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God knows how I adore life


When the wind turns


On the shore lies another day


I cannot ask for more.


BETH GIBBONS







I


ON THE ISLAND OF SULAWESI LIVE THE TORAJA. THE existence of this race of people is punctuated obsessively by death. When one of them dies, the arrangements for the funeral take up weeks, months, sometimes years. It is the custom to invite all the members of the dead person’s family to the ceremony. This can account for thousands of guests scattered over the whole of the Indonesian archipelago, or even beyond. The cost of their travel, and of accommodating and feeding them, is the responsibility of family and friends. It is not unusual for them to fall into debt over a long period in order to be able to maintain the tradition.


Wooden houses, delicate and graceful as small fishing boats, are erected to house the guests. Livestock is bought in anticipation of the banquets. Pigs and buffaloes will be sacrificed to accompany the deceased. Throughout this time they preserve the corpse of this person, who is not yet thought of as being dead, but as someone who is sick – to masaki, in the language of the Toraja.


The burial place in which the body is interred is hewn out of the rock of certain sacred cliffs. In the tombs, which are in the shape of recessed cavities, lie the remains of other members of the same family, watched over by wooden idols. Occasionally, the sarcophagi rot and split open. The bones then fall to the ground and are left there, among the leaves and the earth.


I travelled across the land of the Toraja during the spring of 2012. In this island that was hitherto unknown to me I rediscovered what I have always loved elsewhere in Indonesia: the people, smiling and peaceful; the scenery, undulating, sometimes steep, that is made up of infinite shades of green, from the palest to the most muted; the skies, which can be wide and blue and become almost perpendicular by the following day, a collage of high, leaden clouds that suddenly burst and release a warm rain that falls over the forests, paths and rice fields; the night, which comes early, very suddenly, and sets up the clamour of insects and geckoes; the pleasure of drinking an iced beer while eating a nasi goreng or satays of goat’s meat while sitting on a pavement, on plastic chairs designed for dwarfs; of smoking a kretek smelling of nutmeg and cinnamon.


In a clearing, close to a village in Toraja, I was shown a particular tree. Striking and majestic, it rose from the forest a few hundred metres below the houses. It is a burial place set aside for very young children who have died during their early months. A cavity is carved out of the trunk of the tree. The little corpse wrapped in a shroud is placed inside. The opening of the sylvan tomb is filled in with a weave of branches and cloths. Gradually, over the course of years, the wood of the tree grows over it, retaining the child’s body within its own large body, beneath its newly healed bark. Then, very slowly, in harmony with the patient rhythm of the tree’s growth, begins the journey that will see it rise up towards the heavens.


We bury our dead. We burn them too. Never would we dream of entrusting them to the trees. Yet we lack neither forests nor imagination. Our beliefs, however, have grown meaningless and inconsequential. We perpetuate rituals that most of us would find very hard to explain. In our world, nowadays, we play down the presence of death. The people of Toraja make it the focal point of theirs. So which of us is on the right path?


That same evening, drinking beer and smoking kreteks on the little balcony of my hotel room, I thought again of the tree and of its wood nourished with delicate bones and dead flesh. Some elderly American ladies were laughing very loudly down below, finishing their dinner on the terrace of the restaurant. I had come across them on my way back to the hotel. They were wearing pink trainers and were dressed in khaki hiking slacks with numerous pockets, cotton blouses and the sort of waistcoats worn by front-line correspondents. Their heads were adorned with hair that was white or mauve, occasionally deep purple. They all had the same reconstructed noses, the same stretched-apart eyes, the same newly fleshed-out lips. They had reached the final stage of their lives, but their faces had the abstracted and simplistic aspect of young girls, artificial and identical-looking. You might have thought they were dolls that had escaped from some sort of shop selling hideous paraphernalia for goodness knows what type of customer. I thought of all the useless artifices we apply to our bodies to elude time and our fears.


Opposite me, in the Indonesian night, as I was enjoying the scent of the cigarettes, I could make out the clear outlines of the buffaloes, standing dozing in the midst of the rice fields, their bent heads lowered towards the mud. A fine rain as well as a little mist seeped down their motionless bodies. They seemed to belong to a different century. I could sense them fading away. I thought of death. Of the advent of life. Of the faltering dance, sometimes beautiful, sometimes grotesque, that is our life. Of our end too. Toads were chattering. Large bats were hovering above my head in a silent duel. Three months ago, I had just reached the age of fifty. Did that signify anything?


Beside me, as always, there lay a book. That evening it was The Ghost Rider by Ismaïl Kadaré, which I reread at least once every two years. It is a very beautiful story about promises, death, phantoms and riding horses. About winter, too, which is the season during which I have always thought I become truly myself. I had a notebook and a fountain pen that I bought more than ten years ago in a market in Saigon. I no longer remember whether I took notes as I thought of the tree and its bark enveloping the small invisible bodies. I can’t be sure: sometimes one writes better in one’s head than anywhere else. I was between two films, in that difficult place where you question yourself about what you do, pondering whether it is worthwhile, whether it has any point. And where you are even less sure whether you should continue.


My last full-length film had had a poor reception. The public had not rushed to see it. It had fared slightly better abroad, in the dozen or so countries in which it had been shown and to which I had travelled too, replying to the same questions, producing the same smile for photographers, and finding myself alone in the evening in my hotel room gazing at the miniatures in the mini-bar as if they shared my misfortune. After the tour, I had decided to forget this film that had consumed two years of my life, to turn over a new leaf within myself, and I set off for Sulawesi with a renewed longing for images, as yet vague and hazy, that were beginning to dawn on me and were awaiting a clarification that I was in no hurry to take on. For a long time, I have understood that we do not make films, but that they come from within us and emerge when they intend to do so, at the moment that they have chosen.


The elderly Americans – it is as though I was talking about cars – had quietened down. They had probably returned to their bedrooms. I imagined them now alone, standing in front of their bathroom mirrors, each of them peering at her artificial face and sadly recognising her true age. Every illusion contains its bitter destruction.


Three days later I was back in France. As soon as I got into my apartment, I lay down my luggage and drank a glass of tap water as I looked around. I felt as though I had arrived in a foreign country. The smells were certainly recognisable, but they belonged to city life, which I had been away from and where I had not yet found my bearings. The floorboards creaked beneath my feet. Dead flies, their legs turned towards the ceiling, had managed to expire collectively on the windowsills. I still felt both normal and exotic. I still had the peculiar taste of kreteks in my mouth.


I could hear some familiar sounds above me, however, in particular the out-of-tune piano that belonged to Monsieur Bellagar, my elderly, half-blind neighbour on the eighth floor, whose features and elegant neckties were somewhat reminiscent of Jorge Luis Borges, and who played tunes from Central Europe in a melancholy manner for hours on end.


I walked around the rooms, which can be done very quickly since there are only three of them, and I listened to the messages that had accrued on my answering machine, which was blinking on a low table in the sitting room, beside the photograph of Florence, my former wife, who was smiling at me. Among them I came across one from Eugène.


“You’re going to laugh,” he told me. “I’ve got a nasty cancer.”




II


I DID NOT ACTUALLY LAUGH, BUT I DO ADMIT TO having smiled. Out of sorrow, no doubt. Or rather sadness. Out of annoyance. The smile of a chess-player defeated by someone stronger than him. Death has been circling around me for several years. She is trying to fence me in. To draw as close as possible to me. In order to sound me out a little. To make me realise that I am getting older? That I must expect her? That the match has begun even though I am not yet aware that I’ve been called from the changing room? Perhaps.


In one of my numerous notebooks in which jottings accumulate that I never read, I remember having stuck a small reproduction of a Dürer engraving: it depicts a couple of young lovers embracing, and behind them, a few metres away and half-concealed by a tree, Death is watching them. The portrayal is instructive, a skeleton, a scythe, and the simple message: all beauty blossoms in the shadow of the ultimate peril. We forget our fleeting condition and our lives take place beneath the gaze of the one who will not forget us. Should we in that case assimilate death into the course of our lives as the Toraja people perhaps do? Do they live more sensibly than us?


I have always been haunted by the words of Montaigne that “to philosophise is to learn how to die” and that “it is not death that is difficult but dying”. I am not a sixteenth-century man, accustomed to epidemics, to wars, to the sudden and frequent loss of friends, parents and children, and for whom a forty-year-old is already an old man. But the books we read affect us with the intensity of a knife thrust into an organ without the “survival prognosis” – this is an expression that has always delighted me in that it associates a light-hearted subject, such as a horoscope, a racegoer’s prediction, a weather forecast, with a word that causes us to tremble like a leaf – being really life-threatening. Besides, if one is in good health, when does this so-called prognosis, without our knowing anything about it, start being “life-threatening”? Speaking about someone in this way makes one think of a sailor waiting for his ship on the quayside.


I’m not afraid of anything as far as I personally am concerned. I don’t fear what I do not know, quite the reverse no doubt of early human beings at the dawn of mankind for whom horror derived only from what was unknown. Living at the beginning of the third millennium, I know only too well how much the composition of my environment conceals lethal forces. We have made our earth into a toxic old hotchpotch and our commercial companies with their spotless shop windows are large, hidden dumping grounds, crammed with countless poisons and explosive charges. No, my fear does not stem from a lack of knowledge, but rather a surplus, and of course I dread the deaths of those who are close to me rather more than my own, which is not, as one might suppose, the opposite of selfishness, but its highest form.


I rang Eugène and he answered immediately. His voice was cheerful. Normal. He tried to make me talk about my journey and I tried to make him talk about his cancer. It was a dialogue of the deaf, which we quickly concluded with the promise that we would dine together that same evening.


My suitcase still stood at the entrance to the apartment. The image suddenly struck me. An onlooker, on coming across it, would have been incapable of telling whether it indicated an arrival or a departure. This made me think that if we are sometimes unable to discover the truth about simple questions such as this, how can we claim to know the truth about more opaque mysteries?


In the shower, I thought about Eugène. About how I would look at him or greet him. Should I appear concerned straight away or more reassuring? Light-hearted or solemn? Should I confront the subject head on or let him take the initiative? The burning water flowed over my shoulders. I stood there for ten minutes, and I still didn’t know how I was going to treat him. I felt ridiculous all of a sudden. Why should I need to prepare for our reunion? It wasn’t a job interview, or an oral examination. I realised how much what he had revealed to me had begun to alter the situation. The fact that he had told me he had been diagnosed with cancer had managed to modify my sense of apprehension about him; it was as though, now that he was afflicted with this disease, he was not quite the man I had known, but was becoming a somewhat strange creature with whom I still did not know how I should behave.


In our society, the word “cancer” resonates as though it were an anteroom of death. People are never cured of cancer. At best, they are “in remission” – does the remission of sins bear any similarity? An unpleasant disease that nevertheless has a pretty name, although many obituaries and announcements of deaths prefer to conceal it behind circumlocutions that usually refer to “long illnesses”. Often this is untrue, in fact, for there are cancers that can be very quick, that destroy bodies in a few months, even in a few weeks, anxious as they are no doubt to attack other bodies. The patients are numerous. They never peter out.


I have also noticed that for some years we no longer talk about “cancerologists” when alluding to specialists in the disease, but about “oncologists”. The word is less specific, more muted in its resonance and possibly reassuring. I don’t know why I associate it with seafood, with fishing on foot in June from a beach in Brittany, the weather slightly chilly, with sharp aromas of iodine and seaweed. Yes, an oncologist for me is a lonely, retired person, perhaps a widower, who makes use of his now constant spare time to roam around the sandy expanses at low tide, wearing yellow rubber boots, prodding in ponds and crevices in the rocks in search of fish that may be trapped there, and scraping stones to which mussels, whelks and sea urchins cling like families of refugees. Oncologist: a word for crossword addicts or television games enthusiasts.


Eugène and I laughed a great deal over dinner. A little too much. And we drank too much as well. Especially me. Bordeaux wines, of course, since Eugène only likes red Bordeaux, although that evening, on my way home, I remembered that he had scarcely touched his glass.


We had met in our favourite brasserie, the one we have been going to for years, in the 9th arrondissement. I like the rather slow pace of life there. We have “our” table. The waiters, of whom there are three, Michel, Gérard and Jean, know us and call us by our first names, but they use the more respectful vous form of address. They look like brasserie waiters, who, as we know, are the aristocrats of the profession: tall, with moustaches, paunches, large white aprons, black bow-ties. They know how to prepare a tartare sauce to perfection, how to fillet a sole, how to flamber kidneys or crêpes Suzette. All somewhat reminiscent of Claude Sautet’s 1983 film “Garçon!”. I’m always delighted when life resembles cinema.


Eugène ordered calves’ liver and I chose an andouillette. We shared a poireaux vinaigrette beforehand and a millefeuille for dessert. Two coffees. The bill. This was Eugène’s, who only ever allows himself to be invited out once a year, on his birthday, May 28.


I kept the packet of kreteks that I wanted to give to him in my pocket throughout dinner. I left with it. As I did with everything that I had wanted to tell him about the people of Toraja, the funeral rites, the children’s tree. Eugène arrived after me. I had been sitting at the wall-seat for ten minutes. Gérard had brought me a glass of white Rully and complimented me on how well I looked. The revolving door began to turn. Eugène appeared. The same as ever, his features glowing. The inevitable jeans. The inevitable blue blazer. White shirt. Brown moccasins. Looking like a teenager. Thick pepper-and-salt hair. I got to my feet. We embraced and hugged one another, possibly a longer hug than usual. Without doing so deliberately, I think I was the one who prolonged the clasp.


Eugène is my producer and my best friend. He was my producer originally; then, gradually, he became my best friend. I don’t know whether I am his. I prefer not to ponder such matters. We never truly know what we mean to other people and some of my greatest sorrows have been due to this type of disillusionment.


I told him about Sulawesi, the skies, the roads built of red earth, the forests haunted by the cries of monkeys, the after-dark markets, the lovely smell of the braziers on which the meat is cooked, the immense stillness reflected on the lakes, the elderly American women with their mauve hair, the little boy who had come towards me as I was walking along the thin ridge separating two paddy fields bristling with stalks of rice, and who had offered me his hand. I was moved and I had grasped it, thinking that he needed my encouragement and help to make his way, whereas in fact, I realised a little later, it was he who, imagining me to be very old, thought that he could help prevent me from falling over.


It was just when the millefeuille arrived that I dared take the plunge. Eugène had not mentioned the subject throughout dinner. He seemed so happy. He seemed so much as he always had been that I wondered whether I hadn’t dreamed about the message on the answering machine.


“When I said ‘nasty’, it was to alarm you. There’s nothing nasty about it. It’s an ordinary cancer, a novice what’s more. Probably a mere amateur. Everything has been caught in time. A small patch on the left lung. I’ve seen the top specialists. Ninon has taken care of everything. A short operation followed by a light course of chemo, and we won’t mention it again.”


Ninon is Eugène’s eldest daughter. She is a psychiatrist. She has just set up her own practice. Eugène has five children. By five different wives. The youngest is not yet six years old. “I had some of them for you,” he often says to me. Eugène falls in love frequently. And whenever Eugène is in love, he produces a child.


Eugène said nothing. He smiled at me. He speared a bit of millefeuille with his fork, closed his eyes as he savoured it, and then said to me, pointing at the patisserie:


“God exists, you know. There’s no doubt about it.”


Then he raised his glass and we drank a toast, to God, to the millefeuille, to ourselves, to life.


Eugène died less than six months later, on February 23, 2013. His cancer really was nasty and within a few months it grew steadily worse. It was not a novice as he had believed, but an old professional which had done its work methodically. A ruthless hired killer. In the week preceding his death, during the daily visits I made to the palliative care department of the hospital, I finally told him about the tree of the Toraja. Morphine had helped relax his face, swollen by successive courses of treatment. He no longer had a single hair on his head. An Italian actor whom he was very fond of had given him a gardener’s hat made of woven straw, which he never took off. He called his bed on wheels “his wheelbarrow”. He listened to me with half-closed eyes, a smile on his lips. I placed the packet of kreteks on his bedside table. I kissed his cheeks, which for several weeks had felt constantly cold, like marble. He drew me to him with his hand and whispered in my ear:


“Death makes children of us all.”


Since I looked somewhat puzzled, he added: “I’m telling you this for your tree.”


These were the last words I heard him utter.
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