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			THE DESIRE FOR ANNIHILATION

Resign yourself, my heart; sleep your brutish sleep.

Conquered, foundered spirit! For you, old jade,
Love has no more relish, no more than war;
Farewell then, songs of the brass and sighs of the flute!
Pleasure, tempt no more a dark, sullen heart!

Adorable spring has lost its fragrance!
And Time engulfs me minute by minute,
As the immense snow a stiffening corpse;
I survey from above the roundness of the globe
And I no longer seek there the shelter of a hut.

Avalanche, will you sweep me along in your fall?

—CHARLES BAUDELAIRE, The Flowers of Evil
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			In the early days I forgot my condition.	
It was like a war on the other side of the world and I was the occupied territory. But for a few months now the creature’s been moving, deforming my abdomen, turning this way and that, making bumps under my skin that’s stretched to breaking point; it’s become too evident for me to bury it. This entity is my obsession, it keeps me awake. Soon, my womb will empty itself and I’ll sleep again.

			And yet I don’t seem able to envision the next phase, as if there shouldn’t be one.

			I can’t take any more of my restless legs and never-­ending nights. Insomnia was my very first symptom. For nine months now I’ve barely slept, whereas some women fall asleep so easily during pregnancy. I know they do, I study them, I study their sleep, theirs, mine, thousands of other people’s, I analyze people’s sleep, I watch them fall asleep, dream, wake . . . I chose to be a neurologist so that I could immerse myself in human sleep.

			The creature moving inside me also dreams. With the help of real-­time images and heart rate monitors, I’ve followed the fetus’s evolution and can confirm that, from its twenty-­eighth week, it started having REM sleep, also known as paradoxical or dream sleep, not a period of rest but a muddled offloading of energy that none of us can live without.

			This entity occupying my territory sleeps a lot more than I do, it sleeps nearly all the time. Could it possibly be stealing my sleep? Sleeping and dreaming instead of me? What do you dream about when you haven’t experienced anything?

			At first I observed it coolly during prolonged three-­dimensional scans, that was before I became gripped by the subject of my study. One morning I capsized into daydreaming, and since then I’ve been diving into my womb regularly, floating in its liquid world, imagining the beat of my heart, the sound of my intestines, the rasp of my lungs, I sample the clamor of the outside world as perceived through my flesh, the thrum of the city against my drum-­tight skin, voices heard as if through a door, I swallow amniotic fluid, sharing all the first sensations of this intruder in its pouch of skin, my skin . . . 

			Another person’s heart beats inside my body, another person I know so much about: their sex—it will be a girl—the hiccups and kicks and elbowings. I’m hosting a silent invisible being in my womb, a being that feeds off me, plunders me, lays me waste, a stranger I’m supposed to love before I’ve even brought her into the world. 

			It was Pierre’s idea to have a child, I never wanted children, I’d always been convinced that being pregnant would scare me, I’d feel invaded, possessed by the thing growing unseen inside me, I’ve always intuited that I wouldn’t know how to be a mother. And the age we live in doesn’t make you want to. Even now that I’m pregnant, I still judge new parents for being so irresponsible!

			It took less time than I’d anticipated for me to accept being occupied like this. At around five months, a few spots of blood in my underwear were enough to transform the parasite into a potential child, the thought of not going to term somehow made the invader almost lovable.

			I’ll be torn open through the middle soon. Nothing could be more natural or more alarming. Is carrying a life bringing me closer to death?

			I can only just look after myself, but I’m going to bear a child and then I’ll never extricate myself from this evolving bond. I’m trapped. I can’t give up now, it’s too late, I’ll have to suffer. How could I have put myself in this absurd situation? Bringing a child into the world!

			I try to reassure myself with the thought that I won’t go through childbirth again: This will be an only child, Pierre and I don’t have plans to repeat the experience.

			It must all feel so abstract for him. Sure, he lives with me, he shares my bed and he’s watched my body swell—my poor huge disoriented body that he no longer desires and that actually slightly repels him—but it’s four in the morning and he’s snoring. I hate him for sleeping when I’m still awake. I hate him for being able to escape so easily . . . to sleep the brutish sleep of an animal!

			With no warning my calves harden into twin cramps. I’m used to it, I’ve had it every night for months, every night, and I sometimes bring it on to stop the unpleasant restless feeling in my legs. I tense my muscles until they contract painfully. I’d rather have the pain now than wait too long for it.

			I move so that I can sit up against the bedhead, I stretch my calves by flexing my feet toward my shins, and my stomach cracks, I hear it crack, a membrane inside me has torn but, weirdly, nothing’s hurting except my calves.

			I freeze, terrified by this unique sensation, and I wait, motionless, surrounded by Pierre’s snoring. Barely breathing for fear of making things worse, I lift my T-shirt so that I can explore my body with my hands. My abdomen hasn’t split in two, it’s smooth and hard to the touch.

			But I definitely heard that crack, or at least I felt it, I’m already no longer sure. I calm down a little and manage to sit up straighter. A warm liquid spills between my thighs.

			Blood? Am I bathed in my own blood while Pierre just keeps snoring? Am I emptying out like a broken pot?

			I slip my hand under me, against my vulva. I’d need to put on the bedside lamp to see if it really is blood, but my other hand can’t find the switch. I can’t seem to scream or formulate the simplest sentence, so I settle for gently elbowing Pierre, who groans and turns toward the wall. Then I bring my fingers to my mouth to taste what’s coming out of me. The liquid is insipid, it doesn’t have the iron taste of blood. I’m so reassured that I set out to explore the nightstand again. At last I can feel the power cord under my hand and follow it to the switch. Light.

			My hands aren’t stained, the liquid is colorless, but I didn’t pee, no, this is something else. I sit on the edge of the bed and it flows all the faster, although it’s not urine. It’s amniotic fluid!

			How dumb of me to make such a fuss! And to think I’m a doctor! My water broke, that’s all! I need to get to the hospital. Pierre! Pierre! He still doesn’t react, so I decide to take a shower before waking him properly.

			Under the tepid water, my ruptured belly looks just as enormous as it did yesterday. While it was growing, it gradually hid my pubis from view, then my feet, it confiscated a whole part of me. Will I see the lower half of my body again someday?

			Yes, very soon. The baby will come out on schedule, and I’ll be left in peace, rid of it, I’ll recover my sparrow-­slim figure, my vagina and my legs, everything that pregnancy confiscated from me, I’ll be me again and I’ll be able to sleep. Once the creature is expelled, I need only put ear plugs in to forget it and sleep through the night.

			In the car, Pierre isn’t sufficiently awake yet to be in a good mood. He’s panicking but not admitting it, he never admits to that sort of thing, he’s getting ticked off, can’t remember how to get to the maternity unit, loses his way around Paris where the day will soon dawn. I try to suggest a route, but he tells me to shut up, to concentrate on my belly, to stop having an opinion about everything.

			It’s not a big deal, I’m in no hurry and I love him all the same. I hold my tongue and leave him to his anger.

			I don’t know what will happen next, despite what my girlfriends have told me, despite my medical studies and my childbirth classes, I haven’t learned anything, remembered anything, or understood anything. I’m in absolutely no hurry to be a mother. What about Pierre, what does he think? This man who really can’t get us out of the labyrinth and is accelerating along deserted streets with no idea where he’s going.

			Then, as if caught in an invisible vise, my womb suddenly contracts so hard it takes my breath away. This time it hurts, it’s far more violent than the cramps in my calves. I’m sitting there on the passenger seat, arching my back in pain, desperate for Pierre to stop going around in circles, for him to find the way out, for the baby to find the way out, for us to be free of this labyrinth. The pain comes back again and again, while Pierre gets increasingly lost and yells that the car’s making turns and taking detours in the dead city. He’s totally lost, he’s close to tears of rage. Soon the first rays of light will break.

			

			When we reach the maternity ward I’m taken in hand by a nurse who, in a tired end-­of-­night-­shift voice, asks me to undress, keeping on just my T-shirt and my surgical mask, and to lie down on the obstetric table. Then she circles my stomach with two Velcro-­fastened straps linked to a monitor that will measure my contractions and the baby’s heart rate. 

			I’m lying under white light with my legs spread and my feet in stirrups. When the midwife comes into the room, she says hello, introduces herself crisply and asks a few questions as she drives her gloved hand into my vagina to gauge how effaced and dilated my cervix is.

			I never did an obstetrics internship when I was studying, I tell her I know nothing about it and it’s always slightly disgusted me. If you ask me, there’s something repulsive and horrific about childbirth. The midwife barely glances at me as she peels off her gloves—did she even hear me?—and says that labor is well underway. Pierre asks if it will be a long time, whether he should wait here or can go home to shower and do some work. He needs to prepare for an important lesson and forgot to bring his laptop. The midwife says that it varies a lot depending on the woman. The water has broken, the cervix is already seven centimeters dilated, the contractions are strong, there can be a plateau, but she thinks it won’t be too long even though this is my first baby. So it would be best if he goes nowhere if he doesn’t want to miss his child’s birth. She goes out, saying she’ll be a moment and will be back with the anesthetist. 

			The two of us are left alone. Pierre can’t stop fidgeting, he takes off the mask we’ve both been made to wear, paces up and down, circles around my body, orbiting this star-­ball of a stomach. Won’t be too long, that doesn’t mean anything! Everything irritates him. He carps about how apathetic the staff are, banging on boringly, then criticizes me for being in my own world and not listening to him.

			He’s not wrong about that, I’ve zoned out, staring at the sky-­blue ceiling.

			

			Pierre, my poor love, talks and talks to flush out his impotence, but he’s right that I couldn’t give a damn. I make the most of a moment of respite with no contractions and all at once feel incredibly calm. Then, despite Pierre’s anger, despite the pounding of his footsteps, despite the scandalous scene that’s incubating and the world in frantic retreat, I finally fall asleep.

			A new wave comes crashing in, waking me, shuddering through me, lifting me off the bed. A huge invisible hand grips my stomach, squeezing me like a lemon, arcing me toward the sky-­blue ceiling. I panic, it’s too violent, I’ll never make it, I can’t be here, I want to leave. I say breathlessly that I’m giving up, it’s too painful, it’s torture. The nurse is back. Pierre insists on an epidural, and the nurse makes the most of the ensuing calm to put a needle in my arm. She hardly has time to set up the drip before another contraction comes, even more intense than the last. I howl! My eyes alight on Pierre who’s motionless, reduced to a tiny figure in a corner of the room. 

			Something has dropped down between my hips, the intruder has moved, unhitched herself, she’s pressing hard against my perineum which is burning, her head must be trying to get through, I don’t dare check by touching my searingly painful vulva, it seems such a long way away, at the far end of my body, hiding behind my hill-­belly, inaccessible. She’s there, I know she is, I can feel it. I say: She’s coming.

			The nurse casts a skeptical eye between my legs, then races into the corridor, summoning the midwife.

			The two women run back in, accompanied by a third, their tempo has accelerated, they’re setting me up quickly for the birth, they say. Leg rests are magicked out of nowhere, along with iron side rails. While the team busies itself around me, Pierre, still motionless in his corner, can’t move on from the subject of an epidural and is starting to issue threats. 

			It’s too late, Dad, calm down! She needs to go for it now. She needs to push, your baby’s here!

			It’s beyond my scope to remember my childbirth classes, I’ve never experienced anything so violent. In front of these women whom I’ve never met before, I empty myself of everything, can feel myself going, losing the plot, no longer in control of anything, I’m drowning in this event which is as natural as dying. It smells of shit and blood! I knew I wasn’t designed for this! To be a mother! I should never have given in, but I always give in to Pierre, more and more readily in fact.

			Panting under the mask that I’ve not been allowed to remove, I cling to the room’s pale walls, to the sky-­blue ceiling, the midwives’ and the nurse’s words, the metal bars on the delivery table, my husband’s hand, which is cold and stiff with dread, I cling to absolutely anything, to the images that loom in my mind’s eye, illustrations of the Selfish Giant and Nils Holgersson, books I loved as a child and that I dug out yesterday for this creature that’s bulldozing its way into our world. 

			Is she dreaming as she’s born? Is she in pain? Yes, I imagine it’s painful for her too, like traveling headfirst through the eye of a needle. Pushing comes as naturally as crapping: in a semi-­conscious state, my eyes locked onto the sky blue of the ceiling, I can hear the midwife encouraging me between the waves, I hear her telling me to stop pushing, to wait a moment to avoid tearing, I try to breathe, drifting up in that sky blue, but it’s impossible to obey her words, to stop pushing, it hurts too much, my vulva’s distended, I push with all my strength, to be rid of all this, my focus lost on the ceiling, lost in the blue of the sky which is tearing open, lost . . . 

			And I expel . . . a rustle of wings. I can feel feathers stroking me between my legs, dozens of white wings beating against my open thighs, I can see wild geese escaping from my body, a whole flight of wild geese leaving swiftly along with my pain and reaching the blue sky of that May dawn.
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			Far up ahead my daughter ran through the reeds, her outline disappearing, swallowed by the tangle of vegetation, only her mop of blond hair gleamed when the wind blew a little harder, bending the reeds farther and opening fissures in the curtain of leaves.

			Don’t lose her!

			The bright sliver of gold reappeared intermittently on the marsh. I chased after my child, this will-­o’-the-­wisp that could so easily have evaporated . . . 

			Whatever happens, don’t lose her!

			I didn’t take my eyes off my daughter, she was my horizon.

			Catch up with her!

			With one arm raised to the sky, she froze and she called to me.

			My eyes briefly tore themselves from her slight frame to see what she was pointing at over the marsh.

			Wild geese.

			My child’s index finger was opening up the skies for me.

			I joined her and crouched down to her level.

			The large birds gave a series of nasal cries and she imitated them. Her eyes, her expression, her body were a concentration of light and energy as she stood on her tiptoes, straining, stretching every part of herself, touching the sky.

			Listen!

			She pressed her cool cheek against mine and I could hear the birds more clearly in her breath. I stayed like that for a moment, breathing my child’s white breath, seeing what she saw. She was taking me with her in her contemplation, offering me her sensations, and the two of us flew away toward those geese soaring overhead.

			I was rediscovering things about life through my daughter’s eyes. The world was more boundless from a child’s perspective. The tiniest insect became inordinately significant and, if you looked at them long enough, even pebbles whispered a poetic pathway, a Tom Thumb trail that we followed together, unconcerned about where it might take us or about time running away with us. I binged on these moments that my daughter gave me, thrilling with twice the pleasure, I’d been multiplied since she was born.

			This world-­song, these sensations, this beauty—none of it would have meant anything, nor would the curve of a reed bowing to the wind alongside all its siblings, nor the shivering ripples on the surface of the lake pink with flamingos and salt, no, nothing would have meant anything without the fine blond peach fluff on my child’s cheeks. I’d lost this ability to surrender to an experience, be awed by it, to become a wild goose, an ant, a reed; she was opening up a forgotten path, a route that I thought had been blocked off.

			Lucie had taken up residence in me when she left my womb.

			A close tie had been woven, the only one that meant anything to me now, and I was caught up in the fabric of the world thanks to this unique knot. Having not wanted children, I was now fascinated by this kid, like being in love, worse than being in love. And looking forward, none of the other stuff counted for anything, none of the things that had previously motivated me and made me throw myself into life: my research, the hospital, my relationship, the floundering human race . . . No, all that mattered now was Lucie’s phenomenal vitality.

			Lying side by side on the damp ground, we gazed at the clouded skies. Our backsides and shoulders and the backs of our heads were getting wet. But who cared? We’d abandoned our bodies, like stripping off on a beach before diving in, and now that we were geese in the sky, we let the mistral wind go to our heads. Together we capered with the wind, we both experienced the pleasure of flight, our feathers pressing against the air, a medium I discovered was denser that I would have imagined before carving through it with my swift wing-­strokes. We looked down at the landscape of lakes while the foremost goose led the way for us. We weren’t one single bird, we were the whole V-shape outlined against a blue background, a wild communion, a breath . . . 

			A gunshot impacted us, brought us down from the sky. My chest exploded. The sharp report dismantled the whole scene. 

			Two geese fell from the sky.

			The first plummeted inertly, the second was still moving as it fell.

			I was immediately hauled from my contemplations and turned to look at my body lying in the pickleweed while dozens of flamingos deserted the marsh, shrieking. But my daughter was still motionless beside me, her eyes staring, as if imprisoned by the goose that was carrying her, experiencing its death to the very end, caught in the web of her daydream.

			A dog burst through the reeds and swam out to the dead bird. He managed to catch it at the base of one wing and bring it back to shore. He dropped it at the feet of his master who’d appeared from a curtain of stalks. 

			The hunter greeted us from where he was as he patted his spaniel’s flanks.

			“Did you see that?” he asked in a high-­pitched, whiny voice. “I got two with the same cartridge. What a shot! Good job, President George, the best of my whole career!”

			Lucie finally sat up, her eyes blank, while the man sent his dog after the other bird.

			“The others’ll come back to look for the two that are missing, and I’ll be able to get more. Just need to wait. Geese sure are dumb!”

			Behind him another man came through the screen of vegetation, a bearded giant also carrying a rifle and emanating silent fury. He took aim at us, his rifle looking so small, like a child’s toy in such huge hands.

			

			Was it my turn to fall, tumbling from the sky like the goose? I hid my daughter behind me—even though one gunshot had been enough to take down two birds—but the colossus was talking only to the hunter.

			“Call off your dog, he can leave the other bird!”

			“Oh, Serge! The hunting season only just ended,” the first man replied with a smile. “A day here or there, don’t make a whole thing of this! Especially because we had thousands of geese this year. If they keep it up, we’ll be gassing them to protect the crops like they do in Holland.”

			“Beat it!” the colossus muttered.

			“Who do you think you are?” the hunter asked, abruptly changing his tone. “It’s not like you’re popular around here, anyway! The place is a mess with water coming in from every direction, and you think you can lay down the law all on your own with your big mouth and your rifle?”

			I wondered whether the giant’s red beard was possibly hiding a grimace that could have looked something like a smile, an expression his lips alone would have been unable to hide; meanwhile his pale eyes, focused intently on the sights of his rifle, were still unreadable.

			We all jumped when he fired a shot toward the dog that had set off on the trail of the second goose.

			“You’re crazy! Don’t you go killing my Odette! It’s okay, we’re leaving,” yelled the hunter before he called off his dog and walked away, cursing, the goose’s swaying body in one hand and Odette on his heels.

			When he’d slung his rifle back across his body, the giant turned around slowly, without a nod to us, not asking us what we were doing there, not even seeing us. His indifference made me feel invisible, at best a shadow in this giant’s world. He walked calmly along the side of the lake behind his cream-­colored labrador which eventually found the second bird in the reeds. The man strode into the water in his waders to retrieve the motionless body floating on the surface. He gathered it up gently, took it in his arms and, still up to his thighs in the water, stroked it and whispered a few words to it, then we saw him blow three times into its beak. Three times. And the goose promptly came back to life in the giant’s arms and immediately tried to escape his grasp.

			I told myself none of this was a miracle and I mustn’t let myself get caught up in the spell of this peculiar scene.

			Was it the giant’s breath or the bird’s movements that drew Lucie from her torpor? When she saw the goose struggling and very much alive, her sparkle was instantly restored and she scampered over to the stranger in his waders. I had to yell to stop her going into the lake to reach him. Halted by my shout, my daughter froze, standing there startled in her red coat but not taking her eyes off the giant. In the end she called out to him in her loud, husky voice just as he put the bird back down onto the shore and crouched beside it to assess the extent of its injuries.

			“Are you going to take care of it or eat it?”

			“Me and my dog can’t decide,” the man replied, taking off his old brown sheepskin coat to cover the goose’s head and avoid its jabbing beak. 

			Lucie moved closer, tiny next to this huge stranger with his wide shoulders and chunky, sky-­blue sweater.

			“You resuscitated it,” she murmured.

			Without looking up at her, the colossus shrugged his blue woolen shoulders with a sigh.

			“It has a broken wing. Can’t be sure it’ll ever fly again,” he muttered into his beard.

			The other geese had turned around and were calling to the absentees from up in the sky.

			“Its family is looking for it.”

			“Yes, that’s their rallying cry.”

			Lucie seemed to be drawn by the man’s magnetic force while I just stood on the periphery of this scene, unable to participate in it or extricate myself from it.

			“The other birds are giving up on it, they’re leaving,” Lucie said in a sad voice.

			“It won’t be able to follow the flock north this year,” the man replied evenly. “With a bit of luck, it can join them when they fly back over next year. I have a gander at home who’s in need of company. If this is a female she might like him.”

			“A gander? So will they have chicks?” my daughter squealed, picking up a stick that was lying on the ground.

			“Goslings, yes. Possibly. Although, geese usually have the same partner for life.”

			“Maybe that’s the one that died. That hunter man wasn’t very nice.”

			The colossus shifted the whole sky again with a shrug of his wide shoulders.

			“Hunting’s no worse than anything else. Nice, nasty, who’s to say? But I don’t like that guy, he’s talks too much and too loud.”

			“Can you make the goose better?”

			“It won’t be the first injured bird we’ve saved. We get along better with them than human beings, right, my dog?”

			“You look like a giant.”

			“I blame the soup!”

			“Oh, right. Well, you should eat something else . . . ”

			“Too late. The damage is done.”

			“Yes, I guess, the damage is done. Me and my mom live in the cottage over there.”

			“Just the two of you?”

			“Yes.”

			With the injured goose still wrapped in his coat to stop it struggling, the man furtively looked up at me. Something flitted across his pale eyes under their heavy lids, a hint of distress that made me uncomfortable. The giant’s eyes edged with red lashes immediately darted away, as if caught out. We can’t always hide the fire or the shadows harbored inside us; occasionally someone can catch flashes of our thoughts without even wanting to. That glance reinforced my hunch that something was smoldering in this man’s mind and I should keep my distance. I really didn’t want Lucie to keep talking or get any closer to this guy whose weird expression didn’t fill me with confidence.

			“Come on, Lucie, we’re leaving.”

			“No! I want to stay with him!” Lucie said, digging in her heels and hitting the ground with her stick. “What’s your name?”

			I insisted, we couldn’t stay here, we needed to get back.

			“But why? We can do what we like here, no one’s waiting for us. We can go with the man and watch him take care of our bird. What’s your name?”

			“It’s a no! We’re leaving.”

			“My name’s Serge.”

			“My name’s Lucie and Mom’s is Eva.”

			“We’re neighbors, Lucie. You can come visit the goose whenever you like, we live on the other side of the lake. You see the three trees over there? They’ll soon be covered in pink blossoms. There’s a big stone house right behind them, that’s our place.”

			Lucie dropped her stick and ran toward the man. She threw her arms around him as if he’d saved her life. Surprised by this sudden surge of affection, the colossus didn’t dare move. With the goose clamped to his chest and his legs caught in the child’s embrace, he clearly didn’t know what to make of so much gratitude nor how to disentangle himself from it. I released him by loosening my daughter’s skinny arms. At that point, I was unintentionally so close to the man that I saw his beautiful hands with their closely trimmed nails appear from between the goose’s white feathers. His fingers were spattered with paint. A dark but intense blue, as if he’d dipped them in the sky just before it turned to black. His steady breathing glided over the back of my neck, I could feel the warmth emanating from his body and was aware of his smell too, a smell of woodsmoke, tobacco, earth, and rain, a smell of everlastings. I was moved by this physical intimacy and was surprised that he smelled like that. My mother, also a redhead, had gone on and on about how redheads stink, explaining that, despite her constant efforts to wash, her freckled skin secreted rancid, acidic sweat, a feral smell, she called it, one that had faded as she aged, but I’d never managed to forget it. And yet this giant seemed to be infused with the wild place where he lived. His skin was replete with salt and mudflats. 

			Lucie reluctantly said goodbye to Serge, then insisted on getting her stick before we left and retraced her steps to fetch it. But it had vanished and, right where she’d left it, a long grass snake was winding over the ground. 

			“It won’t hurt you. Don’t be scared,” the giant reassured in his voice which was far too soft for a man his size. “There are no vipers around here. Nothing really dangerous. Apart from the swamps, the mosquitos, and me!”

			On the way home, it occurred to me that we might not really have met this man but rather a sort of emanation of the delta’s marshes, while Lucie wept for the first goose, the one that nobody would resuscitate.

			 

			*

			 

			Night of February 1

			 

			Such soft weeping in the night.

			Over the lake, onto the thatched roof, against the windowpanes it rained.

			The windows had no shutters. They had had them once, but someone had removed them, to repaint them perhaps or repair them. The cottage no longer had eyelids to hide its occupants. It slept with its eyes open. The stockman who hired out this isolated drover’s “cabin” to us hadn’t mentioned this on the phone, and I hadn’t noticed there were no shutters until I’d put Lucie to bed on the first evening.

			I’d spent my childhood on the fourth floor of an apartment block, on the side overlooking an inner courtyard, with no shutters to close, just an orangey-­colored external blind to wind down; but what scared me in those days didn’t come from outside, what scared me walked down the long hallway that led all the way to my bedroom.

			That first evening I’d been worried about being alone with my daughter in the middle of nowhere in a cabin with no shutters or drapes. The end of the world was going on outside. The mistral was whistling across the marshes, howling over those vast wild expanses as flat as the palm of your hand, and I’d pictured myself floating in a pitiful little boat, a nutshell that the storm couldn’t have spared even if it wanted to.

			The shock of feeling so exposed surrounded by the delta’s sodden terrain meant I couldn’t sleep, terrified by the emptiness, ready to turn around and head back to Paris. Why had I left? This bald landscape wasn’t the best place to hide after all. I even doubted I’d be able to live on my own, without Pierre and far from the bustle of the city. But Lucie was instantly at home in this ends-­of-­the-­earth house, she liked the fine film of salt that the water from the bore hole left on our skin after a shower, and if the wet winds of the bise noire slamming against the door and the sound of the waves in the distance didn’t upset her at night, if she didn’t care that the place had no eyelids, then there was no reason for me to uproot her again. I had to admit that the reason I’d been leaving a nightlight in Lucie’s bedroom since the day she was born was to melt away my own terrors, not hers. I wasn’t trying to protect my child, this happy eight-­year-­old intoxicated by so much space, but just the child I had once been, the little girl who listened out for the dawn chorus, the songbirds’ piping trills breaking the nocturnal silence and cracking it open. I needed to confront my fears and reassure the child who was still trembling inside me, still trembling despite the passing years. 

			I’d gritted my teeth and we’d stayed.

			It was our fourth night in the swamp and for the first time, despite the death of the goose and our meeting with the colossus, I managed to fall asleep without keeping one ear on the noises outside. And yet, in all the tumult of wind and rain, I’d caught something: a very soft sobbing in the darkness.

			We each had our own bedroom, but the internal walls between them were so thin they didn’t filter out the slightest sigh. So much so that I could hear my daughter breathing in our marsh house. It was reassuring.

			In the early days of her life I’d been terrified I would forget her. When I came out of the maternity ward with my baby in my arms, I’d repeated this mantra on loop for it to sink in: I’m the mother of this child, the mother of this child, the mother . . . Truth be told, it was too late, I was a mother forevermore. 

			Was it my daughter crying softly in the night like that?

			Holding my flashlight, I got out of bed without putting on the overhead light, walked across the dining room, and opened the unclosed door to Lucie’s bedroom a little wider . . . 

			 

			*

			 

			You walk at night, you walk through your nights, you like it.

			At night, the sounds in the swamp are different, the landscape is altered, all the dimensions change come evening. Getting through the night is like crossing over to the other bank, striding over untamed lands inhabited by the wild and distant dreams of humans and the more peaceful ones of animals. You like the discreet rustlings of nocturnal creatures. The chorus of frogs, the shriek of screech owls, the chattering of birds. Nighttime susurrates with life. The animals are there, but invisible, creating wrinkles in the darkness as their calls become intertwined. The crickets, the croaking, the slap of water. Even the wind finds its rightful place in this nocturnal dance. The darkness acts like a soundbox, it amplifies everything, right down to the sound of your footsteps, it heightens desire. Death too is on the prowl. Prey and predator freeze the moment, then leap out. You want to lose yourself, to stop being a man, you let your surroundings absorb you. The darkness caresses you, envelopes you. You like being inside its belly. And without even thinking—because you don’t think about this and simply keep going with no premeditation—your footsteps take you toward the drover’s cottage, where the woman and her daughter have set up home.

			The house blends into the darkness of the swamp and, despite its whitewashed wall, it’s barely discernible.

			You stand there in the rain, a few meters from the sleeping woman, the woman who looked at you as no one has looked at you for years. And this relit a fire inside you that you thought had been extinguished forever. You haven’t been interested in women for such a long time, you’ve learned to live without them, take your pleasure without them, no longer hoping for anything, you’ve learned to be satisfied with your dreams, to fondle your body on your own. Back in the day, you could cherry pick them with a glance, but you’ve forgotten your past and you have no future, you don’t make any plans. The moment is enough for you, it gives you contentment, you’re contented.

			And yet here you are up and about in the darkness, looking at this drover’s cottage and waiting in silence, and you don’t even know why or what you’re going to do or what you could do. Your thoughts have come back, the images have come back. Images of past pleasures. A soft glow but no lights on, they’re asleep, the mother and the child, they think they’re alone in the world. 

			You stand there, a powerful presence, and you watch the sleeping house, alone in the darkness and the wind.

			All at once a light goes on inside, it tilts about and blinds you, a flashlight with its roving beam, and you see the woman get up, alive, you’re outside the window and she doesn’t know and you shouldn’t be looking at her, watching her like this, studying her curves, her breasts through the white cotton, her bare legs, her skin, your hand brushes across the window as she walks so close to you and crosses her bedroom, then you change your observation post to follow her into the living room. It’s incredible, being so close to someone else and so unnoticed, as if in a parallel world. She pushes a door wide and goes out of your field of view, she’s most likely gone into the child’s bedroom. You run around the house to see her again and when you reach the child’s bedroom, you’re startled, then you freeze, caught out: Lucie is standing facing you, just through the glass panes, she stares at you, wide-­eyed, as she writes something on the damp glass with the tip of her finger. You’ve stopped moving, she must have seen you, even though the sky is overcast and the darkness dense.

			Her mother keeps her in the beam of the flashlight, comes over to her, puts her arms around her and settles her back in bed.

			You didn’t move a muscle, you don’t exist. You watch but you don’t exist. How tender she looks, this woman leaning over her child. A work of art.

			 

			*

			 

			Lucie was standing by the window, her index finger against the glass. I spoke to her, but she didn’t respond, she was asleep. My daughter was sleepwalking! I went over to her, her eyes were shining in the darkness, they were wide open and darting about the way eyes dart under our eyelids during dream sleep. Sleepwalkers never have eye movements like this. She seemed to be dreaming completely unconstrained. It was exceptional for the mechanism that paralyzes us when we’re in dream sleep to malfunction in childhood.

			I put my arms around her and led her gently back to bed.

			All she could see was her dream and she was moaning. I leant my ear to her lips. I felt so close to her nightmare, so close, and yet I couldn’t share it.

			Then her body tensed and she started to scream.

			Her scream tore through my eardrums and the darkness. It didn’t just come from her throat, it sprang from her whole now rigid body. Sitting up in bed, taut, her eyes wide and wild, Lucie screamed at the top of her lungs and the house with no eyelids screamed along with her.

			I told her I was there and hugged her but I didn’t manage to wake her and the scream kept coming, as if something were trying to find its way through her sleep, as if this cry were boring through the night till it pierced the frontier between the two worlds, the hermetic membrane enveloping reality. No one could yell like that for so long without dying of exhaustion.

			 

			*

			 

			A shrill scream cuts through the darkness.

			It’s the child!

			The woman puts her arms around the child and the scream keeps coming, keeps coming after you.

			Through the window.

			Through this window that, this time, you don’t try to break. You stand there, with the stone in your hand. No! Forget it! Put the stone down!

			You’re instantly brought face to face again with what you are, a creature with no past, no future, no love, a stranger to humanity, a hermit full of contradictions who stifles his violence, who’s been muzzling his pain for years, and you slip away.

			You run, you get the hell away, you have no business being here, in the human world, you no longer belong here.

			Don’t go looking for anything, don’t go thinking anything!

			No, no images, no memories, no longings, scram!

			 

			*

			 

			The scream stopped, abruptly running dry.

			“Mommy, I had a dream,” murmured Lucie, bathed in sweat.

			I asked if she wanted to tell me about it, like when she was little.

			“No!”

			I didn’t insist. I lay her mop of blond hair back on the pillow, drew the sheets and the red blanket over her nightdress, tucked her in, and then sang to her and stroked her cheek. I felt her gradually let go, becoming limp as her breathing grew deeper.

			I stayed sitting on her bed. Her scream had chilled me. I’d put my flashlight down on the nightstand next to the night light, and its white beam cast my shadow onto the rendered wall, my two-­dimensional double, a tall thin silhouette that jinked across the corner of the ceiling, a sort of stick bug leaning over Lucie. If it hadn’t been my own, I’d have been scared that this shadow might gobble up my child. But my shadow was obedient, I moved it slightly to soften it, to morph it into a shelter over my sleeping child.

			How trusting we are to surrender to the darkness like that and agree to lose consciousness! Anything could happen when, quite defenseless, we leave our bodies moored and sail off elsewhere.

			Watching my child who was both so close and so far away reminded me of the sleepless little girl I had been, of the skinny kid with the dark rings under her eyes, stuck at the end of that hallway, in the labyrinth of my consciousness.

			And yet how different those two children were! Lucie liked slipping under a comforter and resting her head on a pillow, happily abandoning herself to the night. Her dreams were gardens, and when she woke, she would invite me into them. Back when she agreed to describe them to me, I’d wandered through them, touched by the beauty of these secondary worlds where my child spent almost half her existence. Lucie was a great dreamer, as others are great musicians. At a very young age, she’d managed to talk about the tiniest details of her nocturnal adventures, and I’d encouraged her to do this. People have varying degrees of talent with dreams: Some of my patients didn’t remember them, or didn’t know how to talk about them, others were cruelly lacking in dream imagination. Even if woken right in the middle of REM sleep, some people couldn’t describe anything at all. Their dreams evaporated during the very process of remembering; the effort they were making caused this dissipation. My daughter experienced the dreamworld as intensely as the waking world and she forgot nothing.

			When she was a baby, I constantly peered into her crib to check she was still breathing. Pierre was very soon irked by this attentiveness toward Lucie. And yet he was the one who’d wanted her. But who could have guessed that a baby would take up so much space in the mind of a woman who’d never longed to be a mother?

			I stood up without a sound and folded my daughter’s clothes that she had strewn on the floor. Her star-­pattern slippers slung in a corner took me back to the far end of my parents’ apartment again, to the bedside of the little girl I’d been, the child who put her slippers in exactly the right place every evening in the vain hope that she’d be able to escape.

			I lay down in Lucie’s bed, huddled up to her, and I too fell asleep in the house with no eyelids that stood in a wild windswept landscape, a sleeping cottage at the end of a potholed lane, far, so far from everything, particularly Pierre. I fell asleep in that cabin with no TV, no phone signal, and no curtains.

			Abandoned to this night in which there was nothing but Lucie and myself.

			 

			*

			 

			Night of February 1, Paris

			 

			He’s pacing around his ransacked apartment, pacing around in the middle of the night. He can’t break out of the loop, can’t stop walking, he’s been going over and over the same thoughts for five days as he tramples the detritus of their life. The scraps! Plates, cups, ashtrays, shards of bottles, he’s emptied the closets and thrown everything on the floor, the remains crunch under his feet. Plastic, crystal, porcelain. Scraps! He’s been drinking eau-­de-­vie in the freebie glasses that had survived and then throwing them against the wall. It was fantastically theatrical, he liked the noise the glasses made as they shattered against the bare walls. The floor is littered with slivers of glass, and all the photos of her, of them, of their family, are scattered about, their kisses torn apart, their holidays lacerated, their honeymoon slashed, Lucie on the day she was born, Lucie in her mother’s bare arms, Lucie taking her first steps, kisses, glances, laughter, reduced to scraps! Fragments of paper faces carpeting their apartment’s parquet floor. All the moments he religiously captured, framed, and hung on the walls to display their conformist little happiness, all these memories—he wants to rip them from his mind. But tearing up gloss paper isn’t enough to erase them. They’re still there under his feet and keep reassembling themselves. A cutting from a photo and Eva’s whole face blooms again in his mind’s eye. Her dark eyes, the clear outline of her profile, her perennial close-­cropped hairstyle. 

			The doors are all cracked, he laid into them, punching and kicking. His hands hurt but not enough to make him forget. The pain isn’t strong enough yet to knock him out, to push aside his anger.

			The bitch took off with their kid and now nothing’s where it should be. He’s knocked stuff around, all the meaningless things they chose together, the apartment’s in chaos, his head’s exploding, and now that there’s nothing left to break he’s pacing in circles over the ruins of their shared life. It’s almost midnight and, just like the previous nights, he won’t be able to sleep, he knows he won’t, he never will again. He’s realized that he can’t get to sleep without her. If only he could escape, escape his thoughts just for a moment, and fall asleep. But he’s pacing in circles.

			On the first day when Lucie didn’t come out of the study hall at six o’clock, when he waited—irritably—by the door of her primary school for the kid to have the good grace to appear at last, when the principal told him his wife had come to collect their daughter at lunchtime and she’d informed them that Lucie would be missing a few days of school, he had no idea what was going on. The principal looked him right in the eye as she added that Eva had explained this absence and mentioned family issues, serious family issues. She dealt him this blow and then expressed surprise that he wasn’t aware; he sucked it up, not betraying any emotion or pressing for more information. He left without another word and immediately ran home, thinking something must have happened, but what? He looked to see if Eva had left a message on his cell phone, but no, she hadn’t deigned to let him know.

			It turns out he wasn’t suspicious enough! He wasn’t expecting to be deserted like this. He’d imagined plenty of things over the years, he’d often caught her deep in conversation with men and he hated their complicity when he spotted it: A smile or a lingering glance was sometimes enough to make him go off at the deep end. He could definitely picture her fucking one them, and maybe going so far as to leave him, but not like this.

			When he reached the apartment, he didn’t notice the note on the bed. Even though it was plain to see. Eva and Lucie weren’t there. The apartment was silent. He made dinner that evening, he even took out a bottle of Chablis, promising himself that if Eva came back, right now, or even late into the night, he wouldn’t make a scene, he wouldn’t say anything, or hardly. Eventually he saw the note: I’m going away with Lucie, I’m leaving you. Don’t come looking for me. He was stunned. Two sentences on a piece of squared paper she’d probably torn from one of Lucie’s exercise books.

			Only then did the anger that he’d been containing boil over, an irrepressible surge, an explosion of violence against belongings, against the walls, against himself. He didn’t sleep at all and in the morning he drove recklessly fast to the hospital. When he reached his wife’s department, he couldn’t stem his rage for long and the stupid assholes called security. 

			He can’t think what else to break to exorcize this burning feeling, to be rid of the fury which is making him holler; he’s lost his voice, and his fingers are covered in blood, so are the walls. The neighbors got scared, they thought he’d killed them both, his wife and daughter, and they sent in the cops. He was questioned, threatened with jail, and then he sobbed like an abandoned kid, showed them the note, and told them his wife had left him. They decided to leave him to his heartbreak, he seemed calmer and refused to be taken to the hospital.

			He seemed calmer, but he wasn’t.

			His anger tastes like blood. He’s thinking that he sacrificed his life to them, the best years of his life. He knows what a cliché that is and this only stokes his resentment. She has no respect for anything, she’s destroying what they have by presenting him with this mediocre ending. Just a measly goodbye letter. Not even a letter, a snippet of a one-­liner, scrawled in a hurry.

			She’s made a run for it with her ass-­wipe head of department, for sure!

			He tried to talk to the guy this afternoon but couldn’t control himself and it all got out of hand in the hospital parking lot within three minutes. He’s pretty sure he broke the pretentious dick’s nose. He doesn’t give a damn, they can send him to prison, maybe some time in the slammer—the violence of the slammer—will calm him. He wants to tear down the whole world, he would if he could, he’d reduce Paris to rubble. The city’s full of her, it’s taunting him and he can’t stand the place anymore, Eva’s presence has permeated every neighborhood at every time of day, and the worst of it is that he never forgets anything, he can remember their first meeting down to the tiniest detail, the blue dress and sneakers she was wearing, the way she walked, the plastic bags she was laden with, the way she smiled when she approached him on that café terrace to bum a cigarette, the husky voice she had back then, the taste of the wine they drank together, sitting facing Boucicaut Métro station, a cold white wine, a Chablis. Her hair was already very short at the time, she could have been mistaken for a teenage boy. So slight with a huge laugh. She told him she was studying for her first-­year exams at med school, she didn’t have time to fall in love, or to get a job, but she’d like to spend the night with him, adding that she couldn’t take him to her place because she didn’t have a place anymore and didn’t know where to sleep. He didn’t ask any questions and invited her into his nest under the eaves. Two attic rooms converted into a studio and loaned from his aunt. He liked the way she didn’t seem to give a damn about anything, especially about feelings, the way she gave him one night in her life for the pleasure of it, a night with no tomorrows. But in the morning, he looked at her plastic bags full of schoolwork, her graceful, elfin body which was too delicate to carry them, and he felt a need—the need for tomorrows—rise inside him. Yes, he woke before her with this obsession on his mind: to keep her with him. He was a godsend to her with his little place under the eaves! She let him persuade her—he can be very persuasive—and unpacked her bags into his studio for a week. And, gradually, he tamed her; she spent her days buried in her books, writing note cards. He was doing much the same thing himself, but it took him a lot less time. He even let her have his desk and sat himself on the sofa where he spent hours watching her, trying to understand who this woman was, and what to do to ensure she never left.

			He got into the prestigious École Normale Supérieur with flying colors and she moved on to her second year of med school. It was a period of social escapism for both of them. He gave private lessons to fill the fridge. Everything came easily to him. She didn’t think of him as worryingly, freakishly intelligent, but admired his phenomenal brain, and they both completed their studies thanks to the studio loaned by his aunt and to their shared energy. He provided for her, supported her, loved her . . . And then she changed, they

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	
OEBPS/image/Cover.jpg
Your Animal
Dreams

anovel







OEBPS/image/logoee.jpg
Europa

editions






