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TRANSLATOR’S NOTE

Andreï Makine was born and brought up in Russia, but My Armenian Friend, like his other novels, was written in French. The book is set in Russia and the author uses a number of Russian words in the French text which I have retained in this English translation. These include izba (a traditional wooden house built of logs), kolkhoznik (a worker on a kolkhoz, a collective farm in the former Soviet Union) and zek (a prisoner in one of the Soviet corrective labour camps). The Russian version of the adjective “Stakhanovite” was used in Soviet propaganda with reference to workers who were exceptionally productive or zealous.

I am more than ever indebted to the author for his comments and suggestions and likewise to Christopher MacLehose. I am also grateful to a number of other people for their advice, assistance and encouragement in the preparation of this translation. To all of them my thanks are due, notably Willem Hackman, Ali Holloway, Simon Strachan, Susan Strachan, Elena Torres, Roger Watts and Helen Williams.

G.S.
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I



“He taught me how to be someone I was not.”

When I was young that was the way I used to refer to how meeting Vardan opened my eyes to the mystery and paradox that underlie the workings of this world.

Nowadays what I see is no longer a host of obscure enigmas and astounding paradoxes but this simple truth which, thanks to him, I finally came to understand: when we resign ourselves to giving up the search for the other being that we are, it kills us long before we die – in that frenzied and voluble play of shadows which is regarded as the only life possible. Our life.

That evening he was speaking in a calm, slow voice that sounded like an echo, muted by coming from a long way off. His normal voice. Yet what he was saying seemed to be on the verge of madness. Or was he making fun of me? During the early days of our friendship I had sometimes had that feeling.

“Would you like me to touch the sky? Like that, with my fingers…?”

I shook my head, with a wary laugh. Vardan raised his hand and remained perfectly still for several seconds, time enough for me to grasp the truth of what he was saying. Seeing that I still failed to understand, he explained, but so unbelievable did the fact seem to him that he was unable to hide his own amazement.

“Just here, as high as we can reach, it’s the same air as up among the clouds, isn’t it? So the sky actually starts here and even lower down. Very close to the ground – under the soles of our shoes, in fact!”

Taken aback by his reasoning, I was on the point of starting to argue about the different layers of the earth’s atmosphere, all of which we studied in our geography lessons. A host of cirrus, nimbus and altocumulus clouds . . .

Fortunately I held back from contradicting him and, thanks to that brief period of silence between us, those minutes would remain intact in my memory, untainted by the verbal hocuspocus of erudition. A low sun, the serenity of the last days of August, the gilded transparency of the leaves on the trees, a sky that still retained the velvety warmth of late summer – and a boy’s hand, its fine fingers hovering in the blue, against the trail of white left by an aircraft. And we two youngsters, holding our breath on the brink of a modest and dizzying revelation.

As I grew older, I would come to understand the true significance of that gesture of his. Vardan was not simply trying to surprise me with an intriguing curiosity relating to the earth’s atmosphere, he was opening my eyes to a great deal more. Without really being able to define it, he was talking about a whole new mode of existence, one in which our thoughts escaped from the rules of this world, one that offered us another way of living and seeing. Our reason, with all its brutal realism, was opposed to this, but within us there was a mysterious will that asked no more than to be able to explore the volatility of this sky that had just opened up beneath our feet.

At all events, discovering how the sky reached down and brushed against the ground and all the cigarette stubs, smears of mud and spittle that covered it, was for me just as powerful a revelation as the dazzling insights of a Copernicus or a Galileo. More, in fact, for the heights above us, perceived as divine, and revered in all religions, had thus lost their proud status as a superior world and were mingling with the breath of us mortals. From now on, when I thought of God, I would imagine a presence much closer to us – very different from the lofty arrogance of the deities worshipped and feared by men.

In my memory, those moments of silent contemplation on an August evening, would take on the form of a stained glass window in the air, both fleeting and durable, resistant to the stubborn workings of that forgetfulness we always end up succumbing to.

Long years later I should also appreciate how it was that gesture of Vardan’s, his slender youth’s arm, that would subliminally help me to understand the vulnerability of the women I came to love. Bodies threatened by age, souls besieged by vulgarity, confidences doomed to remain unspoken in the face of the monolithic certainties of existence.

That hand reaching out and touching the sky would become a secret reason for hope.



Another revelation I owed to Vardan was a good deal more disturbing. And yet, in one sense, still comparable to the way the proud vault of heaven had come down to our level so that our hands could touch it …

A drunken woman was making her way across some railway tracks, a maze of rails, interlocking and branching off before they disappeared into the mists of a dismal, windy day. Helpless with alcohol, she stumbled, swayed like a tightrope walker, trying to cling to her dignity as she wobbled grotesquely and finally, as if in the end she had given up caring, collapsed onto a sleeper smeared with tar, hunched up and bent in two, like a great bird contorted by pain.

Two men, who were just ahead of us, walking over a level crossing, stared at her and let out a burst of derisive laughter. One of them shouted: “Oi!, Anna Karenina, you want to watch yourself! The Moscow-Irkutsk express is due any minute now!”

Then the other one yelled out with mocking disdain: “No, it ain’t, not for another three hours. She’s got loads of time to sober up and shift her arse . . .”

As they moved on, several obscene remarks rang out, interspersed with shouts of laughter and whistling noises from the two of them as they imitated the sound of a train coming into the station. A more veiled element now slipped into their mockery. In this I sensed not only contempt, but also the expression of pent-up desire, torn between the attraction of this woman’s body and the hazards they alluded to in covert language, whose hidden sense I was unable to grasp. Their final tirade, even more agitated and strangely full of rage, finished by alluding to the woman’s mouth – her lips heavily made up with a red that spilled out-rageously beyond their outlines, like a thick coating of paint or blood.

The filthy coarseness of the men’s words kept me from understanding exactly what it was they were hinting at. I simply sensed that there was a connection between that half open mouth and their urgent but painful desire.

I was thirteen at the time. Vardan, although he was not as tall as me, was a year older. We cannot, I suppose, have been particularly ignorant on the subject of relations between the sexes. All the more because, living in an orphanage, I was growing up alongside young males and girls, some of them older than myself, who were beginning to embark on physical relationships, in secret, naturally, but without too much adolescent angst. They used to talk about all this in boastful, smutty and often stupidly exaggerated terms, which would give rise to wild imaginings in pupils of my age.

And yet for me the universe of love still retained an aura of archaic purity, made up of visions it was impossible to express and a tremulous mass of sentimental passions and reveries – revolving, above all else, around the longed-for epiphany of the first kiss.

What shocked me that day, there on the soaking wet timbers of the level crossing, was the way the two men were instantly reducing love – and that chaste anticipation of the “first kiss” – to something crude, a physical function whose ugly and coarse mechanism I found painful. They seemed to consider that such a way of taking pleasure was legitimate and, indeed, normal despite some disagreeable aspects, given the filth and likely diseases to which, according to them, anyone exposed himself by consorting with a woman of this type. Then the sudden realisation struck me that her coarsely made up mouth could be used sexually, it could become an orifice with a function, an outlet for male lust.

Within myself I sensed both the death of the person I had been up to that moment and the coming into being of another about to be born: a future man was awakening within me, flexing his muscles and throwing out his chest, and the dreamy child I had been would have to give way to him, deny itself, despise itself for the ridiculous purity of its dreams. And disappear. A sharp pang of remorse took my breath away. I, too, would be like one of those passing men, tall, supremely confident of their own strength and of their right to direct their predatory gaze at women – yes, that woman collapsed beside the railway tracks – the gaze of a conqueror, to whom nothing must be refused. The tempting urge to be reborn with this new male identity convulsed my body with feverish and shameful lust.

The men moved off, still jeering, and we would have walked on after them, but Vardan suddenly stopped and looked at the woman intently in a way that seemed to me quite bizarre. We were old enough to know what kind of woman she was. We had more than once seen her pacing up and down between the railway station and a bus stop, then slipping into the station buffet and settling down at a table in the corner facing the bar. Always that heavy make-up, her eyelids charcoal black with mascara, her hair frothy like the head on a glass of beer … Now here she was, perched on a railway sleeper, one hand clutching her chin, as if to soothe a toothache, her legs apart, revealing laddered stockings and lean thighs beneath a lacy skirt that was too colourful, too light for a cold, damp afternoon …

We were certainly able to picture what her body offered those men and, like all boys of our age, we could hardly conceal our haste to become such men ourselves. That woman, astray among the railway tracks, was the epitome of all that our ripening virility hungered after. But also of what disgusted us: she sullied our physical longings with her display of worn out femininity, incapable of inspiring the least thoughts of love. There she was: a great, soiled seagull, a wide-eyed, broken bird. A necklace of pale mauve glass beads, grotesquely askew, had slipped over her bare shoulder …

I had no time to give Vardan a warning or a word of disapproval. He stepped forward, leaned over and did what I should never have believed possible. With a careful firmness, he supported the woman’s elbow, raised it slowly and after waiting for her to understand his intention, helped her to stand up …

Offering me no explanation, he intended to escort this stranger, who was now staggering on her high heels, and guide her towards an estate of prefabricated dwellings beyond the railway line, and thence to a doorway, which seemed to be where, in her confused state, she wanted to go.

I followed them and, at the moment when Vardan was helping her to open the door, the woman turned her head and there upon her face, distorted as it was by drunkenness and the stupefying make-up that her profession imposed on her, I saw an amazingly aware look, glinting with tears, a gaze of incredulous tenderness.

No, I should never have had the courage to act as he had done. More than any feelings of shame at approaching this tipsy prostitute, it would have been a reflex of disgust that kept me away from her. A physical refusal to have any
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