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			And on a snowy day he went down into a pit and slew a lion.

			2 Samuel 23:20

		

	
		
			

			It begins on a snowy day, on Rue de Fleurus in Paris, January 9, 1979. I’ve written a novel, my first. I don’t know if it’s only my first; I don’t know if I’ll write another. All I know is that I’ve written one, and if I could find a publisher for it, that would be good. If that publisher could be Jérôme Lindon of Éditions de Minuit, it would of course be even better, but let’s not get greedy. Too serious a house, too austere and rigorous, the epitome of literary virtue, too good for me, not even worth trying. I therefore mail the manuscript to several publishers, all of whom send it back. But I keep on, I persist. And while we’re at it, since I now own a near-exhaustive collection of rejection letters, I’ve ventured the day before to drop off a copy of my novel with the secretary at Éditions de Minuit on Rue Bernard-Palissy, harboring no illusions, just to complete my collection. As I harbor no illusions, I continue to inundate the few publishers—fewer and fewer—to whom I haven’t yet submitted the thing.

			A snowy day, then, in mid-afternoon. I’ve just dropped off another copy—I’ve made twenty photocopies, it cost me a pretty penny, and I should add that I was broke at the time—at the offices of a publishing firm that is more or less defunct today, whose main attraction consisted in its being located in the building where Gertrude Stein used to live. I exit, walk up Rue de Fleurus toward the Luxembourg Gardens, and I see Madeleine coming toward me, telling me that Jérôme Lindon called the house shortly before noon, that he seemed interested in my manuscript, that he wants me to call him back as soon as possible. It’s now four in the afternoon.

			As I said, I was broke at the time, without any paid occupation, and that same day at five o’clock I have an appointment with a potential employer near Place d’Italie. Back then we drove a Renault 4L and lived in the suburb of Montreuil. Madeleine leaves me the Renault and takes the metro back to Montreuil.

			At Place d’Italie, I call Éditions de Minuit from a payphone. I reach a friendly-sounding woman who seems to know about my situation. Please hold the line, she says, I’ll connect you with Monsieur Lindon, the head of Éditions de Minuit. That’s what she says, verbatim, and I indeed hold the line. Then I hear him, who immediately starts talking to me about my manuscript, asks one or two questions; I know he asks how old I am. Thirty-one, I tell him. Very good, he says, come over right away. The problem, I say, is that I have this job interview at five, but I can try to reschedule. Nothing doing, he replies, go have your interview, take your time, and come by the office afterward. The job interview goes relatively well; I’m finding it hard to concentrate, but in the end it appears I’ve been hired.

			At around 6 p.m., I park my car at the bottom of Rue de Rennes. The woman on the second floor, no doubt the one I spoke to on the telephone, tells me that Monsieur Lindon is expecting me in his office. I go up.

			Of that first meeting, I’ve retained a memory at once vague and precise. I’m terrified. Monsieur Lindon is a thin man, of tall stature and dry morphology, with a long face that is austere but friendly, though not always all that friendly, and a piercing gaze—in short, a very intimidating individual who is speaking enthusiastically about my novel, and I answer nothing, not understanding the reasons for his enthusiasm. He asks a few questions about my life; I barely answer, afraid I’ll say something stupid. You like Robbe-Grillet, of course, he says as if it were obvious, as if my book naturally bore his influence. I agree elliptically, without admitting that the only Robbe-Grillet I’ve read is The Erasers, some fifteen years ago. The whole thing doesn’t last long, certainly no more than half an hour.

			As our conversation draws to an end, he stares at me strangely, with a slight smile, nodding as if he imagined the author of this novel to be different, someone other than this mute, blushing simpleton who scarcely dares look at him. I start to worry that, disappointed by me personally, he’ll go back on his decision. Besides, has he even made a decision? It would seem so, since he concludes our exchange by sliding forward three copies of a publishing contract for me to sign. I sign them without reading, as quickly as possible, before he can change his mind.

			I walk out, contract in hand; it’s not yet seven o’clock. The Monoprix on Rue de Rennes is still open and I rush inside. As folding the contract to slip it in my pocket or altering this precious document in any way is out of the question, I buy a cardboard folder and ease it inside. I go home to Montreuil. Opening the door to our apartment, I see Madeleine on the phone. While signaling to her not to interrupt her conversation, I open the cardboard folder, show her the contract. We smile.

		

	
		
			

			Over the following days, Monsieur Lindon and I see each other several times; we even have lunch. I can’t believe my eyes or ears that I’m having lunch with this guy, consequently I eat very little while keeping a careful watch on my table manners. He makes almost no editorial comments about my book, other than to point out a few grammatical errors—a common mistake in the use of the subjunctive, a word I’ve systematically misspelled, other minor blunders of that nature. I still say almost nothing; it’s he who does the talking.

			He often calls me at home in the morning, nearly every day—very early for me, as I rarely get up before nine or ten. I answer as best I can and, each time he calls, I’m so intimidated that I grip the receiver tightly, sometimes so tightly that I’m afraid I’ll break it. But once again, in general, it’s he who talks and I who listen. One day, in his office, he makes a startling suggestion: Tell me, do you think you might adopt a different first name for this publication? I stare at him without answering. It’s just that, you see, how shall I put this, there’s a kind of hiatus in your name, he says. I still don’t answer. Granted, he’s not wrong, but I can’t help wondering: Pierre Echenoz? Jacques Echenoz? Alfred Echenoz? It’s true they might sound better, but I really wasn’t expecting the question, and I keep staring at him. I’m well aware that my first and last names are what they are, but all the same I think I’d rather keep them. I understand where he’s coming from, euphonically speaking he’s got a point, but changing your given name is still a huge deal, not something you do at the drop of a hat. As I had never considered this problem, I continue to stare at him in silence. Fine, fine, he says, let’s drop it.

		

	
		
			

			The book comes out in March, I think. Naturally, I check in several bookshops, and yes, it is indeed there, in the windows and on display tables. Several days later, I buy Le Monde and see my face in the corner of a page, in an advertisement; it’s the first time I’ve ever seen my face in a newspaper. When I mention it to Monsieur Lindon on the phone the next day: Yes, he says, we’re doing a bit of publicity, I hadn’t told you about it on purpose, I wanted to see if you’d spot it on your own. I was curious if it would be noticed.

			The days go by; Jérôme Lindon still calls Montreuil almost every morning. One day he calls me, indignant: they’ve just passed a law deregulating the price of books. Don’t you realize what’s going on? he says. It’s June 1940 all over again. I don’t understand any of this, it’s true that I don’t realize, but I try to reassure him: Yes, I say absurdly, it’s definitely worrisome. As he can tell I have no idea what I’m talking about, he blurts out in irritation: It’s all well and good for you, your stuff is not exactly Heidegger, is it? I take the hit and we hang up.

			When we have lunch together, we mainly talk about literature, always in the same restaurant, Le Sybarite, where he
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