want,” or, “Take his shirts, pyjamas, socks.”


The idea of owning and wearing my father’s clothes made me feel vaguely uneasy. As a child, I had always regarded those extremely orderly closets with reverence: his shiny black shoes, all the same, his dark ties, his white handkerchiefs … After his death, these unattainable things had become mine. I could wear the blue pin-striped suit he wore on the day the President of the Republic had awarded him the Legion of Honour, or the morning suit he had worn at my sister’s wedding.


Eleven months after our father died, as required by Jewish tradition, Yvonne and I went to the cemetery together for the first anniversary of his death. In the car we didn’t talk much, this first visit was intimidating. Luckily, it was a pleasant autumn day and, had it not been for the tombs and chapels, I might have thought we were in a public park.


We stood in front of the grey marble tombstone on which his name had been engraved in gold letters. I opened my prayer book and my sister and I recited the Kaddish. We then stood for a couple of minutes in silence, placed two stones on the tomb and moved off.


After a step or two, I saw a new grave, on which a white stone bore the name ‘Roland Topor’ in black letters. I knew that Topor had been an artist, a writer. I had met him with my ex-wife and recalled having seen the reports of his death in the newspapers. I remembered him with a glass of red wine in his hand, laughing in a rather coarse way and smoking a cigar. It had been one night in Paris, at the house of a painter friend. Aimlessly, my sister and I began to stroll along the paths of the cemetery. She told me she wasn’t unhappy. Standing in front of his tomb had not upset her. I felt that our father’s death had united us—we were happy together, alone, walking among the graves.


From that day on, I stopped wearing mourning, I no longer wore a black tie, and I started thinking about my father in a different way. He had been a serious man, but one full of fixations and taboos, a stubborn Capricorn, a moralist with some immoral traits; he laughed little and talked a lot, but when he did laugh, he had a nice smile. My relationship with him was never easy, because one word too many meant being judged severely and incurred some kind of punishment. The most irritating thing about his character, which sometimes harmed him, was his excessiveness, which on occasion verged on extremes of cruelty, precision, strictness, exactitude. The excessive orderliness of his life and his person. Everything was studied, organised, prepared well in advance; nothing was left to chance. Even his clothing was thought out in minute detail—which shirt, which cufflinks, whether a dark suit or a light one, blue or grey. My father also had a very curious relationship with food. He had been on a diet for years and years; he wanted to be slim at all costs, because he found that attractive. He had a horror of paunches and bald heads. He abhorred sweet foods, drank only Evian water and no alcohol. During the night, he used to eat fruit: apples, oranges, tangerines, strawberries and cherries.


He slept badly, took too many sleeping pills and woke very early. Breakfast was of enormous importance. Decaffeinated coffee, ordinary coffee, tea, tea with milk, orange juice, cereals and cooked fruit. It depended on how he was feeling. I had seen him eat quantities of oysters, before he eliminated crustaceans and seafood from his diet. Then there was the period when he ate Emmenthal cheese instead of fruit, then came the period of chicory, endive or lettuce heart salads, seasoned with lots of vinegar and seed oil. When he was young—up to forty-five—he liked steak and large hamburgers. This was followed by long years of grilled fish and nothing else, but when he fell ill, he stopped eating that. For a lifetime he had a real passion for pasta, which he preferred English-style, with butter and Gruyère, or butter and Parmesan. But he knew that starch is fattening, so there was an irreconcilable conflict between his desire for pasta and his rigorous diet.


During his illness, when he found he could eat anything he wanted without putting on weight, he rediscovered his taste for sweets, especially semolina, tapioca, rice, cheesecake, and chocolate ice cream. He started going to an Italian restaurant near his office almost every day. He found it ideal, because it was simple, cheap, and the restaurant owner was from Modena.


My father had always been on ambivalent terms with Italians. On the one hand, he despised their bourgeoisie, especially industrialists, whom he considered insincere, unreliable toadies, whereas he liked waiters, workers and craftsmen. He made friends with a certain Luciano, who was an interior decorator and had decorated various offices for him. He had blind faith in Luciano’s taste and, more than anything, he liked talking with him. I never knew what they talked about. Besides a few childhood friends, my father had no friends. He had no love for social life, and didn’t play cards. In the evening, he used to read or watch the television. He was reluctant to use the telephone. I was always afraid to make calls in his presence, because he would lose patience. His preference was to communicate by letter or by fax. His papers were always in order, and he was meticulous and precise. He would often use a pencil to tot up his accounts; otherwise he would use a small Japanese calculator. Weight was an obsession for him, which was why he always travelled with his own white scales, since he didn’t trust those he found occasionally in hotels. In addition, he took the greatest care with his image, so that no one could ever doubt that he was intelligent, handsome, rich and, above all, a manager. He also needed long moments of solitude, which he devoted to reading history and biographies, but mostly financial papers and dailies. Even when he was very ill, he carried on reading the newspapers day after day. He was a charmer, proud of being attractive to beautiful women and—naturally—of not giving himself to them. Knowing that he was seductive was enough for him. Excess in anything was abhorrent to him and consequently he would never betray any sign of emotional upheaval or suffering. He wanted to appear a cold, hard, severe man, with icy eyes. He wanted to be loved but, above all, feared, and looked upon with respect and admiration. His wish was to be considered a special person, unique, above the others. Even as a Jew, he wanted to be superior, a king consulting with his rabbis.


Since my father died, I have often spoken with his wife, who cannot accept the pain of his loss.


I went to see her one Sunday and found her wandering through the rooms of her flat, as if looking for her husband. Every so often, she would stop and ask me, “What will become of me? Where shall I end up? I can’t go on like this, I want to die.” Poor woman, she was really desperate.


She and my father had been passionately in love for years. I remember them as if they were two Hollywood stars. She, blonde and very elegant, looked like Grace Kelly; he, dark with green eyes and a white dinner jacket, looked like Cary Grant. When we were on holiday, they would go out in the evenings and, from the balcony of my hotel room, I used to watch them get into a large sports car. To me, they seemed extraordinary, unattainable.


She was an attentive wife, a slave to her husband’s every whim or desire, but he feared her sulks, her long silences …


As a child, I used to go to Paris for my holidays and was surprised by the fact that my father sat at the head of the table and was the only one to talk. He would give an account of his working day, his appointments, what so-and-so had said, and what he had said in reply. He had an extraordinary ability to turn everything to his advantage, so that he would look like a hero to his family. His wife lived vicariously through these accounts of his doings. She led a very private life, looking after the house and the grandchildren.


I didn’t know much about my father. He kept his secrets to himself. I always thought of him as an immanent presence, a sort of god sitting in judgement who was always right while I was always wrong. But I also sensed that his disapproval was a way of letting me feel his love, that love typical of northern Jews, rather severe and reserved.




 





After the visit to the cemetery with my sister, something changed in my relationship with my father. It was as though he had been resurrected within me and I had suddenly seen a new side of his life—not another prestigious position, nor another trip, but his death. Yes, his death, which for me became a new life—the man I had had to share with so many others was now all mine. And now that he was dead, he was no longer the strict person I had lived with for forty-five years, but had become cheerful. As a boy, I found any comparison with him humiliating. I was well aware that he was a handsome man, respected, elegant and honest, who had nothing to fear from anyone, least of all from his son. On many occasions, I had thought that I would have been the first to die. Relations between us were tense, because the  threat of punishment always loomed. To disagree with him was dangerous. No confession could be made to him because it might irritate him, and when he judged something to be bad, he never forgot it, and was capable of bringing it up even years later.


On reflecting on Montparnasse cemetery, however, and Roland Topor’s neighbouring tomb, I had to smile.


Topor had died young. He had led a dissolute life, one completely devoted to excess: tobacco, alcohol, food, women, disorderly work, sleepless nights. He had been an illustrator, a painter, and a writer whose works had a touch of the macabre about them. I recall his large, dark, darting, slightly bulging eyes, his droll gaze, his rejection of melancholy and self-pity. To tell the truth, I don’t know much about Roland Topor, except that he was the opposite of my father and that, when they were alive, they would never have been friends. My father, however, delighted in conversation; he liked to talk about himself and his life. It may be that when they buried Topor a few months after him, he was curious to know about this new person who was to rest beside him for ever. My father was a serious-minded, solemn man, but at times he would laugh heartily. I don’t know when it happened, nor how long afterwards, but I am certain that Roland too, on realising there was company in the neighbouring tomb and not used to being alone, spoke to my father in a cheerful and open manner, with the pretext of asking for information about the cemetery. Having been there now for some months and probably bored by being alone with his parents, my father would have replied willingly to Roland’s questions. He may have assumed his habitual solemn and serious attitude, that of one who is familiar with the rules and teaches them to others. Roland, who had only just arrived and was unaware of how things stood, must have felt the need to speak to that older man resting in the next tomb, who could give him useful information about living there. After the customary small talk, Roland might have said, “Have you been dead long?”


“No, since the end of November last year. I died of cancer. What did you die of?”


“I died of a stroke.”


“So you didn’t suffer. How old are you?”


“Fifty-six.”


“But that’s very young! I died when I was nearly seventy-five, after a long and painful illness. Why did you die so young?”


“Perhaps I didn’t think my life was very important. So I ruined it, I overdid things. But then, how can we know? Unfortunately I was a hypochondriac and afraid of doctors and should have had a check-up. But now it’s too late—that’s the way it went.”


“What was your job?”


“Painter, writer, artist.”


“Ah, like my son! They’re risky professions. You have to be successful!”


“That’s right, and what did you do?”


“I’ve always been in business, in industry and then in banking. But you see, I was a Jew and for many years I looked after the Jewish community.”


“I was a Jew too, of Polish origin.”


“Where were you born?”


“In Paris.”


“Ah, you too! My parents—they’re resting here with me now—were from Alsace. Jewish communities have changed a lot. If you’re of Polish origin, you must know something about that! Nowadays religious Jews come mostly from North Africa: Algerians, Moroccans, Tunisians, Egyptians.”


“Were you religious?”


“Yes, in my own way very much so, but not Orthodox. I was President of the Community.”


“I think I must have heard about you from one of my aunts, who was my one remaining connection with religion. I’m telling you this because I remember that she always used to say, ‘You should see our President, he’s as handsome as a film star.’ Were you a handsome man? Did you look like an American actor?”


“Well, in short, I don’t know; it’s not for me to say. As a matter of fact I think I was handsome, and always tried to look respectable, elegant. But I must confess that it still upsets me, despite the fact that I’ve been dead for more than a year, to talk about the Jewish community. This is nothing new, but Jews are stupid, ungrateful, and solidarity is not their strong point. Unfortunately, that’s the truth. Just imagine, in my place they elected a vulgar person without culture, only because he let it be understood that he had a lot of money and had promised favours left and right. I had chosen as my successor an upright and worthy man, the President of the Constitutional Court. There was nothing doing, however. I had underestimated money’s power to corrupt, and so they  elected him instead of the magistrate I had designated. I considered it an insult and so I withdrew from the community. It was a great sorrow to realise that so many years of work had been wiped out in an instant. The community was the chief interest in my life. I am well aware that in the elections I was betrayed by the Grand Rabbi of France. There’s no such thing as gratitude, that’s a fact. I was the one who got him to come from Marseilles. I had to oblige the community to accept him, not without difficulty, and he, as a token of his gratitude, allowed himself to be seduced by the new candidate who took him up in his private plane and provided him with certain comforts … The only friends I have left are two old rabbis, an Algerian—highly intelligent and a philosopher—and another from Alsace, more of a diplomatic type, less intellectual. I used to see them on Sunday mornings, we would talk together and they taught me about Jewish philosophy, which I have always been enthusiastic about. For all my life I have always been very proud to be a Jew. I should think that you too, even though you chose art, are proud to be a Jew. I was well acquainted with Arthur Rubinstein, the pianist. We used to have Seder, the Passover dinner, together. They were strange years, the ones before I died. I was terrified that I had prostate trouble, then there was the trauma over my pension, which I absolutely did not want to accept. I solved the problem by setting up a little bank that bears my name. Thank God my family life has never been a burden. I must say that I like my second wife very much: blonde, not very tall, well-proportioned, long slender legs, blue eyes, a little nose like a baby’s, and very soft, smooth skin. She was a quiet woman  and never asked questions; she never disturbed me when I was working, and left me free during the day. We always spent the evenings together. My mother didn’t like her at all, but then she hated all the women who had anything to do with me. My father was indifferent, he never showed his feelings. It’s strange, for years I mourned my parents, I used to talk about them to my children, and I would go to the synagogue on the anniversary of their deaths, yet now that we’ve been back together for over a year, I feel that they’re less close, absent. It’s as though I were disturbing them. You see, they died within a few months of each other, and they’ve been here for over thirty years. I used to come to visit them once a year. I believe that after a while dead people’s memories fade away. Then there’s the language problem. Now they’re dead, they speak only Alsatian dialect, their real tongue, which I have never spoken. I never wanted to speak dialects, or Yiddish. As a boy, I wanted to be French, a Parisian. I was somewhat ashamed, I must confess, of having a mother with a foreign accent, German. What’s more, Yiddish seemed to be a language that segregates Jews, puts them in a ghetto, and I wanted nothing to do with it!”


“Pardon me for interrupting, but how could you have been the President of a Jewish community for so many years if you can’t speak Yiddish? I can’t believe it. I come from a family of non-religious Jews, people who worked in the theatre, yet they all spoke Yiddish, and even I can get out a few words.”


“Yes, I know, but speaking Yiddish is not very important in France nowadays. Most French Jews come from North Africa and can speak Arabic, but not Yiddish. And then,  you must understand, I was born in Paris, in the ninth arrondissement, and only when I was six did my parents move to the sixteenth, an upper-middle-class area, where the rich Jews lived, who then—before the war—were from Alsace. My father fought in the trenches during the first war and was awarded the Military Cross. He wanted to feel that he was French, a patriot. I studied for admission to the Polytechnic, to become an engineer, to belong to an elite. I wanted to become an important person. We were French citizens of the Jewish faith, not particularly religious, well-off. In June 1940, I recall that we were lunching with my parents, an aunt and her husband, at the restaurant in the Hôtel Raphaël, an elegant place a stone’s throw from the Étoile, when the maître came up in a very agitated manner and said to my father, “Mr Elkann, the Germans are at Versailles.” My father had underestimated Hitler and believed that we French would easily have won the war, but since he was a determined and calm man, as soon as he learnt the news, he asked for the bill, paid it, and when we were in the car he said to the driver, without wasting words, “We’re going to Vichy.” We owned a holiday home there, where my mother’s mother had gone to live. So we left Paris, my life, my friends, and my destiny changed. My parents sent me to New York, where my uncle from Basle was living. He had been working there for years and had become a millionaire. The trip wasn’t easy. I left by train for Marseilles, but couldn’t get a ship. I found a flight for Casablanca, where they put me in prison, since I didn’t have the necessary visa. When I managed to have myself released, I took another plane to Lisbon, where a ship was leaving for New York. But my papers were not in order, so I ended up in prison again. When they released me, I finally embarked for New York, where they put me in prison on Staten Island. I was eighteen and felt I was having a great adventure. Alone in the world, fleeing from one country to another, from one prison to another, I found myself in America and it all seemed an incredible exploit.


“My uncle, who became my guardian, was an outstanding person. After studying at the Zurich Polytechnic, he emigrated to the United States where he set up a chemical-products firm and married an American actress. He and his wife lived in a hotel and, although he had become American, he continued to eat only German-Swiss food, which a cook from Basle prepared for him. His greatest delight was playing practical jokes, such as putting a rubber mouse on a lady’s thigh, for example. Being very rich gave him the assured air of someone who can do more or less what he wants. He liked to have well-ironed hundred-dollar bills in his pocket and would give them to anyone he met, according to his whim. Once, I asked him, ‘Why do you give money even to people who don’t need it?’


“‘Because it’s always a pleasure!’


“My uncle had little to do with me, and delegated his guardianship to a very serious and well-mannered gentleman, who worked for him.


“I enrolled in the faculty of engineering, where I met other Jewish refugees in New York, as well as Americans. At that time, I was fat and gluttonous. I had no money and ate only bread and mayonnaise in coffee shops. On Sundays, I used to go with a friend to the Waldorf Astoria, where there were grand receptions for weddings, silver weddings, christenings and first communions. We pretended to be guests and so we could eat and drink as much as we wanted. Once I got drunk and fell down while I was dancing. Since then, I have almost never drunk anything, but we Jews are not drinkers!”


“That’s what you say! I died from a cerebral ischemia, because I have always drunk, eaten and smoked too much. I had had a few warning signs, but for me there would have been no point in carrying on living if I had had to be careful about everything, prudent, no drinking, no smoking. I was making love up to a few minutes before I died. I have loved many women and in some cases I have made them suffer, but believe me, I am neither a cynic nor cruel. Life’s like that and if it weren’t for wine, I don’t even know how you could bear it! My people were Poles, non-drinkers, but I was born in Paris …”


“I have always attached great importance to the fact of being a Jew, but my relationship with France changed after the war. The French had been fascists, they had collaborated with the Nazis, they had betrayed the Jews and let them be exterminated in the death camps. You must know this, even if you were only a child! After the war, I decided to go back and live in Paris, but I often yearned for America. My son, on the other hand, was educated in Italy. He speaks Italian, and has almost always lived in Italy.”


“Lucky him! I have had a lot of exhibitions there. I have a great many Italian friends, but I don’t speak the language. Do you speak Italian?”


“No, and not even German. My first wife was Italian, we met in New York during the war. I was fond of her, she was very devoted. But I wasn’t happy with her, and that’s how I met the woman who would become my second wife. With her, I liked staying in bed, making love. We had a daughter, but I was never much of a family man, I’ve always preferred work, the office, deciding, asserting my point of view, being esteemed for my intelligence. Certainly, I’ve never been sorry to know that I was a handsome man, I must say. Especially when I lost weight, I felt more handsome, more elegant. Then, when my parents died, I started taking an interest in religion, taking part in community life. Dealing with Jews and Jewish matters. I have always been a worker, because if you want to live well, in luxury, you need a lot of money, and, unfortunately, my uncle in America didn’t leave me anything. I thought I would have been his natural heir, but he preferred to leave everything he had to the Zoological Gardens in Basle and to a foundation. That’s how I didn’t become a millionaire. I apologise for boring you with this story. I know I talk a lot, but I haven’t spoken with anyone for months and months, so I had to get things off my chest! How long is it since you arrived?”


“About a month, not more.”


“How do you like it?”


“I don’t know yet. Death caught me unprepared. I don’t remember much. I’m not used to living alone, not smoking, not drinking, not laughing, not talking, not drawing, and not expressing myself. When you die suddenly, still young, it’s true you’re out of the way, but there are a few problems. In short, you’re no longer alive and you’re no longer a nuisance to anyone, but you’re not there. I should have liked to settle my debts with the Inland Revenue, before dying. It would have been better for my poor son!”


“And your parents?”


“They’re buried somewhere else. They lived in another district. I shan’t see them again.”


“Do you miss life?”


“I don’t know. I was tired out when I died, and I didn’t know it. I never rested. I worked, went out, drank, ate, never slept. I never had enough time. Now there’s all the time in the world.”




 





Since I had taken an interest in Roland Topor as the occupant of the tomb next to my father’s, besides reading his books and getting to know his works, I felt that I wanted to talk about him to someone who had been close to him.


Stefania, an Italian friend who had lived in Paris for years, suggested that I talk to Nicolas, Roland’s only son by his first wife. After a complicated search, I managed to contact him.


“Are you Nicolas, Roland Topor’s son?”


“Yes, I am.” It was the voice of a young, shy person.


“I’m the son of the man who is buried next to your father, and I’ve called because I should like to talk about our fathers. I hope I’m not disturbing you.”


“No, I don’t feel like talking about my father. It’s not something I can do yet.”


“I should like to go to the cemetery with you. Your father’s grave is very spartan. My father is buried beside his parents. How is it that your grandparents aren’t buried beside your father?”


“Just a minute, who are you? I don’t even know you. I’ve told you that I don’t want to talk about this matter, you ask me why my grandparents aren’t buried together with my father, and you expect an answer? And, what’s more, I must tell you that the stone you saw on my father’s grave is a temporary one. But this is none of your business and, as I told you, I don’t want to talk about it.”


“Do you mean you’ll move him? You’ll bury him somewhere else, with his parents?”


“Not at all. I have nothing to say about this, I don’t want to talk. Call me some other time. Today is a holiday.”


“What do you do for a living?”


“I’m sorry, I have nothing further to say, I don’t feel like it.”




 





Clearly, our relations had got off on the wrong foot. I shouldn’t have phoned him, or I should have been more tactful, less direct. I should have persuaded him to meet me, but not at the cemetery. One fact remained uncertain—I hadn’t understood if Nicolas was really upset by his father’s sudden death. Perhaps they were on bad terms and he hadn’t managed to set things right before his father died. Perhaps Roland had left debts and there wasn’t enough money for a nice tomb. Perhaps it wasn’t the son who had dealt with the burial.


By chance, on the very evening that I had spoken with Nicolas, at the Brasserie Lipp I met Bob, an art dealer who knew Roland well and owned some of his works.


“Of course, Roland was an extraordinary man, his laugh was unforgettable, he used to talk for hours and hours with his friends. In the past few years, he almost always spent his time with a Scandinavian sculptor, Erik. They used to go round the bistrots … I’d advise you to look for Erik, you’ll see, he’ll be able to tell you a lot. Call me tomorrow, I’ll give you his phone number,” said Bob.




 





Next morning, my daughter joined me in a café. She was wearing soft black silk slacks, green gym shoes and a green cotton twinset. Beautiful, still sleepy, she sat down in front of me. She had the fresh, firm skin of an eighteen-year-old, and full lips. Ginevra’s look did not immediately reveal her state of mind, because she is a girl whose moods change very easily. She drank an orange juice and ate a croissant. I took a coffee and a croissant. At about ten o’clock, we went to Montparnasse cemetery. She had already been there by herself a few weeks earlier to visit her grandfather’s grave. We went in and started looking for our family tomb. First we came to Topor’s and took a photo of it, then a few steps further on we photographed my father’s. I recited the Kaddish in front of her, and then we went to look for some stones and each of us placed two on the grave. We weren’t sad or upset. She wanted to know what other famous people were buried there. On a map we saw the tombs of Sartre, Brâncus¸i, Beckett and Baudelaire.


“Baudelaire is very near grandfather! Sartre and de Beauvoir are just over there.”


We went to look for Beckett’s tomb, which was a very simple slab of grey marble. Looking at tombs is not very moving. It’s a little like looking at book covers—they contain the authors of the books.


“How are you feeling? Do you like this cemetery?”


“Yes, but it’s a sad, grey day.”


Several times that morning Ginevra told me she was sleepy, tired, and the weather was grey. She wasn’t sure whether she should go to Naples with her grandparents or not. In the meantime, she would stay in Paris while I had to leave. But I shall be coming back soon, I have to talk to Topor’s friends. It’s a curious way of continuing to live with my father, whom I miss.


My father’s wife is not well. She wants affection, wants to get better. My sister tells her that she absolutely must make an effort, but she can’t manage it. She would like someone—anyone—to make that effort gently for her and then not rub it in or, better still, not even let her know they had done it. Now she’s back at home, after the hospital. While she was there, I phoned her every day and asked, “How are you feeling?”


“Bad, always the same. I want to end it all, I can’t go on any longer, I don’t want anything, I’m bored.”


When she talked like that, I felt impotent, swinging between grief and anger. Between the desire to say “That’s enough now” and the need, on the other hand, to say “Poor thing, I’m sorry”. Her future was in the hands of her psychiatrist—he changed her medicines, prescribed  the dosages, hospitalised her, looked after her, told her she was better. He always talked like the owner of a hotel in the mountains, who boasts to his guests of its qualities as a ski resort, while allowing a few winks and nods, a hint of malice, to slip into the conversation.
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