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A hotel in a small town on the Normandy coast, which they found in a guidebook. Chantal got there Friday night and would spend a night alone, without Jean-Marc, who was to join her on Saturday around noon. She left a small valise in the room, went outside, and, after a short stroll through unfamiliar streets, returned to the hotel’s own dining room. At seven-thirty, the restaurant was still empty. She sat down at a table and waited for someone to notice her. At the far side of the room, near the door to the kitchen, two waitresses were deep in discussion. Since she hated to raise her voice, Chantal got up, crossed the room, and stopped beside them; but they were too absorbed by their topic: “I’m telling you, it’s ten years already. I know them. It’s terrible. And there’s not a trace. None. It was on TV.” The other one: “What could have happened to him?” “Nobody can even imagine. And that’s what’s horrible.” “A murder?” “They looked everywhere.” “A kidnapping?” “But who would do that? And why? He wasn’t a rich guy, or important. They showed them all on TV. His children, his wife. It’s heartbreaking. Do you realize?”

Then she noticed Chantal: “You know that program on TV about people who’ve disappeared? Lost to Sight, it’s called.”

“Yes,” said Chantal.

“Maybe you saw what happened to the Bourdieu family. They’re from here.”

“Yes, it’s awful,” said Chantal, unsure how to turn talk of a tragedy to the mundane issue of food.

“You want dinner,” said the other waitress finally.

“Yes.”

“I’ll get the headwaiter. Go have a seat.”

Her colleague went on: “Can you imagine, someone you love disappears and you never find out what happened to him! It could drive you insane!”

Chantal returned to her table; it took five minutes for the headwaiter to come over; she ordered a cold meal, very simple; she didn’t like to eat alone; ah, how she hated that, eating alone!

She sliced the ham on her plate and could not still the thoughts the waitresses had stirred up in her: in a world where our every move is monitored and recorded, where in department stores cameras watch you, where people constantly jostle you, where a person cannot even make love without being quizzed the next day by researchers and poll-takers (“Where do you make love?” “How many times a week?” “With or without a condom?”), how is it possible that someone could slip out of surveillance and disappear without a trace? Yes, she certainly does know that program with its terrifying title, Lost to Sight, the only program that undoes her with its genuineness, its sadness, as if an intervention from some other realm has forced television to give up all its frivolity; in grave tones, the host appeals to the audience to come forward with any evidence that could help find the missing person. At the end of the program they show pictures, one after the other, of all the Lost to Sight people discussed in previous programs; some have been unfindable for as long as eleven years.

She imagines losing Jean-Marc that way someday. Never knowing, reduced to imagining anything and everything. She could not even kill herself, because suicide would be a betrayal, a refusal to wait, a loss of patience. She would be condemned to live until the end of her days in unrelenting horror.
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She went up to her room, fell asleep with difficulty, and woke in the middle of the night after a long dream. It was populated exclusively by figures from her past: her mother (long dead) and, mainly, her former husband (she had not seen him for years, and he looked different, as if the director of the dream had made a bad casting choice); he was there with his overbearing, energetic sister and with his new wife (Chantal had never seen her; nonetheless, in the dream, she had no doubt about her identity); at the end, he made Chantal some vague erotic propositions, and his new wife kissed her hard on the mouth and tried to slip her tongue between Chantal’s lips. Tongues licking each other had always disgusted her. In fact, that kiss was what woke her up.

Her discomfort from the dream was so extreme that she went to some effort to figure out the reason for it. What troubled her so, she thinks, is the dream’s effect of nullifying the present. For she is passionately attached to her present; nothing in the world would induce her to trade it for the past or the future. That is why she dislikes dreams: they impose an unacceptable equivalence among the various periods of the same life, a leveling contemporaneity of everything a person has ever experienced; they discredit the present by denying it its privileged status. As in that night’s dream: it obliterated a whole chunk of her life: Jean-Marc, their shared apartment, all the years they’ve spent together; in its place the past came lumbering in, people she broke off with long ago and who tried to capture her in the net of a banal sexual seduction. She felt on her mouth the wet lips of a woman (not an ugly woman—the dream’s director had been fairly demanding in his choice of actress), and the sensation was so disagreeable that in the middle of the night she went to the bathroom to gargle and wash out her mouth for a long time.
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F. was a very old friend of Jean-Marc’s, they had known each other since high school; they had the same opinions, they got along well, and they stayed in touch until the day, several years back, when Jean-Marc suddenly and definitively turned against him and stopped seeing him. When he learned that F. was very ill in a hospital in Brussels, he had no wish to visit him, but Chantal insisted he go.

The sight of the old friend was shattering: he still remembered him as he had been in high school, a delicate boy, always perfectly turned out, endowed with a natural refinement beside which Jean-Marc felt like a rhinoceros. The subtle, effeminate features that used to make F. look younger than his age now made him look older: his face seemed grotesquely small, shriveled, wrinkled, like the mummified head of an Egyptian princess dead four thousand years; Jean-Marc looked at his arms: one was immobilized, with a needle slipped into the vein, the other was gesturing broadly to emphasize his words. In the past, looking at him gesticulate, Jean-Marc always had the impression that in relation to his little body F.’s arms were littler still, utterly minuscule, the arms of a marionette. The impression was even stronger that day because his baby gestures were so ill suited to the gravity of his talk: F. was describing the coma that had lasted several days before the doctors brought him back to life: “You know all those accounts by people who’ve survived death: the tunnel with a light at the end of it. The beauty of the beyond drawing them on. Well, I swear to you, there’s no light. And what’s worse, no unconsciousness. You know everything, you hear everything, but they—the doctors—don’t realize it, and they say everything in front of you, even things you shouldn’t hear. That you’re done for. That your brain is finished.”

He was silent for a moment. Then: “I’m not saying my mind was completely clear. I was conscious of everything but everything was slightly distorted, like in a dream. From time to time the dream would turn into a nightmare. Only, in real life, a nightmare is over soon, you start yelling and you wake up, but I couldn’t yell. And that was the worst of it: not being able to yell. Being incapable of yelling in the midst of a nightmare.”

He was silent again. Then: “I never used to be afraid of dying. Now, yes. I can’t shake off the idea that after death you keep being alive. That to be dead is to live an endless nightmare. But that’s enough. Enough. Let’s talk about something else.”

Before his arrival at the hospital, Jean-Marc had been sure that neither of them would be able to dodge the memory of their break, and that he would have to offer F. a few insincere words of reconciliation. But his fears were needless: the thought of death had made all other subjects meaningless. However much F. might want to move on to something else, he continued to talk about his suffering body. The account plunged Jean-Marc into depression but stirred no affection in him.
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Is he really so cold, so unfeeling? One day, some years back, he learned that F. had betrayed him; ah, the term is far too romantic, certainly exaggerated. All the same, he was upset by it: at a meeting held while Jean-Marc was away, everyone attacked him, and this later cost him his job. F. was present at that meeting. He was there and he said not a single word in Jean-Marc’s defense. His tiny arms, which so loved to gesticulate, made not the slightest movement for his friend. Not wanting to be wrong, Jean-Marc took meticulous care to verify that F. really had kept silent. When he was thoroughly certain, for a few minutes he felt immensely wounded; then he decided never to see F. again; and immediately thereafter he was gripped by a sense of relief, inexplicably joyful.

F. was just finishing the report on his miseries when, after another moment of silence, his little mummified-princess face brightened: “You remember our conversations in high school?”

“Not really,” said Jean-Marc.

“I would always listen to you as my authority when you talked about girls.”

Jean-Marc tried to recall, but his memory yielded no trace of the long-ago conversations: “What could I have had to say about girls? I was a sixteen-year-old twerp.”

“I can see myself standing there in front of you,” F. went on, “saying something about girls. You remember, it always used to shock me that a beautiful body could be a secretion machine; I told you I could hardly stand to see a girl wipe her nose. And I can see you now; you stopped, you looked at me hard, and you said in an oddly experienced tone, sincere, firm: ‘Wipe her nose? For me all it takes is seeing how her eye blinks, seeing that movement of the eyelid over the cornea, and I feel a disgust I can barely control.’ You remember that?”

“No,” answered Jean-Marc.

“How could you forget? The movement of the eyelid. Such a strange idea!”

But Jean-Marc was telling the truth; he did not remember. Besides, he was not even trying to search his memory. He was thinking about something else: this is the real and the only reason for friendship: to provide a mirror so the other person can contemplate his image from the past, which, without the eternal blah-blah of memories between pals, would long ago have disappeared.

“The eyelid. You really don’t remember that?”

“No,” said Jean-Marc, and then to himself, silently: so you just won’t understand that I don’t give a damn about the mirror you’re holding out to me?

Fatigue had come over F., who fell silent as if the eyelid memory had exhausted him.

“You should sleep,” said Jean-Marc, and he stood up.

As he left the hospital, he felt an irresistible yearning to be with Chantal. If he had not been so worn out he would have left on the spot. On his way to Brussels, he had imagined having an elaborate breakfast the next morning and getting on the road when he felt like it, in no rush. But after the encounter with F., he set his travel clock for five A.M.
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Tired after a bad night, Chantal left the hotel. On her way toward the shore, she kept coming across weekend tourists. Every cluster of them presented the same pattern: the man was pushing a stroller with a baby in it, the woman was walking beside him; the man’s expression was meek, solicitous, smiling, a bit embarrassed, and endlessly willing to bend over the child, wipe its nose, soothe its cries; the woman’s expression was blasé, distant, smug, sometimes even (inexplicably) spiteful. This pattern Chantal saw repeated in several variants: the man alongside a woman was pushing the stroller and also carrying another baby on his back, in a specially made sack; the man alongside a woman was pushing the stroller, carrying one baby on his shoulders and another in a belly carrier; the man alongside a woman had no stroller but was holding one child by the hand and carrying three others, on his back, his belly, and his shoulders. Then, finally, with no man, a woman was pushing the stroller; she was doing it with a force unseen in the men, such that Chantal, walking on the same sidewalk, had to leap out of her way at the last moment.

Chantal thinks: men have daddified themselves. They aren’t fathers, they’re just daddies, which means: fathers without a father’s authority. She imagines trying to flirt with a daddy pushing a stroller with one baby inside it and carrying another two babies on his back and
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