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MEMORY










THE FACTS


 


The facts of the matter were these:


At a little before ten o’clock in the evening of the first Saturday in July 1899, Marcel Després returned home to his studio apartment in the Cour du Commerce, the narrow passage that connects the Rue Saint-André-des-Arts and the Boulevard Saint-Germain.


Reaching his rooms on the sixth floor, he discovered his young wife, Ondine, in flagrante delicto with an American man not unknown to the couple. Després shot his wife dead, then, at the urging of her lover, fled down into the passage, where he suddenly stopped, falling to his knees.


He was arrested by two gardiens de la paix and held in the local Commissariat de Police for two days, when he was declared insane by the Préfecture, and committed to the asylum of Salpêtrière, under the care of Dr Lucien Morel.


Such were the facts of the matter. In Paris, in the years before the century ended, such events were commonplace. The story might have won a few inches of newspaper column, perhaps even merited a portrait of victim and culprit, but only until the next bloody crime displaced it from public view. And so Marcel Després may have rotted out the rest of his days in the Asile de Salpêtrière, were it not for the remarkable finding that Dr Morel made about his new patient some days after his incarceration. For while Morel had various cases of amnesia in his ward, he soon learned that his newcomer had the very opposite relationship with memory. 


The memory of Marcel Després was, for want of any other word, perfect. It was total. Complete. He forgot nothing. Absolutely nothing. As the days went by and the doctor tested and tested again, creating ever more elaborate systems by which to measure his patient’s skill, he started to draw the only conclusion possible: that Marcel’s memory was without limit. It was infinite in scale, if scale is a word that can be applied correctly in the presence of infinity. 


For every experience, sight, sound, smell, moment, event, thought, emotion, feeling, the assimilation of every mundane circumstance and outrageous deed that passed into the mind of Marcel Després, once there, could not be forgotten. To Marcel Després, everything was not to be forgotten, but to those who met him, it was Marcel himself who was unforgettable.










FAIRY TALES


 


Paris at that time can be described as a fairy tale; assuming it’s understood that fairy tales are brutish, dark and violent. 


Of course, there is beauty in the old stories, a great deal of beauty: there are princesses, who are as simple and pure as they are pretty; there are roses; there are castles. There are slippers of glass and ball gowns. There are other kinds of beauty too: handsome heroes; young men with rare gifts such as courage and honesty. There is both good and bad, and the chances of survival of our hero often depend upon how well he, or she, sees which is which, for what can seem beautiful can hide the greatest evil. A beautiful glass goblet of deep red wine, an apple fresh from the tree: yet both are laden with poison. The young woman who helps you in the forest is, underneath her enchanted appearance, an evil old crone. The stepmother who is meant to protect you throws you to the mercy of the wolves in the forest; the forest itself, so beautiful from a distance, up close is rotting trunks, crawling beetles, nests of ants and the infecting spores of obscene fungi.


This is how it was with the city of light. The place had a claim not only to be the capital city of France, but the world’s capital too, at the forefront of developments in all fields of human activity. In art, in music, in literature and theatre. In the sciences and in technology. In medicine, and in policing, and in architecture too; in a generation Haussmann’s rebuilding of the city had transformed it from something essentially medieval, a beast of putrefaction, into a modern city with nobler aspirations. The World’s Fair of 1889 had seen the construction of Eiffel’s tower: initially derided and intended to be merely temporary, in no time at all it became the beloved iconic landmark of the city, which no one would ever dream of tearing down. And across the river to the north, on the far side of the city on the hill of Montmartre, stood another great escapade in construction, half built: the basilica of the sacred heart, Le Sacré-Coeur. 


It’s facile but nonetheless true to say that we can only be aware of light with the existence of darkness, and both of them were alive and well in Paris. Yet both the beauty and the darkness of the city could be found symbolised in this work in progress. In 1899 it was not yet thirty years since the city had last convulsed in revolution and blood-letting, during the two months of the Commune, until the army had brutally restored order to the city with a week of summary executions in which ten, some said twenty, thousand were killed, turning the waters of the Seine red. So: Sacré-Coeur, designed as both a memorial to the dead and a penance for the crimes of the Communards. But where did the authorities of the status quo decide it should be built than on the hill of Montmartre, right in the heart of the revolutionary camp, and a clearer symbol of implied power it is therefore harder to imagine. And yet, where else should it be built than on Montmartre? Montmartre, the hill of the martyrs, so called because it is said that Saint Denis, Bishop of Paris, was decapitated here by pagan priests, fearful of the great number of his conversions. Then again, it is also said that after his head was removed with a sword he picked it up and walked six miles, preaching a sermon as he went, so perhaps we should not take all old stories too seriously.


Paris, like those old stories, was full of both darkness and light. For the forces of light we may count among many others the following: Maurice Ravel, Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec and Pablo Picasso, Guy de Maupassant and Émile Zola, art nouveau, champagne, the cinematograph, telephony, the electric light itself. These and their friends represent the movement upward towards the light, the striving for better and higher things, and to look once at the surface of the city is to see these things and smile. But, appropriately enough, it is a French word that truly captures the nature of La Belle Époque, and the word is façades. 


For just behind the door, behind the red velvet curtain, beyond the imposing front of that elegant house, are the forces of the underworld: Les Apaches, the gangs of Montmartre; the shanty towns on the ruins of the old fortifications, where the zoniers picked through the scraps of the rich and barely survived; the maisons closes, brothels only distinguishable by the over-sized numbers above their doors; and, everywhere, crime. Crimes of violence, crimes of greed, crimes of passion; crimes of all three combined. As the century wound up, the Paris police were in danger of being overwhelmed by the sheer quantity of daily acts of law-breaking, and though they had grown again and again in size and sophistication, there were always more criminals than police, and not just ordinary everyday burglars and robbers, fraudsters and cheats, but darker forces at work within the city too, organised networks. 


And there is one more ingredient to be found in fairy tales. It is in fact the very thing that truly defines the form: magic. Without magic, a fairy tale is only a folk tale, and that, after all, is no more than a mundane story told between friends and neighbours.


Of genuine magic in Paris, there was probably none to be found. Of illusion, there was plenty. That was what the entire city was about: that the truth of what was really happening lay behind the pretty façades. It was as if the whole city was saying, Don’t look at that, look at this! I will show you what I want you to see, and you will be so dazzled by its beauty and its brightness that you won’t look any further, you won’t want to look any further. You know the darkness is there, but why look at that? When I can give you what you want . . .  pleasure.


If there was one centre of illusion in Belle Époque Paris, if there was one place where light and dark sat in the open, hand in hand and unashamed, it was the cabarets. And this is the right moment to return to Marcel Després, because Marcel was not usually known by his real surname, but by the name he wore on stage: Monsieur Mémoire, Mister Memory.


He’d come to the city ten years before. He’d come, as his name suggests, ‘from the meadows’, from the village of Étoges, a place that would have been utterly unremarkable were it not for its location in the heart of champagne country. That alone turned what would otherwise have been a sleepy hamlet of eight horses and a dozen cockerels into an industrious community that turned sweat into sparkling glory, most of it crated up and trundled away to the capital.


Marcel was the late and only child of a couple who’d spent their lives breaking their backs in the vineyards around the village. He never knew it but he’d been conceived one late summer day between two rows of vines on a curving hillside. His father, Nicolas, had travelled a little but, failing to make his mark on the world, had returned to the village of his birth, still unwed in his forties. His mother, Celeste, had never been away. She had been married before but her first husband had never given her children. To add insult to injury, he’d been killed in an accident, having fallen drunk into a slurry pit from which he never surfaced, at least not until they dragged his body out the following day.


Nicolas and Celeste made eyes at each other across the rows of vines all that summer of ’66, until finally the warmth of the sun and the sweat trickling down their necks and the luscious eroticism of the hanging clusters of grapes had proved too much for them to delay any longer. They’d barely spoken a word to each other before they found themselves mostly naked and powerfully swept up by the utter physical joy, the urging, of their act. But this was no casual fling: once the ice had been broken and the desire had subsided, they found a good and genuine friend in each other. They lay between the vines all that night, talking, scampering away only at dawn when the first vignerons returned to the harvest.


Nicolas moved in with Celeste, and it was there, in a little terraced house on the amusingly named Grande Rue, that Marcel was born.


From the beginning, it was clear that Marcel was not like the other children of the village. They did what they were supposed to do: namely, go to school but hate it, run riot around the pond in the evenings, get a clip on the ear when they deserved it, drag their feet to church on Sundays, and grow up to be a sturdy and loyal worker of the vineyards. Marcel did none of these things. Even as a young child, he showed no intention to venture into the world. He did not run and play, he sat and watched. He was well behaved, he did not lie. He did not complain, whine, fight and brawl with the other kids, nor did he climb trees or sneak over the wall to swim in the moat of the local chateau, as the other children claimed they wanted to but never actually did. He went to school obediently, and he did what was required of him. He studied and he took tests, but he did not shine. It seemed he was no great academic either, something Celeste had been secretly hoping for him given his lack of physicality. It is remarkable, given what was to come later, that his extraordinary memory remained undetected throughout not only his childhood, but his early adulthood too. Perhaps this can only be explained by his unwillingness, or even refusal, to engage with the world around him. Marcel did not do. He sat, and he watched, and, we can only assume, he waited, though what he was waiting for, his parents never knew.


And Marcel did not work. Not properly. They put him in the rows of vines, along with almost everyone else in the village. The work required no thought, none whatsoever, but it needed stamina, and that was something Marcel seemed to lack. Celeste was a short woman, Nicolas a slightly taller man, but from somewhere Marcel had grown to be one metre eighty at the age of fifteen.


The village doctor knew exactly what was wrong with him.


‘He grew too fast!’ he declared, often and at volume, as if exasperated by the feeble body before him. Marcel would stand quietly, without speaking, as the doctor would throw his hands in the air and walk round in a tiny circle before appearing in front of Marcel again. ‘He grew too fast!’ Then the hands. As if it were Marcel’s fault, or Celeste’s.


 


Marcel became a man. He had no friends. There were no girls, save one. Ginette, the doctor’s daughter, had seen Marcel on his frequent visits to the surgery and quite rightly found him handsome. How Celeste encouraged her son to respond to Ginette’s interest in him! It would be a good match, this little romance; the doctor’s daughter, well off, and a little quieter, a little more respectable, than the other young people. But it was not to be. Ginette tried and tried to have Marcel notice her, interact with her, respond to her, and though Marcel was never rude, and always enjoyed her company, Celeste’s ‘little romance’ dwindled to nothing like an unkept fire.


So Marcel worked a little when he was able, and otherwise pottered around at home, cooking and cleaning so his mother wouldn’t have to do it when she and Nicolas got home from the vines.


Then, early in 1889, both his parents died. The influenza that year was a bad one; it struck many in the village over the winter. Marcel became ill too, and of the three you would have laid good money that he would be the one to expire, but it seems that finally his feeble body decided to fight, to kick into life and begin to work. He survived, while his parents, their bodies prematurely aged and weakened from the endless toil in the vineyards, did not. Nicolas and Celeste were put in a grave together in the small cemetery on the edge of the village, within sight of the rows of vines where they found each other.


Marcel was lost. His parents had been loving and good to him; they seemed to understand and forgive his peculiarities where others in the village did not. They had been his whole world. He had the house, which had been his mother’s, but he had no income. He fell into debt, and finally he came to a drastic solution. The idea was put into his head by Ginette’s father.


‘Go to Paris!’ he said to Marcel one day. ‘Sell the house, clear your debts, and set yourself up in Paris. They are building the World’s Fair. They need many, many men. I read about it in the papers. All hands required, all kinds of work. They’re still building that metal tower, high into the sky! There must be work to be had there, or at the exhibition grounds. Perhaps Paris will suit you better than our little village has so far.’


Marcel thought about the doctor’s idea. He thought about it for a long week, during which, had anyone been present to see him, they would have found him sitting on an old chair in the kitchen, staring into space, or standing at his parents’ bedroom window, gazing out across the vineyards. No one could have known what was going through his mind. Nevertheless, at the end of the week, he somehow decided to act. The house was sold with all the furniture, debts were cleared, a trunk was packed, train timetables consulted. And sooner than he could have imagined, it was time to go.


Marcel arrived in Paris, as the expression has it, like a flower. Naïve and trusting, open and guileless, the city might have destroyed him. He arrived in the spring of ’89, too late to help construct anything, and yet there was still plenty of work to be had. He found an apartment in the Latin Quarter, the cheapest he could find, on the sixth floor in the little passage known as the Cour du Commerce, and he started his life over again.


He worked!


He worked as a kitchen hand, a porter, a ticket collector, a doorman. He cleaned tables in cafés, dug ditches, swept the streets, and in all these jobs, the same result: the sack. No matter how simple the task he was given, it seemed he could not focus. He would be found staring into space as if deep in thought. He would stare at a chair, or a poster on the wall, and once it had happened often enough in each occupation, he was told to leave. 


Still his memory remained undetected, but not for much longer, because his fortunes were to improve. Somehow, he got a junior position in a newspaper office. His job was another simple one, involving the adjustment of two small screws mounted into the frame on the top of the printing cylinder, to control the blackness of the type. Too little pressure and the type would be illegible, too much and it would be blotched. He seemed able to do this delicate but extremely boring task with great skill, and for once his employer, the perpetually bewildered Monsieur LeChat, seemed happy enough with him.


On 12 February 1894, however, history intervened in the life of Marcel Després, and set him on the road to becoming Marcel Mémoire.


There was an explosion at the Café Terminus, Gare Saint-Lazare. It was the work of an anarchist named Émile Henry, but though it was not the first such event, all of Paris was in uproar over this one; it was the most despicable to date. The perpetrator was French! And educated and formerly respectable to boot. Monsieur LeChat made to dispatch his reporters but, the attack occurring in the evening, they were not to hand. He sent errand boys to find them, and learned that his best two were already in their cups in one of the seedier cafés along the Boulevard Saint-Germain. LeChat, in his usual frantic manner, was dismayed that this major event would go unreported by his paper. It was around half past ten when an urchin knocked on Marcel’s door up on the sixth floor in the Cour du Commerce; in his desperation, the newspaperman had sent after every able-bodied man he had, even that rather quiet and odd man who watched the ink for him.


Marcel excelled himself.


On returning to the print offices he produced voluminous, detailed and wide-ranging accounts of his interviews with seven different witnesses to the affair. He was focused and fast.


‘Excellent! Good!’ cried LeChat as Marcel gave his story. ‘Fascinating detail. Excellent!’


Then, LeChat himself hastily prepared a report from this verbal account of Marcel’s, ordering the presses to be set for immediate printing. They would have the story on every street corner and on every café countertop by dawn, and it was only when LeChat had dispatched the typesetters to do their work that he stopped short, his whirlwind stilling for once. The colour drained from his face, as if frozen by the discovery of a terrible act, and he turned a glare of suppressed fury upon innocent Marcel.


‘What game are you pulling on me, boy?’ he said.


Marcel shook his head blankly. 


LeChat waved a hand at him. ‘You think it’s funny? Making that stuff up?’


‘Sir?’ said Marcel.


‘No notes, boy. You took no notes.’


It was true. In his haste to take down the story, LeChat had scribbled and scribbled, barely looking up, not realising until now that Marcel had not been reading from a notebook, but merely recounted from memory what he had learned.


‘I didn’t need notes, sir,’ Marcel explained, but that was enough to propel the incendiary nature of Monsieur LeChat into hyperactivity.


‘Didn’t need notes!’ he roared. ‘You gave me the names not only of the café owner but all the staff! You gave me the names of all the policemen present, all of them! You gave me the names of the inspectors from the Sûreté. You gave me not just the names, but the addresses too, of all the victims. And you expect me to believe you did that without notes?’


Marcel did expect him to believe that.


He stood there silently. He was wondering what the problem was, but he was not stupid, and it was starting to dawn on him.


‘I don’t need notes, sir,’ he said, and he said it with such innocence and honesty that it took the wind right from LeChat.


‘Don’t need notes?’ he said. ‘Don’t need . . . You remembered all that? Everything you just told me?’


Marcel nodded. ‘Yes, sir.’


LeChat’s temper rose one final time before dying for good. ‘You’re not having me on, are you, boy? I’ll wring your neck!’


‘No, sir.’


Marcel’s open face, his utter honesty, won through. LeChat peered closely at his young apprentice.


‘Well, I . . . That’s . . . That’s remarkable. How do you do it, boy? Some trick?’


‘No,’ said Marcel. ‘No trick. I just remember.’


So the paper ran the story of the Gare Saint-Lazare bombing, and in the days that followed was revered by the other papers for its achievement that night.


 


No trick. He just remembered.


It seemed that a life as a journalist beckoned for Marcel, but that was not to be the case either. For while his phenomenal memory meant he could dispense with a notebook, he utterly lacked the skills required to be a reporter; above all, he could not write. He did not know how to structure a story, did not understand what needed to be said and what was irrelevant. He got bogged down in details and lost in cul-de-sacs of false logic. And while his memory never let him down, nor did the sturdy pencils and trusty notebooks of his colleagues, and they knew how to write.


Despite all this, he held down the job for two years, until finally LeChat decided he had to let his underperforming reporter go.


Unhappy with this failure, unwilling to return to his life on the inking screws, all might have been lost. He took a job in a factory producing machine parts, working as an ‘efficiency expert’ because it required someone with a good memory to oversee the production line and try to work out how things could be improved. He lasted no longer there than he had as a reporter. 


He drifted for a while, mostly out of work, living off the balance of the sale of his mother’s house, until one day the idea was put to him that he ought to try his luck up in Pigalle in the cabarets. In the studio apartment across the passage from his own was a pair of newly arrived art students: a Frenchman from Marseille and a Scot. It was they who told Marcel about the cabarets, for they industriously spent much of their free time up there. 


‘There are all sorts of acts,’ said Fraser the Scot, in his rapidly improving French. ‘It’s not just the singers, the dancers. Musicians. There are other acts too: magicians, illusionists. There was a memory act we saw once, but it wasn’t good. Now you, you could do it well . . .’


Marcel thought about it for another long week, at the end of which he devised a flat little routine that involved perfectly recounting strings of numbers written by a third party at random on a chalkboard. The next day he took his act to Pigalle, where he secured an audition, and a job, in a squalid venue called the Cabaret of Insults. He was next to the bottom of the bill, above a fat old chanteuse whose only job was to make the rest of the acts seem half decent.


Despite that, having worked five evenings that first week, he came home on Sunday night with more money than he’d ever earned in any seven days of his life.


It was Fraser who thought up the name. 


Marcel Mémoire. Mister Memory.  










ANOTHER FAÇADE


 


The front of the asylum of Salpêtrière could easily mislead the visitor to the city of light. What is this grand building? A palace, surely. No? Not a palace. Then it’s a court of law. Or a lesser known possession of the university, the Sorbonne. Or the grandest library in the world. No, no and no. What the visitor to the city gazes upon is in fact the imposing, regal, elegant face of a hospital. Once a rough ex-gunpowder factory housing the insane of Paris, the old building was demolished and this magnificent structure erected in its place, though on bad days Dr Morel, to whom Marcel’s case has been assigned, swears he can still sense a sniff of the saltpetre from which the site took its name. Perhaps that’s just his fancy.


Dr Lucien Morel, the Assistant Chief Alienist of the hospital, met Marcel the morning after his transferral from the commissariat of the 6th. At first he paid little interest to this newcomer, there being more than enough work in the asylum for the elderly doctor, but as the days went by, he began to take a keener look at the patient.


These days, Morel walks a little more slowly on his rounds than he used to. His gait is a strange one, walking with his feet turned out, and never lifting his shoes more than an inch or two above the ground, giving the impression of clearing invisible snow before him as he goes. This action gives his hips a funny little shuffling thrust with every step. 


Today his work is interesting him greatly, and he moves a little faster, a little more like he used to.


If the front of the hospital is a grand building, the equal of many better known sites in the capital, what lies behind is a little different. The site occupies almost a square kilometre, and is very much a small town in its own right, composed of many buildings, small avenues, even a chapel. There are the administrative offices, the infirmaries, the dispensary, the blanchisseries or laundry rooms, the morgue, the lecture theatres and so on, but Dr Morel is headed to see Marcel in his little cell. This cell is like a tiny terraced house, save that it consists of only one room. The terraces stand in rows of twenty-four Petites Loges, with a pavement running along in front of all of them, protected slightly from the elements by a colonnade. The columns are painted an elegant light grey, as are the front doors of the cells. Outside each cell, in the colonnade, a small semicircular wooden bench is set into the wall and supported on twin spirals of iron, again painted in the calm grey that is the hospital’s uniform.


Though he would never admit it, the reason Dr Morel hurries through his other calls this morning is that he has begun to suspect there is more to Marcel than had first shown itself. Initially, Morel had him marked down as a hysterical catatonic. From the moment Marcel stopped running, it appeared that his mind and body had shut down. Witnesses described how Marcel, who was well known to his neighbours, burst from the street door, took no more than another six steps, and then just stopped. 


One of the pretty blanchisseuses who lived and worked in the cour said it was as if he froze, like a statue. The awful horror of what he’d done must have suddenly struck him, she said, and he’d fallen to his knees.


‘Was he crying?’ her friends asked her the next morning, as they got busy over their linens. ‘Was he struck with remorse?’


The girl shook her head firmly. ‘That, I don’t know. I suppose he must have been. He just knelt there. We all stood around and watched him. He was shaking, ever so slightly. No one went near him.’


She was enjoying this attention, having been fortunate enough to be just returning home as Marcel sprang into the passage. Never had anyone taken so much interest in her in one stretch, despite her looks. She grew to meet her audience.


‘Yes,’ she decided. ‘It was the remorse that did it. Stopped him in his tracks. He knelt there while old Monsieur Bonvoisin fetched the gardiens. And then they came, and even then he didn’t move. He didn’t try to fight, or get away, or anything. He’d done what he’d done and it was remorse that got him. Fancy!’


Dr Morel had been told that since that moment, Marcel had neither moved without being urged to, nor spoken a word. He stared into space, nodding in a distracted way as they confirmed his name and address in the commissariat. Even a spell in the ‘kitchen’, the room at the back where arrested parties were ‘cooked’ for information, was not enough to bring Marcel to speak. After he had been cooked, he took to rocking backward and forward, on his heels if standing, on his haunches if sitting. It didn’t seem as if he had even noticed the blows thrown at him, mostly into his stomach to avoid undue questioning from the examining magistrate, and there he sat until he was moved to the asylum.


Still he did not speak.


 


Hysteria was the speciality of the hospital. Once, the Salpêtrière had been no more than a dumping ground for the mad, as well as a prison for prostitutes. But the purpose of the asylum had grown and changed over the years. Until very recently, it had admitted only female patients and the great Charcot had established not only his own reputation, but also that of the hospital, with his work on the hysterical woman. The last few years had seen the admission of a few men too, and though Charcot was now gone, hysteria was still very much the order of the day.


On their first meeting, Dr Morel walked around Marcel and looked. He had him stripped and measured and weighed. He made notes. He shook his head and he came away. Hysterics, as Morel well knew, could manifest their illness in many different ways; they might scream and rail, of course, but those were obvious and boring symptoms that did not interest him greatly. Much more fascinating were cases of divided personalities, of altered states of consciousness and physicality. Why, some of Charcot’s greatest subjects had displayed such wonderful symptoms! The young women whose skin would rise in pronounced lines after a stroke with a blunt needle – Charcot had even been able to spell out one particular girl’s name and have the letters rise red and bumpy on her back. That girl was also a great one for attitudes passionelles, during which her body and face would contort into strange positions, which she could not be got out of, even by the strongest of the warders.


Catatonia was not unheard of, but it was rare enough. And though hysteria is known to the public as a female affliction, Charcot had proved beyond doubt that there were enough hysterical male patients in the city’s hospitals for it to be more than a curiosity.


It seemed that Marcel had entered a catatonic state and that he was, potentially, stuck there. Morel sought to rush in before the disease had a chance to secure itself in Marcel’s body. The obvious thing was ice baths, so these were tried, without result. Marcel barely seemed aware that he had been lowered into the icy water, and despite frequent immersions of increasing duration, he rose from the water with his eyes still staring, his body not even shivering. 


Morel shook his head, and wondered what to try next to shock Marcel’s body into breaking its grip upon his mind. That was the theory of what he was attempting, but everything he tried had the same negative outcome. If only he were a woman, Morel thought, I would try the ovarian clamps. They usually brought rapid if not permanent results, and he had discussed the concept of a male equivalent with Dr Charcot in the year before he left. It would be a simple enough matter, easier than with the female version, for the equivalent structures in the male lay handily placed, of course, outside the body. For some reason that was never spoken aloud they had not developed the apparatus.


Things continued thus, until finally, one day, Morel asks Marcel a simple question that no one has asked him yet.


‘What did you do?’


No one has asked that question because everyone knows what he’s done. Ondine’s lover, Bishop, the American, another of the performers in the cabaret, was there after all; was lucky that Marcel didn’t plug him too. Crowds of onlookers had gawped as Ondine’s bloody body had been taken away.


But Morel asked the right question. His mind is burdened, he said to himself, and he needs to unburden it. Let us see what happens if we give him that chance.


‘Monsieur, what did you do?’


And after all the days of silence, Marcel speaks. His rocking ceases temporarily.


‘I killed her,’ he says.


‘And?’ Morel prompts, uncaringly. ‘Tell me all of it.’


Marcel stares at the wall of his cell, as if it is a cinematograph screen upon which he’s reviewing the whole business. Morel notes this, mentally, unaware how close this is to the truth.


Then, Marcel speaks some more.


‘I left work. I took my bicycle and I came home. I left the bicycle in the passage, and came up. The concierge grumbled that I was late. She always grumbles when she has to let anyone in late. I came up to the studio. I heard them before I even opened the door. I heard them.’


He pauses. Morel shuffles a little on his feet.


‘Go on,’ he says, his voice chipped and flat.


Marcel blinks at the wall.


‘I opened the door, I saw them. They were . . .’


He stops again.


‘Who are we speaking of?’ asks Morel. He’s growing impatient, but he has no idea how much his patience will be tested yet.


‘Ondine. My wife. And the American.’


‘I see. And you were saying . . . ? They were . . . what?’


‘They were having . . .’ Marcel whispers. His voice is low, and that is the only clue to his state of mind. He is otherwise apparently emotionless, and he speaks as if these things are not of very great interest.


‘What, Monsieur?’


Marcel does not seem to feel that the doctor is provoking him. He keeps watching the wall ahead of him.


‘Sex.’


‘Describe the act, if you please.’


There is a considerable silence, into which Marcel appears to be pouring pain.


‘He was standing behind her. They were both standing. She was leaning over the back of the armchair. They were making a lot of noise. Then they saw me, and they stopped. Bishop stepped back, his trousers round his ankles. He had a stupid look on his face. He looked down at himself. Ondine laughed at me. Bishop shouted. I took up the gun and I shot her. Bishop shouted at me again, and then I ran. I ran into the street and then I stopped.’


He falls silent, and still he stares at the wall ahead of him.


‘Why did you stop?’ asks Morel. ‘Why did you not run?’


For the first time, Marcel turns and looks at Morel. He almost makes eye contact, though not quite. The look on his face suggests his answer plainly enough: where would I have run to? And why? She was dead. What does it help to run?


Dr Morel considers the man in front of him. From his notes he believes him to be around thirty-two years of age, but there’s something about Marcel that feels younger. Of course, he’s only met him since the moment in which he lost his wife, and became a murderer. That would be enough to change anyone’s demeanour. Now Marcel is staring at the wall, or not even at it, but through it, and has become unresponsive again. He has resumed his gentle rocking, hugging his knees to his chest.


The doctor is unsure whether to break off for the day, or to continue. In the end, Morel allows that he has done something positive, for a major breakthrough has been achieved – he has got the subject to speak.


But Marcel does not speak the next day, or the next, and Morel grows frustrated with his lack of progress. He wonders whether the man is worth the trouble, for the doctor is fully aware that his years are passing, and he requires a great success before his days are up.  A success with which to make his name as great as Charcot’s, from whose shadow he still cannot seem to emerge. And if this recalcitrant will not provide it, he will move on to the next.


When Morel returns the following morning, however, he brings another thought with him: perhaps the way to break through is to try to connect with a time when Marcel was not hysterical.


‘Monsieur,’ says the doctor, ‘I have heard that you were a performer of some kind. You worked in the cabarets. Would you tell me about that?’


Marcel is silent. He stares at the wall, he stares at the wall. His heart barely beats, his lungs barely breathe. There is such a stillness about him that were you not to know better you would say he was dead. As if he were dead though alive; airless, though breathing; bloodless, though his heart still beats faintly.


‘What did you do?’ Morel asks. ‘Were you a singer perhaps? An actor? What was it?’


Without looking up, sitting on his bed, staring at nothing, Marcel answers, ‘I remembered things.’


Morel is not sure he can have heard correctly.


‘You . . . ?’ 


‘I remembered things. That’s why they call me Mémoire. Marcel Mémoire.’


‘You mean, you helped in the offices in some way?’


Dr Morel has never been to the cabarets. These things are all quite alien to him. He has no idea what passes for entertainment in the Boulevard de Clichy and the surrounding streets. The cabarets of Heaven and Hell. The Cabaret of Nothingness. The Cabaret of Insults. The Theatre of Grand-Guignol.


‘I remembered things. I remembered everything. I still remember everything.’


After that remark, it takes Morel a very long time to get Marcel to speak again, and when he does, the doctor remains confused.


‘It’s my act,’ Marcel says, ‘to remember things. I remember things, and people find that amazing, and they pay good money to see it.’


‘What things?’


‘Anything. Numbers, for example. Mostly numbers. On a chalkboard. Someone writes the numbers on the board, and I am given a minute to look at them, and then they turn the board so that only the audience can see it. I stand behind it. Then I call out the numbers, and everyone claps.’


‘It’s some sort of trick, then?’ asks Morel.


Marcel looks at him, as if he is confused. ‘No,’ he says. ‘It’s no trick.’


‘Then how do you do it?’


‘I just . . . remember,’ Marcel says. ‘I remember everything.’


‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ snaps the doctor, ‘no one remembers everything.’


But Marcel doesn’t answer, as if there is no need to bother arguing the point. That irritates Morel. 


The following day, he returns, somewhat pugnaciously, with a chalkboard and chalk. He sits himself on the far end of the bed from Marcel, and props the board on his knee. He says not a word. He begins to scribble on the board, and a minute later, he turns it round to show Marcel.


Marcel does not seem to have seen it. He does not seem interested, but Morel is patient, and waits, and waits, until finally Marcel turns to look at what Morel has written.


On the chalkboard, in ten rows of ten, are one hundred numbers.


Morel stares at Marcel as he in turn stares at the board. There is a tightness in Morel’s chest, and a quickening. He wants to speak, to ask, to demand: how long should I hold the board for? How long do you need? Must I say anything? When will you start? But Morel says nothing because he does not know which of these to say and can see no reason to be arbitrary. Dr Morel abhors whimsy.


Then, Marcel closes his eyes, and starts speaking.


‘Nine, four, three, three, six, two, nine . . .’


Morel spins the board round to face himself.


‘. . . eight, six, eight, one, three, one, seven . . .’


The quickening intensifies, both of Morel’s heartbeat and the speed with which Marcel rattles out the numbers on the board, in order, left to right, and then down, line by line, so that in far less time than it took Morel to write them, Marcel has repeated them all back to him.


‘. . . nine, nine, two, five, six.’


Morel has gone cold. He turns and checks for reflections in the cell, some way that Marcel might have been able to see the numbers, but there is none. Patients do not have mirrors, the one small window is high and in the wrong place to have been of use. And he has already noted that Marcel’s eyes were shut as he recited. Morel practically breaks the board as he thumps his sleeve across it to wipe the numbers out, heedless of the white smear he makes on the black sleeve of his frock coat.


‘Again!’ he says, and starts to scribble. A minute later, he shows the board to Marcel, who, in even less time than it took before, closes his eyes and then begins to report.


‘Seven, three, four, one, four, nine, zero, four, five . . .’


Again Morel turns the board back and cowers over it to be absolutely sure that only he can see it. Marcel pays the doctor no attention whatsoever as he checks each digit on the board, the numbers spilling from his patient’s mouth.


‘. . . six, two, five, three, eight, one.’


The magic is over just as fast as last time, but before Morel can start to erase them and try once more, Marcel is speaking again.


‘One, eight, three, five, two, six . . .’


It takes Morel a moment or two of bafflement to realise what Marcel is doing. Marcel is saying the numbers backwards. Speechless, his eyebrows walking a little further up his forehead, Morel verifies the reverse sequence. Once again, perfect, not a single mistake, not even a hesitation.


Before Marcel can speak again, Morel tries something else.


‘Diagonal: top left, bottom right.’


‘Seven, four, nine, eight, seven, three, four, five, two, one.’


‘Top right, bottom left,’ snaps Morel, and again Marcel relays the numbers faultlessly.


The game continues. Morel scribbles, shows, listens, erases. He expands the quantity of numbers until he cannot fit any more on the board. He tries it with letters instead of numbers, he uses a mixture of both. It does not matter, Marcel cannot be beaten. Finally Morel slumps back, exhausted. He is amazed, both by what he has seen, and also by the showpeople of Montmartre, the people of the cabaret. Dr Morel cannot conceive that they in turn cannot have understood the quite simply extraordinary nature of what Marcel is able to do.


But that is showpeople; they don’t care how a thing occurs, as long as it does, and as long as it earns them some money.










OF LOVE


 


Oh, Marcel. What must we think of him? It’s easy to form the wrong impression of him; this strange wanderer. He is not only of the mind, but of the body too, and the soul, and there were women in his life, before he married Ondine. It was impossible in Paris not to encounter females of the most alluring kind on a daily basis. 


There were the three young seamstresses in the studio across the cour from him, their shoulders and faces right at the window so as to be near the light, so close as to be almost able to lip-read their conversation. It was impossible not to catch their eye when raising a blind, or investigating a noise from below. There were the blanchisseuses down in the passage, always singing, their skirts often rucked up as they scrubbed, exposing their sleek calves. There were the ladies of the picture card factory, twenty of them, hammering away all day with little hammers and steel dies to beat images into cards. There was the bookbinder’s daughter, there was the girl who sold Marcel his milk and coffee every morning, there were the shapely models who sat, frequently disrobed, for Fraser, the Scottish artist in the studio next door. And all this within the cour itself. Beyond lay Paris, and Marcel found the sophistication of Parisian women to be far beyond the females he had known in Étoges, as if they were a new species. 


If it sounds as if Marcel viewed women as distant objects, that may be because there is some truth in it. And yet he was not cold or callous. He was no chauvinist. He had a heart in him, and he admired and respected the many women, young or old, pretty or not, who came his way. And they came his way rather often, because, though he was extraordinarily unaware of the fact, he was a very handsome young man. So there had been romances, though none had lasted any time at all, days usually, weeks at most. Something always went wrong, something that left Marcel puzzled, and each time his confusion grew. It may be that he was not aware of what was happening, or what was expected of him. To paint that picture, it is only necessary to relate the first sexual encounter he had, even though Marcel didn’t realise that that was what it was. That alone should make the point, but in case of doubt, consider the day, long ago in Étoges, when Ginette the doctor’s daughter suddenly burst into his house one still, summer afternoon.


It was harvest time; the whole village was in the rows, every able man and woman bending themselves to the most important moment of the year. Marcel was not working; he had been particularly distracted of late and was spending more and more time indoors. 


Ginette came in through the kitchen door, which stood open.


‘Marcel? It’s me! Ginette!’ she called, and Marcel came down from his room to find the young woman in a state of distress.


‘I’ve been stung!’ she declared, and Marcel immediately sought to help. He sat her down at the kitchen table, and never once wondered why she hadn’t gone to find her father instead. He was a doctor, after all.


Ginette seemed to hesitate. Marcel noticed that her hands were shaking, and wondered if she was suffering an allergic reaction, as some people were known to.


‘It’s in a . . .’ She faltered. Then seemed to collect herself. ‘My leg. I was stung on my leg. Will you look at it for me?’


Marcel nodded. Poor Ginette.


‘Show me,’ he said.


Ginette wore the long white cotton dress that she always wore as befitting a doctor’s daughter, tied in at the waist with a wide black belt, and with a close-fitting bodice. The skirts were looser, though, and as Marcel knelt before her, he could already see her ankles above her smart black boots.


‘Oh, Marcel,’ Ginette said, ‘it’s high up. It hurts. I’m worried the sting is still in.’


Marcel nodded. ‘I’ll see,’ he said. ‘I know how to take them out. You must use your fingernails.’


Ginette faltered again, losing her nerve. How she’d steeled herself in her room to go through with this. They had walked out on many occasions, as many as she could engineer with Celeste’s help. She had spoken to Marcel of many things often of love, and of dreams and futures, but nothing she’d done or said had ever moved Marcel to do anything, to want anything or take anything, not even a single kiss. 


It was a hot afternoon, the hottest of a summer that had been building steadily. The sort of still heat that made Ginette want to heave her clothes off, stand in front of Marcel and make him finally notice her, and she’d thought of a way to do it. Only now, in the moment, her nerve began to fail.


‘Let me see,’ Marcel said, comforting her, and with that Ginette showed him. She’d had to force herself to leave the house. Before that, as she’d removed her drawers, her fingers had trembled at what she was planning. Now, at Marcel’s gentle reassurance, she slowly pulled up the long white skirts.


‘It’s high,’ she tried to say, but the words caught in her throat. Marcel noticed that, as he noticed the shaking of her hands and the rapid rising and falling of her chest, and understood that the poor girl was very frightened.


‘It’s all right,’ he said. ‘Let me see.’


She let him see.


She pulled the skirt higher still, her legs apart, so that it slid over her knees, and up her thighs, until finally, she pointed a shaking finger at the spot where she’d pinched herself a dozen times till it stood up sore and pink, no more than a sigh from the place where her inner thigh met dark hair.


There was a silence. Ginette could not bring herself to remember to breathe. Marcel peered at the spot.


‘Does it hurt?’ he said.


Ginette nodded rapidly.


‘I can’t see the sting. It must have come out.’


He reached a fingertip towards the pink mark. Of course he saw the other pinkness, right there, a finger’s length away. She was only young, really barely a woman; there was a little hair above her lips, which Marcel noted, fascinated, but which he then ignored.


He touched the spot.


‘Does it hurt?’ he said, and it was all Ginette could do to stop herself fainting. She began to breathe, hard and rapidly.


‘I think I should get your father,’ he said, concerned that she was having an attack of some kind. ‘Let me—’


‘No!’ Ginette blurted out. ‘No. I’m fine.’


‘But you seem—’


‘I’m fine. Really, I’m fine,’ she said, and hurriedly pulled her skirts down, standing and leaving in almost a single motion. 


‘I’m fine,’ she added. ‘Thank you, Marcel.’


She left, cursing herself, not really cursing Marcel so much, for it was her own clumsy idea, not his. She really must be utterly unattractive for him not to have leapt all over her in the instant that she showed him her—


Oh God! What had she done? She burned with shame and only then realised she should have asked him to keep what had happened to himself, a thought that would keep her awake for the next several nights.


She need not have worried. Marcel mentioned to Celeste that evening that Ginette had been stung by a bee, but he didn’t say where because it didn’t seem important. Poor girl, he thought. What on earth was a bee doing up there, anyway?


It would be years before Marcel made the connection, understood what had really been happening. Some of the older men at LeChat’s print shop seemed to take a passing interest in him, and after an especially ribald conversation in a bar one day after work, had correctly deduced that Marcel was not yet familiar with the physical act of love. This didn’t concern Marcel half as much as it seemed to concern the other men. That time would come and did it matter at what point in his life it started? He was still Marcel.


He tried to explain this to the men, but such rambling and somewhat incomprehensible philosophy made three of them frown and two of them laugh. So they concluded to settle the matter and having poured a half-bottle of wine into Marcel, and taken a few bocks themselves, they dragged him across the river to a maison close, their favourite, number 2 in the Petit Place Mars. The madame was well used to such initiatory ventures, and since she was a kindly individual, she selected a girl called Rosa, because she knew she would be easy on the boy.


Upstairs, Marcel found himself reliving his past.


‘I’ve got something that aches,’ Rosa said, sitting on the edge of the bed. Despite being kind, subtlety was not her long suit. ‘Won’t you take a look at it?’


He knelt before her, as she pulled up her skirts. She was naked underneath. Marcel took a good look. She had more hair than Ginette, and more flesh, but otherwise things were pretty much the same. Marcel remembered that hot August afternoon, and he remembered Ginette. He thought about her, and the time they’d spent together. They’d walked around the pond, and up to the church. Sometimes they would walk as far as Montmort-Lucy and admire the chateau and its parkland. There were peacocks on the lawn of the chateau, great strutting birds with miasmic rages of colours to show when they wished to. The chateau was only a small one, Marcel later found out, but being much larger than theirs in Étoges, it remained the grandest thing he knew until he came to Paris. He remembered the first time he’d seen the Panthéon, the Hôtel des Invalides, Notre Dame, and then he knew what real splendour was. He wondered if Ginette would ever come to Paris. She’d always been so kind to him; other people became impatient with him, though he was not always sure why. But not Ginette. Ginette always had time and a kind word. She was interesting too, and pretty, Marcel remembered. Much prettier than this Rosa. This girl who the men—


He was suddenly aware that the woman was still in front of him, waiting.


He looked up at her. He remembered Ginette again, and the day she had been stung by a bee, and finally he understood. He was so surprised he said it out loud, his voice dreaming, his gaze far away, far back in time.


‘She wasn’t stung by a bee.’


‘I beg your pardon?’ asked Rosa, though she kept her legs happily apart. 


Marcel took another look, and remembered when he’d touched Ginette’s phantom sting. How she’d breathed heavily. And given a little moan.


Then fled.


‘Well?’ asked Rosa, leaning down and unceremoniously feeling around in Marcel’s trousers. Nothing.


Marcel looked back up at Rosa, her face no more than a few centimetres from his.


‘It’s very nice,’ he said, feeling that something was expected of him. ‘Thank you very much.’


‘There are places you can get boys,’ Rosa said, leaning back and pulling her skirts down again.


‘Oh,’ said Marcel, ‘I see,’ though he didn’t see at all.


 


As fate was to dictate, the very next evening Marcel found himself taking one of the seamstresses who worked across the way into his rooms. Or maybe she took him. Either way, for sure, they were both a little drunk, but this time, as the seamstress felt in his trousers, there was not nothing. 


Marcel found himself thinking of Ginette, as the seamstress rolled him back on to the bed, and unbuttoned her chemise. She smiled, while Paris smiled too, and got a little older.


She didn’t stay the night. When it was over, the effect of the drink seemed to have worn off too.


‘Listen, Marcel,’ she said, pulling her skirts over her boots which she’d not found a need to remove. ‘You’re a great guy. Really. But I think that’s enough for us. I’ll see you.’


Marcel sat up, nodding. 


‘Right,’ he said. He felt he ought to say something. ‘Thank you.’ And he wanted to add her name but he realised he didn’t know it, though he knew the girl so well by sight.


There were the three of them across the passage, just two sheets of glass away, chatting happily again the next morning. They caught Marcel’s eye as he rolled up the blind, blinked, and bent to their sewing again. Marcel wanted to wave at the one who’d taken him, but couldn’t.
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