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Bivouac

I LAY THERE WAITING FOR TIME TO PASS, TIPPED back to horizontal in the dentist’s chair, my eyes roving over the Styrofoam drop ceiling, my feet up, and my teeth sunk into an alginate-based, fluoride-flavoured paste. The clamour of the boulevard reached me from far off, the young practitioner standing behind me clinked the tools on her tray, and I could trace a thin stream of Middle Eastern music in this little primeval chaos while the mould hardened. And so my mouth was full and I was concentrating on not swallowing when the dentist came up to me and held her phone up to my eyes: look, a human jawbone from the Mesolithic, they found it in the 15th arrondissement, on rue Henry-Farman, in 2008.

On the screen, lit up against a black background like a precious object, I distinctly recognised a jaw, a bone that still had four molars in their sockets. The chin was protruding, expressing something like an appetite, a strength, a will. Good teeth, even if worn. The jaw is very important, the dentist continued in a reedy voice, slipping the phone into her shirt pocket, it’s the only mobile bone in the face, and speaking, eating, seeing well, or even standing upright and balanced – all of this concerns the jaw. Our whole organism is suspended from this see-saw.

I closed my eyes. For a few months now, dizziness and migraines had been wreaking havoc on my life. They could come on at any time, breaking and entering without warning – headaches usually at the end of the day. I tried to note the commonalities in their onset, whether lack of sleep, too much alcohol, some upset, but couldn’t find a pattern and had become a woman on high alert, vulnerable, precarious. Yesterday once again, in the middle of the afternoon while I was working on the urgent and badly paid translation of subtitles for an entire season of the series Out into the Open – six runaway teenagers survive in a forest in Oregon – I felt the pain quiver in my temple, furtive at first, nearly clandestine, but sly and (I knew from experience) capable of inflaming my whole head in the space of a single second. And yet, the apartment was bathed in a thick silence, full of the resonance of familiar rooms in the off hours, when they’re deserted, deactivated like abandoned base camps – and then indecipherable forms rise up, reliefs, strange traces that we contemplate at length. Twenty minutes later, I was flat on my back in the dark.

Shall we begin? The dentist looked at her watch and readjusted her blue mask, her eyes above it like those of a Persian cat, and then I opened wide and she leaned over to remove the mould from my upper jaw, jiggling the handle of the metal form below my palate vigorously – her force surprised me, I felt like my teeth were going to be pulled right out. When the mould emerged she examined it at length, turning it this way and that under the light, and then she nodded, satisfied, as I spat out little pebbles of pink paste into a bowl. Great, now we’ll do the same for the bottom jaw. She moved through the room, agile in her red trainers, digitigrade gait and slender dancer’s waist, plait like a metronome, then perched on a stool beside the chair and prepared another batch of alginate cut with water on her tray, concentrating. I wiped my chin with a paper towel. Where was the prehistoric jawbone? I heard myself ask – the words rolling from my lips like more little pebbles, final crumbs of pink paste – as I watched her slender arms working, round and muscled, covered in freckles. One sec, we’ll have a look after. She got up, stuffed the full mould back into my mouth – a purée with a squeaky texture – and I listened to her rinse her hands at the sink before she answered my question in her clear voice: it was rue Henry-Farman, near the Paris heliport, the Balard Métro station.

*

My eyes wandered towards the drop ceiling once more, and I began to visualise the meander of the Seine near Boulogne, the islands, the ring road, while these three names, Farman, heliport, Balard – names as quick-setting as the paste – resonated in my temples, bringing back the neighbourhood where Olive Formose had lived, her apartment where I spent three days when I was thirteen; and, progressively, the grid of Styrofoam tiles above me became no more than a vast confluence, their light, flaky relief a zone of encounters and turmoil, where memories formed swirling currents, as in a tidepool.

I sometimes called her Aunt Olive, and she didn’t like it when I did: Olive Formose was not my aunt but a friend of my mother who had moved to Paris after the death of her fiancé in a helicopter accident in the Port of Le Havre. I must have been three or four then. All I knew about her was that she lived alone, had no children, and worked in television: very little, in short, but powerful pieces of data – tragedy and show business, solitude – which sketched the contours of an intriguing feminine figure, intimate and close, although no-one could be further from my known world. Olive never came to see us, telephoned only rarely, and yet every year my mother went to Paris to spend a few days with her. She never missed this visit, which would certainly have required, I realise now, a fair amount of organisation, including negotiating her absence with my father, and then my brothers becoming unmanageable the day before she left, and me listless, distant. I was quite happy to make things difficult for her – I loved being the daughter of a woman who went to see her friend in Paris, and if she hadn’t been able to leave, it would have been my undoing as well, but still, it was stronger than me: beside Olive (I saw them in photos posed together in unknown places, laughing and legendary, cigarettes dangling, legs tanned and hair wild), my mother became someone else, a rare, mysterious woman, and I was jealous of this mystery.

One day in November, All Saints’ Day, I’m the one who’s leaving. I cross the station in Le Havre like a queen, wearing a crimson wool gabardine coat belted at the waist, Levi’s, and new trainers, hands clutching the handles of a leather-trimmed canvas travel bag, and I don’t even look back at my siblings who’ve come to see me off, envious, seething, moaning over their lot while I prepare to escape. Olive is there to meet me at the end of the track, smaller and older than in my memory, wearing pleated trousers, a Prince of Wales kimono jacket, and a black beret. She smiles at me with red lips, her head tilted to the side, and I can tell she’s examining me, you’re tall for your age, it’s getting dark, we board the Métro, I memorise the names of the stations on the line until we reach the last stop and get off, a bistro on place Balard, I hope you’re hungry, the lights ricochet off the gold tubing of the counters, I don’t take my eyes off her, the server has a cleft lip and calls her Miss Olive, I order the steak-frîtes and a chocolate mousse, she dines on a poached egg and an Irish coffee, after which we crowd into the narrow lift, the two-room apartment on the top floor is open to the night sky, and, far off, the Seine lies shimmering. Olive pours herself a whisky and rests her forehead against the bay window for a long moment. I’m glad to get to know you. There’s a sleeping bag on the living room sofa, I lay my head on a batik cushion, lights sweep across the ceiling, blueish haloes move over the walls: I’m sleeping under the stars. Out into the Open. In the night, I hear helicopters.

The aircraft had exploded the instant one of the rotor blades touched the water, and her fiancé, who was piloting, disintegrated in the atmosphere, his body’s matter pulverised, scattered over the surface of the sea, drifting to the bottom of the impenetrable Channel. Heat and dust. I sometimes caught her following the flight of civil security helicopters over the ring road with her eyes and talking to herself, leaving a halo of steam on the windowpane – I wondered if she was hearing a voice. We ate all our meals at the bistro – she didn’t cook at all – went to the cinema at Odéon in the evenings, and one morning, she took me with her to the TV station. The high life. On my last day, at the end of the afternoon, thunder rumbled, lightning sheared the sky, and the windows trembled. It’s your last night. We had a drink of strong alcohol, a toast. I had grown up. My centre of gravity had shifted a few centimetres.

*

Yoo-hoo! Three minutes is up, we’re taking out the mould. I open my eyes to the Styrofoam sky where helicopters dance. The dentist is above me, very close – her pendant, a small gold metal canoe, dangles beside my nose. We’re almost finished here, I’ll release you in a sec.

Later, she fills out different forms – estimate, bill, treatment plan – and I scan the room, my eyes stopping on a few dental moulds piled in a corner between promotional pens and other freebies from laboratories; I’m immediately disturbed by these strange replicas in blue, pink, or grey plaster, these mute and lonely human jaws lying there as though extracted from their skeletons, some of them tense and gritting their teeth, while others, wide open, seem to be screaming at the top of their lungs. Absent-mindedly, I begin massaging my jaw: fingers at my temples rub the ball of the joint, palpate the bone at the base of my ear, knead my cheeks. The dentist mentions a follow-up appointment and the potential benefit of a temporomandibular scan, but her voice is far away now, I can’t take my eyes off these plaster reproductions, so precise, so detailed – a minuscule space between two molars, the serrated edge of an incisor, a groove on the enamel of a canine – that they are filled with presence, each correlated to a unique being, a person who came here and lay in this same chair, anxious perhaps, with their particular mouth problem. And now I can make out the names written in pencil on the bases of the moulds, and I remember that it’s the study of teeth, whether in isolated cases or mass disasters, that sometimes offers the only possibility for formal identification, as reliable as genetic or digital prints – Olive, wearing a thin bottle-green cardigan that shows her clavicle and the palpitations of her fragile neck: he had no burial, they didn’t find anything that might identify him, no remains, no medal, not even a tooth.

*

The appointment is almost over. The dentist had held out the papers one by one, summing up everything, professional, I handed her my Health Card and credit card, and now I’m putting things back in my bag, ready to break camp, but she’s not moving: I can’t see what she’s looking at on her computer as her expression changes. She frowns. Her fingers click the mouse, and then her face lights up as she turns the screen towards me, with the photo of the mandible again, the great relic, and together, suddenly close, shoulder to shoulder above her desk, we read out loud: on the banks of an old arm of the Seine, nomads, the last hunter-gatherers of prehistory, set up their camp; hunting stations, bivouacs; they stopped here many times, treated game, cut up meat, tanned hides, whittled arrowheads, leaving behind traces that archaeologists would bring to light ten thousand years later, over the course of months spent kneeling on the ground – traces of flint and sandstone, animal remains, evidence of a firepit, and a little way away, isolated near a fragment of femur, this old mouth on the ground with its four teeth, this human bone that persists, this debris which nothing has overcome, not the earth, not the river, not even ten thousand years of land use and conquest of the sky. We don’t know if it’s linked to a burial plot. Staring at this jaw without a voice, I wonder how these men and women talked, I want to hear them. Today, a household-waste sorting centre stands in the spot of the 2008 archaeological dig.

The dentist gets up, walks around her desk, and I observe her movements, synchronous and steady on her feet. When we reach the doorway, she says again that an unbalanced bite could definitely be causing my migraines and vertigo, and she holds out a hand that I take, my mind elsewhere, drawn to those plaster mouths pushed into a corner, those mute and fragile mouths like improperly steam traps, and I’m thinking of my own, which doesn’t close properly, and which will soon join the others.




Mountain Stream and Iron Filings

MY NEW RADIO ARRIVED TONIGHT, A BEAUTIFUL orange vintage Optalix. I admired it from all angles, and the instant I put the batteries in, it began spitting out its iron filings – sharp little sounds like arrowheads shot by some sadistic miniature archer hidden inside the casing. I found the notched knob on the side and turned it feverishly to flush out an audible frequency on the FM band. I felt like I was crossing another dimension of reality in a breaststroke, immersed in the crackling of electromagnetic waves, when a human voice emerged from the depths against the soundtrack of a tropical forest: . . . scientific observations have established that chimpanzees and rhesus macaques lower their pitch during altercations to signal to the other members of the group that they are ready to fight, to protect their resources, and to assert their status. I stopped the red line, listened to the recorded cries of the primates and the rustling of the tree canopy, and then the programme was over – a woman’s voice, slightly husky and with a masculine tessitura, greeted listeners and announced that tonight would be the longest night of the year.

Now, instead of going to sleep, I’m drifting: the vocal modulations of chimpanzees and rhesus monkeys, radio voices that blur gender, and the night like a sound reflector, all of this brings back that freezing day in December, a Friday, when I saw Zoé again after a long stretch of time (with no other cause than a reciprocal negligence), a date we’d agreed to by text, thus avoiding the blandness of blaming stressful lives in Western megacities, lack of space, and time that flies.

*

Legend has it that true friends are those who know how to reconnect in an instant, to meet again “as though they had seen each other just yesterday”, and that evening, when Zoé appeared on the terrace of the Babylonian Café, splendid in a black peacoat, Turkey-red lipstick and matching boots, this was the feeling I had at first: here she is. I watched her zigzag between tables, caught in the reddish halo of the heat lamps, and settle like a flower. We ordered two White Russians right away and clinked our glasses, looking each other in the eye, reunions require it. And yet, sitting there before our cocktails of cream and vodka, and even though we certainly saw ourselves as solid friends, instead of spitting it out immediately, we skated over a sham of platitudes, nonchalant small talk with the sole function, we both knew it, of acting like a guy rope on the situation, putting off the moment when we would finally talk.

*

So, have I changed? Her eyes stirred in mine like silver-fish. Prelude over, I thought. I would have liked to have given a waxed-canvas response, light, to have said airily, “everyone changes,” as I picked up another olive from the Moroccan bowl, but in fact, Zoé sat there like a doppelgänger of herself, without me being
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