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Oh my warriors, whither would you flee? Behind you is the sea, before you, the enemy. You have left now only the hope of your courage and your constancy. Remember that in this country you are more unfortunate than the orphan seated at the table of the avaricious master. Your enemy is before you, protected by an innumerable army; he has men in abundance, but you, as your only aid, have your own swords, and, as your only chance for life, such chance as you can snatch from the hands of your enemy. If the absolute want to which you are reduced is prolonged ever so little, if you delay to seize immediate success, your good fortune will vanish, and your enemies, whom your very presence has filled with fear, will take courage. Put far from you the disgrace from which you flee in dreams, and attack this monarch who has left his strongly fortified city to meet you. Here is a splendid opportunity to defeat him, if you will consent to expose yourselves freely to death. Do not believe that I desire to incite you to face dangers which I shall refuse to share with you. In the attack I myself will be in the fore, where the chance of life is always least.


*


The Commander of True Believers, Alwalid, son of Abdalmelik, has chosen you for this attack from among all his Arab warriors; and he promises that you shall become his comrades and shall hold the rank of kings in this country. Such is his confidence in your intrepidity. The one fruit which he desires to obtain from your bravery is that the word of God shall be exalted in this country, and that the true religion shall be established here.


From the speech of Tariq ibn Ziyad to his army
off the coast of Andalusia, 711.




Memory Overload


(October 2000)


Oh, Mama, Mama, I’m going to die, Virginie said, and her sobs were agonising, she felt like tiny stilettos were lacerating her lungs, oh, I will die, Mama, and Marie-Angèle, who loved her daughter more fiercely than all the hatreds she had felt in her life, tightened her embrace, turning her eyes away from the white sock splattered with mud and blood, and answered, yes, you will die of love, I know, and Virginie sobbed with gratitude and said it again, Mama, my life is over, and Marie-Angèle agreed, yes, my love, your life is over, over, and Virginie insisted, I loved him so much, Mama, I loved him so much, and Marie-Angèle told her, yes, you loved him, darling, and you’ll always love him, you will never forget, don’t worry, you will never forget.


No-one wants to hear that one day they will be cured of such pain. The idea of consolation can be intolerable, as Marie-Angèle knew well. She held her daughter close, and held her nose too, as if the horrible stink of shit that rose off the corpse in long, even, sugary waves had followed them into the house, and she knew that in a few months Virginie would recover her lust for life, though it was impossible to tell her that now. Oh, it will kill you, my love, Marie-Angèle whispered, you can be sure of it. Then she gave her something to make her sleep, took off her sock with a frown of disgust, and put her to bed. As I waited in the living room for Virginie to fall asleep, I was mesmerised by her indefatigable voice, vibrant with love and charity, that kept telling her that love would kill her. All those things that leave no trace except in our memory – of those things I cannot speak. Yet I still hear that voice with the same clarity as if it were next to me.


*


I had, it seems, spent a good portion of the afternoon at the bar, alone with Hayet, who was washing glasses in silence, and Vincent Leandri, who did not take his eyes off her. As usual he told me about his life on the shores of the Indian Ocean. He knew I had travelled and that I was in a better position than anyone in the village to understand what he was telling me. Since I’ve got to know him, he’s talked about it more and more. He skips over his career as a nationalist militant, which ended after the fratricide of 1995, about which he says nothing, preferring to return to the dreams of his youth. “You see, Théodore,” he told me, “there was this zebu with an incredibly stupid look, eating a plastic bag, it was blue, I remember. I had dragged myself into a bar to get a coffee, with the world’s worst hangover. There was this guy behind the counter, the owner, a Frenchman, he looked like he was a hundred. And there was a Maori woman hunkered down next to him, some girl he must have been fucking, she was whistling and scratching her ass. I’m telling you, he looked like he was a hundred. He had the same stupid look as the zebu, with yellow eyes. He was missing a few teeth. I won’t even describe the ones he had left. He was completely pickled in low-grade rum, he stank of cirrhosis and death, and I said to myself, how old is he, really? Forty? And I said to myself, that’s you fifteen years from now if you stay here, that’s you. It was like looking in a mirror, understand? That shook me up good, I panicked and came back here. I saved my own life, funny, no? I was proud of myself, I had the feeling I had actually saved my skin. If I had known, I would have been better off dying back there, from cirrhosis or the clap or whatever. Anything.” He went on talking and I stopped paying attention to what he was saying. Vincent is never very happy to be alive, but that day he was particularly bad, a broken man. I could see that what he had become was the fruit of his downfall, I know of what I speak, yet it was almost impossible to think that this feeble old guy, who could scarcely look beyond his shoe tops, had been a strong, respected man five years earlier. In his case, the decline was total. That was probably why I found him likeable. I left him to ruminate by himself and went back to my house about the time Virginie came into the bar. Early in the evening, on my way to Marie-Angèle’s, I came across the gendarmes from Olmiccia in front of her house. They were looking for clues around Stéphane Campana’s body.


An hour before, Marie-Angèle explained, he parked and was stepping out of his car when he got his guts blown out by two shots from a hunting rifle. When she heard the sound, Virginie came running out of her room, where she had holed up earlier that afternoon, no doubt to prepare herself in such a scandalously lubricious manner that her mother felt nauseous when she tried to imagine the nature of the preparations and where, apparently, she was waiting, stark naked, in her socks, her pudenda shaved. Whatever the case, that was how she presented herself, with the addition of a black band around her neck, when she sprinted down the stairs, crossed the living room where Marie-Angèle, her ears stuffed with earplugs, was trying to concentrate on her book, then dashed into the street and threw herself on her lover’s corpse. Fifteen minutes later, the gendarmes found her in that position, sprawled over the body, perverting the crime scene with her screams, tears and nudity while her mother looked on, praying. Virginie continued to howl when they asked her nicely to move aside, and when the gendarmes finally tried to lift her off by force, she scratched one of them in the face, elbowed the second in the groin, bit the third on his hand and redoubled her howling, so the captain of the brigade was reduced to ordering her to be dragged away by her feet, which was what was done while she clung to the man she loved, trying to dig her fingers into his wounds, lick his blood and paint her face with it. As she struggled, she lost a sock that fell in the dust. Then she suffered a convulsion and let herself be pulled along the ground without further resistance. Her mother’s arms closed around her and pulled her into the house.


The captain was intrigued. In the current political situation, there was no obvious reason that would explain the murder of a nationalist leader. Five years ago, and five hundred metres from there, in front of the bar, Dominique Guerrini, less lucky than his friend Vincent Leandri, had been killed in similar circumstances. But that was during the war between the underground factions and that war was long since over. The captain hoped the murder was not the sign of renewed hostilities. The other unexplained factor was the extraordinary stink the corpse was giving off. A police official examined the dead man’s shoes and discovered shit deeply ingrained in the grooves of the textured soles. I turned to go back to Marie-Angèle, and as I left, I heard hysterical laughter and the sound of retching.


*


Marie-Angèle hugged her daughter’s naked body very close, it was stained with bloody earth, and she almost felt Virginie was a baby again, she told me later that night, if it weren’t for that single sock like a window swinging hideously open onto a world of perversion she would have preferred to know nothing about. She was shivering with hatred. Besides me, no-one knew the prayers she uttered before the body were really expressions of thanks. “Oh, Théodore! I’m not much of a believer but I thanked God for letting me gaze upon the corpse of that pig with my own eyes!” she told me – you see, she told me everything. At that very moment, the widow of Stéphane Campana was learning that her husband had gone and gotten himself killed in front of another woman’s house, and that his last words to her had been lies, but Marie-Angèle didn’t think about that. When Virginie was asleep, she took my hand, sat me next to her, and put her head on my shoulder as if seeking rest. She needed rest from the nine years of hatred and silence, rest from the eyes of Stéphane Campana staring at her daughter’s crotch as she sat cross-legged on the wall by the fountain one summer night when she was thirteen, dressed in little blue cotton shorts, no bigger than a handkerchief and gaping open, rest from her inability to stand up to Virginie who forced the man’s presence on her under her own roof, rest from the endless evenings vainly blocking her ears to keep from hearing the noises that echoed down from her room, not the sounds of love and tenderness, but a savage, unnamable racket of bestial coupling, because Virginie was too lost in love to maintain even the strict minimum of propriety, rest most of all from the recurrent expression on her daughter’s face, it exhausted her, an expression of gravity and complete seriousness, the gravity and serious concentration that children are capable of, the absolute delight when she looked at him or thought of him, her devotion, her implacable stubbornness, her utter refusal to consider anything beyond the devastating insanity of her passion, and then constantly, what was worse, her expression of pure innocence, of immaculate awareness, “for my daughter is a kind of saint,” Marie-Angèle told me, “the way my mother was a saint, the same race and the same ilk, made for the same kind of martyrdom.”


*


At the age of ten, and this I took the trouble to note down, Marie-Angèle’s mother had at her disposal no more than a dozen words with which to express herself, and it became clear that she would not acquire one more. She was, to her credit, a particularly pretty and docile little girl. She was allowed to wander through the village and out into the countryside as she loved doing. But when she was fifteen, she became pregnant. Her parents undertook an indignant but fruitless search to discover who in the village could have been guilty of so great an abomination. A boy was born to her, but died of heart failure a few weeks later, to the intense relief of her grandfather who was in no hurry to raise a bastard along with a feeble-minded little thing. A few months later, the war having broken out and the Italians occupying the region, Marie-Angèle’s mother became pregnant again. The reassuring hypothesis of rape seemed less and less probable in her parents’ eyes, and they had to face the painful fact that their daughter’s moral sense was even less developed than her intelligence. Since there was a good chance that the father was an Italian soldier, which was intolerable, an old-fashioned abortion was carried out, using a knitting needle. Miraculously, Marie-Angèle’s mother survived the procedure, which earned the family the unpleasantness of a priestly visit in order to officially benefit, through the grace of a common confession, from divine mercy. At the news of the third pregnancy, old Susini nearly killed her. He beat her to his heart’s content with a stick, but got no more out of her than submissive whimpering and a look as overflowing with terror as it was devoid of any sense of guilt. They tried keeping her inside. That proved impossible. She screamed, cried, pounded her head against the door to her room and nearly split her skull open, and finally they had to free her. “Anyway, she’s already pregnant,” her father said. “Nothing worse can happen to us, she won’t get a second bun in the oven.” Thanks to heaven and, no doubt, the damage caused by her abortion, she had a miscarriage. In 1943, during the Liberation, they had to lock her up again, despite her howling. The village was full of Senegalese infantry and Moroccan regiments, and if they had to accept the eventual appearance of a bastard, at least let the thing be white. In 1946, she was pregnant again. When Marie-Angèle came into the world, everyone hoped she would die quickly, but she clung to life the way she had clung to the walls of a uterus wounded by knitting needles. The whole household viewed her with contempt and treated her coldly, except for her mother, who showered her with kisses and caresses until she died from her fifth pregnancy, six years later, with another dead bastard stuck in her belly. Everyone was satisfied that this source of continual dishonour had finally run dry. But the family’s life was not improved – first because Marie-Angèle, this incarnation of shame, was very much alive, and it could not have been easy living in a village in which all the male inhabitants could be legitimately suspected of having abused a simple-minded girl. For Marie-Angèle, any man of a certain age whom she came across in the village streets, however affable he was, could have been her father, in other words, the worst kind of monster, and even, as she pointed out to me, far beyond those streets. At the age of twenty, she went to live at the other end of Corsica, in Calvi, where the beginnings of the tourism industry offered her work. She was hired as a waitress in a cabaret in the fortified old town. Despite her unhealthy distrust of men, she ended up living with a supposedly Hungarian member of the Foreign Legion who spoke some version of French with a horribly cosmopolitan accent but who, despite his tattoos and bulging muscles, treated her like a queen. “But inside every man there lives a pig, for sure,” she told me one day, with bitterness. After several years of life together, she felt the need to confide in her Légionnaire and admitted for the first time that she was an illegitimate child. She also told him what sort of life her mother had led because, deep down, she was convinced that every human being should view that life with respect and compassion, the way she did. The stateless soldier feigned comprehension, but that night, when they made love, Marie-Angèle noticed several unpleasant changes. She rose and poured herself a glass of water, then returned to sit on the edge of the bed where the Légionnaire was displaying his muscles and staring at the ceiling. She told him that the next time he whispered those obscenities in her ear hoping to excite her, or if he looked at her just once the way he had looked at her that night, she would wait till he fell asleep and cut off his cock along with whatever was unfortunate enough to be attached to it. “I’ll cut it off, just like that!” she insisted. “I won’t think twice.” Their sex life and the man’s sleep were both disturbed for a certain length of time. But from that moment on, he was courteous to a fault with her and, until the end, she heard nothing from him but irreproachably romantic words of love. Two months later, Marie-Angèle realised she was pregnant; she was nearly thirty. The Légionnaire was giddy with happiness and dared not protest when Marie-Angèle declared there was no chance that the baby would have any other name but Susini. “Anyway, it’s like you don’t even have a name,” she pointed out to him. “I bet you don’t even remember what your name was when you came into this world!” He had to admit she was right. Until Virginie turned three, he was an excellent father, loving and present, whenever his military duties allowed, and no doubt he would have continued that way had he not been killed in Chad, or in a Shiite village in Lebanon, one or the other, in 1979 or 1980. “I spent more than ten years of my life with him,” Marie-Angèle would say. “I believe he loved me in the end. I don’t even know what his mother tongue was.” She was so sad she left Calvi and returned to the family house emptied by death, exile and shame. She spent part of her savings making the place liveable, redecorating it in order to harry out all the pushy ghosts that Stéphane Campana’s arrival had awoken several years later, as she had always feared. With the money that remained, she reopened the village bar, closed for eons. She hired waitresses, which was not very hard. Any number of lost girls from just about everywhere came carrying their desperate baggage from the city, in search of some kind of work. Being hired by Marie-Angèle was the best thing that could happen to them. Militant nationalists faithfully patronised the bar and were quick to make it their headquarters. The drunks who might have tried to take advantage of the absence of a male boss to harass Marie-Angèle or her barmaids were quickly dissuaded. Vincent watched over them. He returned from his travels with a desperate, protective love of fallen girls. He would not tolerate any lack of respect for them. Marie-Angèle could devote herself to Virginie; she devoted herself to her with all her soul and with ever-increasing worry as she watched her grow into a deep, dreamy girl, as if nature had programmed her to be the victim of the first scoundrel who came along, and all the love of a perfect upbringing could change nothing, which was confirmed beyond a shadow of a doubt that horrible summer evening when Marie-Angèle caught her allowing herself to be voluptuously sullied by the intent and shameless look that Stéphane Campana was giving her. Marie-Angèle’s life had been simple, monotonous, even, the kind of life others feel it is their right to look down on, the way I would have at the age of twenty, or thirty, or forty too, most likely. But I knew then that it was an honourable life, completely centred on an unshakable idea of dignity and certainty, and that fidelity to that idea had infinitely more importance than the circles under her eyes, her hands ruined by dishwater, the early wrinkles, the humble jobs, and the condescending looks from people who, like me, have never understood that an idea can be important.


*


I have such a memory overload – but I still remember the way, when I was younger, that Borges remark about Richard Burton struck me. He said Burton had tried “all the ways of being a man that men know”, and I pictured those words as the great emblem of my future life. I never profaned the Kaaba with my clandestine presence among the pious crowd of believers, not a single Sudanese lance pierced my cheeks, I never translated The Thousand and One Nights nor wrote a treatise on swordplay, and I never discovered the terrifying headwaters of the Nile. My experiments were limited, sadly enough, to the multiple ways of being the same man. And the most emblematic scene of my life that has played out hundreds of times is this: I am pitifully averting my eyes as a woman, a different one each time, but always with tears of rage, is calling me a son of a bitch. The only thing I have always succeeded at is fucking frenetically. I fucked all the girls at university who were naive enough to be interested in me for my intellectual capabilities and my manipulative gift of listening, and later, in the Venezuelan sector of the Amazon basin, I worked my way through most of the girls in the tribe of ugly creatures about whom I was supposed to be writing a monograph, before returning to France and using the incredible success of that monograph in the university microcosm to fuck my girl students and colleagues until I finally succeeded in becoming, justifiably, an object of hatred for my wife and children, my life becoming so complicated and empty that I ended up torpedoing my career by accepting a post at the University of Corsica, where I immediately set about fucking my new colleagues, my new girl students, and a good swathe of the administrative staff. Of course, it didn’t take long before my exploits made me an object of disgust in the eyes of everyone who knew me, and I soon found myself alone in my house in Corte with the ghost of a dismal colonel and follower of Pascal Paoli who died in 1769 and answered to the name of Gianfranco de Lanfranchi. I never knew if he was a real ghost, or, as the doctors almost convinced me later at the Castelluccio psychiatric hospital, merely the chatty manifestation of my guilt. I was interned for nearly two years a few weeks after I admitted, halfway through a university reception, in a fit of fake sincerity that was, I fear, just another of my outpourings of bullshit, that I was an impostor, that the monograph that had made me famous was a tissue of lies, like all my books that were published afterwards and that set down, with greater self-assurance and self-weariness, those same lies. But no-one would believe me and, still today, Creative Perception (modestly subtitled An Ontology of the Ti-Gwaï Nation) is for students of ethnology a work nearly as essential as Tristes Tropiques. After I exited the hospital, with nowhere else to go, I settled in my father’s old house with a supply of pills, a medical follow-up, and a disability pension, in this village that was empty of childhood memories where Marie-Angèle seemed to be awaiting me. At the beginning, the solitude was so intolerable that I came close to halting my treatment in the hope that Gianfranco would appear once again so I could continue our discussions. I thought back to those conversations with abominable nostalgia. I dreamed of him. I heard the suave, unhealthy tone of his voice. I felt, as he had once suggested to me, that he was the only person I had ever loved. I began to think of my wife and children with the hope that one day I might see them again. Yet I still felt the nostalgia for things that never existed.
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