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            On the Calculation of Volume II

         

         # 368

         What had I imagined? Time as a merry-go-round one could jump on and off? The year as a stream running underneath my eighteenth of November?

         I’m sitting by the window in Room 16 of the Hôtel du Lison. I have accumulated days: 365 November days. But what good does it do? As if a pile of identical autumn days constituted a year. And what good does it do to wander around at the end of the year poised to leap? Or dive? A year of waiting, then the eighteenth of November would come round again and I would be able to escape from the circle of repetition at the point where I entered? Was that what I had imagined: an eighteenth of November with open doors and free passage to recognisable time? Perhaps. But that is not how it works.

         I wander around in my eighteenth of November. I have been looking for a way out, but there is no way out. I have been searching for differences, but there are no differences. It is the same day and now I don’t know how I could have thought that underneath all my days there lay a normal year with a new eighteenth of November slowly approaching. As if a truer chronology were to be found somewhere down there in the depths, as if all my repetitions 2 were just the surface and the real year had sought shelter under a succession of eighteenths of November. As if a new eighteenth of November would rise up at the end of the year and take me back. Or pass by, allowing me to jump on while it was moving, out of my maelstrom of repetitions. As if a plank would come floating by, a different eighteenth of November, to rescue me from my sea of repetitions, a piece of driftwood I could grab and cling to until I reached solid ground, until I was tossed ashore on a nineteenth of November, on a day with a fresh newspaper to read with my coffee, a different receptionist at the desk, a morning with no rain. Or with pouring rain, flooding, thunder, snow, anything, as long as it was different. As if my 365th day represented a magical ending, not just one in an endless run of numbers. As if my 366th day marked a new beginning, a new eighteenth of November. Allowing passage to the nineteenth. And the twentieth. As if there were a way out, not just a day that passed only to make way for the next eighteenth of November and the next again, for day 367 and day 368 and, tomorrow, day 369.

         If nothing happened the run of numbers would never end. Nothing has happened and the run of numbers never ends. No new and different eighteenth of November came round, no truer chronology bubbled up from the depths, no life-saving plank came floating past, I have not been tossed ashore on the nineteenth of November and there is no change in sight.3

         Yesterday I woke up early. I had fallen into a deep sleep after returning to the hotel, exhausted after my days in suspense, waiting for a new and altered November day. I woke with a start and was immediately aware of the box containing the Roman sestertius which Philip Maurel had given me. It lay in its bag next to my pillow and I remembered what had happened: how I had met Philip and gone back to his shop with him. How Philip and Marie had shown me their new apartment. I remembered our wander through the former resident’s belongings. I had told them everything: how time had fallen apart, how I hoped to return to a recognisable time. They had sent me away with a Roman sestertius in a bag.

         I got up straight away, dressed and went down to reception. I had no idea what time it was, but the newspapers were already laid out and they were the same newspapers. From the eighteenth. Fresh and untouched. In the breakfast room the coffee was starting to run through the machine, the tables were set and the staff were busy putting bread and croissants on platters and in baskets. I took a seat, hoping that something would be different from on all the other November days, but there was no difference and soon I saw the morning repeat itself. I saw familiar faces and gestures. I saw a slice of bread fall to the floor, a gentle, drifting descent. It was the eighteenth yet again. Of course it was.

         All day, from the moment I woke until I went to bed that night, everything was exactly the same as on all the other 4 days, a day full of recognition, and when I woke this morning it was the eighteenth once again. There is no difference. I have passed unhindered into Year 2, or rather: I have reached the eighteenth of November number 368 in a time without years, without seasons, a time without weeks or months, with nothing but a single day that keeps recurring, and I can only imagine that it will continue to do so. I cannot imagine anything else. It is a fault that cannot be remedied. It is now chronic. The only thing that comes round again is my day. There is morning and there is evening and there is night and there is morning again – same day.

         I sit in Room 16 of the Hôtel du Lison. Today I did not have breakfast. I got no further than reception, glanced at the newspapers then turned on my heel and went back to my room. I do not want to see slices of bread drifting floorwards.

         # 369

         Today I was awake long before it was light. I was woken by the corner of the sestertius’s box digging into my cheek. It was still in its bag next to my pillow, I must have rolled onto it in my sleep, but now I am awake, I am up, I am out in the morning gloom and it is still the eighteenth. It has not turned into the nineteenth, it has not turned into the twentieth and it has not turned into the twenty-first and why would it?

         It was far too early to get up, but I got dressed all the same. I pulled on my boots, I buttoned my coat, picked my bag up 5 off the floor and before leaving the room I took the box with the sestertius out of the bag on the bed, removed the coin from the box, slipped it into my pocket and left the box and the bag on the table. I took my key with me, there was no one in reception, and I went out to walk through the almost deserted streets in the darkness.

         I returned to the hotel a couple of hours later, just after seven, by which time it was light. I helped myself to a cup of coffee from the buffet and brought it up here, and now I am sitting at the little table in my room. I know that the eighteenth of November will continue, I don’t know what to do about the day, but now I know what I can expect. Eighteenths of November, that is what I can expect.

         # 374

         Every day I visit my streets. I cross the boulevard Chaminade and walk along the passage du Cirque. I cut across the little square at the top of the rue Renart and carry on down the rue Almageste. I sit in a café or on a park bench.

         Nothing has changed and there is nothing I have to do. There are no books to be bought, no auctions to attend, no friends to visit. I have no pattern of sounds and silence around which to organise my day, I have no plans, I have no calendar. Time passes, but all it does is pour day after day into my world, it goes nowhere, it has no stops or stations, only this endless chain of days.6

         I pass the antiquarian bookshops in the area, but I don’t go in. I look at the books in the windows, waver briefly, then walk on. I make my circles bigger and find other streets. In the rue d’Ésope I stopped outside a bookshop I didn’t know. I felt like going in to take a closer look at a couple of the works in the window, but I stayed outside. I have no business in there, they are the bookshops of the past and I am no longer T. & T. Selter.

         I have come by Philip Maurel’s shop and once or twice I have stopped by the window and peered down into the shop. I only do this when Marie is on her own in there, I don’t want to be recognised, I know when Philip comes and goes and I don’t want to meet him.

         I still have the sestertius. It’s in my coat pocket and Marie has put another coin on display on the counter. Last night when I went to bed I forgot to take the coin out of my pocket and put it under my pillow, but when I woke this morning it was still there. I can feel it as I roam the streets. If I had a dog I could say that I was walking the dog. Now I am walking a Roman coin. An odd companion.

         It is noticeable in the streets. An emptiness. As if something has disappeared. I feel it in the grit on the rue Desterres and when I hurry across the rue Almageste. A condensed mass that has dissolved. There are fewer details now. It feels concrete, almost physical, as if the traffic has thinned out, or the 7 pedestrians are gone, as if the light and the sounds have changed, as if the gaps between the buildings have grown, the streets have widened, but I know that nothing has changed, there are still people around, there is still traffic, neither the light nor the sounds have changed. It is simply that I no longer have any business here. I walk the same streets, but am borne along purely by routine and old habit. In the past I have always had good reason to be here, but now I feel superfluous. I walk around the city with no purpose other than my own passage from day to day. I am merely a human being roaming the streets, or maybe not even a human being, maybe more an animal of some sort, neither hunter nor hunted, neither hungry nor well fed, just a creature wandering up and down.

         # 378

         I woke up late today and it was afternoon before I went out. I took a different route from the one I usually take, but again I was struck by that feeling, a sort of emptiness, a sense of something missing.

         As I roamed the streets I began to feel dizzy. I was shivering and I looked around for somewhere to go, off the street, but there seemed to be no room anywhere. There were no obvious spots, nowhere to which I could retreat, where I could just sit down for a while. I glanced about for a park or a bench, but there was no space for me. The places I usually frequent seemed shuttered and unapproachable. None of the benches or café 8 chairs I could see were for me. No pavement or pedestrian crossing matched my steps. I felt out of place, a foreign body. I did not belong and there was nothing I could do about it.

         In the end I went into an almost empty café where I tried to sit down at a window table, but the chairs felt as though they were trying to shake me off. At first it was just the one chair which seemed a little unsteady under me, so I got up and fetched another one and sat down, but then there appeared to be something wrong with the table. I shifted it slightly and moved the chair about a bit. I felt confused and alarmed and when I finally managed to steady the furniture there was no one to take my order, so I left the café and went back to the streets.

         It made no difference. The streets felt deserted. The atmosphere seemed to have changed, the air was thinner, as if a substance had leached out of the asphalt, rendering it porous, or maybe it was a subtle change in the colour of the buildings, I don’t know. Something was gone, something to do with the colours, or maybe the sounds, as if one of the world’s elements had suddenly drained away, or perhaps it was more like a new kind of emptiness, an unknown strain.

         I tried to walk off this feeling on my way through the streets. I turned corners and found busy streets and bustling arcades and gradually the world began to look more like itself. I made it to shore, back to the world and spent most of the afternoon 9 walking around, trying to steer clear of this feeling of emptiness. I walked through parks, along gravel paths, past benches and playgrounds, not sitting down anywhere, except for a few minutes when I attempted to sit on a slightly damp bench beside the fountain in the passage du Cirque.

         Late in the afternoon I returned to the hotel, bought a sandwich in reception and went up to my room. On my way up the stairs I glanced down at myself with a feeling that there was something rather worn about my appearance: something ragged, scruffy, something frayed, but I couldn’t figure out what it was. I looked in a mirror as I turned down the corridor leading to my room. It was not my clothes, they were no shabbier than when I was last here, I had worn the same boots on many of my trips out of the spare room in Clairon, but they were not particularly battered-looking. I was wearing a dress, a different one from the last time I was here, I had left the old one in Clairon, this one was newer, there was nothing wrong with it, and my coat looked the same as always. I could possibly do with a new one, but it’s not that noticeable. And yet I had the air of having been stowed away in an attic: threadbare, dusty and out of circulation.

         I know, of course, that it is just me: that I have lost my way. There is no missing element. There is no newly discovered strain of emptiness. I simply cannot find any reason for making my way through the streets. I walk past shops and have no urge to enter them. I cross a street or stroll through a park and I feel 10 out of sorts, superfluous, bedraggled, wrong. I am no longer Tara Selter, antiquarian bookseller with an eye for detail and an instinct for collectable works. I am not Tara Selter at work. I am not a buyer for a company by the name of T. & T. Selter. She is no more: the Tara Selter who goes in to enquire, deal, inspect, purchase, agree, organise. It is the Tara Selter, antiquarian bookseller, who is gone, a person at work, with a business that is growing, flourishing, a dealer with customers and colleagues. It is the Tara Selter with a future who is gone. It is the Tara Selter with hopes and dreams who has fallen out of the picture, been thrown off the world, run over the edge, been poured out, carried off down the stream of eighteenths of November, lost, evaporated, swept out to sea.

         Back in my room I put my sandwich on the table and took off my coat and boots, but shortly afterwards, as I was attempting to eat this somewhat dry offering, the hotel fire alarm went off. This surprised me for a moment because I had never heard the alarm go off before, but that had to be because I had not been at the hotel just after five o’clock on any other day. The alarm did not worry me because the hotel had not burned down and I had never seen any sign of a fire, so I stayed where I was and moments later the alarm stopped. I got up and went to the window. There were people out on the street. So, I thought, the eighteenth of November also contains a false alarm at the Hôtel du Lison. So what? I thought. So nothing. I saw a fire engine drive up, but there was no sign of a fire and the hose was not rolled out. A fireman was chatting quietly 11 with the hotel receptionist and I sat down again and took another bite of my sandwich.

         Only afterwards did I realise what that meant: that I was no longer on my guard, that I am no longer looking for life-saving planks, that I never even considered the possibility that the Hôtel du Lison might be on fire, that this could have been a different eighteenth of November, that this could have been a leap into a new time, that the hotel could have been about to burn down and that I could have been in danger at the very moment when time leapt back into its normal course. I simply assumed that it was a false alarm.

         A few days ago I would have jumped to my feet, scenting change, but I just sat there with my half-eaten sandwich and did nothing and the sandwich is still lying here on the table next to me, not because it was left in haste due to an evacuation, but because it is a bit dry round the edges. I no longer believe in variation, I don’t look for differences and not even a fire alarm can alter my expectations of a day that comes round again and again.

         I can still hear voices in the corridors outside my door, but the pavement across the road from the hotel was clear of people a while ago. The last hotel guests are making their way back to their rooms, the fire engine soon left the scene again and there is no danger. It is a quiet day at the Hôtel du Lison. No one has been hurt, no one has been injured. I sit 12 in my hotel room, I am safe, Thomas is safe in his eighteenth of November in Clairon, he got drenched by the rain and has come back to a house that has grown chilly, but nothing else has happened. He is back in his living room, he has lit a fire, he has fetched a leek from the garden and some onions from the garden shed. There is no cause for concern. I have a husband who thinks I have a better chance of finding a solution on my own. I have friends who do not think they can help and who may not even believe I am telling the truth, but who sent me away with a Roman sestertius in a bag. Tara Selter’s final mission: up the steps and out with her rubbish bag. And now I am walking around the streets, superfluous and out of circulation. It is not a disaster. It is not nothing, but it is not much either.

         # 379

         And now, when the eighteenth of November has become chronic: my days are simple, I frequent familiar streets, but I don’t belong there. I hear footsteps at my back. I grow anxious. I look round. I get it into my head that there is someone who wants something of me and that what they want of me is not good. But there is no one behind me, it is my own footsteps I hear and even the sound of my own feet is superfluous. I am walking through a space that ought to be empty. The place I occupy ought to be vacant, but for some inexplicable reason Tara Selter has taken it.

         All around me people are going to work. They are opening 13 shops and heading for metro stations. They move in formations, they take directions, they are pulled along, but I don’t feel that same pull, it is a cord I lack, this is something I am not a part of. I cannot catch hold. Either that or it is something that washes them along the streets, a current that carries them along, but this current cannot reach me. Or perhaps it is some inner mechanism. Something that steers their feet through the streets, an inner drive which I don’t possess, a spring that cannot be tightened, a mechanism that is missing. I don’t know whether they are being pulled, carried along by the current or whether inner mechanisms are propelling them along the streets, but I know that, whatever it is, it doesn’t work on me.

         I am surrounded by people in motion. Suddenly they are all walking in the same direction. I look around me and, sure enough, there is a metro station and that is where they are headed. There are lines of people pointing towards the way down. I am outside of the lines. If I get too close to their lines I am in the way. I am a foreign body, an error. I am Tara Selter, lost in the eighteenth of November. Not lost and forsaken, just lost. I have fallen out of the day, but this is not tragic, this is not comic, I have simply fallen out of the world, I have not been hurt in the fall, I got up and brushed a little grit off my knee, that is all.

         My name is Tara Selter. I find myself in the eighteenth of November, there is an echo around me. I am a strange 14 creature that ought not to be among people with a direction. That ought to be moving on. That gets in the way of people trying to go about their business.

         I edge out of the hectic lines, I step aside. I discover streets I do not know, I turn unfamiliar corners, I come upon cafés I have never visited before. I carry my echo with me, there is a distinctly hollow ring to the sound when I pull out the chair at a table in the corner and sit down. I place my bag on the chair next to me. The bag is large enough to give me the appearance of a traveller but small enough for me to have it with me during the day. It makes me look as though I have business I ought to be about, but I am still in the way, though occasionally I find a corner of the world where I can sit for a moment. I breathe. I stay calm.

         I can count my days and I do. I can write about them and I do. I have a small notebook containing strokes and numbers. I have a folder full of notes from the eighteenth of November, I have money and credit cards. I have a pen bearing the inscription ‘7ème Salon Lumières’, I can write whatever I please, I can go wherever I please, I want for nothing.

         I walk along the edge of a precipice, I count days and make notes. I do it in order to remember. Or I do it in order to hold the days together. Or perhaps I do it because the paper remembers what I say. As if I existed. As if someone were listening.15

         # 383

         I had thought I would go back. To Clairon-sous-Bois. To Thomas. If nothing happened. If a year meant nothing. If there was no way out at the end of the year. Maybe I would visit Philip and Marie first. I imagine that I would have asked their advice, that we would have sat round the counter and they would have suggested various solutions, each one weirder than the one before. That we would have found the situation funny. There should have been laughter. We should have talked about dust and burns while laughing at the quirks of time. I imagined, I suppose, that they would be able to help me, that they would try, that they would pretend to be trying. That they would at least laugh. And if there wasn’t a way out, I would probably take the train back to Clairon. I would walk through the rain, I would tell Thomas that I had returned because time had ground to a halt, that I had tried to jump back, that I had been poised to leap, that that was what I wanted: to go back. To Thomas, to Philip and Marie, to the people on the street, to currents and lines, to the common rhythm, to Tara Selter, antiquarian bookseller with a feel for paper and an eye for detail. That it wasn’t that I didn’t want to follow their time. But that there was nothing I could do. I had tried.

         But maybe I am simply alone. Maybe I do not belong. Maybe it cannot be any other way. I do try, though. I gather myself and sometimes when I enter a stream of people on the street, if I come past a bus stop just as a bus pulls up and am suddenly caught up in a group of people waiting to board 16 and if I follow the stream onto the bus, or if I approach from the right direction and am walking at the right speed past a metro station, my rhythm will suddenly fit, I am in step, sometimes I am almost carried along, I climb on and off, I am steered, it is almost like being understood, like being given advice. If one listens.

         Usually it doesn’t last long, because when the bus suddenly empties again and I follow the stream onto the pavement, or when I emerge onto the street at an unfamiliar spot, I am once more alone. The stream of people disperses, the sound of my footsteps on the pavement, which had been lost in the crowd, rings out again and the echoes around me can be heard once more. The street opens out, the mass of people who helped me along had a goal, one that I borrowed for a moment, but now here I am, the people have dispersed, have fanned out and boarded other forms of transport, have poured into buildings or hurried off down other streets, and I too walk off, although not as briskly, I slacken my pace, I saunter through the streets and sooner or later I find myself back at the Hôtel du Lison.

         Nonetheless, I go out again the following day. I pack my bag, I roam around in the emptiness, but I am ready to follow if someone should show the way and then, if I should suddenly find myself caught up in a movement, a stream, if I feel a pull, a direction, I go with it. It’s not very hard. You have to be ready, but then it happens quite naturally. It’s like standing on a beach, the water is cold, you’re ready, you want to jump in 17 but you hold back, rooted to the spot, as if there is a barrier between you and the water, but then someone else comes running past and jumps straight in and you follow them, caught in the other person’s slipstream, you push off and all at once you are in the water, you duck under, dive, swim through the cold water, ice-cold to begin with and then, suddenly, no longer cold at all. All hesitancy is gone, you were not swept along, you ran into the water all by yourself, you ducked under all by yourself, you have shouldered responsibility for your own running, diving and swimming, you no longer need to be led in any direction, you are in motion and can carry on as if you had never faltered at all.

         This is how I pass my days: I throw myself into the crowd, I let myself be carried along, I am in motion, I go with the current, but in the end, once I have followed the streams, once I have boarded buses and trains and alighted from them again, once I have emerged from the metro or landed on the pavement at a bus stop, I lose momentum. I slow down, stop. There seems to be something wrong with the mechanism that my motion is supposed to trigger. A spark is ignited, but I stall, slow down, pull into the side. I drive onto the hard shoulder, I cannot keep up so I head for quieter streets. And that’s all right. I’m not lost, I simply find a bench where I can stop and sit down for a while, or I start to walk back, I head for the hotel and by the end of the day my pace has slowed completely, I go to bed and the next day I find fresh streams of people to throw myself into.18

         # 387

         My circles have grown bigger. One day I got as far as the Bois de Boulogne, another day I went all the way out to Fontainebleau, and now I am on a train travelling north. I have no ticket because I merely followed the stream of people and suddenly we were heading towards the train. I had been following the morning rush. At a bus stop I joined the queue boarding a bus that took me to the Gare du Nord, a stream of people carried me through the station and now I am on a train to Lille. There are people on the train, they are on their way, I don’t know where to or why, but we will soon be getting off because Lille-Europe is the end of the line.

         My bag is on the floor beside me, it is lighter now because my books, my extra clothes and my toiletries are still at the hotel. I happened, however, to take the key to Room 16 with me, but I won’t be needing that. The key to the house in Clairon, to Thomas’s house, is also in my bag. It would be easy to go back. I know the way. All of this is familiar to me. I know the stations, but it’s not the right way.

         # 388

         I got off at Lille. The early morning traffic turned into the mid-morning traffic, the streams of people thinned out, I was the last passenger to leave the train, slowly and hesitantly, so slowly that I ground to a halt on the platform. All at once there were no people around me and I was not being carried anywhere. Shortly afterwards I left the station, found a hotel 19 nearby, then went for a stroll around the city. I wanted to buy a toothbrush, but suddenly I found myself outside a stationer’s where I had once bought a notebook with a green cloth binding that I never got round
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