DeepL Subscribe to DeepL Pro to translate larger documents.
Visit www.DeepL.com/pro for more information.

Radeaux

E.B.


https://www.deepl.com/pro?cta=edit-document&pdf=1

To my father.
To Rachel.



1t is in sorrow that one becomes oneself

Sophocles



Part One



Chapter I



And now the painter is dead. Really dead. He is. The
recumbent 1s him now. Not one of those on his canvases. No,
the father, the painter.

He's chosen his position. The legs hang off the bed, the
arms are on the torso, folded.

The son is there, he pushed open the door five minutes
ago. He's in and out of the room like clockwork. He doesn't
belong in any room. Of course, he quickly realized that it was
all over, but that was later. Where to be? Should he stay
nearby, collect himself? But the dead man didn't need anyone.
To be here or next door, or downstairs at the corner café, it

was all the same. Yes, but surely something had to be done.

Afterwards, that image, everywhere: the corpse of the Raft
in the foreground, the one coming out of the painting, his head
upside down, emaciated, very white, and his left arm
abandoned.

He saw himself again, some twenty years ago, at the
Louvre, with today's dead man, having the composition of the
Delacroix painting next door explained to him, as it had to be
analyzed for the class, and the two of them, as they left the
room, passing in front of the Raft, and the child who couldn't
see any "jellyfish" in the painting asking: "Daddy, she's not

there!



"Daddy, where's the Medusa?" he asked.

But above all, he had lost himself. For lack of a sky, the
changing sky that stood between him and death, the compass
had gone mad. The old man's blow, the real one. The old
man's dirty trick. He'd have to bail himself out.

A human being, at least as much as a raft, can capsize and

drift quite a bit too. A good reaping is worth a shipwreck.



But since it's necessary to love, it's under the father's
window, while the body waits, cold, upstairs, for the funeral
services to transport it elsewhere, anywhere but elsewhere,
that the woman passes. The son, overwhelmed, left the third
floor to breathe, and slumped on the terrace below, begging
for the doctor to arrive.

He knows the passer-by, and doesn't think about the
embarrassing situation he's putting her in by telling her that
no, it's not okay, because up there, on the third floor, there's a
corpse, his corpse, and he's waiting for someone to take it
away. She's not sure whether to sit down. She hesitates. To
take the death of others right in the chest, and of this man here,
known but barely, not really a friend, an acquaintance. Then,
drawing a remnant of consciousness from the state of mortuary
inebriation he's been in for the past few hours, he thanks her,

and apologizes that his father is dead. She leaves.

He remains there, prostrate. The sunshine of that May 20th
afternoon knocks him out too. He tries to retrace the course of
events: he climbed the stairs, turned the key, pushed open the
door, called. He looked furtively into the living room, then

into the



the bedroom. He picked up his phone. An hour later, he came
down the stairs and sat down at the café. So everything had
happened.

He waited, looked up and recognized this woman as
belonging to the landscape of his distant loves. She
approached, soft and very sad, then disappeared.

The son thought coldly and as rationally as possible about
those two hours. On reflection, this coincidence can only be

the fruit of a system preestablished by someone or something.

Yet he can't help doubting that it didn't happen.



So the son is there. It's six o'clock, and the doctor hasn't
arrived, because "you know sir, for the dead, there's no more
urgency". Yes, of course. He's no longer alone, surrounded by
his loved ones. They drink, and the waitress, who has realized
that the painter across the street to whom she was waving
from her window is upstairs, but not for much longer, takes
care of her customer.

And it's now that it gets really bad:

"Yes, hello? Yes, I called you yesterday. No, just to see
how you were. No, not since last Saturday. Why would you do
that? But don't worry, he'll call you, he was already feeling
better. He probably went out late, he had an opening. No, not
today, you know he works on Wednesdays. I've got to go, I'm
with friends. Okay, I'll give you a kiss, good-bye."

He hangs up and starts laughing, appalled at what life, or
rather death, has made him do and say today. He laughs
because, after all, this day is hilariously terrifying, and for four

hours now, it's been endless.



The old woman is in the garden. She's cutting the roses.
She really is tiny. She's deep in thought, then looks up because
she hears a noise, lots of people pushing open the big rusty
black iron gate. She recognizes her children. The eldest of
them steps towards her, while she says, in a strange, surprised
tone of voice

"What are you doing here? You look like you've come for
a funeral!" Then her initial joy at seeing her offspring appear
like this falls silent.

"Your second son is dead, Mom.

Then everything happens very quickly. The old woman's
frail body 1is carried in, even though she hasn't lost
consciousness, but her legs are really giving way, she's
frightened, water is brought in and finally she's seated on the
big sofa in the living room.

"It's not possible. It can't be. My little one, my
my little one."

And she suffocates and cries without crying, it hits her
very hard, the death of the child, at her age, what an injustice
to see the natural course of life reversed like this, what a cut

throat to lose one's first child, at her age.



She still hasn't really spoken, blinded by an inner light,
and now everyone is watching her to see if she too will die, in
the unaccustomed silence of this living room that used to
rustle with family reunions. All await the verdict.

At last, she opens her tiny, very red eyes, seems to regain a
semblance of breath, raises to her lips the glass of water that
the daughter-in-law has been handing her for a few minutes, in
case she doesn't stay there. And then she manages to ask

"When?

-Yesterday morning."

But it doesn't add up, it's not possible because last night,
around six o'clock, she called the son, and he didn't say
anything to her at all, so she's relieved. It's not possible, she
smiles, because she knows they were wrong.

So she tells them, and says they're wrong, because the
grandson didn't mention it yesterday on the phone. No doubt
because he couldn't tell her, then, from his mortuary coffee
table, that yes allo mamie, it's me, yes, no, because he died
this morning, your son, like that, on his bed, yes goodbye

mamie. So he didn't say anything.



Then, a few days later, it's off to the cemetery, the long,
unjust, painful walk in the heat, and, before that, the choice of
grave, for her and him, and him deep in the earth, beneath her,

with his place waiting.

In the great mortuary hall, on the morning of this last
walk, the crowd was crowded, but they arrived very early, as
usual. These are the other grandfathers. She is very tall, very
blond, with very blue eyes, magnifying her eighty-three years.
She stands tall and dignified, holding her grandson tight. He,
her husband, at her side, always.

They are completely present, very handsome and very
dignified, always present, surprisingly, always embellished
with age, stripped of the surface of the adult in full working
strength, and polished by the cultural leisure that made their
daily life. They were also focused on the love of their
grandchildren, and on generosity, so beautiful that the son
told himself it would be nice to be like them later, to have the
same dispendiosity, to be like them, in speech, and to rejoice,
always, in successes, and to accompany, by sifting them,
defeats.

And perhaps most moving of all was the gesture he always
saw the husband make when they left the restaurant, opening

his wife's coat, and her slipping into it naturally.



Then, before the coffin closed, she would hold the hand of
the grandson, who would feel how far back in time he had
come, and give his other hand to his child, so as to hold tightly
braided the thread of four generations standing there before

the cold, white father.



Chapter II



Once again, this woman with big, round, luminous blue
eyes, whom he sees as sublime and truly desirable, returns a
few months later. Together, a little closer now, they are at the
theater. There could be no actor, no set, and they'd be standing
there, side by side, in the dark, listening to each other say
nothing. The moment is so precious that the son i1s determined
not to move a muscle, not to say anything ambiguous.

Not even in the days that follow, when, now fully
immersed in her, he does his utmost not to let anything of this
outstretched love show through, because not talking to her too
much means not losing her in the first place, building a wall of
silence and absence around them into which the fantasy could

stretch out and take its ease.

Paris could be life from now on, right next to the wall of
death he'd bumped into, a few blocks away, high above the
city, and it was almost inhuman that this woman should be
placed in his orphan's arms, because he could never really be

sad.



match he'd loved to rekindle in his Beijing solitude by sending
her occasional smoke signals. And now, once he's had his nose
to the ground all that time in the deep night, she sends him life
in spurts.

Then he's home alone. He picks up a pen and writes
something like this on a sheet of paper:

"There, you see I can touch you. I close my eyes, touch
you, see you and hear you. Everything is different. I can't talk

anymore or everything will fall apart."



Everything is now played out in narrow spaces, that of a
restaurant table, in the intimidating face-to-face confrontation,
where eyes, restless butterflies, dare and dare not land, that of
a movie theater, in the immobility and immediate, almost
exasperating presence of the other, his shoulder calling out.
And yet he, scalded perhaps, or incredulous, or cautious,
doesn't touch a thing, doesn't move, because there are better
things to do, like trying to feel the tension between them, to
assess the physical force that has pushed them into this
darkened room after a long day's work, the same force that

keeps him at an exact distance from her.

He now understood that, alone in the face of death, once
the father's screen between heaven and him had disappeared,
he could not unburden himself of his actions onto anyone, nor
go to counseling, nor confide his doubts, as he had done
before, when he had crossed the line, by loving passionately a
woman he had no legal right to love, or during the violent
winds of a devastating separation.

In those moments, he went to the father as one goes to



except that it was at the café downstairs. The communion of
thought between the two was absolute, with the father
laconically conveying his vision of things through assertions

that were at once sincere, tender and biting.

When he woke up, he realized that his inability to act the
previous day was precisely due to the absence of his late
confidant, who had endorsed new loves with his eyes and
words before. The son was now unbearably free, lord of
himself, and above all extremely alone with what could take
on the shades of possible happiness.

But also this: the sadness and worry that the father had
felt, during his child's great emotional crises in the past, not

being able to bear to see him sink for a woman.

In those days, he probably didn't touch her for fear that a
rebuff might upset the dead man.



In the days that followed, there was silence. All that
remains unsaid and unsaid devours his inner space. He realizes
that it's a form of torture to appear and disappear like this, that
it's beyond his strength to disappear.

But she's very much alive, not far away, within his grasp,
and he'll have to take that hand and never let go of it next time,
not to confess anything to her, but to prove to himself that
some beings could be no more, and be again, that resurrection
was possible. Proof of life, that's what fed him from now on,

to repopulate the salty lands inside him.

So, this great silence that he tries to break with
unanswered letters, he can finally get used to it by giving up
believing that this woman is alive, by fantasizing that from
now on, indispensable beings suddenly go up in smoke, as if
under the effect of a spell, and that the course of things has

become this, like a new law of universal physics.



Or, conversely, this woman who didn't exist before, who
suddenly appeared, this woman with a Madonna's head, was a
form of incarnation, so that her ephemeral passage into the
son's daily life would have been a visit from on high, an envoy
from the father.

Already, a few hours after his death, she had passed by,
and then, in the midst of August exhaustion, he had implored
her for a consoling sign. Finally, she had physically
accompanied him to the city's places of amusement.

She'd simply gone back to where she came from, from

above.



But not at all, now that he holds her little head in his
broad, manly hands, and looks into that little girl's face whose
eyes say both yes and no, the eyes of a little girl caught with
her hand in the cookie jar, and puts his lips to her cheek as if
to reassure her, and holds her tight in his arms, like a father.

Not at all, not from above at all, he says to himself, now
that at last he feels and squeezes her little hand, which he
really doesn't know what to do with, and doesn't know what to
say either, because it's inside him that it's debating body and
soul, desiring and not desiring this moment, all the more so
since the kiss, a blow to a barely crumbly mirror, wasn't a kiss
at all - more a hug, almost a farewell.

So, in the dark night of a Paris viscerally attached to the
childhood of these two beings, they move forward, like the
two ghosts of the "sentimental colloquy", already, and so
early, lost, without giving in to silence. They go to the left,
then to the right, and it's not possible, he says to himself, that
she should have descended like that, and incarnated herself in
this clumsy woman, yet so beautiful in the psychological

discomfort that serves as a screen.



It's only when we're seated, and finally girded by a shared
silence, that this can take place. He takes his hand, abandoned,
as a path. He traces each finger, one by one, very gently, and
feels this labyrinth taking shape within him. He finally enters
it, and everything calms down as he wanders, with infinite
caution, through the meanders of this digital landscape. It's
exactly this sensation that he's been looking for in vain for the
last few hours, that of the silent word of the hands, a very
delicate and tireless word, one that doesn't bother with
justifications, that doesn't get caught up in any thread, and that
doesn't need anything.

So much so that the loghorée that preceded this moment
was nothing more than a decoy for what had only needed to be
kept quiet. Deceptive words, behind which the being struggles
in a last-ditch strategy of defense and prevention, at the very
moment when it feels everything inside it collapsing, and it is
naked, and already delivered.

And it's undoubtedly because the kiss comes out of the
mouth, like the verb, that it retains a rhetorical power that the
hands don't have, and undoubtedly because the eyes can't
remain silent that they close up, so as not to sink into the
opposing mirror. But hands, mute and blind though they are,
cannot lie. And there, in the hollow of their palms, we could

hear the hatching



the stigmata of a certain truth, or even, if we could manage to
disregard the physical link between these hands and the body

on which they depended, could feel its nascent contours.

That's why, at the end of a long night of confrontation with
a woman who was definitely not coming from above, but from
across the street, all that remained in the son's mind was this
single moment, multiplied by memory and probably expanded

by the nights to come.



He thinks of the need for her that wasn't there yesterday,
and that insists today. It's a strange sensation because, as it
becomes more and more imperious, it doesn't respond to
anything concrete. It's as if she's building on a void, and
managing to feed herself. That's what makes it so
incomprehensible. The more reason fights, the more need

prevails.

He doesn't agree that the need for her should grow in
power day by day. He's viscerally opposed to anything he
doesn't decide for himself, to any form of psychic alienation.
But the very formulation of this categorical refusal, the
gesture of insubordination he performs, in full possession of
his means, weakens him even further. And that's out of the
question.

For what revolts him is to be swept away by what
yesterday did not exist, what has no consistency other than
that which the fantasy gives it.

He takes this gradual invasion of body and mind as a
signal of what's alive inside him, driving him to desire an
object he barely knows, to the point of wanting it more and

more. This libido vivendi



This libido vivendi assures him that he's not dead, as he's still
capable of crystallizing on an object he constructs in his
thoughts, to the point of risking his own self-destruction in the
possession of its reality.

But despite these few snatches of reflection, everything
seems to be coordinating for a systematic attack, on all fronts,
on the state of ataraxia that was his before. Time stretches on
endlessly, consciousness no longer slumbers, everything in

him is now on the lookout. He's worried.

So off he goes, to escape life as it now appears. He wants
to be forgotten too, and to rot peacefully under the ground.
And with clenched fists, he concentrates hard and imagines
himself dead alongside the dead man, visualizing very vividly

the father's state now, rotten and well decomposed.

Everything is a threat now, even her, especially her. So
really, he has no idea what to do.
He lies down, falls asleep, wants to ask the father. But the

father doesn't come.



And then, weighing the pros and cons, he realizes that if
he's go1n g to lie next to a body, if he's going to share flesh,
it might as well be next to her body, and in a bed rather than a
tomb.

Because, all the same, this flesh, which heats up all the
space around it, so variably plastic depending on whether he
pushes his fingers, or his teeth, here or there, this flesh, then,
is still more welcoming than her father's, now completely
scattered, and surely very black. Whereas his, no, responding,
calling, really held, writhing, warm above all, hot, composed

and blocking.

Here they are, both as alive as they can be, breath mingled
and panting, exerting opposing pressures on their limbs in a
battle that 1s at once disordered and very calm, her skin
bruised by her budding beard, and him still astonished at
undeniably arousing desire, very clearly, when no, not him,
not now, but if yet, there's no doubt, because he knows he's
precisely inside her, that he sees himself with one hand
tackling her head backwards, and with the other lifting her left

thigh and folding it over her face.



thigh and folding it over his shoulder, what suppleness my
god, and with his mouth too, working.

He feels how different all this is from before, how the
feeling of predation has given way to that of the simple
sensation of presence, inside her, and of dialogue. She cries,
and he never takes his eyes off her, running his hand over her
warm, supple belly during the night, just as he ran his hand
over the cold, hard skull of the dead man, a single caress to the

father, a farewell caress, before the night.

Then, lying mirrored, they intertwine arms and legs, faces
and breaths, and fall asleep without this time imploring

anyone.



Chapter III



And then, little by little, the oily mud of silence begins to
seep into him. It's an ancient sludge, that of the deportees
forced to shut their mouths with rifle butts, and hearing only
the sound of their footsteps sinking and breaking with each
step; the equally terrifying sludge imposed by the Kapo
suddenly bursting into the blockhouse, not with the will to
remain silent, but with the formal prohibition to open it, in
order to survive. Above all, the silence of the survivors, the
shame of having gotten away scot-free, and the suspicion that
to do so, they'd had to sleep with someone, or give up one of
their own, when not necessarily they had, and yet they had.
Afterwards, then, first, mouths shut, growing up as a child,
raised by others because the parents would never speak where
they were now, and then, later, never verbalizing anything, no
word on any feelings, no story either. She, the little girl, born
of silence, was now a mud-maker. Patient, passive and
stubbornly mute, so mute that even her words seemed to
evaporate as soon as they were spoken, carried no weight,
were given no credence. Impervious, too, to the son's words,
always reaching out to her, incisive, provocative, voluble and
lively, pouring out his soul in great streams, and life
everywhere from then on. Alas, it's a lost cause, for it's easier

to silence than to make people talk.



The progressively drier mud around him bruised his lips,
in which it dug furrows of silence. A pasty mouth, too, after a
few months, and now also guilty of the flowers she gives birth
to, because he who holds the power of speech is dangerous,
definitely invasive, always soliciting, uncomfortable. Mouth
closed, when no one speaks any more, and meditates before
the one who has fallen silent. No, decidedly, son of the word,
he looked with real defiance at the blankets of silence that
surrounded him, freezing him in turn in the posture of the

trepasse.

So much so that he soon knew that she came neither from
above nor from here, but from below, from all the way down.
One of those abyss-women who suck you in, hold you at the
exact distance of respect, give birth to the other, make him
lose all reference points, then empty him and empty him again

of his substance.



Now it's December, and now it's the woman who's dead.
She's really dead, but that's not so simple: there's no corpse, no
door to open, no bed, no paint either.

The son is waiting for the ceremony that will see the
tribute paid to the father at the college where he had worked: a
beautiful green canvas that will now take pride of place in the
entrance hall, in place of the horrible bas-relief of the cultural
one percent, moved a dozen meters for the occasion. It's the
greasy snow at the end of December, and soon, in an hour's
time, the crowd, the parents and the noise, and in its place, a
canvas, green and dark, depicting a standing, white body and
its cast shadow. The real dead man, he's the irredeemable one.

Whereas she, the woman, the springtime passer-by, is also
dead, but in a different way. Alive, then, as she passes, speaks,
desires and devours the son, enraptured, greedily grasping this
outstretched mirror, and also very complacently posing as the
redeemer. But in this game, fed, gorged.

There's murder in th e air this evening of unveiling,



when she tells him that, of course, she can't be what she used
to be, or see him as she used to see him, or do anything
worthwhile anymore, because she wasn't hungry anymore.

Right, then. Here she is dead, neither from above nor from
nowhere, nothing but a puff of energy exhaled from the
father's last breath, exhaled like that, all at once, and after a
very short breath, something that no longer circulates inside
him, like a great internal fatigue.

So she's dead, and he, the son, as if bloodless. Well, not
quite dead, but still somewhere, at that very moment, under
someone else's father's window. Because it's obvious now, in
retrospect, that this passer-by on May 20th, who was
approached by the son to designate the window where the
corpse was still hardening, yes, that passer-by was death
coming to take its due, or rather not, leaving once the job was
done, and passing in front of the son, at his table in the caf¢
downstairs, to let him know that, yes, of course, she knew all
that, and that she'd be back, with her big blue eyes, when
hunger tormented her again, and that if he wasn't careful, it

would be his turn, the son's turn.

That's what she's up to when she prowls around here,
taking her due, the temptress. But this was also the father's

painting.



Bodies, or fragments of them, neither really attracted by
gravity nor free of it, neither heavy nor light, neither quite
alive nor quite dead. That's what it was like that day too, not
death above and life below, but death everywhere, very strong,
diffuse, and above all prowling, implacably tempting, with its

outstretched arms and long legs.

A woman called the day before by the painter himself
when, showing the son the utlime canvas he had literally
hidden behind other less recent ones, he said, "See, look here,
the man below, lying down, his hand on his lung. It's too
much, stop. So the son, what do you mean, but it's new, you're
pointing to yourself in the canvases now, what do you mean
by that, stop what, stop what, stop what, stop painting, what's

"enough"?

And looking at this horizontal body, with its head turned
upside down, and yes, with its hand firmly on the ground, but
not on the lung, rather on the heart, this body which, for once,
occupied the floor of the canvas, looking at this body, the son
saw nothing, at least not that death had taken possession of the
painter's hand, which had given it a face, but also now of the
voice, that of the father bidding farewell, the day before, to the
blind and deaf son. And yet, the lighter form in the middle,
already disembodied by



disembodied by a less present paste, can only represent the
ascent of this lower body. As for the upper part of the canvas,
it was occupied by a form so light that it seemed to want to

leave the canvas upwards.

Then, the woman, death, a little greedy perhaps, quite
rigorous too, had already come the day before to warn of her
imminent arrival, to recognize the place too, and as the son
hadn't recognized her well, and especially in the morning, he
had left everyone at the rendezvous, leaving the painter, the
father, to expire alone, on the morning of his last Sunday,
alone in his briefs under a sort of Chinese shirt, she'd dropped
by, to see if everything had followed its course, to get
confirmation from the son that yes, the father was upstairs
cold, and that she could go home, and that no, he'd rather he
didn't sit down, that she could leave now, and preferably not

come back.



Preferably. But after that, it's all confusion, and the
redemption mirrors held out to the melancholy with wide-open
blue eyes, and the stairs descended one by one.

So, here's how he goes about saving his skin. It's a Friday
evening. He stands there, very tame, on her sofa. He takes her
in his arms, swallows her doubts, caresses them, embalms
them too, finally puts them to sleep. She says that here, on this
sofa, whether it's him or someone else, it's exactly the same.
She says she falls and cries, that she doesn't want to drag him
away. But he, completely sucked in by his own solitary
energy, still tries to find out what death has to give, whether
this seated woman is full or empty.

So he lays her on his bed, feels her desire, something very
evil, quite intense and very ungenerous. He possesses her
violently, but with restraint, pressing into the hollow of her
neck and forcing her to react, to return blow for blow, except
that her moans of pleasure are muffled and contained, and no
matter how much he urges her to really devour him, she
returns nothing. It's to this form, greedy and alone, satiated,
relaxed she says, but nothing is really clear, that he manages to
ask: "What do you have to give?". She answers, but it's the

silence



but it's the silence that precedes that we also need to hear, "it".
Emptiness, then, an inert, aspiring body, white, damaged flesh.
And in the morning, she feels her prey slipping away. And

he, escaping.



Part Two



It's Amsterdam now. The painter is exhibiting with a
friend. A large format, five meters by three.1994. The studio,
located in a rehabilitated hospital, is huge. He makes the most
of it. He also enjoys the Rijkmuseum, and the Vermeers and
Rembrandts, because every year, it's the pilgrimage, and then
also drop by the Red Light District, just to see too, but without
entering. Go around again, like he did with the whores in
Beijing.

Amsterdam is now the son's stopover. Beijing via
Amsterdam. He could have gone elsewhere, but no, he
preferred to sink into the mud stirred up by his father's
footsteps.

In any case, it was fate, not him, that had chosen this
climb. But the rest, yes, that was violently him, with that
instinct for life that holds your nostrils just above the surface
of the water. With great strokes of the breaststroke, for nothing
too, because in any case, it's all going to die the same way, in
no time, and he, and all those he loved and cried out for, all
that, is going to die tomorrow and rot in the earth and make

the others weep and die in their turn.

The blondes at the airport hover around him without



him. He looks up because he's not going to let himself die like
that.

They look funny in the cabin. They look like giraffes. It's
hard for them to get their heads over. The brunettes, the
Chinese ones, squeeze in everywhere and don't bump into
anything.

From the plane, he recognizes the landscapes the dead man
had described to him, the polders and beaches of the coast
where his son had gone fifteen years earlier, with another love,

when he firmly believed in the immortality of his family.



The drunk Chinese is a pietre percussionist. At least the
one sitting next to the son now, in a restaurant near
Zhangzizhonglu station. Friday evening is a feast. The tables
are full, and inebriation peaks around 10pm. The women talk
loudly, sometimes shouting at the top of their voices in
unbearable shrillness, and don't take kindly to alcohol. It
smells like the end of the week, and if there's a makeshift
bongo lying around, it's abused in turn by each of the guests,
and the one with the longest rhythmic phrase, regardless of the
coherence of its structure, is rewarded with a collective hurrah
and hearty applause.

For the men, jeans are de rigueur, the most modern mark
of Westernization, topped by a striped polo shirt or blouse.
The women have slipped into tight dresses, showing off their
bulging frames. They laughingly abandon themselves to the
shoulders of the hirsute, pot-bellied males. They go out
regularly, in an alcohol-biased approach, with their phones, or
to the toilet, sometimes not even letting go of whether to
urinate or answer the phone.

And then, suddenly, there's an inexplicable silence. A



answer left hanging in the air, a story for which everyone is
waiting feverishly for a conclusion, a silence brutally shattered
by a huge, hysterical burst of sound.

It's his first night.



First, he wants to go to Yonghegong, the Lama temple.

In front of him is this laughing, or smiling, Buddha, a
hilarious version of the morbid Ecclesiastes. He enters the
temple and observes the prayers, restless and fervent, renewed
and sometimes ceremonial. He's in the background because he
has no religion. That's why he doesn't understand anything.
Faced with a bloody, pathetic Christ on the cross, or a paunchy
Buddha, he doesn't know what to do. The former won't make
him feel guilty. The latter only intrigues him.

The monks' prayers begin with music. It's a monotonous,
psalmodic litany. Some are chatting, waiting to blow their
large ivory horns. He stands behind, skeptical. So he asks his
friend Pingjun why Buddha is laughing and tells him he's
bought incense. His friend replies that Buddha doesn't laugh,
but smiles, and that anyone can become Buddha.

He turns his head to his friend's wife. She's the same age as
his son. She's an ox in the Chinese horoscope. Very attentive,
she gives him medicine every time she sees him cough. He's

touched by the gentleness of her



face and eyes. He'd like to be in her arms, because he knows
that gentleness, abandonment and motherhood lie there. These
two beings are matched, so he tries not to talk too long to the
woman. He looks serious and preoccupied.

He explains to her now, standing up in the crowded bus
that takes them to the galleries of 798, that he does everything
mechanically now, that he has gradually emptied himself of
what the Chinese call "qi", like an open wound, but that
nevertheless, he continues to act. She replies that she, too,
recently lost her father at the same age, that she returned from
the States in a hurry and that, in Chinese superstition, the year

of birth heralded both the worst and the best.



Galerie Mano is quite small, about forty square meters at
most. The caller is a girl of barely twenty-five, obviously
rather stupid, and the owner, who is absent, is also a painter.
Big blue and green horses move in seventies volutes. It's all
very ugly, but Mr. Huang, according to his little secretary, is a
"professional". That's an understatement when you see the
masterpieces that sit atop his desk.

The little sister gabbles grammatically correct but barely
pronounced French. Things get tense pretty quickly. The paper
file is of little interest. We have to "hurry up", and send the
"best" paintings by e-mail this evening. The best-known "is it
sold?". Of course, too late, you charming uneducated woman.

The son takes one last look at the plastic skinned sheep

and dog standing on their hind legs, and walks out smiling.



The next day, he's off to the National Museum of Art.

The elegant woman with the little floppy ears is in charge
of international affairs, and has been instructed to roll out the
red carpet for the child. Speaking in perfect English, she
explains that he has four rooms at his disposal for a
retrospective of his father's work. She spoke to him with
enchanted eyes, but he paid her little heed, instead looking at
her and quickly finding her beautiful.

This is the real work of death now: to be here, in Beijing,
welcomed with open arms in one of the world's greatest
museums, with a smiling heart, or at the bottom of some hole
... Hardly able to rejoice in a victory by the very death brought,
for would the painter be so welcomed if he were here? What
debt do the living feel they owe by opening doors they once
stubbornly kept closed?



In Tianjin, the son is welcomed like a king.

He has nothing to look for. He doesn't move, he's moved.
You can't see him from the outside, but everything points to
the fact that there's someone in that car who must be seen.

At the table, he is placed first, opposite the king of the
inviting power. Until he is seated, the others remain standing.
To his right is the translator, to his left the daughter of the
other king, and opposite, a little to the right, the best friend.
There are twelve at the table, but only four are seated.

The dishes brought to him are the finest, and the rarest.
After the third course, he is presented with jewels and
statuettes.

Very quickly, he is hailed as the younger brother of his
host, the "gi gi". And so, very quickly and very often, he is
invited to toast the memory of the person whose place he now
occupies.

He notices the little maids who stand stiff and polite, and
especially one whose eyes sparkle because it's the first time
she's seen a foreign king. She imagines herself as a barefoot
princess, thinks maybe he'll take her away, or that if she

weren't so



poor, and so servile in status, she could catch his heart. Then
really, she looks at him, and lights him up. While laughing
with his equal, he catches what he can of what the servant
throws at him, but he has to be dignified and discreet, so he
concentrates and holds out his glass in turn.

We fear for the new king, we protect him, we light his
cigar, we cut his meat, we accompany him where he normally
goes alone, we wait for him to finish, we sit him down. We
toast again, a little louder, and so on every ten minutes. You
stand up, sometimes solemnly, and empty half your glass into
the glass of the person you want to honor in turn.

Now we make him sing. He sings very badly, but we
applaud, very loudly, and congratulate him.

He then hears that he 1s indeed the son, the real one.

He wants to go home and get some sleep. We accompany
him to his home, and wait for him to finish his nap.

Then it's all over again, until suddenly the inviting king
declares that it's all over, and that it's time for everyone to

return to their respective homelands.



But when the king is alone, his advisors come forward,
with grave faces and lowered brows, to tell him that enemies
are approaching. They construct for him dangers that are more
or less real, more or less immediate, and he worries.

Yes, the son can feel the rats crawling around the webs.
From the business lawyer in a hurry who sniffs out
contemporary art and knows, in his own seasoned way, how to
evaluate its cash equivalents, to the friend who warns him of
the past jealousies of some, bad painters or unrecognized
geniuses also wanting to escape this post-mortem fame that
was offered to their eyes, nothing and nobody remain in the
place they occupied before.

Everything revolves around painting, both words and
people, so much so that it seems, by the very effect it produces
in the changes in everyone's behavior, to be alive.

Then the great sadness invades the son, unburdened by his
ascendancy, but so weighed down by the desire of others,
peremptory and violent invaders, self-declared intimate

advisors and guardians of part of the temple.

Poor son, tired, weighed down, almost knocked out, drunk at

last on the



precious wine of another's life. Poor son, alone, sometimes
measuring himself idly beside a diptych panel and telling
himself, as he observed the fifteen centimetres he gave back to
the canvas, that he came from a family of small people, and
that he always underestimated the size of a painting, when he
had to picture it from afar.

He also underestimated the anthropophagic desires of

others.



IV-



It's elsewhere now, in North Africa. An immense pause
with mother and child. Midoun, and the tears of the woman
who spent her childhood here, or thereabouts, at the first steps
of the ground trodden, first surprised by the cruelty of the
October light, and rediscovering the colors of the dune steppe,
ocre, indigo and greens, all the greens. He, the son, between
these two women, the small, very blond one and the large,
very happy one, takes a back seat, as he works first and
foremost for them, who are still very fragile, but for different

reasons.

He has had to recompose a landscape, finding himself the
man begotten and begetting, and yet now deciding for both of
them, very liberally supervising the natural dispendiosity of
one, and the awakening to the world of the other, women very
much alike in truth, of that verbal and physical energy which
leaves them little rest, and which cost the mother up to

confinement, when nothing had been under control any longer.

So, on the eve of winter, he chooses to offer rest, so that
once and for all, life can go on without a hitch, and so that
everything doesn't break down with the night and the cold. So
it's here, in Midoun, that we can see these three fruits of the
same tree, held tightly together, going out into the busy

streets, and the



mother who never knew how to say no, disappearing into the
souvenir stalls, all the same, always the same, holding the
child's hand in wonder at the shimmering dresses and fabrics,
and the son, turning his head, but no one following him, and
retracing his steps, looking inside the stores and repeating
almost mechanically that thank you my friend, but no, I don't
want to buy anything, I'm looking for someone, but yes, there
they are, in the store opposite, come in, I'll give you a good

price.

And there they are, dressed from head to toe in long
wedding dresses, surrounded by four men busy flattering them
and making them laugh, and the most skilful of them has his
hands out of his pockets, and slips furtive kisses to his Miss
France, which wouldn't have bothered anyone if he hadn't
smelled of bad wine. And the child, too, in bellydance, looks
up at the son, who doesn't know whether to be annoyed or
amused by his wives being encircled and bewitched by the
local salesman, to beg the father's blessing, unaware that he
didn't really care anymore, as long as he could glean here and
there, and sow a little life somewhere, first and foremost in the

eyes of his family.

To tell the truth, it's more of a form of sacrifice



to be stuck there, between two generations, at the very
moment when the father is no longer there, because from now
on, he is the only father, and also the only son, or rather the
son of only one of the two parents, the son of the survivor. It's
on this raft that he finds himself, and on which he has decided
to embark his blood relatives, and captain of a rudderless craft,
wanted to set off like this, for a mother's ride. The child, who
takes it upon himself not to bother anyone, yawns at the table,
then dozes off, while the other woman stirs her roots, far
away, to the silent, bewildered son, who then runs his hand

through the child's hair “to lead her gently back to her room.

And the three of them, bent over the road swept by an
island night wind, an inseparable form in the night, manage to

separate, very slowly.

So much so, in fact, that the decision to g o deeper into
the dunes of the dézert on a whim, not just to skirt the gates of
Douz, but to really get away for a few days, away from the
noise above all, was a kind of vital caprice that corresponded

to no prior desire,



not simply a door that makes you want to get lost. But of
course it was impossible, because nobody was there for that,
or to love each other, well, the parent and the child, yes, but
not the son for the mother, rather to care for her, to accompany
her, to rebuild a little life around her, to heal that of the father
gone, to care for the mother who tells and tells but never asks
if she's all right, what it was like to find him lying there, the
man she had loved, and understood, and accompanied even

after the separation.

No, but it's nice to be there, sitting under a tent next to an
old Berber woman in Matmata, helping her turn the stone
millstone, or tucked away in the back of the 4X4, feet up on
the windowsill, watching her, having brought her there. It was
also good to fall asleep in that big hotel bed, next to the warm
child, and watch him sleep, probably the most restful image a
father could see, the child's eyes closed, his left arm back and

his right on his stomach, far away and present.

To have them there, not the words but the gestures and the
presence, all three eclsewhere, because after all, it was
necessary to bury and forget this terrible minute of the
announcement, formulated in such a childish vocabulary, like

the first words uttered by the child.



words uttered by the child, barely commanded "Mommy,
Daddy's dead", which she had accepted as best she could, and
to the child too, "You know, Grandpa Hat, he's dead."

And that's why the mother doesn't ask, barely protects her
children from mourning, for he had been love itself, choosing
her as his model, between two paving stones thrown at the
CRS, and life on the hoof, remaking the world in that little
apartment on rue d'Aligre. You only have to want to know
what your father and I went through together before you were

born, but when I tell you, you look away, you're embarrassed.

The son knows all this, and he keeps silent, didn't ask to
know, just wanted them to be there together, in the sun, seeing
the sand dunes, and all around the sky, everywhere, and then,
coming back to Paris, in the early November night, and the
greasy rain, coming back less worn, with an image of them,
crouched on the white sand, their faces crossed out with a red

scarf, their shadows cast to the left.



