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  About the Author

  


  Georges Perec (193682) won the Prix Renaudot in 1965 for his first novel Things: A Story of the Sixties, and went on to exercise his unrivalled mastery of language in almost every imaginable kind of writing, from the apparently trivial to the deeply personal. He composed acrostics, anagrams, autobiography, criticism, crosswords, descriptions of dreams, film scripts, heterograms, lipograms, memories, palindromes, plays, poetry, radio plays, recipes, riddles, stories short and long, travel notes, univocalics, and, of course, novels. Life A User’s Manual, which draws on many of Perec’s other works, appeared in 1978 after nine years in the making and was acclaimed a masterpiece to put beside Joyce’s Ulysses. It won the Prix Médicis and established Perec’s international reputation.


  David Bellos, the translator, is Professor of French Studies at the University of Manchester. He is the author of several works on Balzac, and also of the prize-winning biography Georges Perec: A Life in Words.
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  Chronology


  
    
    

    
      	1833

      	Birth of James Sherwood.
    


    
      	1856

      	Birth of the Countess of Beaumont.
    


    
      	

      	Birth of Corinne Marcion.
    


    
      	1870

      	Birth of Grace Twinker.
    


    
      	

      	Sherwoods Cough Pastilles boom.
    


    
      	1871

      	Corinne Marcion enters service in Paris.
    


    
      	1875

      	Rue Simon-Crubellier parcelled out for building.
    


    
      	1876

      	Birth of Fernand de Beaumont.
    


    
      	1885

      	Lubin Auzère completes the construction of the apartment house at No. 11.
    


    
      	1887

      	IIIrd Congress of the International Union of Historical Sciences.
    


    
      	1891

      	Theft of the “Vase of the Passion” from the Museum of Antiquities at Utrecht.
    


    
      	1892

      	Birth of Marie-Thérèse Moreau.
    


    
      	1896

      	James Sherwood buys the “Vase of the Passion”.
    


    
      	1898

      	Arrest of a ring of counterfeiters in Argentina.
    


    
      	1900

      	Corinne and Honoré Marcion meet at the Universal Exhibition.
    


    
      	

      	Death of James Sherwood.
    


    
      	

      	Birth of Véra Orlova.
    


    
      	

      	Birth of Cinoc.
    


    
      	

      	Birth of Percival Bartlebooth.
    


    
      	1902

      	Birth of Léon Marcia.
    


    
      	1903

      	Caruso makes his debut at the Metropolitan.
    


    
      	1904

      	June 16: Bloom’s Day.
    


    
      	

      	Birth of Albert Massy.
    


    
      	1909

      	Birth of Marcel Appenzzell.
    


    
      	1910

      	Birth of Gaspard Winckler.
    


    
      	1911

      	Birth of Marguerite.
    


    
      	

      	21 January: arrest of Panarchist leaders.
    


    
      	1914

      	26 September: Death of Olivier Gratiolet at Perthès-lez-Hurlus.
    


    
      	1916

      	Birth of Hervé Nochère.
    


    
      	1917

      	Birth of Clara Lichtenfeld.
    


    
      	

      	Death of Juste Gratiolet.
    


    
      	

      	19 May: Augustus B. Clifford and Bernard Lehameau lose their right arms when their HQ is shelled.
    


    
      	1918

      	Summary execution of all the males of the Orlov family; Véra Orlova and her mother flee to Crimea and then to Vienna.
    


    
      	1919

      	Under various names, Rémi Rorschach attempts to make a career in music hall.
    


    
      	

      	Monsieur Hardy opens a restaurant in Paris and takes on Henri Fresnel as chef.
    


    
      	

      	October: Serge Valène moves into Rue Simon-Crubellier.
    


    
      	1920

      	Birth of Olivier Gratiolet.
    


    
      	

      	Birth of Cyrille Altamont.
    


    
      	

      	Work starts on the Upper Boubandjida mines.
    


    
      	1922

      	Gaspard Winckler begins his apprenticeship with Monsieur Gouttman.
    


    
      	1923

      	8 May: Ferdinand Gratiolet reaches Garoua.
    


    
      	

      	Léon Marcia falls ill.
    


    
      	1924

      	Henri Fresnel marries Alice.
    


    
      	

      	Albert Massy rides in the Giro d’Italia, then in the Tour de France.
    


    
      	

      	July: Adrien Jérôme sits the agrégation examination in history; in October, he is appointed to the Lycée Pasteur at Neuilly and moves into Rue Simon-Crubellier.
    


    
      	1925

      	Birth of Paul Hébert.
    


    
      	

      	Lift installed.
    


    
      	

      	Bartlebooth begins taking watercolour lessons.
    


    
      	

      	15 October: Massy beats the world record for the one-hour motor-paced time trial, but his performance is not officially recognised; on 14 November, his second attempt fails.
    


    
      	

      	24 December: fire in the Danglars’s flat.
    


    
      	1926

      	3 January: sudden disappearance of the Danglars. One week later, they are arrested at the Swiss border.
    


    
      	

      	Ferdinand Gratiolet returns from Africa and founds an exotic-hides business.
    


    
      	

      	Jean Richepin lectures at the Pfisterhof.
    


    
      	

      	26 November: Fernand de Beaumont marries Véra Orlova.
    


    
      	1927

      	The Pfisterhof patients subscribe to a scholarship to allow Léon Marcia to pursue his studies.
    


    
      	1928

      	Rémi Rorschach begins his African adventure.
    


    
      	1929

      	Death of Gouttman.
    


    
      	

      	Birth of Blanche Gardel.
    


    
      	

      	Birth of Elizabeth de Beaumont; Véra Orlova tours North America.
    


    
      	

      	Cat Spade wins the Combined Forces’ boxing tournament.
    


    
      	

      	Bartlebooth buys a flat at 11 Rue Simon-Crubellier.
    


    
      	

      	March: Gaspard Winckler arrives in Paris; in October, he enlists and leaves for Morocco.
    


    
      	

      	October: Henri Fresnel abandons his restaurant.
    


    
      	1930

      	Fernand de Beaumont begins excavating at Oviedo.
    


    
      	

      	Léon Marcia begins to publish.
    


    
      	

      	January: birth of Ghislain Fresnel.
    


    
      	

      	Birth of Madame Nochère.
    


    
      	

      	Birth of Olivia Norvell.
    


    
      	

      	November: Gaspard Winckler, discharged from military service, meets Marguerite at Marseilles.
    


    
      	1931

      	April: fire at Ferdinand Gratiolet’s exotic-hides warehouse.
    


    
      	

      	May: Marc Gratiolet passes the agrégation in philosophy.
    


    
      	1932

      	Marcel Appenzzell leaves for Sumatra.
    


    
      	

      	Rémi Rorschach’s novel, African Gold, is published.
    


    
      	

      	Death of Ferdinand Gratiolet in Argentina.
    


    
      	

      	Gaspard and Marguerite Winckler move into 11 Rue Simon-Crubellier.
    


    
      	

      	Henri Fresnel’s troupe breaks up.
    


    
      	1934

      	Mme Hourcade makes 500 black boxes for Bartlebooth’s future jigsaw puzzles.
    


    
      	

      	Birth of Joseph Nieto.
    


    
      	

      	March: Death of Emile Gratiolet.
    


    
      	

      	3 September: Death of Gérard Gratiolet.
    


    
      	1935

      	Death of Madame Hébert.
    


    
      	

      	January: Bartlebooth paints his first watercolour at Gijón.
    


    
      	

      	August: end of excavations at Oviedo.
    


    
      	

      	11 September: murder of Antoine Brodin in Florida; in the following weeks, Hélène Brodin tracks down and executes his three murderers.
    


    
      	

      	12 November: suicide of Fernand de Beaumont; he is buried on 16 Nov. at Lédignan, in the presence of Bartlebooth, who returns specially from Corsica.
    


    
      	1936

      	Bartlebooth in Europe; in March, Scotland (Isle of Skye).
    


    
      	

      	Birth of Michel Claveau.
    


    
      	

      	Birth of Célia Crespi’s son.
    


    
      	1937

      	Bartlebooth in Europe; in July, on board his yacht The Halcyon, he follows the Yugoslav coast from Trieste to Dubrovnik, with Serge Valène, Marguerite and Gaspard Winckler as his guests; in December, he is at Cap São Vicente (Portugal).
    


    
      	

      	April: Henri Fresnel sets off for Brazil.
    


    
      	

      	Lino Margay marries Josette Massy.
    


    
      	1938

      	Bartlebooth in Africa; in February, Hammamet; in June, Alexandria.
    


    
      	

      	15 March: Anschluss.
    


    
      	

      	Death of Henri Gratiolet.
    


    
      	

      	Marcel Appenzzell arrives in Paris.
    


    
      	1939

      	January: Smautf buys a tricephalous crucifix in the Agadir souk.
    


    
      	

      	March: Marcel Appenzzell returns to Sumatra.
    


    
      	

      	April: Josette Margay returns to live with her brother; Lino
    


    
      	

      	Margay meets Ferri the Eyetie en route to South America.
    


    
      	

      	August: Bartlebooth reaches Kenya; on the 10th, Smautf dines at Mr Macklin’s.
    


    
      	1940

      	Bartlebooth in Africa.
    


    
      	

      	François-Pierre LaJoie struck off the medical register.
    


    
      	

      	April: Henri Fresnel reaches New York, where he is taken on as cook by Grace Twinker.
    


    
      	

      	20 May: Olivier Gratiolet taken prisoner.
    


    
      	

      	6 June: Death of Marie-Thérèse Moreau’s husband.
    


    
      	1941

      	Bartlebooth in Africa.
    


    
      	

      	7 December: Pearl Harbor attacked.
    


    
      	1942

      	Bartlebooth in Africa.
    


    
      	

      	Operation “Cyclops” in Normandy.
    


    
      	

      	Battle of the Coral Sea.
    


    
      	

      	Death of Anne Voltimand, Gaspard Winckler’s sister.
    


    
      	

      	18 April: Marc Gratiolet appointed to the staff of Fernand de Brinon; in May, takes steps to have Olivier released.
    


    
      	

      	June: Lino Margay leaves prison.
    


    
      	1943

      	Bartlebooth in South America.
    


    
      	

      	Death of Louis Gratiolet.
    


    
      	

      	23 June: assassination of Ordnance General Pferdleichter.
    


    
      	

      	14 July: imaginary birth of the five Trévins sisters.
    


    
      	

      	7 October: arrest of Paul Hébert.
    


    
      	

      	November: death of Marguerite Winckler.
    


    
      	1944

      	Bartlebooth in South America.
    


    
      	

      	May: death of Grégoire Voltimand on the Garigliano.
    


    
      	

      	June: Mme Appenzzell killed near Vassieux-en-Vercors.
    


    
      	

      	June: Marc Gratiolet murdered in Lyons.
    


    
      	

      	July: Albert Massy returns from Compulsory Labour Service.
    


    
      	

      	August: Liberation of Paris; death of Célia Crespi’s son.
    


    
      	

      	September: Troyan returns to Paris.
    


    
      	1945

      	Bartlebooth in Central America.
    


    
      	

      	Elizabeth de Beaumont runs away from her mother.
    


    
      	

      	Birth of Elzbieta Orlowska.
    


    
      	

      	Paul Hébert liberated.
    


    
      	

      	Anti-French riots in Damascus; death of René Albin.
    


    
      	

      	The chemist Wehsal turned around by the US as part of Operation Paperclip.
    


    
      	

      	Lino Margay, transfigured, comes back for Josette.
    


    
      	

      	Léon and Clara Marcia move into Rue Simon-Crubellier; Clara buys Massy’s saddlery and turns it into a curio shop.
    


    
      	1946

      	Bartlebooth in North America.
    


    
      	

      	Birth of David Marcia.
    


    
      	

      	Birth of Caroline Echard.
    


    
      	

      	Flora Albin repatriated.
    


    
      	

      	26 January: Olivia Norvell marries Jeremy Bishop; on 7 February, she leaves him, and Australia, for the US.
    


    
      	1947

      	Death of Hélène Brodin.
    


    
      	

      	Cinoc moves into Rue Simon-Crubellier.
    


    
      	1948

      	Bartlebooth in North America; November, Santa Catalina Island (California).
    


    
      	

      	Fire at the Rueil Palace cinema: François and Marthe Gratiolet amongst those killed.
    


    
      	

      	Ingeborg Skrifter and Blunt Stanley meet.
    


    
      	1949

      	Bartlebooth in Asia.
    


    
      	

      	Birth of Ethel Rogers.
    


    
      	

      	November: death of the Honorés.
    


    
      	

      	November: Count Della Marsa commissions the Ballets Frère; in December, Blanche Gardel goes to London to have an abortion; suicide of Maximilien Riccetti.
    


    
      	1950

      	Bartlebooth in Asia.
    


    
      	

      	Birth of Valentin Collot, called Young Riri.
    


    
      	

      	Olivia Norvell makes her last two feature films.
    


    
      	

      	July: Blunt Stanley leaves for Korea; a few weeks later, he deserts.
    


    
      	1951

      	Bartlebooth in Asia; October, Okinawa.
    


    
      	

      	Death of Grace Twinker.
    


    
      	

      	April: marriage of Cyrille Altamont and Blanche Gardel; in May, they move into 11 Rue Simon-Crubellier; almost simultaneously, Cyrille Altamont joins BIDREM and leaves for Geneva.
    


    
      	1952

      	Bartlebooth in Oceania; February, Solomon Islands; October, Tasmania.
    


    
      	

      	Ingeborg, Blunt, and Carlos arrive in Paris.
    


    
      	

      	Paul Hébert returns to Rue Simon-Crubellier after treatment in a sanatorium and meets Laetizia Grifalconi.
    


    
      	1953

      	Bartlebooth in the Indian Ocean; in the Seychelles, Smautf swaps his crucifix for a statue of the tricephalous Mother-Goddess.
    


    
      	

      	11 June: accidental (or intentional) death of Erik Ericsson; flight of Elizabeth de Beaumont; suicide of Ewa Ericsson; on 13 June, Sven Ericsson finds the two corpses; at the same period, François Breidel leaves Arlon.
    


    
      	1954

      	Bartlebooth and Smautf cross Turkey, the Black Sea, the USSR up as far as the Arctic Circle, then follow the Norwegian coast; on 21 December, Bartlebooth paints his last seascape at Brouwershaven; on the 24th, he is back in Paris.
    


    
      	

      	Sven Ericsson identifies Elizabeth de Beaumont.
    


    
      	

      	April: Ingeborg Stanley and Aurelio Lopez murdered.
    


    
      	1955

      	Bartlebooth begins to assemble the puzzles made by Gaspard Winckler.
    


    
      	

      	Death of Michel Claveau.
    


    
      	

      	Kléber enters service with Bartlebooth.
    


    
      	

      	Elizabeth de Beaumont hides in the Cévennes.
    


    
      	

      	Hervé Nochère dies in Algeria.
    


    
      	

      	October: Paul Hébert transferred to Mazamet.
    


    
      	1956

      	The Claveaus leave the concierge’s office, which is taken over by Mme Nochère.
    


    
      	

      	Lise and Charles Berger meet at a recital by Gilbert Bécaud. Olivier Gratiolet is recalled to Algeria and is blown up by a land mine.
    


    
      	

      	July: publication of Pirandello’s In the Abyss in No. 40 of Les Lettres nouvelles.
    


    
      	

      	July: Elzbieta Orlowska meets Boubaker at a summer camp at Parçay-les-Pins.
    


    
      	1957

      	February: Countess of Beaumont dies at the age of 101.
    


    
      	

      	June: Elizabeth de Beaumont meets François Breidel; they marry in August, at Valence.
    


    
      	1958

      	Olivia Norvell and Rémi Rorschach meet at Davos.
    


    
      	

      	Bernard Dinteville begins his research.
    


    
      	

      	27 July: birth of Anne Breidel; 8 August: first letter from Elizabeth Breidel to Sven Ericsson.
    


    
      	1959

      	7 September: birth of Béatrice Breidel; second letter from Elizabeth to Sven Ericsson; 14 September, murder of Elizabeth and François Breidel; 17 September, suicide of Sven Ericsson.
    


    
      	

      	October: birth of Véronique Altamont.
    


    
      	1960

      	Foundation of the sect of The Three Free Men.
    


    
      	

      	Rémi Rorschach buys from Olivier the last two flats still owned by the Gratiolet family at 11 Rue Simon-Crubellier.
    


    
      	

      	Birth of Gilbert Berger.
    


    
      	

      	Olivier Gratiolet marries his nurse, Arlette Criolat.
    


    
      	

      	February: Morellet loses three fingers from his left hand.
    


    
      	

      	May: Grégoire Simpson loses his job at the Bibliothèque de l’Opéra.
    


    
      	

      	May: Private view of Hutting’s “Hazes” at Gallery 22.
    


    
      	

      	7 May: Léon Salini concludes his investigation of the death of the Breidel couple.
    


    
      	

      	19 December: première of Schmetterling’s Malakhitès.
    


    
      	1961

      	Disappearance of Grégoire Simpson.
    


    
      	

      	The Bergers move into 11 Rue Simon-Crubellier.
    


    
      	

      	Dinteville ends his research.
    


    
      	1962

      	The Plassaerts move into 11 Rue Simon-Crubellier.
    


    
      	

      	Birth of Isabelle Gratiolet.
    


    
      	

      	First of Professor LeBran-Chastel’s “stolen” publications.
    


    
      	1963

      	Birth of Rémi Plassaert.
    


    
      	1964

      	Caroline Echard breaks with David Marcia.
    


    
      	1965

      	Winckler begins to make Witches’ Mirrors.
    


    
      	

      	24 December: Arlette Criolat’s father strangles her, then commits suicide.
    


    
      	1966

      	Caroline Echard marries Philippe Marquiseaux.
    


    
      	

      	Elzbieta Orlowska gets to Tunis at last.
    


    
      	1967

      	The Silver Glen of Alva goes down.
    


    
      	

      	Birth of Mahmoud Orlowski.
    


    
      	1968

      	Death of Mme Echard.
    


    
      	

      	Death of M. Marquiseaux.
    


    
      	

      	May: Elzbieta Orlowska flees from Tunisia and reaches Paris; Bartlebooth’s seamstress, Gervaise, retires; Elzbieta moves into her room.
    


    
      	1969

      	Hutting sells a “Barricade” from Rue Gay-Lussac to an American collector.
    


    
      	1970

      	“Young Riri” bumps into Paul Hébert at Bar-le-Duc.
    


    
      	

      	Mme Hourcade retires; the Réols move into the flat vacated by her; an imprudent purchase of a luxurious bedroom suite forces them to marry a few months later. Henri Fresnel comes back to see Alice, who then leaves almost straight away to stay with her son in New Caledonia.
    


    
      	

      	February: first joint meeting of Marvel Houses Incorporated and International Hostellerie; in November, foundation of Marvel Houses International and Incorporated Hostellerie.
    


    
      	1971

      	Alice Fresnel writes to Mlle Crespi.
    


    
      	

      	4 June: David Marcia’s motorcycle accident in the 35th Gold Cup.
    


    
      	

      	December: the Rorschachs stay at St Moritz.
    


    
      	1972

      	Beyssandre hired by Marvel Houses International.
    


    
      	

      	Mme Adèle retires.
    


    
      	

      	Death of Emilio Grifalconi.
    


    
      	

      	Serge Valène sees Bartlebooth for the last time.
    


    
      	1973

      	Bartlebooth has an operation for a double cataract.
    


    
      	

      	Sam Horton changes sex.
    


    
      	

      	Beyssandre discovers Bartlebooth’s project.
    


    
      	

      	29 October: death of Gaspard Winckler.
    


    
      	1974

      	Publication of Memories of a Struggler, by Rémi Rorschach.
    


    
      	

      	April: Beyssandre’s first letter to Bartlebooth; 11 July: Beyssandre calls on Smautf and challenges Bartlebooth.
    


    
      	

      	August: ruined by the Kerkennah Festival, David Marcia returns to live at 11 Rue Simon-Crubellier.
    


    
      	

      	November: Morellet is put away.
    


    
      	1975

      	25 April: Bartlebooth learns of the death of the cameramen entrusted with the destruction of the 438th jigsaw.
    


    
      	

      	May: Marvel Houses abandon their plans.
    


    
      	

      	23 June: death of Percival Bartlebooth.
    


    
      	

      	15 August: death of Serge Valène.
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  Friendship, history, and literature have supplied me with some of the characters of this book. All other resemblances to living persons or to people having lived in reality or fiction can only be coincidental.


  G. P.


  Look with all your eyes, look


  (Jules Verne, Michael Strogoff)


  Preamble


  The eye follows the paths that have been laid down for it in the work


  (Paul Klee, Pädagogisches Skizzenbuch)


  To begin with, the art of jigsaw puzzles seems of little substance, easily exhausted, wholly dealt with by a basic introduction to Gestalt: the perceived object  we may be dealing with a perceptual act, the acquisition of a skill, a physiological system, or, as in the present case, a wooden jigsaw puzzle  is not a sum of elements to be distinguished from each other and analysed discretely, but a pattern, that is to say a form, a structure: the element’s existence does not precede the existence of the whole, it comes neither before nor after it, for the parts do not determine the pattern, but the pattern determines the parts: knowledge of the pattern and of its laws, of the set and its structure, could not possibly be derived from discrete knowledge of the elements that compose it. That means that you can look at a piece of a puzzle for three whole days, you can believe that you know all there is to know about its colouring and shape, and be no further on than when you started. The only thing that counts is the ability to link this piece to other pieces, and in that sense the art of the jigsaw puzzle has something in common with the art of go. The pieces are readable, take on a sense, only when assembled; in isolation, a puzzle piece means nothing  just an impossible question, an opaque challenge. But as soon as you have succeeded, after minutes of trial and error, or after a prodigious half-second flash of inspiration, in fitting it into one of its neighbours, the piece disappears, ceases to exist as a piece. The intense difficulty preceding this link-up  which the English word puzzle indicates so well  not only loses its raison d’être, it seems never to have had any reason, so obvious does the solution appear. The two pieces so miraculously conjoined are henceforth one, which in its turn will be a source of error, hesitation, dismay, and expectation.


  The role of the puzzle-maker is hard to define. In most cases  and in particular in all cardboard jigsaws  the puzzles are machine-made, and the lines of cutting are entirely arbitrary: a blanking die, set up once and for all, cuts the sheets of cardboard along identical lines every time. But such jigsaws are eschewed by the true puzzle-lover, not just because they are made of cardboard instead of wood, nor because the solutions are printed on the boxes they come in, but because this type of cut destroys the specific nature of jigsaw puzzles. Contrary to a widely and firmly held belief, it does not really matter whether the initial image is easy (or something taken to be easy  a genre scene in the style of Vermeer, for example, or a colour photograph of an Austrian castle) or difficult (a Jackson Pollock, a Pissarro, or the poor paradox of a blank puzzle). It’s not the subject of the picture, or the painter’s technique, which makes a puzzle more or less difficult, but the greater or lesser subtlety of the way it has been cut; and an arbitrary cutting pattern will necessarily produce an arbitrary degree of difficulty, ranging from the extreme of easiness  for edge pieces, patches of light, well-defined objects, lines, transitions  to the tiresome awkwardness of all the other pieces (cloudless skies, sand, meadow, ploughed land, shaded areas, etc.). and once the edges have been put together, the detail pieces put in place  the very light, almost whitish yellow fringe on the carpet on the table holding a lectern with an open book, the rich edging of the mirror, the lute, the woman’s red dress  and the bulk of the background pieces parcelled out according to their shade of grey, brown, white, or sky blue, then solving the puzzle consists simply of trying all the plausible combinations one by one.


  Pieces in puzzles of this kind come in classes of which the best-known are


  
    
      	
        the little chaps

      

      	[image: figure]
    


    
      	
        the double crosses
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        and the crossbars
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  The art of jigsaw puzzling begins with wooden puzzles cut by hand, whose maker undertakes to ask himself all the questions the player will have to solve, and, instead of allowing chance to cover his tracks, aims to replace it with cunning, trickery, and subterfuge. All the elements occurring in the image to be reassembled  this armchair covered in gold brocade, that three-pointed black hat with its rather ruined black plume, or that silver-braided bright yellow livery  serve by design as points of departure for trails that lead to false information. The organised, coherent, structured signifying space of the picture is cut up not only into inert, formless elements containing little information or signifying power, but also into falsified elements, carrying false information; two fragments of cornice made to fit each other perfectly when they belong in fact to two quite separate sections of the ceiling, the belt buckle of a uniform which turns out in extremis to be a metal clasp holding the chandelier, several almost identically cut pieces belonging, for one part, to a dwarf orange tree placed on a mantelpiece and, for the other part, to its scarcely attenuated reflection in a mirror, are classic examples of the types of traps puzzle-lovers come across.


  From this, one can make a deduction which is quite certainly the ultimate truth of jigsaw puzzles: despite appearances, puzzling is not a solitary game: every move the puzzler makes, the puzzle-maker has made before; every piece the puzzler picks up, and picks up again, and studies and strokes, every combination he tries, and tries a second time, every blunder and every insight, each hope and each discouragement have all been designed, calculated, and decided by the other.


  PART ONE


  CHAPTER ONE


  On the Stairs, 1


  YES, IT COULD begin this way, right here, just like that, in a rather slow and ponderous way, in this neutral place that belongs to all and to none, where people pass by almost without seeing each other, where the life of the building regularly and distantly resounds. What happens behind the flats’ heavy doors can most often be perceived only through those fragmented echoes, those splinters, remnants, shadows, those first moves or incidents or accidents that happen in what are called the “common areas”, soft little sounds damped by the red woollen carpet, embryos of communal life which never go further than the landing. The inhabitants of a single building live a few inches from each other, they are separated by a mere partition wall, they share the same spaces repeated along each corridor, they perform the same movements at the same times, turning on a tap, flushing the water closet, switching on a light, laying the table, a few dozen simultaneous existences repeated from storey to storey, from building to building, from street to street. They entrench themselves in their domestic dwelling space  since that is what it is called  and they would prefer nothing to emerge from it; but the little that they do let out  the dog on a lead, the child off to fetch the bread, someone brought back, someone sent away  comes out by way of the landing. For all that passes, passes by the stairs, and all that comes, comes by the stairs: letters, announcements of births, marriages, and deaths, furniture brought in or taken out by removers, the doctor called in an emergency, the traveller returning from a long voyage. It’s because of that that the staircase remains an anonymous, cold, and almost hostile place. In old buildings there used to be stone steps, wrought-iron handrails, sculptures, lamp-holders, sometimes a bench to allow old folk to rest between floors. In modern buildings there are lifts with walls covered in would-be obscene graffiti, and so-called “emergency” staircases in unrendered concrete, dirty and echoing. In this block of flats, where there is an old lift almost always out of order, the staircase is an old-fashioned place of questionable cleanliness, which declines in terms of middle-class respectability as it rises from floor to floor: two thicknesses of carpet as far as the third floor, thereafter only one, and none at all for the two attic floors.


  Yes, it will begin here: between the third and fourth storey at 11 Rue Simon-Crubellier. A woman of about forty is climbing the stairs; she is wearing a long imitation-leather raincoat and on her head a kind of felt hat shaped like a sugar-loaf, something like what one imagines a goblin’s hat to be, divided into red and grey squares. A big dun canvas hold-all, a case of the sort commonly called overnight bags, hangs on her right shoulder. A small cambric handkerchief is knotted through one of the chromed metal rings which attach the bag to its strap. Three motifs, which look as if they had been printed with a stencil, are regularly repeated over the whole fabric of the bag: a large pendulum clock, a round loaf cut through the middle, and a kind of copper receptacle without handles.


  The woman is looking at a plan held in her left hand. It’s just a sheet of paper, whose still visible creases attest to its having been folded in four, fixed by a paperclip to a thick cyclostyled volume  the terms of co-ownership relating to the flat this woman is about to visit. On the sheet there are in fact not one but three sketch-plans: the first, at the top right-hand corner, shows where the building is, roughly halfway along Rue Simon-Crubellier, which cuts at an angle across the quadrilateral formed by Rue Médéric, Rue Jadin, Rue de Chazelles, and Rue Léon Jost, in the Plaine Monceau district of the XVIIth arrondissement of Paris; the second, at the top left-hand corner, is a vertical cross-section of the building giving a diagrammatic picture of the layout of the flats and the names of some of the residents: Madame Nochère, concierge; Madame de Beaumont, second floor right; Bartlebooth, third floor left; Rémi Rorschach, television producer, fourth floor left; Dr Dinteville, sixth floor left, as well as the empty flat, sixth floor right, occupied by Gaspard Winckler, craftsman, until his death; the third plan, in the lower half of the sheet, is of Winckler’s flat: three rooms facing the street, kitchen and bathroom on the courtyard side, and a boxroom without natural light.


  The woman carries in her right hand a bulky set of keys, no doubt the keys of all the flats she has inspected that day; some are fixed to novelty key-rings: a miniature bottle of Marie Brizard apéritif, a golf tee and a wasp, a double-six domino, and a plastic octagonal token in which is set a tuberose flower.


  It is almost two years since Gaspard Winckler died. He had no child. He was not known to have any surviving family. Bartlebooth entrusted a notary with the task of finding any heirs he might have. His only sister, Madame Anne Voltimand, died in 1942. His nephew, Grégoire Voltimand, had been killed on the Garigliano in May 1944, at the breakthrough on the Gustav line. The notary took many months to unearth a third cousin of Winckler’s called Antoine Rameau, who worked for a manufacturer of knockdown divans. The taxes on the inheritance, added to the legal costs of the search for heirs, turned out to be so high that Antoine Rameau had to auction off everything. It is already a few months since the furniture was dispersed at the Sale Rooms, and a few weeks since the flat was bought by a property agency.


  The woman climbing the stairs is not the director of the property agency, but his assistant; she doesn’t deal with the commercial side, nor with customer relations, but only with the technical problems. From the property angle, the deal is a good one, the area is decent, the façade is of ashlar, the staircase is OK despite the agedness of the lift, and the woman is now coming to inspect in greater detail the condition of the flat itself, to draw up a more detailed plan of the accommodation with, for instance, thicker lines to distinguish structural walls from partitions and arrowheaded semicircles to show which way the doors open, and to decide on the work needed, to make a preliminary costing for complete refurbishment: the partition wall between the toilet and the boxroom to be knocked down, allowing the installation of a bathroom with a slipper-bath and WC; the kitchen tiles to be renewed; a wall-mounted gas-fired boiler (giving both central heating and hot water) to replace the old coal-fired boiler; the woodblock floor with its zigzag moulding to be lifted and replaced by a layer of cement, a felt underlay, and a fitted carpet.


  Not much is left of these three small rooms in which Gaspard Winckler lived and worked for nearly forty years. His few pieces of furniture, his small workbench, his jigsaw, his minute files have gone. On the bedroom wall, opposite his bed, beside the window, that square picture he loved so much is no longer: it showed an antechamber with three men in it. Two were standing, pale and fat, dressed in frock-coats and wearing top hats which seemed screwed to their heads. The third, similarly dressed in black, was sitting by the door in the attitude of a man expecting visitors, slowly putting a pair of tight-fitting new gloves on over his fingers.


  The woman is going up the stairs. Soon, the old flat will become a charming pied-à-terre, two recept. + bedr., all mod. cons., open outlook, quiet. Gaspard Winckler is dead, but the long and meticulous, patiently laid plot of his revenge is not finished yet.


  CHAPTER TWO


  Beaumont, 1


  MADAME DE BEAUMONT’S drawing room is almost entirely filled by a concert grand, on the stand of which sits the closed score of a famous American melody, Gertrude of Wyoming, by Arthur Stanley Jefferson. An old man with his head covered with an orange nylon scarf sits in front of the piano, preparing to tune it.


  In the left-hand corner of the room there is a large modern armchair made of a huge hemisphere of steel-ringed Plexiglass on a chromed metal base. Beside it an octagonal block of marble serves as a low table; a steel cigarette lighter stands on it, as does a cylindrical pot-holder from which there emerges a dwarf oak tree, one of those Japanese bonsai plants whose growth has been so controlled, arrested, and altered that they show all the symptoms of maturity and even of old age almost without having grown at all, and about which growers say that their perfection depends less on the material care given to them than on the concentrated quality of meditation devoted to them.


  Lying directly on the light-coloured woodblock floor, slightly to the front of the armchair, is a wooden jigsaw puzzle of which virtually all the edges have been assembled. In the lower right-hand third of the jigsaw some additional pieces have been put in place: they depict the oval face of a sleeping girl, whose blonde hair is wound in plaits around her head and held over her forehead by a double band of plaited cloth; she leans her cheek on her cupped right hand as if in her dream she were listening to something.


  To the left of the puzzle, a decorated tray carries a coffee jug, a cup and saucer, and a silver-plated sugarbowl. The scene painted on the tray is partly masked by these objects, but two details can be made out nonetheless: on the right, a boy in embroidered trousers leans over a river bank; in the centre, a carp out of water twists on a line; the fisherman and the other characters remain invisible.


  In front of the puzzle and the tray, several books, exercise books, and folders are spread out on the floor. The title of one of them is visible: Safety Regulations in Mines and Quarries, One of the folders is open at a page partly covered with equations written out in a small, fine hand:


  If f [image: Figure] Hom (v, μ) (resp. g [image: Figure] Hom (ξ, v)) is a homogeneous morphism whose degree is the matrix α (resp. β), fog is homogeneous and its degree is the product matrix αβ.


  Let α = (αij), 1 ≤ i ≤ m, 1 ≤ j ≤ n and β = (βkl), 1 ≤ k ≤ n, 1 ≤ l ≤ p (|ξ| = p) be the given matrices. Suppose that ƒ = (f1, …,fm),g = (g1, …, gn), and let h: π →ξ be a morphism, (h = (h1, …, hp). Finally let a = (a1, …, ap) be an element of Ap. For each index i between 1 and m (|μ| = m) we compute the morphism


  xi=ƒiog 0(a1h1, …, aphp).


  First we get


  [image: Figure]


  then


  [image: Figure]


  Thus fog satisfies the homogeneity condition of degree αβ([1.2.2]).


  * * *


  The room’s walls are painted in white gloss. Several framed posters are hanging on them. One of them depicts four greedy-looking monks sitting at table around a Camembert cheese on the label of which four greedy-looking monks  the very same  are again at table around, etc. The scene is repeated distinctly four times over.


  Fernand de Beaumont was an archaeologist as ambitious as Schliemann. He tried to find the traces of the legendary city called Lebtit by the Arabs and which was supposed to have been their capital in Spain. Nobody disputed the existence of such a city, but most specialists, be they Arabists or Hispanists, agreed that it should be identified either as Ceuta, on African territory opposite Gibraltar, or as Jaén, in Andalusia, at the foot of the Sierra de Magina. Beaumont wouldn’t agree to these identifications, on the grounds that none of the excavations made at Ceuta and at Jaén had displayed some of the features attributed to Lebtit by the literature. Stories told in particular of a strong castle “with leafed gates meant neither for going in nor for going out but only to be kept locked. Whenever a king died and another took the high throne after him, he set with his own hands a new lock to the gate, until these locks numbered twenty-four  one for each of the kings.” There were seven rooms in the castle. The seventh was “so long that the ablest archer shooting from the threshold could not get his arrow to fix in the end wall”. In the first, there were “perfect figures” representing Arabs “mounted on their swift horses and camels, with turbans hanging down their shoulders and scimitars dangling from their belts and bearing long lances in their right hands”.


  Beaumont belonged to that school of medievalists which described itself as “materialist” and which prompted a professor of the history of religion, for example, to go through the accounts of the Vatican chancery with the sole aim of proving that in the first half of the twelfth century the consumption of parchment, lead, and sigillary ribbon so far exceeded the amount justified by the number of officially declared and registered bulls that even allowing for possible meltings and probable muddles one had to conclude that a relatively large number of bulls (and we are talking about bulls, not briefs, since only bulls were sealed with lead, briefs being sealed with wax) had been kept confidential if not clandestine. Whence the thesis, justly famous in its time, on Secret Bulls and the Question of the Antipopes, which shed new light on the relations between Innocent II, Anaclete II, and Victor IV.


  In a roughly similar manner Beaumont showed that if you took as a yardstick not Sultan Selim’s 1798 world record of 888 metres but the good though not outstanding performance of the English bowmen at Crécy, the seventh room in the castle at Lebtit could not have been less than two hundred yards long and, taking account of the angle of projection, could scarcely have had less than thirty yards’ ceiling height. Neither the excavations at Ceuta nor those at Jaén nor any others had uncovered a room of the requisite dimensions, which allowed Beaumont to state that “if the legend of this city has its origins in some real fortress, then it is not any one of those whose remains we know of to date”.


  Beyond this purely negative argument, another fragment of the legend of Lebtit seemed destined to give Beaumont a hint of the citadel’s site. On the unreachable end wall of the archers’ room, so the legend went, the following sentence was carved: “If ever a King opens the door of this castle, his warriors will turn to stone like the warriors of the first room, and his enemies shall lay his kingdom to waste”. Beaumont saw this metaphor as a translation of the upheavals which shook the Reyes de taifas and provoked the Reconquista. More exactly, in his view, the legend of Lebtit described what he called the “Cantabrian débâcle of the Moors”, that is to say, the battle of Covadonga in the course of which Pelage defeated the emir Alkhamah before having himself crowned King of Asturias on the battlefield. And with an enthusiasm that brought him the admiration of even his sharpest critics, Fernand de Beaumont decided that it was at Oviedo, in the heart of the Asturias, where the remains of the legendary fortress were to be found.


  The origins of Oviedo were obscure. Some believed it was a monastery built by two monks to escape from the Moors; others saw it as a Visigoth citadel; still others held it to be a Hispano-Roman oppidum sometimes called Lucus asturum, sometimes Ovetum; and finally there were those who said that it was Pelage himself (called Don Pelayo by the Spaniards, who believed him to have been King Rodriguez’s old lance-bearer at Jerez, and Belaï al-Roumi by the Arabs since he was supposed to be of Roman extraction) who had founded the city. So many contradictory hypotheses served to support Beaumont’s argument: he took Oviedo to be the fabled Lebtit, the most northerly of the Moorish strongholds in Spain and by that token the symbol of their domination over the peninsula. Its loss would have signalled the end of Islamic hegemony over Western Europe, and it would have been to assert this defeat that the victorious Pelage settled there.


  Excavations began in 1930 and lasted more than five years. In the final year Beaumont was visited by Bartlebooth, who had come to nearby Gijon, also an ancient capital of the Asturian kings, to paint the first of his seascapes.


  A few months later, Beaumont returned to France. He drew up a 78-page technical report on the conduct of the excavations, in which, in particular, he proposed a system for exploiting the results based on the Dewey Decimal Classification, and which is still regarded as a model of its kind. Then, on 12 November 1935, he committed suicide.


  CHAPTER THREE


  Third Floor Right, 1


  THIS WILL BE a drawing room, almost bare, with polished floorboards. The walls will be covered with metal panels.


  Four men squat in the middle of the room, virtually sitting on their heels, with knees wide apart, elbows resting on knees, their hands together with middle fingers hooked and the other fingers stretched out. Three of the men will be in a row, facing the fourth. All will be bare-chested and barefoot, wearing only black silk trousers printed with a repeated design representing an elephant. A metal ring set with a circular obsidian will be worn by each on the ring finger of the right hand.


  * * *


  The room’s only furniture is a Louis XIII armchair with whorled legs and studded leather arms and back. A long black sock is hooked over one of the arms.


  The man facing the others is Japanese. His name is Ashikage Yoshimitsu. He belongs to a sect founded in 1960 in Manila by a deep-sea fisherman, a post-office employee, and a butcher’s mate. The Japanese name of the sect is “Shira Nami”, which means “The White Wave”; in French it is called “Les Trois Hommes Libres”, or “The Three Free Men”.


  In the three years following the founding of the sect, each of these “three free men” managed to convert three others. The nine men of the second generation initiated twenty-seven over the next three years. The sixth level, in 1975, numbered seven hundred and twenty-nine members, including Ashikage Yoshimitsu, who was given the task, along with some other members, of spreading the new faith in the West. Initiation into the sect of The Three Free Men is long, hard, and very expensive, but it does not seem that Yoshimitsu had much difficulty in finding three converts rich enough to set aside the time and the money obligatorily required for such an enterprise.


  The novices are at the very first stage of initiation and have to overcome preliminary trials in which they must absorb themselves in the contemplation of a perfectly trivial mental or material object to such a degree as to become oblivious to all feeling, even to extreme pain: to this end, the squatting tyros’ heels are not resting directly on the floor, but on large metal dice with particularly sharp edges held in balance with one side touching the floor and the opposite side touching the heel: the slightest tautening of the foot makes the dice tumble instantly, causing the prompt and irreversible expulsion not only of the inadequate pupil but also of his two companions; the slightest relaxation of the position causes the edge of the dice to cut into the flesh, with an ensuing pain which quickly becomes unbearable. The three men have to stay in this disagreeable position for six hours; two minutes’ break is allowed every three quarters of an hour, but recourse to this concession more than three times per session is frowned upon.


  As for the object of meditation, each has a different one. The first novice, who has the exclusive sales rights in France for the products of a Swedish manufacturer of hanging files, has to solve a puzzle presented to him in the form of a small square of white card on which the following question has been finely handwritten in violet ink:


  Who loved to eat her fill alongside Aymon?


  above which a bow has been drawn around the figure 6.


  The second pupil is German, the owner of a baby-wear factory in Stuttgart. He has in front of him, placed on a steel cube, a piece of flotsam of a shape quite closely resembling a ginseng root.


  The third  who is French, and a star singer  faces a voluminous treatise on the culinary arts, the sort of book that usually goes on sale in the Christmas season. The book is placed on a music stand. It is open at an illustration of a reception given in 1890 by Lord Radnor in the drawing rooms of Longford Castle.


  Printed on the left-hand page in a frame of art-nouveau colophons and garland decorations is a recipe for

  


  STRAWBERRY CREAM


  Take 100z. wild or cultivated strawberries. Strain through a fine sieve. Mix in 30z. icing sugar. Whip 1pt cream until very firm and blend in the mixture. Spoon the mixture from the bowl into small round paper cups, and cool for two hours in a cellar that is not too cold. To serve, place a large strawberry in each cup.

  


  Yoshimitsu himself is sitting on his heels, but without the encumbrance of dice. Between the palms of his hands he holds a small bottle of orange juice. From it a straw sticks out, connected to several other straws in a line, in such a way as to reach as far as his mouth.


  Smautf has calculated that in 1978 there would be two thousand one hundred and eighty-seven new members of the sect of The Three Free Men, and, assuming none of the older disciples dies, a total of three thousand two hundred and seventy-seven keepers of the faith. Then things would go much faster: by 2017, the nineteenth generation would run to more than a thousand million people. In 2020, the entire planet, and well beyond, would have been converted.


  [image: Figure]


  Nobody lives on the third floor right. The owner is a certain Monsieur Foureau, who is said to live on an estate at Chavignolles, between Caen and Falaise, in a farm of thirty-eight hectares, with a sort of manor house. Some years ago, a television drama was filmed there, under the title The Sixteenth Edge of This Cube; Rémi Rorschach took part in the shooting but never met this owner.


  Nobody ever seems to have seen him. There is no name on the door on the landing, nor on the list fixed on the glass pane of the concierge’s office door. The blinds are always drawn.


  CHAPTER FOUR


  Marquiseaux, 1


  AN EMPTY DRAWING room on the fourth floor right.


  On the floor there is a woven sisal mat, its strands entwined in such a way as to form star-shaped designs.


  On the wall, an imitation of Jouy cretonne wallpaper depicts big sailing ships, Portuguese four-masters, armed with cannon and culverins, making ready to put into a harbour; the main jibs and spanker sails billow in the wind; sailors have climbed up the ropes to clew the others.


  There are four paintings on the walls.


  The first is a still life that despite its modern manner is strongly reminiscent of those compositions constructed on the theme of the five senses which were so common throughout Europe from the end of the Renaissance to the eighteenth century: on a table, there is an ashtray with a lighted Havana, a book of which the title and subtitle can be seen  The Unfinished Symphony: A Novel  though the name of the author is hidden, a bottle of rum, a cup-and-ball, and, in a shallow bowl, a pile of dried fruit, walnuts, almonds, apricot halves, prunes, etc.


  The second depicts a street on the edge of a city, at night, alongside wasteland. To the right, a metal pylon with crossbars supporting at each point of intersection a large, lighted electric lamp. To the left, a constellation of stars reproduces precisely the inverse image of the pylon (base in the sky, apex towards the ground). The sky is covered in a flower pattern (dark blue on a lighter background) identical to the shapes made by frost on glass.


  The third is of a legendary beast, the tarand, first described by Gelon the Sarmatian:


  A tarand is an animal as big as a bullock, having a head like a stag, or a little bigger, two stately horns with large branches, cloven feet, hair long like that of a furred Muscovite, I mean a bear, and a skin almost as hard as steel armour. The Scythian said that there are but few tarands to be found in Scythia, because it varieth its colour according to the diversity of the places where it grazes and abides, and represents the colour of the grass, plants, trees, shrubs, flowers, meadows, rocks, and generally of all things near which it comes. It hath this in common with the sea-pulp, or polypus, with the thoes, with the wolves of India, and with the chameleon; which is a kind of lizard so wonderful, that Democritus hath written a whole book of its figure, and anatomy, as also of its virtue and property in magic. This I can confirm, that I have seen it change its colour, not only at the approach of things that have a colour, but by its own voluntary impulse, according to its fear or other affections: as for example, upon a green carpet, I have certainly seen it become green; but having remained there some time, it turned yellow, blue, tanned and purple, in course, in the same manner as you sec a turkey-cock’s comb change colour according to its passions. But what we find most surprising in this tarand is, that not only its face and skin, but also its hair could take whatever colour was about it.


  The fourth picture is a black-and-white reproduction of a painting by Forbes called A Rat Behind the Arras. This painting was inspired by a true story which took place at Newcastle-upon-Tyne during the winter of 1858.


  Old Lady Forthright had a collection of watches and clockwork toys of which she was very proud; the jewel in this crown was a minute watch set in a fragile alabaster egg. She had entrusted the keeping of her collection to her oldest servant. He was a coachman who had been in her service for more than sixty years and who had been madly in love with her ever since he had first had the privilege of driving her. He had transferred his silent passion to his mistress’s collection, and, since he was particularly clever with his hands, he maintained it with ferocious care, and spent his days and his nights keeping these delicate mechanisms in good order, or restoring them, for some of the pieces were more than two centuries old.


  The finest items of the collection were kept in a small room used only for that purpose. Some were locked away in glass-fronted cases, but most were hung on the wall and protected from dust by a thin muslin curtain. The coachman slept in an adjacent boxroom because a few months previously a solitary scientist had settled not far from the castle, in a laboratory where, like Martin Magron and Vella in Turin, he was studying the contradictory effects of strychnine and curare on rats: whereas the old lady and her coachman were convinced that he was a brigand drawn to the area by greed alone and was plotting some diabolical stratagem for getting hold of these precious jewels.


  One night the old coachman was woken by tiny mewings that seemed to come from the collection room. He imagined that the demon scientist had trained one of his rats and taught it to fetch the watches. He got up, took a hammer from the toolbag he never let out of his sight, went into the room, approached the curtain as silently as he could, and hit hard at the place where the noise seemed to be coming from. Alas, it was not a rat, but only that magnificent watch set in its alabaster egg; its works had got a little out of adjustment, and had given it an almost imperceptible squeak. Lady Forthright, woken in a start by the hammer-blow, ran thereupon to the room, where she found the old servant dumbfounded, open-mouthed, holding in one hand the hammer and in the other the broken jewel. Without giving him time to explain what had happened, she called her other servants and had her coachman locked away as a raving lunatic. She died two years later. The old coachman learnt of her death, managed to escape from his far-distant asylum, returned to the castle, and hanged himself in the very room where the drama had taken place.


  In this early work over which the influence of Bonnat still hangs heavily, Forbes has made very free use of the original story. He shows the room with its clock-covered walls. The old coachman is dressed in a uniform of white leather; he has climbed onto an elaborately shaped, dark-red lacquered Chinese chair. He is hanging a long silk scarf onto one of the ceiling rafters. Old Lady Forthright stands at the doorway; she is looking at her servant with an expression of great anger; in her right hand she is holding, with outstretched arm, a silver chain at the end of which hangs a shard of the alabaster egg.


  There are several collectors in this building, and they are often more maniacal than the characters in the painting. Valène himself kept the postcards Smautf sent him from each place they stopped off at. He had one such from Newcastle-upon-Tyne, in fact, and another from the Australian Newcastle, in New South Wales.


  CHAPTER FIVE


  Foulerot, 1


  ON THE FIFTH floor, right-hand side, right at the end: right below where Gaspard Winckler had his workroom. Valène remembered the parcels he received every fortnight for twenty years: even at the height of war they had kept coming regularly, and every one identical, absolutely identical; obviously, the postage stamps varied, allowing the concierge, who wasn’t yet Madame Nochère, but Madame Claveau, to ask if she could have them for her son Michel; but apart from the stamps there was nothing to distinguish one parcel from another: it was the same kraft paper, the same string, the same wax seal, the same address label; it made you think that before leaving, Bartlebooth must have asked Smautf to work out in advance how much tissue paper, kraft paper, string, and sealing wax would be needed for all five hundred parcels! He probably hadn’t needed to ask, Smautf would have understood without prompting! It’s not as if they had been short of trunks.


  Here, on the fifth floor right, the room is empty. It is a bathroom, painted a dull orange colour. On the rim of the bath, a large oyster shell lined with mother-of-pearl  for it had once contained a pearl  now holds a piece of soap and a pumice stone. Above the washbasin there is an octagonal mirror in a veined marble surround. Between the bath and the basin, a Scottish cashmere cardigan and a skirt with braces have been thrown onto a folding chair.


  The door at the end is open and gives onto a long corridor. A girl of barely eighteen comes towards the bathroom. She is naked. In her right hand she holds an egg, which she will use for washing her hair, and in her left hand she carries issue No. 40 of Les Lettres Nouvelles (JulyAugust 1956), a review containing, alongside a note by Jacques Lederer on Le Journal d’un prêtre by Paul Jury (Gallimard), a short story by Luigi Pirandello, dating from 1913, entitled In the Abyss, and telling the tale of how Romeo Daddi went mad.


  CHAPTER SIX


  Servants’ Quarters, 1


  IT’S A MAID’S room on the seventh floor, to the left of the one right at the end of the corridor where the old painter Valène lives. The room is attached to the large flat on the second floor right, the one where Madame de Beaumont, the archaeologist’s widow, lives with her two granddaughters, Anne and Béatrice Briedel. Béatrice, the younger, is seventeen. A clever child, outstanding at school, she is studying for the entrance examination to the girls’ section of the Ecole Normale Supérieure at Sèvres. She has obtained the permission of her strict grandmother to use this independent room to study, but not to live in.


  There are hexagonal red tiles on the floor, and the walls are papered with a design depicting various shrubs. Despite the tiny size of the flatlet, Béatrice has invited five of her classmates in. She is seated at her work-desk on a high-backed chair, which stands on feet carved in the shape of sheep bones. She is wearing a skirt with braces and a red top with slightly puffed cuffs; on her right wrist she wears a silver bangle and holds between the thumb and index finger of her left hand a long cigarette, which she is watching burn away.


  One of her friends, dressed in a long white linen coat, is standing by the door and seems to be carefully studying a map of the Paris underground. The other four, uniformly dressed in jeans and striped shirts, are seated on the floor, around a tea-set on a tray, placed beside a lamp of which the base is a small barrel, of the sort Saint Bernard dogs are generally supposed to carry. One of the girls pours tea. Another opens a box of cheese packed in small cubes. The third is reading a novel by Thomas Hardy, on the cover of which can be seen a bearded character sitting in a rowing boat in the middle of a stream and fishing with rod and line, whilst on the bank a knight in armour appears to be hailing him. The fourth, with an air of profound indifference, is looking at an engraving depicting a bishop leaning over a table on which you can see one of those games called solitaire. It is made of a wooden board, trapezoidal in shape, much like a racket-press, in which twenty-five holes have been drilled so as to form a lozenge, deep enough to take the pieces which are in this case good-sized pearls, placed to the right of the board on a little black silk cushion. The engraving, which manifestly copies the famous painting by Bosch known as The Conjuror, in the Municipal Gallery at Saint-Germain-en-Laye, has a humorous  though not, apparently, very illuminating  title, handwritten in Gothic lettering:


  be that with his soup will drink


  when he is dead shall see no wink


  The suicide of Fernand de Beaumont left his widow Véra with a daughter of six, Elizabeth, who had never seen her father, kept far from Paris by his Cantabrian excavations; nor had she seen much more of her mother, who had pursued her career as a singer in the Old World and in the New practically uninterrupted by her brief marriage to the archaeologist.


  Born in Russia at the turn of the century, Véra Orlova  that is the name by which music-lovers still know her  fled in the spring of 1918 and settled first in Vienna, where she was Schoenberg’s pupil at the Verein für musikalische Privataufführung. She followed Schoenberg to Amsterdam, but their ways parted when he returned to Berlin and she came to Paris to give a series of recitals at the Salle Erard. Despite the sometimes sarcastic and sometimes tempestuous hostility of audiences clearly unfamiliar with the technique of Sprechgesang, and supported only by a small band of aficionados, she managed to insert into her programmes, mostly composed of operatic arias, lieder by Schumann and Hugo Wolf, and songs by Mussorgsky, some of the vocal pieces of the Vienna School, which she thus introduced to Parisians. It was at a reception given by Count Orfanik, at whose request she had come to sing Angelica’s last aria in Arconati’s Orlando 


  Innamorata, mio cuore tremante


  Voglio morire


   that she met the man who would become her husband. But she was in demand, everywhere, more and more insistently, and was dragged off on triumphant tours which sometimes lasted a full year, and hardly lived at all with Fernand de Beaumont, who, for his part, only ever left his study in order to check his speculative hypotheses in the field.


  Born in 1929, Elizabeth was therefore brought up by her paternal grandmother, the old Countess de Beaumont, and saw her mother for scarcely a few weeks each year when the singer consented to resist her impresario’s ever-increasing demands and came to take a rest at the Beaumont castle at Lédignan. It was only towards the end of the war, when Elizabeth had just turned fifteen, that her mother, who had now given up concerts and touring to devote herself to teaching singing, brought her to Paris to live with her. But the girl soon rejected the guardianship of a woman who, when deprived of the glitter of boxes and gala performances, of the bunches of roses thrown at the end of her recitals, turned shrewish and domineering. She ran away one year later. Her mother would never see her again, and all the enquiries she made to track her down came to nought. It was only in September 1959 that Véra Orlova learnt, at the same time, what her daughter’s life had been, and how she died. Elizabeth had married a Belgian bricklayer, François Breidel, two years earlier. They lived in the Ardennes, at Chaumont-Porcien. They had two little girls, Anne, who was one year old, and Béatrice, who was a newborn baby. On Monday 14 September, a neighbour, hearing crying in the house, tried to break in. Unable to do so, she went to fetch the gamekeeper. They shouted, but the only reply they could get was the ever more strident crying of the babies; then, with the help of some other villagers, they broke down the back door and rushed to the parents’ bedroom, where they found them, lying naked in bed, their throats slit, swimming in blood.


  Véra de Beaumont heard the news that same evening. Her wailing scream echoed through the whole building. Next morning, after being driven through the night by Bartlebooth’s chauffeur, Kléber, who when he was told of the business by the concierge spontaneously offered his services, she arrived at Chaumont-Porcien, and left almost straightaway with the two children.


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  Servants’ Quarters, 2


  Morellet


  MORELLET HAD A room in the eaves, on the eighth floor. On his door could still be seen the number 17, in green paint.


  After plying diverse trades which he enjoyed reciting in an accelerating list  bench hand, music hall singer, baggage handler, sailor, riding instructor, variety artist, musical conductor, ham stripper, saint, clown, a soldier for five minutes, verger in a spiritualist church, and even a walk-on in one of the first Laurel and Hardy shorts  Morellet, at the age of twenty-nine, had become a technician in the chemistry lab at the Ecole Polytechnique, and would no doubt have remained so until retirement if, like so many others’, his path had not been crossed one day by Bartlebooth.


  When he returned from his travels, in December nineteen fifty-four, Bartlebooth sought a process which would allow him, once he had reassembled his puzzles, to recover the original seascapes; to do that, first the pieces of wood would need to be stuck back together, then a means of eliminating all the traces of the cutting lines would have to be found, as well as a way of restoring the original surface texture of the paper. If the two glued layers were then separated with a razor, the watercolour would be returned intact, just as it had been on the day, twenty years before, when Bartlebooth had painted it. It was a difficult problem, for though there were on the market even in those days various resins and synthetic glazes used by toyshops for puzzles in window displays, they left the cutting lines far too visible.


  As was his custom, Bartlebooth wanted the person who would help him in this search to live in the same building, or as near as possible. That is how, through his faithful Smautf, whose room was on the same floor as the lab technician’s, he met Morellet. Morellet had none of the theoretical knowledge required to solve such a problem, but he referred Bartlebooth to his head of department, a chemist of German origin named Kusser, who claimed to be a distant descendant of the composer


  KUSSER or COUSSER (Johann Sigismond), German composer of Hungarian extraction (Pozsony, 1660Dublin, 1727). He collaborated with Lully during his stay in France (16741682). Music-master at various princely courts in Germany, conductor in Hamburg, where he wrote and performed several operas: Erindo (1693), Porus (1694), Pyramus and Thisbe (1694), Scipio Africanus (1695), Jason (1697). In 1710 he was appointed master of music at Dublin Cathedral and remained there until his death. He was one of the founders of the Hamburg opera, where he introduced the “French overture”, and was a precursor of Handel in the field of oratorio. Six of his overtures and various other compositions have survived.


  After many fruitless trials using all kinds of animal and vegetable glues and various synthetic acrylics, Kusser tackled the problem from a different angle. Grasping that he had to find a substance capable of bonding the fibres of the paper without affecting the coloured pigmentation which it supported, he fortunately recalled a technique he had seen used, in his youth, by certain Italian medal makers: they would coat the inside of the die with a very fine layer of powdered alabaster, which allowed them to strike almost perfectly smooth coins and eliminated virtually all trimming and finishing work. In pursuing this line of research, Kusser discovered a type of gypsum that turned out to be satisfactory. Reduced to an almost impalpably fine powder and mixed with a gelatinous colloid, injected at a given temperature under high pressure through a microsyringe which could be manipulated in such a way as to follow precisely the complex shapes of the cutting lines Winckler had originally made, the gypsum reagglutinated the threads of the paper and restored its prior structure. The fine powder became perfectly translucid as it cooled and had no visible effect on the colour of the painting.


  The process was simple and required only patience and care. Appropriate instruments were specially built and installed in Morellet’s room; handsomely remunerated by Bartlebooth, Morellet let his job at the Ecole Polytechnique slip more and more, and he devoted himself to the wealthy amateur.


  In truth, Morellet didn’t have much to do. Every fortnight Smautf brought him up the puzzle which, despite its difficulty, Bartlebooth had, once again, succeeded in reassembling. Morellet inserted it into a metal frame and put it under a special press which gave an imprint of the cutting lines. With this imprint he used an electrolytic process to make an open-work stencil, a piece of rigid, fantastical metal lace which faithfully reproduced all the delineations of the puzzle on which this matrix was then delicately and accurately overlaid. After preparing his gypsum suspension and heating it to the required temperature, Morellet filled his microsyringe and fixed it on an articulated arm so that the needle-point, no more than a few microns thick, was located precisely above the open lines of the stencil. The remainder of the operation was automatic, since the ejection of the gypsum and the movement of the syringe were controlled by an electronic device using an X-Y table, giving a slow but even deposit of the substance.


  The last part of the operation did not concern the lab technician: the puzzle, rebonded into a watercolour stuck to a thin sheet of poplar, was taken to the restorer Guyomard, who detached the sheet of Whatman paper by means of a blade and disposed of all traces of glue on the reverse side, two tricky but routine operations for this expert who had made his name famous by lifting frescoes covered by several layers of plaster and paint, and by cutting in half, through its thickness, a sheet of paper on which Hans Bellmer had drawn on recto and verso sides.


  All in all, what Morellet had to do, once a fortnight, was simply to make ready and supervise a series of manipulations which, including cleaning and tidying away, took a little less than a day.


  This enforced idleness had unhappy consequences. Relieved of all financial cares, but bitten by the research bug, Morellet took advantage of his free time to devote himself, in his flat, to the sort of physical and chemical experiments of which his long years as a technician seemed to have left him particularly frustrated.


  In all the local cafés he gave out his visiting card, which described him as “Head of Practical Services at the Ecole Pyrotechnique”, and he offered his services generously; he obtained innumerable orders for superactive hair and carpet shampoos, stain-removers, energy-saving devices, cigarette filters, martingales for 421, cough potions, and other miracle products.


  One evening in February 1960, whilst he was heating a pressure cooker full of a mixture of rosin and diterpene carbide destined to produce a lemon-flavoured toothpaste, the apparatus exploded. Morellet’s left hand was torn to shreds, and he lost three fingers.


  This accident cost him his job  preparing the metal grid required some minimal dexterity  and all he had to live on was a part-pension meanly paid by the Ecole Polytechnique, and a small pension from Bartlebooth. But his vocation for research did not abate; on the contrary, it grew sharper. Though severely lectured by Smautf, by Winckler, and by Valène, he persevered with experiments which turned out for the most part to be ineffective, but harmless, save for a certain Madame Schwann who lost all her hair after washing it in the special dye Morellet had made for her exclusive use; two or three times, though, these manipulations ended in explosions, more spectacular than dangerous, and in minor fires which were quickly brought under control.


  These incidents filled two people with glee: his neighbours on the right, the Plassaert couple, young traders in printed cotton goods, who had ingeniously converted three maids’ rooms into a pied-à-terre (in so far as a dwelling situated right under the eaves may be referred to as a foot on the ground), and who were reckoning on Morellet’s room for further expansion. After each explosion they made a complaint, and took a petition around the building demanding the eviction of the former technician. The room belonged to the building manager, who, when the property had gone into co-ownership, had bought up almost all of the two top floors in his own name. For several years, the manager held back from putting the old man out on the street, for he had many friends in the building  to begin with, Madame Nochère herself, who regarded Monsieur Morellet as a true scientist, a brain, a possessor of secrets, and who had a personal stake in the little disasters which now and again struck the top floor of the building, not so much because of the tips she sometimes got on these occasions as for the epical, sentimental, and mysterious accounts she could give of them to the whole quartier.


  Then, a few months ago, there were two accidents in the same week. The first cut off the lights in the building for a few minutes; the second broke six windowpanes. But the Plassaerts won their case this time, and Morellet was locked away.


  In the painting the room is as it is today; the printed-cotton trader has bought it from the manager and has started to have work done on it. On the walls there is a dull, old-fashioned light-chestnut paint, and on the floor a coconut-fibre carpet worn down almost everywhere to the backing. The neighbour has already put two pieces of furniture in place: a low table, made of a pane of smoked glass set on a polyhedron of hexagonal cross-section, and a Renaissance chest. Placed on the table is a box of Münster, the lid of which depicts a unicorn, an almost empty sachet of caraway seeds, and a knife.


  Three workmen are now leaving the room. They have already begun the work needed to unite the two dwellings. They have stuck on the bottom wall, by the door, a large tracing-paper plan showing the intended location of the radiator, the routing of the pipework and electrical wires, and the section of partition wall to be knocked down.


  One of the workmen is wearing big gloves like those used by electrical cable-layers. The second has an embroidered suede waistcoat with fringes. The third is reading a letter.


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  Winckler, 1


  NOW WE ARE in the room Gaspard Winckler called the lounge. Of the three rooms in his flat, it is the one nearest the stairs, the furthest to the left from where we are standing.


  It is a rather small, almost square room whose door gives straight onto the landing. The walls are covered in hessian, once blue, now returned to an almost colourless condition except in the places where the furniture and the pictures have protected it from the light.


  There weren’t many pieces of furniture in the lounge. It’s a room which Winckler didn’t live in very much. He worked all day in the third room, the one where he had set up his equipment. He didn’t eat at home anymore; he had never learnt to cook and hated it. Since 1943, he preferred to take even his breakfast at Riri’s, the bar on the corner of Rue Jadin and Rue de Chazelles. It’s only when he had guests whom he didn’t know very well that he entertained them in his lounge. He had a round table with extension flaps that he couldn’t have used very often, six straw-seated chairs, and a chest that he had carved himself with designs illustrating the principal scenes of The Mysterious Island: the landing of the balloon that had got away from Richmond, the miraculous finding of Cyrus Smith, the last match rescued from Gedeon Spilett’s waistcoat pocket, the discovery of the trunk, down to Ayrton’s and Nemo’s heartrending confessions, which end these adventures and connect them magnificently to The Children of Captain Grant and Twenty Thousand Leagues Under The Sea. It took a long time to see this chest, to really see it. From a distance it looked like any old rustic-Breton-Renaissance box. It was only when you got closer, almost fingering the incrustation, that you discovered what these minute scenes showed, and realised how much patience, meticulousness, and even genius had gone into their carving. Valène had known Winckler since 1932, but it was only in the early 1960s that he had noticed that it wasn’t any ordinary sideboard and that it was worth looking at more closely. It was the period when Winckler had begun to make rings and Valène had brought along the girl who ran the cosmetics shop in Rue Logelbach and who wanted to set up a knickknack display in her shop for the Christmas season. All three sat down at the round table on which Winckler had spread his rings, there must have been about thirty at the time, all lined up, on black satin cushions in presentation boxes. Winckler had apologised for the poor light from the ceiling fixture, then opened his chest and got out three small glasses and a decanter of 1938 brandy; he drank very rarely, but every year Bartlebooth sent him several bottles of vintage wines and spirits which Winckler generously redistributed around the building and the quartier, keeping
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