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It was something quite special,
that feeling: an oppressive, hideous
constraint, as if I were sitting with the
small ghost of somebody I had just killed. 

—Lolita, Vladimir Nabokov





CHAPTER I 

PORTRAITS

Portrait of my rapist 

Because for me too, when it comes down to it, the thing that’s most interesting is what’s going on in the perpetrator’s head. With victims it’s easy, we can all put ourselves in their shoes. Even if you’ve not experienced it, the traumatic amnesia, the bewilderment, the silence of the victim is something we can all imagine, or think we can. 

The perpetrator, on the other hand, is a different story. Being in a room alone with a seven-year-old child, getting an erection from imagining what’s about to happen. Saying the words to make the child come closer, putting the erection in the child’s mouth, coaxing the child to open wide. That is fascinating. It’s beyond comprehension. And after it’s over getting dressed, going back to family life as if nothing has happened. And once the madness has taken hold, doing it again, doing it again and again, for years. Never telling a soul. Truly believing there will never be a denunciation, despite the steadily intensifying sexual abuse. Knowing there will never be a denunciation. And then one day when there is a denunciation, daring to lie, or daring to tell the truth, daring to admit it straight off. Still believing, after being sentenced to several years in prison, that the punishment is unjust. Proclaiming the right to be pardoned. Insisting this is a man, not a monster. And then, after being released from prison, making a fresh start. 

I have seen this up close, as close as it is possible to see it, I have turned this question over in my mind for years, and still I do not understand. 

The portrait

If you were to notice only one thing about him, it would be his energy. He is a man who is full of life. He is always moving, he’s all action. He’s been like that ever since he was little. His brothers too. Three boys, close in age, making mayhem in the small apartment in a Parisian banlieue. The father trying to concentrate on his painting, yelling that he can’t work with all the noise. The mother trying to get the children to quiet down, taking them into another room or off to the park to let off steam, even when it was raining or windy. The father couldn’t make a living as a painter, his real vocation, and so alongside the drawing classes he gave he set up a little business selling contemporary chimneypieces. It was the 1970s and 80s, nowadays his chimneypieces would look completely absurd or hilarious, depending on your point of view, in any case it wouldn’t occur to anyone today to install one of his bizarre, psychedelic capsules with an integrated glass firebox in their living room. I think at the time, though, the business was quite successful. The grandparents on both sides were working class, from the North, around Boulogne-sur-Mer where the family still owned an apartment that they stayed in during vacations. The mother was, I think, the secretary for the business, a bit of a housewife, a bit in her husband’s shadow. Nothing special, not rich, not poor, lower-middle-class Parisians. None of the children went to university, they left home before finishing high school. The eldest became a salesman, the second went into the army, and my stepfather left the city to do his military training in the Alps. He never returned to Paris. The parents were quite strict and old-fashioned in the way they brought up their children, with rules and discipline. He was proud of his tough upbringing, and of his time in the scouts, like he was about everything to do with his education. It had all contributed to developing his strength and his desire to live, discover, conquer. 

I have a hard time imagining him living in the Parisian suburbs. I only ever saw him in the mountains, in sports gear or work overalls. Back then though he must have looked like a miniature office worker, going off to his Catholic school in an ironed shirt, polished shoes, hair plastered to his skull, until he was eighteen. That was when he left home for Briançon, where he discovered the mountains, climbing, paragliding, a life that was free and untrammeled, that didn’t require him to wear a shirt, wait for the metro, comb his hair with a side part, or go to mass on Sunday. A life of fresh air and sunlight. 

In 1983, the year he met my mother, he was twenty-four. They were on a course together, training to become mountain guides. He was tall, athletic, personable. He liked taking charge in the group, calling the shots in an emergency, in a tricky situation, on a dangerous bluff, if there was an accident. He was charismatic, had lots of friends, was attractive to girls.

He was attractive to her. He reminded her of the boyfriend who had been killed in an avalanche a few months before. She had been devastated by his sudden, shocking death. She thought she would never get over it. But perhaps, in fact, she would. She spent a lot of time with this new man. She liked his resolute nature. She liked that he was purposeful and cheerful. It was refreshing after Sammy, the father of her daughters, who was dreamy, odd, a little withdrawn. He quickly set about trying to win her over. He led her up steep paths to peaks where they gazed, mesmerized, at the beauty of the landscape. They walked in the mountains, in silence, one behind the other, beneath the ever-changing summer skies, clouds that moved like the flats of a theater set, appearing to slide toward the west to make way for other skies concealed beneath. They held hands as they walked back down. He was already with someone; she was four years older than him and had two small children. Two little girls, aged six and four, with fairy-tale names, Neige, which means snow, and Rose, they were living with their papa, but she couldn’t leave them with him for too long, they needed her, and she missed them. She was surprised when, just a few weeks into their passionate affair, he told her he wanted to carry on, told her to bring the girls, said he wanted to try to build something together. She was surprised but happy, she told herself how lucky she was. 

She liked his muscular physique, the energy he gave off. Yes, energy, strength, I’ve said that already. He skied, climbed, enjoyed physical labor, liked to push himself as hard and as far as he could. Before becoming a guide, he had trained with the mountain infantry, an elite regiment for young people who loved the Alps. They had to run the Route des Traverses in the snow at dusk, climb up to mountain refuge huts carrying eighty kilos of rocks in a backpack, dig ditches on the Col de l’Échelle pass with small aluminum shovels until blisters formed on their frozen hands, things like that. He’d loved it. She was a pacifist, she didn’t understand what he liked about this world of arbitrary rules and demonstrations of masculinity. Especially after Sammy, with his horror of guns, uniforms and violence, who’d pretended to be mentally ill to avoid military service. But he told her about long hikes with his friends, the camaraderie they developed during these physical challenges, the hard-won lessons learned when facing the elements. Before all that, he’d always thought he was trapped in his gray banlieue. It was his love of the outdoors that led him to discover all these new things. Now he knew he would never leave, he had found his way in life, in nature, with her.

The mountains, the army, the banlieue. I’ve said all that already too. 

She loved his face, with its high cheekbones and dark, almond-shaped eyes that suggested Asian ancestry floating in his otherwise Nordic features, this Frenchman from the north, the Pas-de-Calais, where his parents were from, pale skin, aquiline nose. 

He dreamed of having a large family. It wasn’t long before he and my mother had two children of their own, a boy and then a girl. Whenever he was asked, he said he’d like to have eight children. People never knew what to say to that. They tried to hide their discomfiture. What they were really thinking was that four was already too many for them to cope with. 

He never lost his taste for the butter and dairy of the land of his childhood. His mother used to make a kind of Yule log with buttercream and coffee, and for years, Christmas after Christmas, we tried, in vain, to reproduce it. It was never as good. Sometimes it was disgusting, with minuscule particles of butter that refused to melt studding the cream with horrid, fatty little pimples, and sugar that was gritty between the teeth. Sometimes the flavor and texture were almost as good as the original, and then our eyes hung on his face to interpret the final judgment, which transmitted a feeling of contagious happiness. It was as happy as we ever got as a family. 

He burned in the sun and was violently allergic to pollen in the springtime. He sneezed like a lunatic.

He liked board games but was so short-tempered they always ended badly. Family sessions of Monopoly or games of strategy with friends often finished with a meltdown; he would suddenly stop playing in the middle of the game, slamming his fist on the table and sending all the little plastic pieces flying, the red hotels and the green houses, the pile of banknotes, and then he would storm out in a fury, banging the door behind him. 

It was the same when he played tennis. How many times I saw him slam his racket on the ground. A racket is expensive, and we didn’t really have the money to spend on something like that. But he couldn’t help himself. He hurled insults at his opponent, at himself, at the ball that had landed outside the line. Red and sweaty, eyes glistening with rage, he stamped his foot and sent his racket flying into the net. 

Okay, that’s enough. I tried. I wanted to create a portrait from my perspective, today, that of an adult woman who is a mother. I wanted to try and see what my mother saw back then, what our friends saw, what people see in a body or a face, what you see when you read a description with the eyes of an adult who’s used to decoding, who’s used to descriptions of characters in novels or on the news, who’s used to looking at and deciphering images. I can’t do it. I’ve written a lot of stories and a few novels—surely I should be able to describe someone. But it’s not the same. Firstly because I’m trying to stick to some hypothetical objective truth that I can’t grasp, despite the photos and lingering memories. And then of course, it’s impossible because it’s him.

All right then, the portrait

He is tall and strong. Brutish, even. His voice switches smoothly from gentle to harsh. As soon as something irritates him, he shouts. Loudly. He thinks the way my sister and I have been brought up is completely abnormal, excessively permissive, indulgent. We’ve been turned into two little savages. It’s a disgrace. 

His hands are large, they often flush pinky-red, like his face when it’s exposed to the sun or to anger. His hands are strong. They grip and caress, but with a kind of roughness, a caress that claims ownership, insistent. Like his voice, which tries too hard to sound soft, going up at the end of a sentence with a little note of questioning as if seeking his interlocutor’s approval, confirmation that you agree with him, you’re listening, you’re willing. Except the tone doesn’t change if you don’t give your approval, if you stay silent or say no. The voice stays the same. In fact, this little note of uncertainty is part of his endlessly repeated monologue. 

He is tall. His feet are ugly, like all feet, but uglier because they are hairy and pink and gnarled. It’s odd that he has hairs on his feet because the rest of his body, his torso and arms, is smooth. It’s his skin that’s really ugly, mottled pink and white and red and brown. The skin of his penis, when it’s taut over his erection, is purplish blue, then peachy-pink further from the glans, then beige and wrinkled on the testicles that dangle like a flap of dead skin or a bit of a corpse beneath the enormous penis rigid and hard as a bone. 

I never once saw him holding a book, but he liked comics, especially ones set in the American Far West. He had almost the full collection of a comic series with a hero called Blueberry. He spent a long time reading them on the toilet. I was going to say he locked himself in the bathroom, but that’s not true. When we eventually got a bathroom in the house it had no bolt on the door, nor did any of the bedrooms. He didn’t want us to have any control over our privacy. Which, when I think about it now, seems a bit odd, it would have been convenient for him to be able to lock the door when he was alone in a room with me.

He adored Johnny Hallyday. And that meant we were all forced to listen to Johnny too, for hours on end, during long days spent working on the house, during family car journeys or late-night sessions with friends. The more we listened to the same songs, the more the lyrics began to seem to me seared with deep hypocrisy. All that drama about the decent man with a pure heart, the tough guy who is, deep down, a softy, the suffering macho man, that whole symphony of self-pity repulsed me.

My stepfather certainly thought of himself as a lonesome cowboy. He was always going on about his acute sense of injustice. There were a couple of anecdotes he liked to tell, about rough justice he’d witnessed in elementary school, how horrified he’d been. Whenever he caught my sister and me getting up to some mischief, he reprimanded the two of us severely, insisting on appropriate punishment. He would make us push wheelbarrows loaded with rocks from one end of the garden to the other, or dig holes or fetch wood. 

He had high moral standards which we were never allowed to breach. I saw him several times when I was a child heroically going to someone’s aid, in the mountains, at the scene of an accident or a fire. He worked for a few years as an ambulance driver. He oversaw safety and security on a team that worked on hazardous construction sites. He was transformed doing this kind of thing. He put his entire self into serving his objective, straining his muscles and his mind, almost aglow from within; people were always ready to follow his instructions, trusting his judgment and his instincts. He was the guide who led people to safety, the man who was prepared to sacrifice himself for the common good, who never wavered, even for a second, in the face of danger, fire, or snow. The embodiment of bravery.

For years I thought of him as godlike, larger than life. He seemed like a mythological creature, a Sisyphus, a Prometheus, tortured by demons. In retrospect, years later, I wonder if perhaps he was just a bit of a loser who had the gift of manipulating people and exploiting the vulnerability of someone more helpless than he. But within the shuttered world of our family, he was all-powerful. I guess he was both, a Titan and a loser. Who wouldn’t rather see themselves as the victim of a Titan rather than a loser?

We did a lot of manual labor together. Mostly in the house, which we restored entirely ourselves, him, my mother, my sister, and me. My sister and I were little: We were given tasks to suit our size, transporting materials from one place to another, sanding walls, fetching tools for the grown-ups. We were like them, every weekend in the middle of the construction site in our frayed overalls spattered with cement. We shared the responsibility and satisfaction of physical work, hunger deliciously satisfied by a well-deserved sandwich when we took a break, the silent rumination as we concentrated on a precise gesture. All while listening to the radio or cassette tapes of Johnny’s songs. Even today, whenever I hear one of his songs, and I often do because they are still enormously popular, it’s difficult not to feel the blade of a knife reopening a wound, as if the lyrics have a hidden meaning, always the same one, that only I can hear.


When your mouth goes all soft

When your body goes hard

When the sky in your eyes

Is suddenly no longer pure,

When your hands are willing

When your fingers don’t dare

When your modesty says no

In a tiny, soft voice

I love you so, I love you so, I love you so



He said he loved me. He said he made me do what he made me do to show his love, he said his dearest wish was for me to love him back. He said the reason he started being like that with me, touching me, stroking me, was because he needed to be closer to me, because I refused to be sweet, because I would never say I loved him. Sometimes he punished me for my indifference to him by raping me. He promised me that if I didn’t tell anyone he wouldn’t touch the other children. Later, he said that if I told him I loved him, if I acted as if I loved him, he would change his behavior. I couldn’t. It was too late, it was impossible now, I would rather have died than say those words to him. He said he would stop on the condition I be nice to him, at least in front of other people. I said yes. That’s how it stopped.

The tip of the tongue taking a trip of three steps

I’m rereading Lolita by Vladimir Nabokov. The first time I read it was for an American literature class on transgressive writers that included Henry Miller, William Burroughs, and Charles Bukowski. I was twenty, drawn to the topic by the extreme experiences, the self-destruction and madness, but reading Lolita threw me off. I wasn’t expecting to find so much overlap with my own grim history.

What makes the book so provocative, even more than the story itself, is the perspective through which it is told. The fact that the narrator is the guilty party, the pedophile, and the reader is obliged, through his voice, to enter his thoughts, to penetrate the mysteries of his reasoning, his justifications, his fantasies, is what makes the book so fascinating and troubling. The reader goes from acceptance to rejection, from disgust to compassion, from smiling at the narrator’s strange sense of humor to sheer horror. We understand him and we don’t understand him, we follow his madness to the bitter end, we dread his victories and rejoice at his fall from grace. This choice of perspective gives the pact between reader and writer a sophisticated subtlety: We play along with the author, imagining ourselves in the criminal’s shoes, without remotely feeling empathy for him. And if ever we do allow ourselves to get carried away, at certain moments the text reminds us that our empathy with this monster makes us complicit.

It’s an unusual choice. There are plenty of novels written from the victim’s point of view, but few that identify with the perpetrator, and certainly not in the realist genre. Or to be more specific: It’s an unusual choice when the subject is child rape. When it comes to other crimes, the reader might well be on the side of the criminal. We willingly imagine the thief, the traitor, even the murderer. The taboo in our culture is not rape itself, which is commonplace everywhere, it is talking about it, thinking about it, analyzing it. 

My stepfather never once uttered the word rape. Even in front of the jury that found him guilty of that very crime he insisted it was something else. 

The first chapters of Lolita are a deep dive into the mind of Humbert Humbert and his vision of the little girl as a seductive nymphet. She seems, he claims, genuinely to become his partner, they have a real bond, the two of them allied against her mother who tries to put up barriers against their relationship. Lolita is interested in things that aren’t typical for her age, actresses in glamour magazines, Hollywood romances. She seeks the attention of the man who has seduced her mother and is thrilled when she gets it. She goes to see him in his office, sits by him on the couch, lays her naked legs nonchalantly in his lap. (Just being in the same house as him, bumping into him in the bathroom, in that little body, those clothes, with that smile, or absence of a smile, is provocative.) She wants something from him. And he thinks he knows what it is, because it’s what he wants too. (There was the same framing of consent in my stepfather’s words. You like that, don’t you? You like that, yes, yes you do, you really like it.) He repeats it, tries to convince himself, but there’s always a hint of doubt, because he knows deep down she does not want the same thing he does. It is precisely when he gets what he wants, when he passes from fantasy to the act itself, that the tone of the book changes. This is when the famous line appears about the small ghost, and the comedy turns to tragedy.

Most criminals invent stories that make it possible for them to live with themselves. Most perverts tell themselves that what they feel and do is rooted in love. (You may jeer at me, and threaten to clear the court, but until I am gagged and half-throttled, I will shout my poor truth. I insist the world know how much I loved my Lolita. And then, I loved you. I was a pentapod monster, but I loved you. I was despicable and brutal, and turpid, and everything, mais je t’aimais, je t’aimais!) The first chapters of Lolita are a fabulous demonstration of this kind of mental scaffolding. The skillful construction is so convincing, it almost makes the world that the predator invents seem real, and at the same time, thanks to a whole series of signs, the reader can tell that it is utterly delusional. 

More than anything else, Humbert sees himself as a victim. Of bad luck, of other people, of himself. He is the plaything of his involuntary impulses. His obsession for nymphets comes from his unconscious, a moment of grace experienced in childhood that comes back to him in a way he can’t control. He is the victim of a hypocritical society that pretends not to tolerate love between children and adults except when it comes to important men, for whom everything is permitted. After all, Dante fell madly in love with his Beatrice when she was nine. . . . And when Petrarch fell madly in love with his Laureen, she was a fair-haired nymphet of twelve.

If we were in a different place or a different time, we would be left alone to carry on our love affair. It’s natural, and you can’t fight nature. But in this world, no one understands. And that is why no one must know. 

The other story he invents is about seduction. I am going to tell you something very strange: it was she who seduced me. It is obvious that he is exaggerating every last detail of Lolita’s unlikely complicity. The novel is written in such a way that the reader is witness to a permanent double game of perverse consciousness that transforms aspects of reality in order to justify his fantasy. But many readers take the absurdity literally. They too visualize a debauched Lolita, attracted to her stepfather, playing at provocation, deliberately seeking him out.

You like that? Yes, yes you do, you really like it.

The title is Lolita but Lolita herself is almost entirely absent. You see her through the filter of her predator’s gaze, and she almost never exists as herself; she is the perfect fantasy figure, the nymphet incarnate. At last, at the end of the book, Humbert the dreamer recognizes this. As he sits in the car he has deliberately driven off the road, waiting for the police to pick him up, he has a final epiphany. He recalls the morning when he was driving around the country trying to find the teenage runaway. Lost on a mountain road, he stopped the car. Looking down from the hill to a small town below, sounds floated up toward him like a choir: I stood listening to that musical vibration from my lofty slope, to those flashes of separate cries with a kind of demure murmur for background, and then I knew that the hopelessly poignant thing was not Lolita’s absence from my side, but the absence of her voice from that concord.

There are various ways this might be interpreted. There is the small ghost from the beginning of the novel, his guilt at not having allowed Lolita the chance to be a child like any other. I also hear an admission of the absence of her voice from the novel in general. The few times she speaks, it is clear that what she feels and sees is quite different from what her stepfather claims. “You chump,” she said, smiling sweetly at me. “You revolting creature. I was a daisy-fresh girl, and look what you’ve done to me? I ought to call the police and tell them you raped me. Oh, you dirty, dirty old man.” In most of the dialogue where she is quoted in direct speech, her words are a protest against the insistence of this man forcing himself on her. “Pulease, leave me alone, will you,” you would say. “For Christ’s sake, leave me alone.”

No, I don’t like it. I never liked it, not once.

Occasionally Humbert realizes. In the middle of some self-centered litany, like scoria emerging at the surface, the girl’s voice reveals to him an interior world that he would prefer to be able to ignore. 


I recall certain moments, let us call them icebergs in paradise, when after having had my fill of her—after fabulous, insane exertions that left me limp and azure-barred—I would gather her in my arms with, at last, a mute moan of human tenderness (her skin glistening in the neon light coming from the paved court through the slits in the blind, her soot-black lashes matted, her grave gray eyes more vacant than ever—for all the world a little patient still in the confusion of a drug after a major operation)—and the tenderness would deepen to shame and despair, and I would lull and rock my lone light Lolita in my marble arms, and moan in her warm hair, and caress her at random and mutely ask her blessing, and at the peak of this human agonized selfless tenderness (with my soul actually hanging around her naked body and ready to repent), all at once, ironically, horribly, lust would swell again—and “oh, no,” Lolita would say with a sigh to heaven, and the next moment the tenderness and the azure—all would be shattered.



We must hear the howl in this powerless no. If Humbert himself, who would prefer to remain deaf, can hear it, we have to be able to hear it too.

The reader that Nabokov envisages is intelligent, capable of discernment, able to turn against a despicable narrator and to resist falling into the trap of compassion. The book is what is known in literary criticism as a tour de force, a technical feat that enables the author if not to condemn the crime, at least to expose its monstrousness through the words of a narrator who appears to be extolling its virtues.

And yet there are serious readers, by which I mean people who dedicate their life to reading, no fools they, like Maurice Couturier, a Nabokov scholar and his principal translator into French, who, although he obviously condemns such acts in real life, has argued that Lolita is a story of love and desire, all the more consuming for being founded on a taboo. For the American novelist Mary Gaitskill, Lolita is about love, warped, twisted, demented, and cruel, but love all the same. How can it be? Something that is not mutual may be many things, but surely it cannot be love. In Lolita, Humbert is alone in what he feels. To love without being loved in return, to desire without being desired in return, to dispense caresses without consent—how can that be a love story? The narrator is, from beginning to end, alone with his desire, his obsession, his compulsion. He is accompanied only by his fantasy, and then by Lolita’s ghost. When he is with her, he cannot but notice that she does not follow him, she never consents, never did she vibrate under my touch. He knows that she will end up escaping him. He watches her as much as he can. He knows she wants to leave. And when she does, she has no choice but to use the exit offered her by another depraved man.

Why then has the book’s cover, ever since the 1950s, so often carried an image of a lascivious, provocative adolescent, clearly older than the Lolita in the novel, who is only twelve when her rapist draws her into his long journey to perdition? Did Nabokov write an ambiguous novel, in which one might believe the girl to be a willing participant in the relationship? I don’t think so: It’s so obvious that she is not. There is a sensuality in the young girl’s character as she is beginning to discover the world, yearning to rebel against her mother’s strict rules, but the novel is, fundamentally, from the first time he acts on his desire to when she runs away, a story of manipulation and coercion.

One might suppose that Lolita’s reception took its author by surprise, for he could hardly have planned to create the quintessential image of the seductive nymphet in the popular imagination, even though in France it first came out with a publisher specializing in erotic texts. I can imagine doing the same thing if I’d written a masterpiece that was rejected by every respectable publishing house, telling myself there would be plenty of time to set the record straight. Twenty-five years later, in 1975, Nabokov appeared on the French literary television show Apostrophes, to set the record straight: Lolita is not a “slightly perverse little girl,” but “a poor child who has been corrupted.” It is quite possible that he was unaware how widespread the sexualization of children is and always has been. Maybe he was unaware of the sexual exploitation of children within the family, at school, in the Church, so incredibly common yet always talked about as if it were an aberration, an exceptionally rare and monstrous phenomenon. Or maybe he did know; maybe he deliberately built his fame on this scandalous ambiguity. 

I still love the novel. Though it disturbs me deeply, I like the game of entering into the mind of someone who is deliberately immoral, who knows he is destroying another person, yet who nonetheless keeps doing it. He is caught in an infernal spiral, subjugated and humiliated by his impulses, by what he has become capable of feeling and doing. It is a whirlwind of sensation and thought, a fabulous antidote to the tedium of the modern world. Even humiliation, punishment and jail become an adventure for him, the culmination of a project that he himself devised and brought to fruition, obviously with unpredictable risks, but largely according to
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