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‘A bare-knuckle writer who does not pull punches or take prisoners . . . Houellebecq’s novel will intrigue and provoke . . . it takes you by the throat and shakes you. A bracing mix of visionary Aldous Huxley, Evelyn Waugh at his cruellest, and ranting John Osborne, The Possibility of an Island is a charging bull in the china shop of modern fiction’


David Coward, TLS


‘A clever blend of futuristic biogenetic fantasy with a contemporary tale of immorality, inhumanity and the cult of youth’


Economist


‘This novel is better than the previous two and very funny in places . . . The style in his new novel is richer and more complex. The descriptions of sex are clear, uncomplicated by hyperbole and, if read in the spirit they were written, entertaining . . . Perhaps the clever thing about this novel is that despite his triteness, Daniel engages our sympathy’


Tim King, Prospect


‘Possibly the most outrageously brilliant French novelist for generations . . . The Possibility of an Island is still better and more ravishingly insolent than anything else that will be published this year. Or next, probably’


Henry Sutton, Esquire


‘Engrossing . . . the first two hundred pages succeed as well as any of his past work, with coherent expression of complex ideas, biting sarcasm and, of course, lots of inter-generational voyeuristic muck’


David Jenkins, Time Out


‘He [Daniel] experiences real feeling, and this is intensely described, its effects on mind and body scrupulously itemised . . . The persistence of feeling is or may be Houellebecq’s saving grace. His heartlessness must be measured by this standard, which is entirely impressive . . . He supplies something of a corrective to current dishonesty . . . Like Sartre, like Camus, Houellebecq writes even, uninflected prose, here translated fluently . . . which never falters . . . his touching poem, positing the possibility of an island, is the only concession to softer feelings in this survey of our present discontents, and our all-too-limited attempts to escape them. Its rousing effect will be to obliterate the kind of recommendations offered by politicians, management consultants, advertising executives, and above all religious revivalists . . . For this and other insights he sets a standard which few will be able to envisage, let alone to formulate’


Anita Brookner, Spectator


‘The Possibility of an Island is above all an aesthetic achievement. For this, Houellebecq should win the Prix Goncourt that polemics and personalities have made so elusive’


Scotsman


‘An exhilarating writer . . . in a class of his own’


Sebastian Shakespeare, Literary Review


‘There is no doubt that he is a writer who deserves the serious attention that he is now receiving’


Douglas Kennedy, The Times


‘Provocative and satisfying fiction’


Sam Phipps, Herald


‘If you liked Atomised and Platform, you’ll love The Possibility of an Island. Houellebecq is perhaps the most talented of current French writers, and might be termed the Lord of the New Despair, but he has yet to write his masterpiece’


Tibor Fischer, Sunday Telegraph


‘There is a compelling inexorability about the process of self-destruction that Houellebecq charts in the original Daniel . . . this is a novel of ideas’


David Horspool, Sunday Times


‘Daniel, the narrator of The Possibility of an Island . . . is a recognisably Houellebecqian figure: middle-aged, jaded, death-preoccupied, sex-obsessed, sentimental if also cruel, misanthropic and very funny . . . one never ceases to be moved by the profound wisdom of his observations and the insight he offers into the complexities and corruptions of the present’


Jason Cowley, New Statesman


‘The Possibility of an Island, which comprises a moving examination of the modern world, the trials of old age and the death of love’


Tim Adams, Observer magazine


‘Is set to become a winter must-read’


Evening Standard, ESReview


‘So, Michel Houellebecq: seer or charlatan? I’m still not sure. The one thing I can say is that he will always keep me guessing – and always keep me reading’


Barry Didcock, Sunday Herald


‘Upbeat this isn’t, but it is hilarious at times. It’s also a big book of ideas. Many readers will be outraged; others newly hooked. Like him or loathe him, Houellebecq is one of the most important writers to come out of France in recent years’


Ian Kilroy, Irish Examiner


‘The first 300 pages of this novel prove that Houellebecq is one of the best novelists writing today’


Matt Thorne, Independent on Sunday


‘The most cutting fiction of the year’


David Sexton, Evening Standard


Michel Houellebecq lives in County Cork, Ireland. He is the bestselling author of Atomised, Platform, Lanzarote and Whatever. He is also a poet, essayist and rap artist.
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Introduction


Welcome to eternal life, my friends.


This book owes its existence to Harriet Wolff, a German journalist I met in Berlin a few years ago. Before putting her questions to me, Harriet wanted to recount a little fable. For her, this fable encapsulated my position as a writer.


I am in a telephone box, after the end of the world. I can make as many telephone calls as I like, there is no limit. I have no idea if anyone else has survived, or if my calls are just the monologues of a lunatic. Sometimes the call is brief, as if someone has hung up on me; sometimes it goes on for a while, as if someone is listening with guilty curiosity. There is neither day nor night; the situation is without end.


Welcome to eternal life, Harriet.


 


Who, among you, deserves eternal life?


 


My current incarnation is deteriorating; I do not think it will last much longer. I know that in my next incarnation I will be reunited with my companion, the little dog Fox.


The advantage of having a dog for company lies in the fact that it is possible to make him happy; he demands such simple things, his ego is so limited. Possibly, in a previous era, women found themselves in a comparable situation – similar to that of domestic animals. Undoubtedly there used to be a form of domotic happiness, connected to the functioning of the whole, which we are no longer able to understand; there was undoubtedly the pleasure of constituting a functional organism, one that was adequate, conceived with the purpose of accomplishing a discrete series of tasks – and these tasks, through repetition, constituted a discrete series of days. All that has disappeared, along with the series of tasks; we no longer really have any specific objective; the joys of humans remain unknowable to us, inversely, we cannot be torn apart by their sorrows. Our nights are no longer shaken by terror or by ecstasy. We live, however; we go through life, without joy and without mystery; time seems brief to us.


 


The first time I met Marie22 was on a cheap Spanish server; the connection times were appallingly long.




The weariness brought on
By the old dead Dutchman
Is not something attested
Well before the master’s return.





2711, 325104, 13375317, 452626. At the address indicated I was shown an image of her pussy – jerky, pixellated, but strangely real. Was she alive, dead or an intermediary? Most likely an intermediary, I think; but it was something you did not talk about.


Women give an impression of eternity, as though their pussy were connected to mysteries – as though it were a tunnel opening on to the essence of the world, when in fact it is just a hole for dwarves, fallen into disrepair. If they can give us this impression, then good for them; my words are meant sympathetically.




The immobile grace,
Conspicuously crushing,
Flowing from the passage of civilisations,
Does not have death as corollary.





I should have stopped. Stopped the game, the intermediation, the contact; but it was too late. 258, 129, 3727313, 11324410.


The first sequence was filmed from a hill. Immense sheets of grey plastic covered the plain; we were north of Almeria. The harvesting of the fruit and vegetables that grew beneath the plastic used to be done by agricultural labourers – most often of Moroccan origin. After mechanisation was introduced, the workers evaporated into the surrounding sierras.


In addition to the usual equipment – electric generator powering the protective fence, satellite network, sensors – the unit Proyecciones XXI.13 also benefited from a generator of mineral salts and its own source of drinking water. It was far away from the main thoroughfares, and did not figure on any of the recent maps – its construction came after the last surveys. Since the cessation of all air traffic and the permanent jamming of satellite transmission frequencies, it had become virtually impossible to locate.


The following sequence could have been a dream. A man with my face was eating a yoghurt in a steel mill; the manual for the machine tools was written in Turkish. It was unlikely that production would start up again.


12, 12, 533, 8467.


The second message from Marie22 was worded thus:




I am alone like a silly cunt
With my
Cunt





245535, 43, 3. When I say ‘I’, I am lying. Let us posit the ‘I’ of perception – neutral and limpid. Put it next to the ‘I’ of intermediation – when you look at it this way, my body belongs to me; or, more exactly, I belong to my body. What do we observe? An absence of contact. Fear what I say.


 


I do not want to keep you outside this book; living or dead, you are readers. Reading is done outside of me; and I want it to be done – in this way, in silence.




Contrary to received ideas,
Words don’t create a world;
Man speaks like a dog barks
To express his anger, or his fear.







Pleasure is silent,
Just like the state of happiness.





The self is the synthesis of our failures; but it is only a partial synthesis. Fear what I say.


This book is intended for the edification of the Future Ones. Men, they will tell themselves, were able to produce this. It is not nothing; it is not everything; we are dealing with an intermediary production.


Marie22, if she exists, is a woman to the same extent that I am a man; to a limited, refutable extent.


I too am approaching the end of my journey.


No one will be present at the birth of the Spirit, except for the Future Ones; but the Future Ones are not beings, in our sense of the word. Fear what I say.









PART ONE

COMMENTARY
OF DANIEL24


DANIEL1, 1




Now, what does a rat do when it’s awake? It sniffs about.


Jean-Didier – biologist





 


How vividly I remember the first moments of my vocation as a clown! I was seventeen at the time, and spending a rather dreary month in an all-inclusive resort in Turkey – it was, incidentally, the last time I was to go on holiday with my parents. My silly bitch of a sister – she was thirteen at the time – was just beginning to turn the guys on. It was at breakfast; as usual in the morning, a queue had formed in front of the scrambled eggs, something the holidaymakers seemed incredibly fond of. Next to me, an old English woman (desiccated, nasty, the kind who would cut up foxes to decorate her living room), who had already helped herself copiously to eggs, didn’t hesitate to snaffle up the last three sausages on the hotplate. It was five to eleven, the breakfast service had come to an end, it was inconceivable that the waiter would bring out any more sausages. The German who was in the queue behind her became rigid; his fork, already reaching for a sausage, stopped in mid-air, and his face turned red with indignation. He was an enormous German, a colossus, more than two metres tall and weighing at least 150 kilos. I thought for a moment that he was going to plant his fork in the octogenarian’s eyes, or grab her by the neck and smash her head on to the hotplates. She, with that senile, unconscious selfishness of old people, came trotting back to her table as if nothing had happened. The German was angry, I could sense that he was incredibly angry, but little by little his face grew calm, and he went off sadly, sausageless, in the direction of his compatriots.


Out of this incident I composed a little sketch about a bloody revolt in a holiday resort, sparked by the tiny details that contradicted the all-inclusive formula: a shortage of sausages at breakfast, followed by a supplemental charge for the mini-golf. That evening, I performed this sketch at the ‘You have talent!’ soirée (one evening every week the show was made up of turns done by the holidaymakers, instead of by professionals); I played all the characters, thus taking my first steps down the road of the one-man show, a road I scarcely left throughout my career. Nearly everyone came to the after-dinner show, as there was fuck-all to do until the discotheque opened; that meant an audience of 800 people. My sketch was a resounding success, people cried with laughter, and there was noisy applause. That very evening, at the discotheque, a pretty brunette called Sylvie told me I had made her laugh a lot, and that she liked boys with a sense of humour. Dear Sylvie. And so, in this way, my virginity was lost and my vocation decided.


After my baccalaureate, I signed up for acting lessons; there followed some inglorious years, during which I grew nastier and nastier and, as a consequence, more and more caustic; thanks to this, success finally arrived – on a scale which surprised me. I had begun with small sketches on reunited immigrant families, journalists for Le Monde and the mediocrity of the middle classes in general – I successfully captured the incestuous temptations of mid-career intellectuals aroused by their daughters or daughters-in-law, with their bare belly-buttons and thongs showing above their trousers. In short, I was a cutting observer of contemporary reality; I was often compared to Pierre Desproges. While continuing to devote myself to the one-man show, I occasionally accepted invitations to appear on television programmes, which I chose for their big audiences and general mediocrity. I never forgot to emphasise this mediocrity, albeit subtly: the presenter had to feel a little endangered, but not too much. All in all, I was a good professional; I was just a bit overrated. I was not the only one.


I don’t mean that my sketches were unfunny; they were funny. I was, indeed, a cutting observer of contemporary reality; it was just that everything now seemed so elementary to me, it seemed that so few things remained that could be observed in contemporary reality: we had simplified and pruned so much, broken so many barriers, taboos, misplaced hopes and false aspirations; truly, there was so little left. On the social level, there were the rich and the poor, with a few fragile links between them – the social ladder, a subject on which it was the done thing to joke; and the more serious possibility of being ruined. On the sexual level there were those who aroused desire, and those who did not: a tiny mechanism, with a few complications of modality (homosexuality, etc.), that could nevertheless be easily summarised as vanity and narcissistic competition, which had already been well described by the French moralists, three centuries before. There were also, of course, the honest folk, those who work, who ensure the effective production of wealth, also those who make sacrifices for their children – in a manner that is rather comic or, if you like, pathetic (but I was, above all, a comedian); those who have neither beauty in their youth, nor ambition later, nor riches ever; but who hold on wholeheartedly, and more sincerely than anyone, to the values of beauty, youth, wealth, ambition and sex; those who, in some kind of way, make the sauce bind. Those people, I am afraid to say, could not constitute a subject. I did, however, include a few of them in my sketches to give diversity, and the reality effect; but I began all the same to get seriously tired. What’s worse is that I was considered to be a humanist; a pretty abrasive humanist, but a humanist all the same. To give some context, here is one of the jokes that peppered my shows:


‘Do you know what they call the fat stuff around the vagina?’


‘No.’


‘The woman.’


Strangely, I managed to throw in that kind of thing, whilst still getting good reviews in Elle and Télérama; it’s true that the arrival of the Arab immigrant comedians had validated macho excesses once more, and that I was genuinely excessive, albeit with grace: going close to the bone, repeatedly, but always staying in control. Finally, the benefit of the humorist’s trade, or more generally of a humorous attitude in life, is to be able to behave like a complete bastard with impunity, and even to profit hugely from your depravity, in terms of sexual conquests and money, all with general approval.


My supposed humanism was, in reality, built on very thin foundations: a vague outburst against tobacconists, an allusion to the corpses of negro clandestines cast up on the Spanish coasts, had been enough to give me a reputation as a lefty and a defender of human rights. Me, a lefty? I had occasionally been able to introduce a few, vaguely young, anti-globalisation campaigners into my sketches, without giving them an immediately antipathetic role; I had occasionally indulged in a certain demagogy: I was, I repeat, a good professional. Besides, I looked like an Arab, which helps; the only residual ideological content of the left, in those days, was anti-racism, or more precisely anti-white racism. I did not in fact know the origins of these Arab features, which became more pronounced as the years went by: my mother was of Spanish origin and my father, as far as I know, was Breton. For example, my sister, that little bitch, was undoubtedly the Mediterranean type, but she wasn’t half as dark as me, and her hair was straight. One had to wonder: had my mother always been scrupulously faithful? Or had I been engendered by some Mustapha? Or even – another hypothesis – by a Jew? Fuck that: Arabs came to my shows in droves – Jews also, by the way, although in smaller numbers; and all these people paid for their tickets, at the full price. We all worry about the circumstances of our death; the circumstances of our birth, however, are less worrisome to us.


As for human rights, quite obviously I couldn’t give a toss; I could hardly manage to be interested in the rights of my cock.


In that particular respect, the rest of my career had more or less confirmed my first success at the holiday club. Women in general lack a sense of humour, which is why they consider humour to be one of the virile qualities; throughout my career, opportunities for placing my organ in one of the appropriate orifices were never lacking. To tell the truth, such intercourse was never up to much: women who are interested in comedians are getting old, nearly forty, and are beginning to suspect that things are going to turn bad. Some of them had fat asses, others breasts like flannels, sometimes both. In other words, there was nothing arousing about them; and, anyway, when it’s more and more difficult to get a hard-on, the interest goes. They weren’t all that old, either; I knew that as they approached fifty they would once again long for something reassuring, easy and false – and of course they wouldn’t find it. In the meantime, I could only confirm to them – completely unintentionally, believe me, it’s never a pleasure – the decline of their erotic value; I could only confirm their first suspicions, and instil in them, despite myself, a despairing view of life: no, it was not maturity that awaited them, but simply old age; there was not a new blossoming at the end of the road, but a bundle of frustrations and sufferings, at first insignificant, then very quickly unbearable; it wasn’t very healthy, all that, not very healthy at all. Life begins at fifty, that’s true; insomuch as it ends at forty.


DANIEL24, 1


Look at the little creatures moving in the distance; look. They are humans.


In the fading light, I witness without regret the disappearance of the species. A last ray of sunlight skims over the plain, passes over the mountain range barring the horizon to the east, and colours the desert landscape with a red halo. The metal trellises of the protective fence around the residence sparkle. Fox growls softly; no doubt he can sense the presence of the savages. For them I feel no pity, nor any sense of common belonging; I simply consider them to be slightly more intelligent monkeys, and, for this reason, more dangerous. There are times when I unlock the fence to rescue a rabbit, or a stray dog; but never to bring help to a human.


I would never contemplate coupling with a female of their species. Whilst the interspecies barrier is often territorial among invertebrates and plants, among the higher vertebrates it is more a question of behaviour.


A being is fashioned, somewhere in the Central City, that is similar to me; at least he has my features, and my internal organs. When my life ceases, the absence of a signal will be registered in a few nanoseconds; the manufacture of my successor will begin immediately. The next day, or the day after at the latest, the protective fence will be reopened; my successor will settle within these walls. This book will be addressed to him.


*


Pierce’s first law identifies personality with memory. Nothing exists, in the personality, outside what is memorisable (be this memory cognitive, procedural or emotional); it is thanks to memory, for example, that the sense of identity does not dissolve during sleep.


According to Pierce’s second law, language is a suitable carrier for cognitive memory.


Pierce’s third law defines the conditions for an unbiased language.


Pierce’s three laws were going to put an end to the hazardous attempts at memory downloading through the intermediary of a data carrier, in favour of, on the one hand, direct molecular transfer, and, on the other, what today we call life story, initially conceived as a simple complement, a provisional solution, but which was, following the work by Pierce, to become considerably more important. Thus, curiously, this major logical advance resulted in the rehabilitation of an ancient form that was basically quite close to what was once called autobiography.


Concerning the life story, there are no precise instructions. The beginning can start at any point in time, just as a first glance can alight on any point within a painting; what matters is that, gradually, the whole picture re-emerges.


DANIEL1, 2




When you see the success of the car-free Sundays in Paris, and the walkway along the banks of the Seine, then you can easily imagine what comes next.


Gérard – taxi driver





 


Today it’s almost impossible for me to remember why I married my first wife; if I was to come across her in the street, I don’t even think I’d be able to recognise her. You forget certain things, you forget them totally; it is wrong to suppose that all things are stored in the sanctuary of memory; certain events, the majority of them even, are well and truly erased, there remains no trace of them, and it is absolutely as if they had never happened. To return to my wife, or rather my first wife, we undoubtedly lived together for two or three years; when she became pregnant, I ditched her almost immediately. I was having no success at the time, and she received only a miserable alimony.


On the day of my son’s suicide, I made a tomato omelette. ‘A living dog is worth more than a dead lion,’ as Ecclesiastes rightly says. I had never loved that child: he was as stupid as his mother, and as nasty as his father. His death was far from a catastrophe; you can live without such human beings.


After my first show, ten years passed, punctuated by short and unsatisfying affairs, before I met Isabelle. I was then thirty-nine and she thirty-seven; I was already something of a celebrity. When I earned my first million euros (I mean, when I had really earned them, after tax, and placed them in a safe haven), I realised that I was not a Balzacian character. A Balzacian character who has just earned his first million euros would, in most cases, figure out a way to reach the second – with the exception of those few people who will immediately begin to dream of the moment when they can count them in tens. For my part, I wondered above all whether I could bring my career to a halt – before concluding no.


During the first phases of my rise to fortune and glory, I had occasionally tasted the joys of consumption, by which our epoch shows itself so superior to those that preceded it. You could quibble forever over whether men were more or less happy in past centuries. You could comment on the disappearance of religions, the difficulty of feeling love, discuss the disadvantages and advantages of both; you could mention the appearance of democracy, the loss of our sense of the sacred, the crumbling of social ties. I myself had done such things, in a lot of sketches, though in a humorous way. You could even question scientific and technological progress, and be under the impression, for example, that the improvement of medical techniques had been at the cost of increasing social control and an overall decrease in joie de vivre. But it remains the case that, on the level of consumption, the pre-eminence of the twentieth century was indisputable: nothing, in any other civilisation, in any other epoch, could compare itself to the mobile perfection of a contemporary shopping centre functioning at full tilt. I had thus consumed, with joy, shoes most notably; then, gradually, I had grown weary, and I had understood that my life, without this daily input of basic, renewable pleasures, was going to stop being simple.


When I met Isabelle, I must have been worth six million euros. A Balzacian character, at this stage, buys a sumptuous apartment, which he fills with artworks, and then ruins himself for a dancer. I lived in a banal three-room flat, in the fourteenth arrondissement, and I had never slept with a top model – I hadn’t even felt the desire to. At one point it had seemed the right thing to do to copulate with a B-list model; I did not keep an imperishable memory of it. The girl was all right, with rather big breasts, but no bigger than those of others; I was, when you think of it, less overrated than her.


The interview took place in my dressing room, after a show that must be described as a triumph. Isabelle was then the editor-in-chief of Lolita, after a long spell working at 20 Ans. At first, I wasn’t really up for this interview; whilst flicking through the magazine, I had, however, been surprised by the level of sluttishness that publications for young girls had stooped to: T-shirts cut to fit ten-year-olds, skintight white shorts, thongs showing everywhere, the knowing use of Chupa-Chups, it was all there. ‘Yes, but they have a bizarre product positioning . . .’ the press officer had insisted. ‘And then the fact that the editor-in-chief moves around a lot herself, I think that’s a sign . . .’


There are, it seems, people who do not believe in love at first sight; without giving the expression its literal sense, it is obvious that mutual attraction is, in all cases, very quick; from the first minutes of my encounter with Isabelle I knew that we were going to share a love story, and that this love story would be long; and I knew that she herself was aware of this. After a few opening questions, on my methods of preparation, etc., she fell silent. I flicked again through the magazine pages.


‘These are not really Lolitas . . .’ I observed, finally. ‘They are sixteen, seventeen years old.’


‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Nabokov was five years out. What most men like is not the moment that precedes puberty, but the one immediately after. Anyway, he wasn’t a very good writer . . .’


I too had never been able to bear that mediocre and mannered pseudo-poet, that clumsy imitator of Joyce, who had never been lucky enough to possess the energy that sometimes enabled the insane Irishman to rise above his ponderous prose.


A collapsed pastry, that was what Nabokov’s style had always made me think of.


‘But exactly,’ she continued. ‘If a book that is so badly written, and, what’s more, is handicapped by a gross mistake concerning the age of the heroine, manages despite everything to be a very good book, to such an extent that it constitutes a lasting myth, and enters everyday speech, then the author has stumbled upon something essential.’


If we agreed on everything, the interview risked being rather flat. ‘We could continue over dinner . . .’ she proposed. ‘I know a Tibetan restaurant in the rue des Abbesses.’


Naturally, as in all serious love stories, we slept together on the first night. At the moment when she undressed, she seemed slightly uneasy, then proud: her body was incredibly firm and supple. It was much later that I learned she was thirty-seven; at that moment, I would have said thirty at most.


‘What do you do to keep yourself fit?’ I asked her.


‘Classical dance.’


‘No stretching or aerobics, none of that stuff?’


‘No, that’s all nonsense; believe me, I’ve been working in women’s magazines for ten years. The only thing that really works is classical dance. Only it’s hard, it demands real discipline; but that suits me. I’m rather psychorigid.’


‘You, psychorigid?’


‘Yes, yes . . . You’ll see.’


As time goes on, what strikes me, when I remember Isabelle, is the incredible frankness of our relations, from the very first moment, even in regard to subjects about which women usually prefer to retain a certain mystery, in the mistaken belief that mystery adds a touch of eroticism to the relationship, when on the contrary, most men are violently excited by a direct sexual approach.


‘It’s not very difficult to make a man come . . .’ she had told me, wryly, during our first dinner in the Tibetan restaurant. ‘That’s to say, I’ve always managed to.’ She was speaking the truth. She was also speaking the truth when she said that there was nothing extraordinary or strange about the secret. ‘You need only remember,’ she continued with a sigh, ‘that men have balls. Women are aware that men have a cock, arguably they are all too aware, because ever since men were reduced to the status of a sexual object, women have been literally obsessed with their cocks; but when they make love they forget, nine times out of ten, that the balls are a sensitive zone. Whether it’s for masturbation, penetration or a blowjob, you must, from time to time, put your hand on the man’s balls, either to lightly caress them, or to apply greater pressure, and soon you’ll realise that they are more or less hard. There you go. That’s all.’


It must have been five in the morning, and I had just come inside her, and things were good, really good, everything was comforting and tender, and I was feeling as though I was on the threshold of a happy phase in my life, when I noticed, for no particular reason, the bedroom’s decor – I remember that at that moment the moonlight was falling on an engraving of a rhinoceros, an old engraving, of the kind you find in animal encyclopaedias of the nineteenth century.


‘Do you like my place?


‘Yes. You’ve got taste.’


‘Are you surprised I’ve got taste, since I work for a shitty magazine?’


I could tell it was going to be hard to hide my thoughts from her. This remark, curiously, filled me with a certain joy; I suppose that is one of the signs of true love.


‘I’m well paid . . . You know, often, that’s enough reason to take a job.’


‘How much?’


‘Fifty thousand euros a month.’


‘That’s a lot; but at the moment I earn more.’


‘That’s to be expected. You’re a gladiator, in the middle of the arena. It’s no surprise you’re well paid: you risk your neck, you can fall at any moment.’


‘Ah . . .’


There, I wasn’t completely in agreement; I remember feeling joy again. It’s good to be in perfect harmony, to agree on every subject, in the first instance it is even indispensable; but it is also good to have small differences of opinion, if only to be able to resolve them through gentle discussion.


‘I suppose you must have slept with a lot of girls who came to your shows . . .’ she continued.


‘A few, yes.’


Not as many as that, in reality: there had perhaps been fifty, or a hundred at the absolute maximum; but I refrained from articulating that the night that we had just spent together was far and away the best; I felt that she knew it. Not through boastfulness, or exaggerated vanity: simply through intuition, through an understanding of human relations; through an accurate appreciation, also, of her own erotic value.


‘If girls are sexually attracted to guys who get up on stage,’ she continued, ‘it’s not simply that they are seeking fame; it’s also that they feel an individual who gets up on stage risks his neck, because the public is a big dangerous animal that can annihilate its creation, hunt it down, and force it to flee, booed off in shame. The reward these girls can offer to the guy who risks his neck by going on stage is their body; it’s exactly the same thing with a gladiator, or a matador. It would be stupid to imagine that these primitive mechanisms have disappeared; I know them, I use them, I earn my living from them. I understand exactly the erotic attraction of the rugby player, the rock star, the theatre actor or the racing driver: all this follows ancient patterns, with small variations according to fashion or epoch. A good magazine for young girls is one that knows how to anticipate – subtly – these variations.’


I thought for well over a minute; I had to make her understand my point of view. It was important, or maybe not – let’s just say I wanted to make her understand.


‘You’re completely right . . .’ I said. ‘Except that, in my case, I’m not risking anything.’


‘Why?’


She had sat up in bed and was looking at me with surprise.


‘Because, even if the public suddenly felt like getting rid of me, it couldn’t; there is no one to put in my place. I am, very precisely, irreplaceable.’


She frowned and looked at me; dawn had now broken, and I saw her breasts moving to the rhythm of her breath. I felt like taking one of them in my mouth, sucking it, and emptying my mind; but I told myself I should let her reflect a bit. That didn’t take her more than thirty seconds; she really was an intelligent girl.


‘It’s true,’ she said. ‘There’s a completely abnormal frankness about you. I don’t know if it’s owing to a particular event in your life, a consequence of your education or what; but there is no chance that the phenomenon could reproduce itself in the same generation. In fact, people need you more than you need them – people of my age, at least. In a few years’ time, that’ll all change. You know the magazine I work for: all we’re trying to do is create an artificial mankind, a frivolous one that will no longer be open to seriousness or to humour, which, until it dies, will engage in an increasingly desperate quest for fun and sex; a generation of definitive kids. We are going to succeed, of course; and, in that world, you will no longer have your place. But I suppose it’s not too bad, you must have had time to put some money away.’


‘Six million euros.’


I had replied, automatically, without even thinking; there was another question that had been pestering me for several minutes. ‘Your magazine . . . Actually, I don’t resemble your readership at all. I am cynical, bitter, I can only interest people who are a bit inclined towards doubt, people who already feel that they’ve reached the end of the line; this interview can’t fit in with your editorial policy.’


‘That’s true,’ she said calmly, with an astonishing calm when I thought about it later – she was so transparent and so frank, with no talent for lying. ‘There won’t be any interview; it was just a pretext for meeting you.’


She was looking me straight in the eye, and I was in such a state that her words alone were enough to give me a hard-on. I think that she was moved by such a sentimental, such a human erection; she stretched out beside me, placed her head upon my shoulder and began to wank me slowly, squeezing my sex and my balls. I relaxed, and gave myself to her caress. She lived in the sixteenth arrondissement, at the top of Passy; in the distance an overground metro was crossing the Seine. Day was beginning, the murmur of traffic was becoming louder; sperm spurted on her breasts. I took her in my arms.


‘Isabelle,’ I said into her ear. ‘I would like you to tell me how you came to work for this magazine.’


‘It’s been hardly a year, Lolita is only at issue fourteen. I stayed a very long time at 20 Ans, I occupied all the posts; Germaine, the editor-in-chief, relied completely upon me. At the end, just before the magazine was bought up, she made me assistant editor-in-chief; it was the least she could do; for ten years I had been doing all the work in her place. That didn’t stop her hating me; I remember the hatred in her eyes when she handed me Lajoinie’s invitation. You know who Lajoinie is, does that ring any bells?’


‘Vaguely something . . .’


‘Yes, he’s not that well known to the general public. He was a shareholder of 20 Ans, a minority shareholder, but he is the one who pushed for the sale; an Italian group bought it. Obviously, Germaine was fired; the Italians were prepared to keep me, but Lajoinie inviting me to brunch at his house on a Sunday morning could only mean he had something else in mind for me; Germaine could sense this, of course, and that’s what made her mad with rage. He was living in Le Marais, just by the Place des Vosges. Still, when I arrived, I was shocked: there was Karl Lagerfeld, Naomi Campbell, Tom Cruise, Jade Jagger, Björk . . . In other words, not the type of people I was used to meeting.’


‘Wasn’t he the one who created that gay magazine that’s doing very well?’


‘Not exactly. At the beginning, GQ was not targeted at gays, rather it was ironically macho: bimbos, motors, a bit of military news; it’s true that after six months they noticed that loads of gays were buying it, but it was a surprise, I don’t think they’ve ever really understood the phenomenon. Anyway, shortly afterwards he sold up, and it’s that which greatly impressed those in the trade: he sold GQ when it was at the top, and when many had thought it could go even higher, and he launched 21. Since then, GQ has collapsed, I think they’ve lost 40 per cent in terms of national sales, and 21 has become the first monthly for men – they’ve just overtaken Le Chasseur Français. Their formula is very simple: strictly metrosexual. Fitness, beauty care, trends. Not a hint of culture, not an ounce of current affairs, no humour. In short, I had no idea what he was going to propose to me. He greeted me very nicely, introduced me to everyone, and sat me down in front of him. “I have a lot of respect for Germaine . . .” he began. I tried not to lose my cool: no one could have respect for Germaine, that old alcoholic could inspire contempt, compassion, disgust, and all sorts of other things, but never respect. Later I would become aware of his methods for managing personnel: speak ill of no one, under no circumstances, ever; on the contrary, always shower other people with praise, however undeserved – without, obviously, omitting to fire them at the appropriate moment. All the same, I was a bit annoyed, and I tried to divert the conversation to 21.


‘“We mu-st” – he spoke bizarrely, detaching each syllable, almost like he was speaking in a foreign language – “my coll-eagues are, it is my im-pre-ssion, much too pre-occ-u-pied by the Am-er-i-can press. We re-main Eur-o-pe-ans . . . Our ref-er-ence point, is what happ-ens in Eng-land . . .”


‘All right, 21 was obviously copied from an English format, but so was GQ; that did not explain why he’d felt he had to move from one to the other. Had there been studies done in England, a shift in readership?


‘ “Not to my know-ledge . . . You are very pretty . . .” he continued, without any apparent connection to what he’d said before. “You could be more med-i-a-friend-ly . . .”


‘I was sitting right next to Karl Lagerfeld, who was eating constantly: he used his bare hands to serve himself from a plate of salmon, dipped the pieces in the cream-and-dill sauce and stuffed them down. From time to time, Tom Cruise threw him distraught looks. Björk, on the other hand, seemed absolutely fascinated – it has to be said that, although she always tried to play with the poetry of the sagas, Icelandic energy, etc., she was in fact conventional and mannered to the extreme; she must have been fascinated to find herself in the presence of a real savage. I suddenly realised that you needed only to take off the couturier’s frilly shirt, his tie and silk-lined smoking jacket, and cover him with animal skins: he would have been perfect in the role of a primitive Teuton. He speared a boiled potato and smothered it with caviar, before saying to me: “You must be media-friendly, even if it’s just a little bit. I, for example, am very media-friendly. I am a big cheese in the media.” I think he must have just given up on his second diet in any case, he had already written a book on the first one.


‘Someone put on some music, the crowd stirred slightly, and I think Naomi Campbell began to dance. I continued to stare at Lajoinie, waiting for his proposal. In despair, I started a conversation with Jade Jagger, we must have talked about Formentera or something of that kind, an easy subject, but she made a good impression on me, she was an intelligent girl, without airs and graces; Lajoinie’s eyes were half-closed, he seemed to have dozed off, but I think now that he was observing how I behaved with the others – that too was part of his method of personnel management. At one point he grumbled something, but I couldn’t hear what, the music was too loud; then he threw an irritated look to his left: in a corner of the room, Karl Lagerfeld had begun to walk on his hands; Björk stared at him, laughing her head off. Then the couturier came and sat down again, giving me a big slap on the shoulders, screaming: “You all right? Everything all right?” before swallowing three eels one after the other. “You’re the most beautiful woman here! You wipe the floor with them!” then he seized the cheese board; I believe that he had really taken a shine to me. Lajoinie watched with incredulity as he devoured the livarot. “You really are a big cheese, Karl,” he said in one breath; then he turned to me and pronounced: “Fifty thousand euros.” And that’s all; that’s all he said to me that day.


‘The following morning, I passed by his office, and he explained a little bit more. The magazine was to be called Lolita. “It’s a question of a gap in the market . . .” he said. I understood more or less what he meant: 20 Ans, for example, was bought mainly by fifteen- or sixteen-year-old girls, who wanted to be emancipated in all things, sex in particular; with Lolita, he wanted to find the opposite gap in the market. “Our target readership starts at ten years old . . .” he said, “but there is no upper limit.” His bet was that, more and more, mothers would tend to copy their daughters. Obviously there’s something ridiculous about a thirty-year-old woman buying a magazine called Lolita; but no more so than her buying a clinging top, or hot-pants. His bet was that the feeling of ridiculousness, which had been so strong among women, and French women in particular, was going to gradually disappear and be replaced by pure fascination with limitless youth.


‘The least you can say is that his gamble paid off. The average age of our readers is twenty-eight – and that increases a little every month. For the advertisers, we are becoming the women’s magazine – I am telling you what I’ve been told, and I’ve some difficulty believing it. I am steering, I am trying to steer, or rather I’m pretending to steer, but basically I don’t understand anything any more. I am a good professional, that’s true, I told you I was a bit psychorigid – it stems from that: there are never any typos in the magazine, the photos are well laid out, we always publish on the scheduled date; but the content . . . It’s understandable that people are afraid of getting old, especially women, that’s always been true, but in this case . . . It’s gone beyond anything you could imagine; I think women have gone completely mad.’
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Now that everything is appearing, in the clarity of emptiness, I am free to watch the snow. My distant predecessor, the unfortunate comedian, chose to live here, in the residence that once stood – excavations prove it, as do photographs – on the site of the unit Proyecciones XXI,13. Back then it was – it is strange to say, and also a little sad – a seaside residence.


The sea has disappeared, and with it the memory of waves. We possess audio and visual documents; none of them enables us to truly experience the tenacious fascination that gripped man, revealed in so many poems, in the face of the apparently repetitive spectacle of the ocean crashing upon the sand. Nor are we able to understand the thrill of the chase, the pursuit of prey; nor religious feeling, nor that kind of immobile, objectless frenzy that man called mystical ecstasy.


Before, when humans lived together, they gave each other mutual satisfaction through physical contact; we understand that, for we have received the message of the Supreme Sister. Here is the message of the Supreme Sister, in its intermediary formulation:




Admit that men have neither dignity nor rights; that good and evil are simple notions, scarcely theorised forms of pleasure and pain.


Treat all men as animals – deserving understanding and pity, for their souls and their bodies.


Remain on this noble and excellent path.





By turning from the path of pleasure, without managing to find an alternative, we have only prolonged the latter tendencies of mankind. When prostitution was definitively outlawed, and the ban effectively applied across the entire surface of the planet, men entered the grey age. They were never to leave it, at least not before the sovereignty of the species had disappeared. No truly convincing theory has been formulated to explain what bears all the hallmarks of mass suicide.


Android robots appeared on the market, equipped with a versatile artificial vagina. A high-tech system analysed in real time the configuration of male sexual organs, arranged temperatures and pressures; a radiometric sensor allowed the prediction of ejaculation, the consequent modification of stimulation, and the prolonging of intercourse for so long as was wished. It had a curiosity value for a few weeks, then sales collapsed completely: the robotics companies, some of whom had invested hundreds of millions of euros, went bankrupt one by one. The event was commented on by some as a desire to return to the natural, to the truth of human relationships; of course, nothing could be further from the truth, as subsequent events would clearly demonstrate: the truth is that men were simply giving up the ghost.
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A drinks machine dispensed an excellent hot chocolate. We swallowed it in one go, with unconcealed pleasure.


Patrick Lefebvre – Ambulance driver for animals





 


The show We Prefer the Palestinian Orgy Sluts was undoubtedly the pinnacle of my career – from a media point of view, I mean. I briefly migrated from the ‘Theatre’ pages to ‘Home Affairs’. There were complaints from Muslim associations, bomb threats; in other words, a bit of action. I was taking a risk, it’s true, but a calculated one; the Islamic fundamentalists, who had appeared in the 2000s, had suffered more or less the same fate as the punks. At first they had been made obsolete by the appearance of polite, gentle and pious Muslims from the Tabligh movement – a kind of equivalent of New Wave, to continue the analogy; the girls at this time still wore the veil, but it was pretty, decorated, with lace and see-through material, rather like an erotic accessory, in fact. And of course, subsequently, the phenomenon had progressively died out: the expensively built mosques were deserted, and the Arab immigrant girls were once again available in the sexual marketplace, like everyone else. It was something of a done deal, when you bear in mind the society we lived in, it could hardly have been otherwise; nevertheless, in the space of one or two seasons, I had found myself cast in the role of a hero of free speech. Personally, as regards freedom, I was rather against; it’s amusing to observe that it’s always the enemies of freedom who find themselves, at one moment or another, most in need of it.


Isabelle was at my side, and she gave me acute advice.


‘What you must do,’ she said from the outset, ‘is have the rabble on your side. With the rabble on your side, no one can get at you.’


‘They are on my side,’ I protested; ‘they come to my shows.’


‘That’s not enough; you’ve got to go further. What they respect is dosh. You’ve got dosh, but you don’t show it off enough. You’ve got to blow it a bit more.’


On her advice, I therefore bought a Bentley Continental GT, a ‘magnificent and racy’ coupé which, according to L’Auto-Journal, ‘symbolised the return of Bentley to its original vocation: offering sports cars of very high standing’. A month later, I was on the cover of Radikal Hip-Hop – or rather, my car was. Most of the rappers bought Ferraris, some of the more original ones bought Porsches; but a Bentley completely trounced them. They had no culture, those little cunts, even when it came to cars. Keith Richards, for example, had a Bentley, like all serious musicians. I could have chosen an Aston Martin, but it was dearer, and anyway the Bentley was better, the bonnet was longer, you could have lined up three sluts on it with no problem. For one hundred and sixty thousand euros, it was almost a bargain; in any case, as far as credibility among the rabble goes, I think I made a good profit from the investment.


That show also marked the beginning of my brief – but lucrative – movie career. I had inserted a short film into the performance; my initial project, entitled Let’s Drop Miniskirts on Palestine! already had that tone of light Islamophobic burlesque which was later going to contribute so much to my renown; but, on Isabelle’s advice, I had had the idea of introducing a touch of anti-Semitism, aimed at counterbalancing the rather anti-Arab nature of the show; it was a wise route to take. I therefore finally opted for a porn film, or rather a parody of a porn film – a genre that, it’s true, is easy to parody – entitled Munch on my Gaza Strip (my huge Jewish settler). The actresses were authentic Arab immigrant girls, guaranteed to originate from the hardest Parisian suburbs – sluts but veiled, just the right type; we had filmed the outside shots at the Sea of Sand, in Ermenonville. It was comical – a rather elevated form of comedy, that’s true. People had laughed; or at least most people. In an interview with Jamel Debbouze, he described me as a ‘super-cool dude’; you couldn’t have asked for more. In fact, Jamel had told me just before the programme: ‘I can’t wind you up, dude. We’ve got the same audience.’ The TV presenter Marc Fogiel, who had organised the meeting, quickly realised our complicity, and began to shit his pants; I have to admit that for a long time I had been wanting to eviscerate that little prick. But I contained myself: I was very good, super-cool, in fact.


The producers of the show had asked me to cut a part of my short film – a part that, in fact, was not very funny; it had been filmed in a block of flats being demolished in Franconville, but was supposed to take place in East Jerusalem. It involved a dialogue between a terrorist from Hamas and a German tourist that took the form of, at one moment, Pascalian dialectics on the foundations of human identity, and, at another, a meditation on economics – a bit à la Schumpeter. The Palestinian terrorist began by establishing that, on the metaphysical level, the value of the hostage was nil – because he was an infidel; it wasn’t, however, negative – as would have been the case, for example, of a Jew; his destruction was therefore not desirable, it merited simply indifference. On the economic level, however, the value of the hostage was considerable – as he belonged to a rich nation known for showing solidarity with its citizens. Having made these introductory remarks, the Palestinian terrorist carried out a series of experiments. First, he tore out one of the hostage’s teeth – with his bare hands – before observing that his negotiable value had remained unchanged. Then he proceeded to do the same operation on a fingernail – with the help, this time, of pincers. A second terrorist intervened, and a brief discussion took place between the two Palestinians, on a more or less Darwinian basis. In conclusion, they tore off the hostage’s testicles, without omitting to carefully sew up the wound to avoid a premature death. By mutual agreement, they concluded that the biological value of the hostage was the only value to emerge modified from the operation; his metaphysical value remained nil, and his negotiable value very high. In short, it became more and more Pascalian – and, visually, more and more unbearable; incidentally, it was a surprise to me to realise how inexpensive the special effects used in gore movies really were.


The uncut version of my short film was screened a few months later at the ‘Festival of Strangeness’, and it was then that the movie proposals began to flood in. Curiously, I was contacted once again by Jamel Debbouze, who wanted to break out of his usual character type to play a bad boy, a real villain. His agent quickly made him see that it would be an error, and finally nothing was done, but the anecdote seems significant to me.


To contextualise it better, you must remember that in those years – the last years of an economically viable French cinema industry – the only attestable successes of French production, the only ones that could pretend to, if not rival American productions, then at least more or less cover their costs, belonged to the comedy genre – subtle or vulgar, they all managed to work. On the other hand, artistic recognition, which enabled both access to the last remaining public subsidies and decent coverage in the respectable media, went first of all, in cinema as in the other arts, to productions that praised evil – or, at least, that challenged moral values conventionally described as ‘traditional’, in a sort of institutionalised anarchy perpetuating itself through mini-pantomimes whose repetitive nature did not blunt their charms in the eyes of the critics, all the more so as they facilitated the writing of reviews which were predictable and clichéd, yet in which they were still able to present themselves as groundbreaking. The putting to death of morality had, on the whole, become a sort of ritual sacrifice necessary for the reassertion of the dominant values of the group – centred for some decades now on competition, innovation and energy, more than on fidelity and duty. If the fluidification of forms of behaviour required by a developed economy was incompatible with a normative catalogue of restrained conduct, it was, however, perfectly suited to a perpetual celebration of the will and the ego. Any form of cruelty, cynical selfishness or violence was therefore welcome – certain subjects, like parricide or cannibalism, in particular. The fact that a comedian, who was known as a comedian, was able to move easily into the domains of cruelty and evil, was therefore necessarily going to constitute, for the profession as a whole, an electric shock. My agent greeted what can truly be described as a stampede to his door – in less than two months, I received forty different script proposals – with qualified enthusiasm. I was certainly going to earn a lot of money, he said, and he was going to as well; but, in terms of notoriety, I was going to lose. The scriptwriter may well be an essential element in the making of a film, but he remains, first of all, absolutely unknown to the general public; and anyway, second of all, writing scripts represented a lot of work, which risked distracting me from my career as a showman.


If he was right on the first point – my participation, as scriptwriter, co-scriptwriter or simply consultant on the credits of around thirty films was not going to add one iota to my notoriety – he made a wild overestimate on the second. Film-makers, I quickly realised, are not very intelligent: you need only bring them an idea, a situation, a fragment of story-line, all the things they would be incapable of thinking up themselves; you add a bit of dialogue, three or four silly witticisms – I was capable of producing about forty pages of script per day – you present the product, and they are thrilled. Then they change their minds all the time, on everything – them, the production, the actors, anyone. You need only go to the meetings, tell them they are completely right, that you will rewrite according to their instructions, and Bob’s your uncle; never had I known such easy money.


My biggest success as a principal scriptwriter was certainly Diogenes the Cynic; contrary to what the title might suggest, it was not a costume drama. The cynics, and it is a generally forgotten point of their doctrine, instructed children to kill and devour their own parents as soon as the latter, becoming unsuitable for work, represented useless mouths to feed; a contemporary adaptation about the problems posed by the development of the fourth age was scarcely difficult to imagine. At one point I had the idea of offering the lead role to the philosopher Michel Onfray, who, naturally, was enthusiastic; but the indigent graphomaniac, so at ease in front of television presenters, or before reasonably amicable students, completely collapsed when faced with a camera, and it was impossible to get anything out of him. The producers returned, wisely, to more tried and tested formulae, and Jean-Pierre Marielle was, as usual, masterly.


At about the same time, I bought a second home in Andalusia, in a zone that was then very wild, a little north of Almeria, called the Cabo de Gata Nature Reserve. The architect’s plan was sumptuous, with palm trees, orange trees, jacuzzis and cascades – which, given the climate (it was the driest region in Europe), could be interpreted as slightly mad. I didn’t know it at all, but this region was the only one on the Spanish coast up until then to have been spared by tourism; five years later, the land prices had trebled. In short, in those years, I was a bit like King Midas.


It was then that I decided to marry Isabelle; we had known each other for three years, which placed us precisely in the average of premarital association. The ceremony was discreet, and a little sad; she had just turned forty. It seems obvious to me today that the two events are linked; that I wanted, as a proof of affection, to minimise her shock at turning forty. Not that it manifested itself in complaints, or a visible anguish, or anything clearly definable; it was both more fleeting and more poignant. Occasionally – especially in Spain, when we were preparing to go to the beach, and she was putting on her swimsuit – I could feel her, at the moment when I glanced at her, wincing slightly, as if she had felt a punch between the shoulder blades. A quickly stifled grimace of pain distorted her magnificent features – the beauty of her fine, sensitive face was of the kind that resists time; but her body, despite the swimming, despite the classical dance, was beginning to suffer the first blows of age – blows which, she knew all too well, were going to multiply rapidly, leading to total degradation. I didn’t fully know what it was that happened to my facial expression in those moments which made her suffer so much; I would have given a great deal to avoid it, for, I repeat, I loved her; but manifestly that wasn’t possible. Nor could I reiterate that she was still as desirable, still as beautiful; I never felt, in the slightest way, capable of lying to her. I recognised the look she wore afterwards: it was that humble, sad look of the sick animal that steps away from the pack, puts its head on its paws and sighs softly, because it feels itself wounded and knows that it can expect no pity from its fellow creatures.
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The cliffs tower above the sea, in their vertical absurdity, and there will be no end to the suffering of man. In the foreground I see rocks, sharp and black. Further, pixellated slightly on the surface of the screen, is a muddy, indistinct area that we continue to call the sea, and which was once the Mediterranean. Creatures advance in the foreground, along the crest of the cliffs, like their ancestors did, several centuries before; they are less numerous and more dirty. They fight, try to regroup, form packs or hordes. Their faces are now just a surface of red flesh, bare and raw, attacked by worms. They shiver with pain at the slightest breath of wind, which sweeps up gravel and sand. Occasionally they throw themselves on each other, fight and wound each other with their blows or their words. One by one they detach themselves from the group, their pace slows, they fall on their backs. Elastic and white, their backs can withstand contact with the rock; they then resemble upturned turtles. Insects and birds land on bare flesh, peck at it and devour it; the creatures still suffer a little, then are still. The others, a few feet away, continue their struggles and little games. From time to time they come closer to watch the agony of their companions; in these moments their eyes express only an empty curiosity.


I quit the surveillance program; the image disappears, returns to the tool bar. There is a new message from Marie22:




The enumerated lump
Of the eye that closes
In the squashed space
Contains the last term.





247, 214327, 4166, 8275. Light appears, grows and rises; I rush into a tunnel of light. I understand what man felt, when he penetrated woman. I understand woman.
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Since we are men, it is right, not to laugh at the misfortunes of mankind, but to lament them.


Democritus of Abdera





 


Isabelle was growing weaker. Of course, it wasn’t easy, for a woman already wounded in the flesh, to work for a magazine like Lolita, where every month there arrived new tarts who were always younger, sexier and more arrogant. I remember I was the first to touch on the question. We were walking along the top of the cliffs of Carbonera, which plunged, pitch-black, into sparkling blue water. She didn’t seek any escape route, she didn’t evade the issue: indeed, indeed, in her line of work you had to maintain a certain atmosphere of conflict, of narcissistic competition, but of which she felt more incapable with every passing day. ‘Life debases,’ Henri de Régnier once noted; life wears you out, above all – there doubtless remains in some people an undebased core, a kernel of being; but what weight does this residue carry, in the face of the general decay of the body?


‘I’ll have to negotiate my redundancy compensation,’ she said. ‘I don’t see how I’m going to be able to do that. The magazine is doing better and better, as well; I don’t know what pretext to invoke for my departure.’


‘Go and see Lajoinie, and explain to him. Simply tell him what you told me. He’s old already, I think he can understand. Of course, he’s a man of money, and power, and those are passions that die slowly; but, after all you’ve told me, I think he’s a man who can be sensitive to burn-out.’


She did what I proposed, and her conditions were accepted in their entirety; of course, the magazine owed her almost everything. For my part, I couldn’t yet call a halt to my career – not completely. Bizarrely entitled ‘Forward Snowy! Onwards to Aden!’, my last show was subtitled ‘100% hateful’ – the inscription was emblazoned across the poster, in Eminem-style handwriting; it was in no way hyperbole. From the outset, I got on to the subject of the conflict in the Middle East – which had already brought me a few significant media successes – in a manner which, wrote the Le Monde journalist, was ‘singularly abrasive’. The first sketch, entitled ‘The Battle of the Tiny Ones’, portrayed Arabs – renamed ‘Allah’s vermin’ – Jews – described as ‘circumcised fleas’ – and even some Lebanese Christians, afflicted with the pleasing sobriquet of ‘Crabs from the Cunt of Mary’. In short, as the critic for Le Point noted, the religions of the Book were ‘played off against each other’ – in this sketch at least; the rest of the show included a screamingly funny playlet entitled ‘The Palestinians are Ridiculous’, into which I slipped a variety of burlesque and salacious allusions about sticks of dynamite that female militants of Hezbollah put around their waists in order to make mashed Jew. I then widened this to an attack on all forms of rebellion, of nationalist or revolutionary struggle, and in reality against political action itself. Of course, I was developing throughout the show a vein of right-wing anarchy, along the lines of ‘one dead combatant means one less cunt able to fight’, which, from Céline to Audiard, had already contributed to the finest hours of French comedy; but beyond that, updating St Paul’s premise that all authority comes from God, I sometimes elevated myself to a sombre meditation, not unlike that of Christian apologetics. I did it, of course, by evacuating any theological notion and developing a structural and essentially mathematical argument, based notably on the concept of ‘well-ordering’. All in all, this show was a classic, and was heralded as such overnight: it was, without a shadow of doubt, my biggest critical success. According to the general view, my comedy had never attained such heights – or had never plumbed such depths – that was another way of looking at it, but in the end it meant much the same thing; I found myself being frequently compared to Chamfort, or even La Rochefoucauld.


In the public arena, success was a little slower to arrive, until, that is, Bernard Kouchner declared himself ‘personally sickened’ by the show, which enabled me to sell out the remaining weeks. On Isabelle’s advice, I wrote a little response to him in the ‘Right to Reply’ section of Libération, which I entitled ‘Thanks, Bernard’. So things were going well, really well, which put me in a state that was all the more curious, because I was sick of it all, and, truth be told, only a hair’s breadth away from giving up – if things had turned bad, I believe I would have taken off without a word. My attraction to film as a medium – i.e. a dead medium, as opposed to what they pompously called at the time a living spectacle – had undoubtedly been the first sign in me of uninterest in, even a disgust for the general public – and probably for mankind in general. I was working at that time on my sketches with a small video camera, fixed on a tripod and linked to a monitor on which I could control in real time my intonations, funny expressions and gestures. I had always had a simple principle: if I burst out laughing at a given moment it was this moment that had a good chance of making the audience laugh as well. Little by little, as I watched the cassettes, I became aware that I was suffering from a deeper and deeper malaise, sometimes bordering on nausea. Two weeks before the première, the reason for this malaise became clear to me: what I found more and more unbearable wasn’t even my face, nor was it the repetitive and predictable nature of certain standard impersonations that I was obliged to do: what I could no longer stand was laughter, laughter in itself, that sudden and violent distortion of the features that deforms the human face and strips it instantly of all dignity. If man laughs, if he is the only one, in the animal kingdom, to exhibit this atrocious facial deformation, it is also the case that he is the only one, if you disregard the natural self-centredness of animals, to have attained the supreme and infernal stage of cruelty.


The three-week run was a permanent calvary; for the first time, I truly experienced those notorious, atrocious tears of the clown; for the first time, I truly understood mankind. I had dismantled the cogs in the machine, and I knew how to make it work, whenever I wanted. Every evening, before going on stage, I swallowed an entire sheet of Xanax. Every time the audience laughed (and I could predict it, I knew how to dose my effects, I was a consummate professional), I was obliged to turn away so as not to see those hideous faces, those hundreds of faces moved by convulsions, agitated by hate.


DANIEL24, 4


This passage from the narration by Daniel1 is undoubtedly, for us, one of the most difficult to understand. The video cassettes he alludes to have been retranscribed and annexed to his life story. I have had the opportunity to consult these documents. Being genetically descended from Daniel1, I have, of course, the same features, the same face: most of our gestures and expressions, even, are similar (although my own, living as I do in a non-social environment, are naturally more limited); but that sudden expressive distortion, accompanied by the characteristic chuckles, which he called laughter, is impossible for me to imitate; I cannot even imagine its mechanism.


The notes made by my predecessors from Daniel2 to Daniel23 generally indicate the same incomprehension. Daniel2 and Daniel3 assert that they are still able to reproduce the phenomenon, under the influence of certain liqueurs; but for Daniel4, already, it is an inaccessible reality. Several studies have been done on the disappearance of laughter among the neo-humans; all concur that it happened quickly.


A similar, though slower, evolution can be observed for tears, another characteristic trait of the human species. Daniel9 notes that he cried, on a very precise occasion (the accidental death of his dog Fox, electrocuted by the protective fence); but from Daniel10 onwards, there is no more mention of it. Just as laughter is rightly considered by Daniel1 to be symptomatic of human cruelty, tears seem in this species to be associated with compassion. ‘We never cry for ourselves alone,’ notes an anonymous human author somewhere. These two emotions, cruelty and compassion, evidently no longer hold much meaning in the conditions of absolute solitude in which we lead our lives. Some of my predecessors, like Daniel13, display in their commentary a strange nostalgia for this double loss; then this nostalgia itself disappears, giving way to a more and more fleeting curiosity; one can now, as all my contacts on the network corroborate, consider it practically extinct.


DANIEL1, 5




I relaxed by doing a bit of hyperventilation; and yet, Barnaby, I could never stop dreaming of the great mercury lakes on Saturn.


Captain Clark





 


Isabelle worked out her three months’ notice, and her last issue of Lolita appeared in December. A small cocktail party was organised in the magazine offices. The atmosphere was a little tense, in so far as all the guests were asking themselves the same question without being able to say it out loud: who was going to replace her as editor-in-chief? Lajoinie appeared for quarter of an hour, ate three blinis, and gave out no useful information.


We left for Andalusia on Christmas Eve; then followed three strange months, spent in almost complete solitude. Our new residence was sited just south of San Jose, near Playa de Monsul. My agent thought this period of isolation was a good thing; it was good, he said, that I step back a little, in order to stoke up the curiosity of the public; I didn’t know how to confess to him that I intended to drop it all.


He was about the only one who knew my telephone number; I couldn’t say that I had made many friends during my years of success; I had, on the other hand, lost a lot of them. The only thing that can rid you of your last illusions about mankind is to earn a large sum of money very quickly; then you see them emerge, the hypocritical vultures. For your eyes to be opened thus, it is essential to earn this sum of money: the truly rich, those who are born rich, and have never breathed any atmosphere other than wealth, seem inoculated against the phenomenon, as if they have inherited with their wealth a sort of unconscious, unthinking cynicism, which makes them aware from the outset that they will have to encounter people whose only aim is to wrest their money from them, by any conceivable means; they behave, therefore, with prudence, and generally keep their capital intact. For those who are born poor, the situation is much more dangerous; speaking for myself, I was enough of a cynical bastard to understand the situation, I had succeeded in avoiding most of the traps; but as for friends, no, I no longer had any. The people I associated with in my youth were for the most part actors: future failed actors; but I don’t think the situation would have been different in another milieu. Isabelle didn’t have friends either, and, especially in the final years, she had been surrounded only by people who dreamed of taking her place. Thus we never had anyone to invite round to our sumptuous residence; no one with whom to share a glass of Rioja while watching the stars.


What could we do, then? We asked ourselves the question while crossing the dunes. Live? It’s precisely in this kind of situation that, crushed by the sense of their own insignificance, people decide to have children; this is how the species reproduces, although less and less, it must be said. Isabelle was something of a hypochondriac, and she’d just turned forty; but antenatal examinations had made a lot of progress, and I felt that the problem wasn’t one of age; the problem was me. There was not only in me that legitimate disgust that seizes any normal man at the sight of a baby; there was not only that solid conviction that a child is a sort of vicious dwarf, innately cruel, who combines the worst features of the species, and from whom domestic pets keep a wise distance. There was also, more deeply, a horror, an authentic horror at the unending calvary that is man’s existence. If the human infant, alone in the animal kingdom, immediately manifests its presence in the world through incessant screams of pain, it is, of course, because it suffers, and suffers intolerably. Perhaps it’s the loss of fur, which makes the skin so sensitive to variations in temperature, without really guarding against attacks by parasites; perhaps it’s an abnormal sensitivity of the nervous system, some kind of design fault. To any impartial observer it appears that the human individual cannot be happy, and is in no way conceived for happiness, and his only possible destiny is to spread unhappiness around him by making other people’s existence as intolerable as his own – his first victims generally being his parents.


Armed with these scarcely humanist convictions, I laid down the foundations of a script, with the working title ‘The Social Security Deficit’, which addressed the main elements of the issue. The first fifteen minutes of the film consisted of the unremitting explosion of babies’ skulls under the impact of shots from a high-calibre revolver – I had envisaged it in slow-motion, then with slight accelerations – anyway, a whole choreography of brains, in the style of John Woo; then, things calmed down a little. The investigation, led by a police inspector with a good sense of humour, but rather conventional methods – I was thinking of Jamel Debbouze again – unearthed the existence of a network of child killers, brilliantly organised and inspired by ideas rooted in Deep Ecology. The MED (Movement for the Extermination of Dwarves) called for the disappearance of the human race, which it judged irredeemably harmful to the balance of the biosphere, and its replacement by a species of bears of superior intelligence – research had been done in the meantime to develop the intelligence of bears, and notably to enable them to speak (I thought of Gérard Depardieu in the role of the chief of the bears).


Despite the convincing casting, and despite also my notoriety, the project never saw the light of day; a Korean producer declared an interest, but proved incapable of securing the necessary finance. This uncommon failure could have awoken the sleeping moralist in me (peacefully asleep in general): if there was a failure, and the project was rejected, it was because there still existed taboos (in this case the killing of children), and perhaps, for this reason, all was not lost for ever. The thinking man, however, was not slow to take over from the moralist: if there was a taboo, that meant there was, in fact, a problem; it was during those same years that there appeared in Florida the first ‘childfree zones’, high-quality residences for guiltless thirty-somethings who confessed frankly that they could no longer stand the screams, dribbles, excrement and other environmental inconveniences that usually accompany little brats. Entry to the residences was therefore, quite simply, forbidden to children younger than thirteen; hatches were installed, like those in fast-food restaurants, to enable contact with families.


An important breakthrough had been made: for several decades, the depopulation of the West (which in fact was not specific to the West; the same phenomenon could be seen in any country or culture once a certain level of economic development was reached) had been the subject of vaguely hypocritical and suspiciously unanimous lamentation. For the first time, young, educated people, in a good position on the socio-economic scale, declared publicly that they did not want children, that they felt no desire to put up with the bother and expense associated with bringing up offspring. Such a casual attitude, obviously, could only inspire imitation.


DANIEL24, 5


Familiar with the suffering of man, I contribute to the decoupling, I accomplish the return to calm. When I kill a savage who, more audacious than the others, lingers too long at the protective fence – it is usually a female, with prematurely sagging breasts, brandishing her baby like a supplication – I have the sensation of accomplishing a necessary and legitimate act. The similarity of our faces – all the more striking as the majority of those who wander in the region are of Spanish or North African origin – is for me the sure sign of their death sentence. The human species will disappear, it must disappear so that the words of the Supreme Sister can be accomplished.


The climate is mild in the north of Almeria, the great predators rare; it is no doubt for these reasons that the density of savages remains high, albeit in constant decline – a few years ago I even saw, not without horror, a herd of some hundred individuals. My correspondents note the contrary, almost everywhere across the globe: in very general terms, the savages are on the road to extinction; in numerous sites, their presence has not been signalled for several centuries; some of us have even come to consider their existence a myth.


There is no strict limit to the domain of the intermediaries, but there are some certainties. I am The Door. I am The Door, and The Guardian of The Door. The successor will come; he must come. I maintain the presence, to make possible the coming of the Future Ones.


DANIEL1, 6




There are excellent toys for dogs.


Patricia Dürst-Benning





 


Living together alone is hell between consenting adults. In the life of a couple, most often there will be at the beginning certain details, certain discordances about which it is decided to say nothing, in the enthusiastic certainty that love will end up solving all problems. These problems grow little by little, silently, before exploding a few years later and destroying all possibility of living together. From the beginning, Isabelle had preferred that I take her from behind; every time I tried another approach she went along with it at first, then turned around, as if in spite of herself, with an uneasy half-laugh. During all those years I had attributed this preference to a peculiarity of her anatomy, an inclination of the vagina or something along those lines, one of those things that men can never, despite all their good will, be exactly conscious of. Six weeks after our arrival, while I was making love to her (I usually penetrated her from behind, but there was a big mirror in our bedroom), I noticed that as she approached her climax she closed her eyes, and only reopened them a long time afterwards, once the act was finished.


I thought of it again throughout the night whilst emptying two bottles of pretty disgusting Spanish brandy: I relived our acts of love, our embraces, all those moments that had united us: I saw her again looking away each time, or closing her eyes, and I began to cry. Isabelle let herself come, she made you come, but she did not like to come, she did not like the outward signs of orgasm; she didn’t like them in me, and no doubt she liked them even less in herself. Everything coincided: each time I had seen her marvel at the plastic expression of beauty, it was over painters like Raphaël, and especially Botticelli: something occasionally tender, but often cold, and always very calm; she had never understood the absolute admiration I had for El Greco, she had never appreciated ecstasy, and I cried profusely because this animal side, this limitless surrender to pleasure and ecstasy was what I liked best in myself, whilst I had only contempt for my intelligence, sagacity and humour. We would never know that infinitely mysterious double look of the couple united in happiness, humbly accepting the presence of organs, and limited joy; we would never truly be lovers.


What was worse, however, was that this ideal of plastic beauty, to which she could never again have access, was going to destroy Isabelle before my very eyes. First of all, there were her breasts, which she could no longer stand (and it’s true they were beginning to droop a bit); then her buttocks, which were following the same course. More and more often, it became necessary to turn off the light; then sexuality itself disappeared. She could no longer stand herself; and, consequently, she could no longer stand love, which seemed to her to be false. I could, however, at the beginning, still get a hard-on, at least a little bit; that too disappeared, and from that moment on, it was over; all that remained was a memory of the deceptively ironical words of the Andalusian poet:




Oh, the life men try to live!


Oh, the life they lead


In the world they live in!


The poor souls, the poor souls . . . They don’t know how to love.





When sexuality disappears, it’s the body of the other that appears, as a vaguely hostile presence; the sounds, movements and smells; even the presence of this body that you can no longer touch, nor sanctify through touch, becomes gradually oppressive; all this, unfortunately, is well known. The disappearance of tenderness always closely follows that of eroticism. There is no refined relationship, no higher union of souls, nor anything that might resemble it, or even evoke it allusively. When physical love disappears, everything disappears; a dreary, depthless irritation fills the passing days. And, with regard to physical love, I hardly had any illusions. Youth, beauty, strength: the criteria for physical love are exactly the same as those of Nazism. In short, I was in the shit.


One solution presented itself, on a link road of the A2 motorway, between Saragossa and Tarragon, a few dozen metres from a service station where Isabelle and I had stopped to have lunch. The existence of pets is relatively recent in Spain. A country with a traditionally Catholic, macho and violent culture, Spain, until only a little while ago, treated animals with indifference, and occasionally with a dark cruelty. But standardisation was doing its work, on this level as on others, and Spain was approaching European, and especially English, norms. Homosexuality was more and more widespread and accepted; vegetarian food was becoming increasingly available, as were New Age baubles; and pets, here given the pretty name of mascotas, were gradually replacing children in the family. However, the process had only just begun, and there were many failures: often a puppy, given as a toy at Christmas, was abandoned by the roadside a few months later. Thus, on the central plains, there formed packs of stray dogs. Their existence was brief and miserable. Infested with scabies and other parasites, they found their food in the dustbins of service stations, and generally ended their days under the wheels of a lorry. They suffered terribly, and above all, from the absence of human contact. Having abandoned the pack millennia before, having chosen the company of men, the dog has never been able to re-adapt to the wild. No stable hierarchy established itself in the packs, fights were constant, whether for food or for the possession of females; the pups were abandoned, and occasionally devoured by their older brothers.


I was drinking more and more during this time, and it was after my third anis, on stumbling towards the Bentley, that I was astonished to see Isabelle pass through an opening in the fence, and approach a group of about ten dogs who were stationed on a piece of wasteland near the car park. I knew that she was naturally rather timorous, and that these animals were generally considered dangerous. The dogs, however, watched her approach without aggression or fear. A little white-and-ginger mongrel, with pointed ears, aged about three months at most, began to creep towards her. She stooped, took it in her arms, and returned to the car. This is how Fox entered our lives; and, with him, unconditional love.


DANIEL24, 6


The complex interweaving of proteins constituting the nuclear envelope among primates made human cloning, for several decades, dangerous, risky and, at the end of the day, almost impracticable. The operation was, on the other hand, an immediate and total success with the majority of pets, including – though with a slight delay – dogs. It is therefore exactly the same Fox who rests at my feet as I write these lines, adding my commentary, according to tradition, as my predecessors have done, to the life story of my human ancestor.


I live a calm and joyless life; the surface of the residence permits short walks, and a complete array of equipment enables me to tone my muscles. As for Fox, he is happy. He gambols around the residence, content with the imposed perimeters – he quickly learned to keep away from the protective fence; he plays with the ball, or with one of the small plastic animals (I have several hundred of them, bequeathed to me by my predecessors); he really likes musical toys, especially a duck made in Poland, which emits various tuneful quacks. Above all, he likes me to take him in my arms, and rest like that, bathed in sunshine, his eyes closed, his head placed on my knees, in a happy half-sleep. We sleep together, and every morning is a festival of licks and scratches from his little paws; it is an obvious joy for him to be reunited with life and daylight. His joys are identical to those of his ancestors, and they will remain identical among his descendants; his nature in itself contains the possibility of happiness.


I am only a neohuman, and my nature includes no possibility of this order. Humans, or at least the most advanced among them, already knew that unconditional love is the condition for the possibility of happiness. A full understanding of the problem has not yet enabled us to advance towards some kind of solution. The study of the lives of the saints, on whom some based so much hope, has shed no light. Not only did the saints, in their quest for salvation, obey motives that were only partially altruistic (even though submission to the will of the Lord, which they professed, must have often been simply a convenient way of justifying to others their natural altruism), but prolonged belief in a manifestly absent divine entity provoked in them displays of idiocy incompatible in the long term with the maintenance of a technological civilisation. As for the hypothesis of a gene for altruism, it caused so many disappointments that no one dares today to openly put it forward. It has certainly been demonstrated that the centres of cruelty, moral judgement and altruism were situated in the pre-frontal cortex; but research has not enabled us to go beyond this purely anatomical observation. Since the appearance of the neohumans, the thesis of the genetic origin of moral sentiments has given rise to at least three thousand scientific papers, emanating each time from the most authoritative scientific milieux; but not one has been able yet to cross the barrier of experimental verification. What’s more, the Darwinian theories explaining the appearance of altruism by a selective advantage that might result for the whole of the group from it, have been the object of imprecise, multiple and contradictory calculations, which finally sank into confusion and oblivion.


*


Goodness, compassion, fidelity and altruism therefore remain for us impenetrable mysteries, contained, however, within the limited space of the corporeal exterior of a dog. It is on the solution to this problem that the coming, or not, of the Future Ones depends.


I believe in the coming of the Future Ones.


DANIEL1, 7




Play entertains.


Patricia Dürst-Benning





 


Not only are dogs capable of love, but the sex drive does not seem to pose them any insurmountable problems: when they meet a female in heat, she is ready for penetration; when the contrary is true, they seem to feel neither desire nor a lack of it.


Not only are dogs in themselves a subject of permanent wonderment, but they constitute for humans an excellent subject of conversation – international, democratic and consensual. It is thus that I met Harry, a German exastrophysicist, accompanied by Truman, his beagle. A peaceful naturist, around sixty years old, Harry devoted his retirement to the observation of the stars – the sky of the region was, he explained to me, exceptionally unpolluted; in the daytime he did some gardening, and a little tidying up. He lived alone with his wife, Hildegarde – and, naturally, Truman: they hadn’t had children. It is glaringly obvious that without dogs I would have had nothing to say to this man – even with a dog, as it was, the conversation dragged a little (he invited us to dinner the following Saturday; he lived five hundred metres away, he was our closest neighbour). Fortunately he didn’t speak French, any more than I spoke German; the fact of having overcome the language barrier (a few phrases in English, a smattering of Spanish) gave us therefore, in the end, the sensation of a successful evening, when in fact we had only, for two hours, shouted banalities (he was pretty deaf). After the meal, he asked me if I wanted to observe the rings of Saturn. Of course, of course, I wanted to. Well it was indeed a wonderful spectacle, of natural or divine origin – who knows? – offered for contemplation by man: what more could be said? Hildegarde played the harp, I guess she played it marvellously, but frankly I don’t know if it’s possible to play the harp badly – I mean that the way it’s constructed, the instrument has always seemed to me incapable of making anything other than melodious sounds. Two things, I think, stopped me getting angry: for one thing, Isabelle was wise enough to pretend to be tired, and to want to return home early, at least once I’d finished the bottle of kirsch; for another, I had noticed in the Germans’ house a complete, bound edition of the works of Teilhard de Chardin. If there is one thing that has always plunged me into sadness or compassion, I mean into a state that excludes all manner of nastiness or irony, it is the existence of Teilhard de Chardin – not only his existence, but the very fact that he has, or could have had, readers, however small the number. In the presence of a reader of Teilhard de Chardin I feel disarmed, nonplussed, ready to break down in tears. At the age of fifteen I had fallen by chance on The Divine Milieu, left by a presumably disgusted reader on a bench at the railway station in Étréchy-Chamarande. In the space of a few pages, the book had torn screams from me; out of despair, I had smashed my bicycle pump against the walls of the cellar. Teilhard de Chardin was, of course, what one properly calls a first-class fanatic; this didn’t make him any less totally depressing. He resembled a little those German Christian Scientists, described by Schopenhauer in his time, who, ‘once they have put down retort or scalpel, start philosophising on concepts they received at their first communion’. There was also within him this illusion common to all left-wing Christians, or rather centrist Christians, let’s say to Christians contaminated by progressive thought since the Revolution, based on the belief that concupiscence is a venal thing, scarcely important, unfit to turn man away from the path to salvation – that the only true sin is the sin of pride. Where, in me, was concupiscence? Or pride? And was I a long way from salvation? The answers to these questions, it seems to me, were not very difficult; Pascal would never, for example, have stooped to such absurdities: you felt when you read him that the temptations of the flesh were not foreign to him, that libertinage was something that he could have felt; and that if he chose Christ over fornication or cards it was neither through distraction nor incompetence, but because Christ seemed to be definitively more acid; in short, he was a serious author. If erotica had been found on Teilhard de Chardin I believe that would have reassured me, in a sense; but I didn’t believe it for a second. What had he ever experienced, who had he ever associated with, this pathetic Teilhard, in order to have such a benign and naive understanding of mankind – while at the same time, in the same country, bastards as considerable as Céline, Sartre or Genet were running wild? Through his dedications, the addresses on his correspondence, one could manage little by little to divine who they were: posh Catholics, those who were more or less aristocratic, and, frequently, Jesuits. Innocents.


‘What are you muttering about?’ interrupted Isabelle. I then became conscious that we had left the Germans’ house, that in fact we were going along the coast, and that we were about to arrive home. She informed me that for two minutes I had been talking to myself, and she had understood almost nothing. I made a summary of the main elements of the problem.


‘It’s easy to be an optimist . . .’ I concluded bitterly, ‘it’s easy to be optimistic when you are content to have a dog, and haven’t had children.’


‘You are in the same situation, and frankly that hasn’t made you optimistic . . .’ she remarked. ‘What it is, is that they are old . . .’ she continued indulgently. ‘When you grow old you need to think of reassuring and gentle things. You need to imagine that something beautiful awaits us in heaven. In fact we train ourselves for death, a little. When we’re not too stupid, or too rich.’
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