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‘For rats died in the street; men in their homes.’

Albert Camus, The Plague




PROLOGUE

One day, I asked my father what was the most distant city he’d ever visited. He simply said: ‘Amsterdam, in the Netherlands.’ And nothing more. Not looking up from his work, he carried on butchering dead animals. He had blood all over him, even his face.

When I wanted to know why he had made the trip, I thought I saw his jaw muscles tense. Was it the truculent hip joint of the veal haunch refusing to yield or my question that had set his teeth on edge? I didn’t understand. There was a dull snap, then a sigh, and finally he said: ‘To go fetch that dumb bastard Désiré.’

I had cut to the bone. It was the first time in my young life I’d ever heard him utter his older brother’s name. My uncle had died a few years after I was born. I’d found photos of him in the shoebox where my parents kept photographs and Super-8 movies. In them you could see dead people who were still alive, dogs, old people who were still young, holidays at the sea or in the mountains, more dogs, yet more dogs, and family reunions. People in their Sunday best gathered for weddings whose vows would be broken. My brother and I would spend hours leafing through these photos. We’d laugh at the clothes people wore, try to recognize family members. Sooner or later, our mother would tell us to put them away, as though these memories somehow made her uncomfortable.

I had thousands of other questions for my father. Easy ones, like: ‘To get to Amsterdam, do you turn left or right after the church?’ Others more difficult. I wanted to know why. Why had my father, who never left the village, trekked across Europe to fetch his brother? But no sooner did a breach open in the dam holding back his grief and anger than he swiftly plugged it up, for fear of being completely engulfed.

Everyone in the family did the same when it came to Désiré. My father and grandfather never mentioned him. My mother always cut short her explanations, and always with the same words: ‘It was all terribly sad, really.’ As for my grandmother, she dodged every question with mindless euphemisms, with stories of the dead people going to heaven and watching over the living here below. Each in their own way appropriated the truth. Today, almost nothing of the story remains. My father has left the village, my grandparents are dead. Even the village where it played out is crumbling.

This is a last-ditch attempt to ensure that something survives. It is a mixture of memories, half-finished confessions and documented reconstructions. It is the fruit of their silence. I wanted to tell the story of what our family, like many others, lived through in total isolation. But how can I put their story into my words without robbing them of theirs? How can I speak on their behalf without my point of view, my preoccupations, replacing theirs? These questions long prevented me from starting to write this. Until I realized that only by writing could I make sure that my uncle’s story, my family’s story, did not disappear with them, with the village. To prove to them that Désiré’s life was inscribed into the chaos of the world, a maelstrom of facts, historical, geographical and social. And to help them to move beyond their grief, to step out from the solitude into which they had been plunged by sadness and shame.

For once, they will be at the centre of the map, and all the material that usually gets attention will be relegated to the margins. Far from the city, from the cutting edge of science and medicine, far from the politically committed artists and activists, there will finally be a place where they exist.





PART ONE

Désiré





MMWR

The Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report published in the United States by the CDC (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention) in Atlanta, Georgia has few subscribers in France. They include Willy Rozenbaum, an infectious disease specialist at Claude-Bernard hospital in Paris. At thirty-five years old, with his motorbike, his long hair and his past as an activist in Nicaragua and El Salvador, he cuts a curious figure in the medical community in Paris.

On the morning of 5 June 1981, he is thumbing through the MMWR that has just landed on his desk. In it, there is an account of pneumocystis pneumonia, an extremely rare lung infection. It was assumed to have been almost eradicated, but, according to the American service that records dispensing rates for medications, it has made a sudden, almost unbelievable resurgence. While pneumocystis almost exclusively affects severely immunosuppressed patients, the five cases recorded in California were young, previously healthy males. Of the scant details available to the American public health system, the article notes that, curiously, all the affected patients are homosexual.

Willy Rozenbaum closes the report and goes back to his research work before spending the afternoon seeing patients.

That day, two men come to his surgery. They are holding hands. One of them, a gaunt airline steward, complains of a fever and a cough that has lasted now for several weeks. Since none of the doctors he has consulted have succeeded in treating him, he has come to the department of infectious and tropical diseases at Claude-Bernard. A puzzled Rozenbaum looks through the patient’s medical file. He examines the young man before ordering X-rays and various pulmonary tests.

When the results come back several days later, they confirm what Rozenbaum suspected: the patient is suffering from pneumocystis pneumonia.

It is an extraordinary coincidence. The patient’s every symptom precisely corresponds with what the doctor has read in the MMWR: this young, homosexual man with no reason to be immunosuppressed is suffering from an extremely rare pulmonary infection. It is right here, before his eyes. The same disease, one thought to have been almost eradicated, has been observed in six patients: five Americans and, now, one French man.




THE STAGE SET

Flies. Flies everywhere. Flies on the cuts of meat, on the glass display cabinets. Black flies that stand out against the white tiles. Flies fornicating on pork chops and chicken thighs. Flies born in the folds of a rib roast that die, drowned in blood. Flies that delight in the hum of the compressor of the refrigerated display and laugh at the blue glow from the zapper intended to electrocute them. Flies that have conclusively triumphed.

This is pretty much all I remember about my grandparents’ shop. The empty silence of a butcher’s that has been deserted by most of its former customers. Those who still come do so to support the family in a last gesture of solidarity. They chat for a minute or two, more interested in gossip than in buying meat.

Today, nothing remains. A sign with the words For Sale or Rent and a telephone number is stuck over the shop window. The whole street has suffered the same fate. The greengrocer, the hairdresser, the bookshop, the haberdasher, the television repair service. All these shops have gradually been vacated, as have the apartments above. Since there is no one who wants to take up the lease, they have rolled down the shutters. Of the boom times, only one survivor remains on this death row: a little, quaint, outdated beauty salon. The street is hopelessly empty. The only living creatures are the stray cats that have taken over the cellars below the shops. They come and go through the broken grates and the ventilation shafts. Sometimes, a few teenagers hang out here. Perched on jerry-built mopeds, sitting on the steps of former shops, spending all day insulting each other and arguing over packs of cigarettes. In the space of a few decades, the once prosperous sous-préfecture has inexorably fallen asleep. What had been the centre is now a periphery. The children’s cries have fallen silent. My stage set has vanished.

And yet, it could have great charm. With its plane trees lining the riverbank, its farmers’ market, its winding alleys, you might almost think you were in a Provençal paradise. But, around the old village, the run-down council estates, the burned-out cars, the shuttered factories tell a very different story. To understand it, we must first establish the terrain: a small, forgotten town caught between two worlds, somewhere between the mountain and the sea, between France and Italy. Then, explain the topography: a village built in a deep valley where a stream meets a river on its last Alpine stretch before it disappears into the plains and dies in the Mediterranean. Next, describe the harsh climate, the winters that drag on in the steep gorges, the sweltering summers, as though it has chosen only the worst aspects of Alpine and Mediterranean climates. Between the dark pine forests swathed in mist and the oak groves of the sunny south-facing slopes, the village established itself as a market town where farmers from neighbouring villages came to sell their meagre harvest. Finally, we need to add some historical details, to remember that until the mid-nineteenth century this ghost town not far from Nice was still part of Italy. When the region was annexed, France made it a sous-préfecture in an attempt to instil a bond with its new country. The building of the trunk road and the railway line connecting Nice and Digne made it possible for the area to gradually emerge from its confinement. Colossal construction works, employing Italian labourers, bored the huge tunnels and erected the monumental viaducts that opened the way to the coast.

Despite a precarious economy, a small fraction of the populace managed to get rich, to accumulate assets: shops, businesses, land, apartments. A burgeoning middle class that lived cheek by jowl with the penurious farm and factory workers. On the black-and-white postcards of the early twentieth century, you can see these families proudly strolling along the promenade by the river, sitting on the terrace of the cafe on the town square. In one of the photographs from this period, you can see the pristine front of my family’s butcher’s shop. A man in a suit is standing in the doorway, stiff and proud. His bow tie and his hat are immaculate. His name is Désiré. My great-grandfather looks seriously into the lens. There is a stark contrast between him and the other townspeople who are walking along the street in their dirty, patched work overalls. This single yellowing image says all there is to say about how much our name meant.

Until the early 1980s, the butcher’s shop was still a thriving business. On Saturdays and Sundays, an orderly queue stretched down the street. For a whole section of the populace the place was respected and intimidating. The best cuts of meat and the choicest compliments were reserved for the well-heeled customers. Older cuts were palmed off on poorer families, those who scarcely dared cross the threshold and were not likely to complain. In the middle of the flourishing street of shops, we still ruled the roost. Not for much longer.




THE ALERT

Jacques Leibowitch, an immunologist at Raymond-Poincaré hospital in Garches, is one of the rare readers of the CDC bulletins from Atlanta. In the early summer of 1981, his sister, a dermatologist working in Tarnier hospital, happens to mention that they have been treating two gay men for Kaposi’s sarcoma, an extremely rare form of skin cancer.

On 3 July 1981, the MMWR ran an article with the headline ‘Kaposi’s Sarcoma and Pneumocystis Pneumonia Among Homosexual Men – New York City and California’. The report confirms the mysterious rise of these illnesses in young gay men in New York and California, and mentions that twenty-six American gay men have been diagnosed with Kaposi’s sarcoma, four of whom are also suffering from pneumocystis pneumonia.

After reading the article, Jacques Leibowitch is doubtful. It is highly unusual for a medical review to define patients by their sexual orientation. But he also makes the connection with the two gay men suffering from the rare skin cancer some days earlier.

Rummaging among his archives, he finds an interesting file on a taxi driver of Portuguese origin who died in 1979. The man died as the result of an unbelievable series of infections, in particular, pneumocystosis. All of this piques the curiosity of the immunologist, and he makes a couple of phone calls to major hospitals in the Île-de-France region. At Claude-Bernard hospital, he talks to a specialist in infectious diseases who has been asking the same questions. Willy Rozenbaum shares with him his initial observations. Through conversations with colleagues, he has identified five other recent cases of pneumocystosis that no one can explain. If he has managed to find six cases identical to those described in the MMWR in the space of a few weeks, there must be many, many more.

Faced with the inexplicable emergence of these two rare illnesses in France, the two doctors come to a conclusion: they have to sound the alarm.




RUE DU 4-SEPTEMBRE

Bloody carcasses. For three generations, this had been the family gold mine. Hunks of meat sold over the counter in packages carefully wrapped in pink checked butcher paper and inscribed with the customer’s name.

Legend has it that my grandparents got married at night to avoid the wrath of my great-grandfather. In the hope of protecting his heritage and his reputation, he had forbidden his children from marrying Italians. By the time they were of marriageable age, not one had failed to break this commandment.

I have often wondered how a secret night-time wedding could actually have taken place in a tiny village where everyone knows everything. I accept the romantic version of their story. I love it all the more because I remember them only as a couple completely wrapped up in their work.

They were never free of meat. Mondays were spent at the slaughterhouse and the other days tending the shop. They may have lowered the shutters in the early afternoon, but there were so many other things to do that they had a kitchen built in the back of the shop so they could eat lunch there. Despite the fact that they would only have had to walk three minutes from the rue du 4-Septembre to eat at home. The family house was nearby, just behind the church. It was known as ‘the store’, because it had once been used as a stockroom for the shop. Even their living space was defined by work.

The shop was closed on Sunday afternoons. But they had to make preparations for the week ahead: cut up the beef carcasses, salt the hams, coat the escalopes in breadcrumbs, marinate the pork snout to make brawn salad, produce tonnes of sausages using a hand-cranked mincer. This was followed by hours spent cleaning. The back of the shop was thoroughly sluiced: the walls, the floors, the machines, the knives, the vats in which the meat was transported. Diluted with soapy water, the dark crimson of the blood turned pink. A blade was scraped across the butcher’s block to remove any meat embedded by the knife. It had been done so often that there was a hollow several centimetres deep in the huge carved wooden block. Finally, aprons and towels had to be boil-washed. Only for it all to begin again the following day. Shopwork dictated every minute of the day and offered no respite. Meat had given the family everything; we could not be disloyal.

My grandfather Émile also travelled hundreds of kilometres each week to supply the surrounding villages. His converted truck shuttled between the tiny hamlets that clung to the steep limestone slopes, stopping for a few hours here, a few minutes there. In these places where there had been no shops for years, people eagerly awaited his visits.

He knew the region like the back of his hand. His father, Désiré, and his grandfather François before him had been dodgy dealers. They would buy cattle on the hoof for next to nothing from poor farmers, take them back and fatten them up on the hills outside the village. Once they reached maturity, the cattle would be slaughtered and the meat sold piecemeal at a comfortable profit.

People came to the shop because the meat was from cattle slaughtered by the butcher, a guarantee of quality. It was a specific qualification that I came across on Désiré’s military service record, dated 1908: ‘butcher licensed to slaughter’.

Gradually, the family had accumulated various holdings and they were now respected landowners.

Émile had spent his childhood here in the 1930s. At the time, it was a thriving little town, with hotels, laundries, a tannery and factories making furniture and pasta. As soon as he completed primary school, he was brought into the business by his father and quickly proved himself invaluable. He would go with his father to neighbouring villages to buy livestock. Outside the villages, at the end of rutted dirt tracks, there were isolated farms. Désiré had taught Émile how to choose the animals, how to negotiate the sale, and how to load the stubborn beasts into the cattle truck. He had proudly shown him how to fatten, slaughter and butcher them. This is how Émile came to be a butcher. His life was inscribed in the path of his forebears, in the memory of these lands. When their parents died, the children divided their savings, the apartments and the land between them. Since Émile was the eldest, he naturally took over the butcher shop and ‘the store’. He inherited the business, the profession and the life of his father.

The story of my grandmother, Louise, was rather more turbulent. She was born into an Italian family in Piedmont. Her father worked himself to death on a farm in San Firmino for a pittance that condemned him to penury. Along his back, bowed by the heavy loads, over his sun-scorched neck, and in the hollow of his calloused hands, something finally germinated. He and his comrades in misfortune had dreamed of better tomorrows.

Things had taken a nasty turn. The threat to Italian communists was quickly escalating. The steady progress of fascism, its humiliations and abuses, left him with no choice. One night in 1942, he was forced to take his wife and his children and flee. After several days spent aimlessly trudging south, they found refuge in a village in the Roya valley. The locals in this staunchly left-wing stronghold suggested they take over a ruined house. Shortly afterwards, Louise’s father managed to get work as a day labourer on some of the neighbouring farms.

The influx of Italian families to the region after the First World War did much to stem the rural exodus and make up for the absence of those men who had never returned from the trenches. These poor immigrants were highly prized by local employers, whether farmers, builders or factory owners. During this period, it was the sweat
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