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     I am hidden on the other side of the door, I listen, and she says that several hours after what the copy of the report I keep twice-folded in my drawer calls the 
     attempted homicide, and which I call the same thing for lack of a better word, since no other term is more appropriate for what happened, which means I always have the anxious nagging feeling that my story, whether told 
     by me or whomever else, begins with a falsehood, I left my apartment and went downstairs.
    
 
   
    
     I crossed the street in the rain so I could wash my sheets on the hot setting at the laundromat down the block, just fifty meters from the door to my building, I was bent double, the laundry bag was so big and heavy my legs trembled under its weight.
    
 
   
    
     It wasn’t yet light out.
     
    
     The street was empty.
     
    
     I was alone and as I stumbled along, though I had such a short way to go, I found myself counting in my haste: 
     Just fifty more steps, keep going, just twenty more steps and you’re there.
     
    
     I hurried faster.
     
    
     In my impatience for the future, which would, somehow or other, dispatch, consign, reduce this scene to the past, I found myself thinking: 
     In a week you’ll say, It’s been a whole week since it happened, keep going, and in a year you’ll say, It’s been a whole year since it happened.
     
    
     The drops of freezing rain weren’t beating down but fell in a thin, clammy drizzle that soaked through the canvas of my shoes, the water oozed its way through my insoles and the fabric of my socks.
     
    
     I was cold—and I thought: 
     He could come back, he’s bound to come back, now I can never go home, he’s driven me from my home.
     
    
     The manager of the laundromat was on duty, his blocky chest and head looming up across the rows of machines.
     
    
     He asked how it was going, I said 
     Bad, in the hardest voice I could muster.
     
    
     I waited for him to say something.
     
    
     I wanted him to say something.
     
    
     But he let it go, he shrugged, he turned and disappeared into the little 
     office of his, tucked away behind the dryers, and I hated him for not asking what I meant.
    
 
   
    
     I went back with the clean sheets.
     
    
     I climbed the stairs in a sweat.
     
    
     I remade the bed, but still it smelled like Reda, so I lit candles, I burned incense; it wasn’t enough; I took air freshener, deodorant, bottles of cologne that I’d been given for my last birthday, aftershave, and I sprayed the sheets, I soaked the pillowcases, even though I’d just washed them, until the material foamed with thick clustering suds.
     
    
     I washed the wooden chairs with soap and water, took a damp sponge to the books he’d handled, rubbed the doorknobs with antiseptic wipes, dusted the wooden blinds slat by slat, moved and rearranged the stacks of books on the floor, polished the metal bed frame, scoured the smooth white refrigerator door with lemon-scented detergent; I couldn’t stop, I was possessed by an almost manic energy.
     
    
     I thought: 
     Better crazy than dead.
     
    
     I scrubbed the shower he’d used, dumped several liters of bleach into the toilet and sink (it was two liters at least—a bottle and a half), scrubbed the entire bathroom, it was absurd, I even cleaned the mirror where he’d observed, or really admired, his reflection the night before, and I threw away the clothes he’d touched, washing them wasn’t good enough; I don’t know why it was good enough for the sheets but not the clothes.
     
    
     I got down on my hands and knees and scrubbed the floor, the steaming water scalded my fingers, the rag tore the tender skin away in little oblong strips.
     
    
     The bits of skin 
     curled up on themselves.
     
    
     I paused, I took deep breaths, the truth is I was sniffing like an animal, I had become an animal, sniffing after the scent that seemed never to disappear, no matter what I did, his smell wouldn’t go away, so I decided it must be on me, not on the sheets or the furniture.
     
    
     I was the problem.
     
    
     I got in the shower, I washed myself once, twice, three times, and so on.
     
    
     I lathered my body with soap, shampoo, conditioner to perfume it as best I could, it was as if his smell were encrusted inside me, between the flesh and the epidermis, and I scraped at every inch of my body with my nails, I sanded away in a fury, trying to reach the inner layers of my skin and get rid of his smell, I swore out loud, “Fuck,” and the longer the smell persisted, the sicker and dizzier I felt.
     
    
     Then I realized: 
     The smell is inside my nose.
     
    
     You’re smelling the inside of your nose.
     
    
     The smell is stuck in my nose.
     
    
     I left the bathroom, came back with saline, and squirted it into my nostrils; I exhaled as if I were blowing my nose so that—this was the effect I wanted to produce—the saline would get to the entire inner surface of my nostrils; it didn’t do any good; I left the windows open and went to go see Henri, the only friend I had who was awake that December 25 at nine or ten in the morning.
    
 
   
    
     My sister is the one describing this scene to her husband.
     
    
     I still recognize her voice even after my years away, her voice compounded, as always, of fury, resentment, irony too, and resignation:
    
 
   
    
     “But that’s the thing, it didn’t surprise me at all and that’s exactly what got me so mad, because when he told me—and he was sitting right there where you are now, and here I was listening, he always goes on about how nobody listens to him, which I mean, please, that’s not the problem, the problem is he never wants anyone else to talk, only him and he never stops, but as I was saying, when he told me how he left the hospital that day and it hit me how he never called me the day it happened, I said to myself: Of course not—but I kept my mouth shut, and at first I just sat there and dealt with it.
     
    
     I dealt with it.
     
    
     I was proud of the way I dealt with it, actually.
     
    
     I patted myself on the back.
     
    
     And I told myself, You knew who you were dealing with, did you really think he’d pick up the phone or, heaven forbid, come to visit 
     (here it comes).
     
    
     I’m not saying he should have called me before he called everybody else or told me everything in detail right then and there, it’s not like I want to be the first person he calls, I’m not saying call and spend three hours on the phone, or three days, not at all.
     
    
     All I’m saying is call.
    
 
   
    
     “But so I let him talk.
     
    
     I dig my nails into my hands, deep, to keep from bawling him out.
     
    
     I could see the big veins come up on my hands while he went on talking, I was clenching them so hard, they looked like beets, and all that time, the whole entire time, I was swallowing my spit to swallow the words I felt rising up in my throat, and I just kept telling myself: Hold it together, Clara.
     
    
     Hold it together.
    
 
   
    
     “And finally I told him.
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     My sister goes on with her monologue, I can hear her sip her water, swallow, set her glass on the table; I can hear the clack of glass on plywood.
    
 
   
    
     “And that was what surprised him the most, he told me, he says: The next day I woke up and it started.
     
    
     Just like that 
     (I told her I was lying on my bed, lying on my back, and when I opened my eyes my entire body went into a cramp, it felt as if there were blades between my ribs, my 
     
     back stiffened like a shell), and what’s his reaction, right then and for days after?
     
    
     That he’ll never be able to see anybody happy ever again.
     
    
     The moron.
     
    
     I don’t remember his exact words, but that was the gist.
     
    
     What could I say?
     
    
     I just kept my mouth shut, I looked down at my shoes like I was a moron too 
     (I tried to go back to sleep, I wanted to sleep, but my body hurt too much).
     
    
     And he says to me, I hated everyone, I know it’s crazy, Clara, but that morning I woke up hating everyone 
     (and I thought: How can you hate them?)
    
    
     .
    
 
   
    
     “Which was a weird thing to say, if you ask me.
     
    
     I wouldn’t call it exactly normal.
     
    
     But there it was.
     
    
     In my head I’m thinking, 
     Get a grip, but I don’t say it out loud, he’d only take it the wrong way.
     
    
     He said, I hated everyone 
     (and I thought: How can you hate them?
     
    
     That morning after Reda left, I woke up and my mouth tasted strange—and I was thinking I’d never be able to bear the slightest trace or sign or appearance of what people call happiness, if I’d seen someone smiling I would have slapped them, I’d have grabbed them by the lapels, I’d have shaken them as hard as I could, and I’d have shouted in their face, I’d have screamed; even children, even children, the frail or the sick, I’d have wanted to shake them and spit in their faces, I’d have scratched until I drew blood, I’d have scratched their faces off, till all the faces around me disappeared.
     
    
     I would have stuck my fingers into their eyes, gouged out their eyes and crushed them in my hand, and I thought: How can you hate them?
     
    
     and it wasn’t my fault, I would have grabbed the sick ones, lifted them up 
     
     and thrown them out of their wheelchairs, my god, I could never see another smile or hear anyone laugh, outside, in the street, in the park, wherever I was the laughter pierced my eardrums and stuck in my ears, it echoed inside my skull for the rest of the day, it stuck in my skull, in my eyes, in my lips—it was as if their laughter existed to hurt me).
    
 
   
    
     “So what could he do?
     
    
     The trouble was he couldn’t even go outside and clear out the cobwebs, with the shitty weather they were having 
     (I could hear the patter of the rain on the windows, it was raining, it had been raining the entire month of January).
     
    
     He tried to go back to sleep but he was in too much pain from the cramps, all he could do was keep replaying what had happened.
     
    
     He couldn’t tell what was what.
     
    
     It was kind of like when you go to sleep and wish you could wake up the next day and be somebody else, like you were changed—only he hadn’t wished it, anyway not like that.
    
 
   
    
     “And he felt the same even when it wasn’t real 
     (even when it wasn’t real).
     
    
     Even when he saw ads on the bus or on the walls of some building, when he saw all the photos of happy families eating breakfast or sitting by a pool, you know what I mean, when he saw what they call happiness in advertisements, he wanted to take out a knife or something, he wanted to take a key out of his pocket and tear up the faces 
     (I wanted to light them on fire).
     
    
     He wanted to drag them down with him, as many as he could, that’s what he told me 
     (I told her: to spread 
     
     the pain).
     
    
     And he told me: I know it doesn’t make any sense 
     (I thought: How can you hate them?
     
    
     but it wasn’t just when I saw them smile, I told her I couldn’t stand to see unhappy faces either, it was as if their unhappiness were less authentic, less true, less profound, less real than my own).
    
 
   
    
     “It’s true she used to tell us lots of stories like that, our mother did.
     
    
     Maybe it did something to him, hearing those stories over and over back when he still lived at home.
     
    
     Who knows.
     
    
     The other day on Channel Two a man was saying how if a person never heard anyone talk about love maybe they wouldn’t be able to fall in love.
     
    
     Which, I mean, please.
     
    
     When I hear myself say it, I tell myself enough with the TV, it’s frying your brain.
     
    
     But even so.
     
    
     It’s been on my mind.
    
 
   
    
     “It started when she was doing the home care for the seniors, before I knew you.
     
    
     Oh, don’t you let anyone give you that line, about how it’s a job with a future as long as people keep getting old.
     
    
     She’d wash them and then she’d give them their medication—and then she’d come home and complain.
     
    
     My god, they never gave her a moment’s peace.
     
    
     But if you’re a woman what can you do?
     
    
     Especially now they’ve stopped hiring at the factory, everything’s gone, and now they’re saying it’ll close for good.”
    
 
   
    
     *
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     She stops to catch her breath.
     
    
     She says I’d returned my bike three or four hundred meters from my apartment, on the other side of the place de la R
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     They were doing street work on the place de la R
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     He told me that he was Kabyle and that his father had come to France in the early sixties.
     
    
     This was twenty years before Reda was born.
     
    
     When we met, Reda must have been in his early thirties.
     
    
     They sent his father to a designated immigrant hostel somewhere to the north of Paris, I forget the exact town, with no more than a change of clothes and a few things stuffed into a little suitcase—and not because he had nothing, though it’s 
     true he didn’t have much, but because he wasn’t allowed to bring any more with him; as if it weren’t enough to be poor, he had to seem poor too.
     
    
     Reda began to tell me all this when we were standing outside my building, but it was later—when we were lying together in bed and I was begging to know more about him, about his life—that he told me the rest.
     
    
     He rested his head on my chest as he talked.
     
    
     I just listened.
     
    
     I ran my fingers over his skin and listened.
     
    
     His father had crossed all of Kabylia to get away.
     
    
     He hiked day after day, all by himself.
     
    
     He didn’t want to go with the others.
     
    
     He crossed the desert, he slept on the sand and in the dirt, hidden in the bushes.
    
 
   
    
     I told Clara his father must always have dreamed of leaving, of running away.
     
    
     It’s an ordinary dream, but the truth is, ordinary dreams are often what set us free.
     
    
     Maybe, I told her, he wanted to go to a place where he had no friends, no family, no past; that’s how I felt the first time I left for the city, and I can’t be the only one, and of course I know it’s na
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     This whole time the grain of the door has filled my field of vision.
     
    
     I’m calm.
     
    
     I’m trying to stay calm.
     
    
     At this point, Clara tells her husband, I look Reda in the eyes and congratulate myself on having met him; I congratulated myself for having demurred when Geoffroy offered me another drink.
     
    
     Geoffroy had wanted to give me one last glass of wine before I went home, and I said no.
     
    
     I don’t know why, but without thinking I pushed the 
     bottle back when he passed it in my direction, I must have felt tired.
     
    
     After my night with Reda, I admitted to Clara, I wasted a lot of time on useless questions that led nowhere, dead-end questions, questions that had no answers—although they did manage to fill my days and keep me from doing anything besides asking them over and over again, while I limited myself to only the most mechanical tasks so I could keep my mind on the questions, for example making the bed even though I’d made the bed already several times that day, or finding something to pick up off the floor, a pen, a stray hair, or arranging the forks in the drawer; I wondered if what had happened with Reda would have happened if I’d said yes to that drink with Geoffroy and crossed the square five minutes later; I would become convinced that some little detail, something tiny and insignificant—if I’d had one more glass of wine, or if I’d stopped to tie my shoelaces a few meters away from the place de la R
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     I no longer recognized what I was saying.
     
    
     I no longer recognized my own memories, when I spoke them out loud; the questions I was being asked by the police made me describe my night with Reda differently than I’d have chosen, and in the form that they imposed on my account, I no longer recognized the outlines of my own experience, I was lost, I knew that once I went 
     forward with the story, according to their cues and directions, I couldn’t take it back, and I’d have lost what I wanted to say; I felt that once the right moment to say something passes, it disappears for good and can never be retrieved, the truth slips away and out of reach; I felt that whenever I spoke a word in front of the police, other words became impossible, now and forever; I understood that there were certain scenes, certain things, I must never discuss if I wanted to remember all that had actually happened; I understood that the only way to remember was to forget, and that if the police forced me to talk about those things, it would mean forgetting everything.
    
 
   
    
     *
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     On some level I knew why my cell phone had disappeared, but I didn’t dare say it, much less think it; in fact, I was doing all I could to avoid that thought.
    
 
   
    
     Clara describes to her husband how, for no conceivable reason—since the phone obviously wasn’t there—I kept feeling around in the empty pocket, as if I might suddenly make the phone reappear through sheer willpower and the movements of my fingers.
    
 
   
    
     The next day, when I came to this part of the story, the female officer said: “Yeah, here at the precinct
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       INTERLUDE
      
 
   
    
     It was in a novel by William Faulkner, 
     Sanctuary, that I first found a case like mine, in which a person was unable to flee.
    
 
   
    
     On page 65, Faulkner writes:
    
 
   
    
     Temple backed from the room.
     
    
     In the hall she whirled and ran.
     
    
     She ran right off the porch, into the weeds, and sped on.
     
    
     She ran to the road and 
     down it for fifty yards in the darkness, then without a break she whirled and ran back to the house and sprang onto the porch and crouched against the door just as someone came up the hall.
    
 
   
    
     When I read it, I made this note:
    
 
   
    
     “Today is Tuesday, November 11, 2014.
     
    
     I’ve just found and read this book by William Faulkner while writing the last pages of 
     History of Violence.
     
    
     I’m stunned by my encounter with Temple Drake, by the parallels between us, by thoughts of hers that are exactly identical to my own.
     
    
     Here in the first part of the book, Faulkner is telling the story of a woman, Temple Drake, who after a car accident is taken with her male companion to a ruined house, not far away, inhabited by a small community of men and one woman.
     
    
     One of the men in this community has found her and her companion and has brought them to this frankly troubling house, lost in the woods and underbrush.”
    
 
   
    
     From the beginning, the characters she meets in this house—small-time bootleggers—are presented as violent, unpredictable drunks.
    
 
   
    
     They threaten one another, they fight, they curse, they drink, they threaten Temple, and the possibility of rape—which will take place—hangs over her.
    
 
   
    
     Temple thinks of escaping now and then, although escape will be complicated without a car.
     
    
     She asks the woman who lives in the house to help her.
     
    
     The woman 
     answers that Temple has to get away before it’s too late.
     
    
     She insists that Temple go, even though at times she seems to want to keep her there.
     
    
     Several times Temple could do it, she could conceivably get away.
     
    
     Her male companion does manage to leave, in the end, and his example points up the inertia of Temple Drake.
    
 
   
    
     *
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     And then all I felt was exhaustion.
     
    
     Clara told her husband that my fear and my pain were suddenly crowded out by the exhaustion that consumed me.
     
    
     Even as I mastered my terror, all I could hear was my exhaustion whispering, 
     It’s time for him to go, it’s time for this 
     to end, it doesn’t matter how you do it, but it’s time for this to end.
     
    
     I was trying to think.
    
 
   
    
     All of a sudden I was freezing.
     
    
     I’d been so tense this 
     whole time, ever since Reda’s transformation, that I hadn’t noticed the temperature, but now that I was exhausted I felt how cold it was, my teeth chattered harder and harder, I got goose bumps.
     
    
     My exhaustion was gradually replaced—or rather, reinforced, since the exhaustion remained—by a heightened sensitivity to the atmosphere around me and to my outer body, so that suddenly his scarf was still tightening around my throat, as if it had been around my neck all along, as if he’d never taken it off; it had been ten or fifteen minutes since I’d had anything around my neck, but suddenly I felt the contact of the wool against my throat, coarse and heavy; the sensation, which had gone away, was back.
     
    
     At this point I’d have done anything to make him go away.
     
    
     But now he was the one who didn’t want to go.
     
    
     What I remember, too, is that in these moments time doesn’t flow the way it normally does.
     
    
     Elements and situations unfolded in a thick fog, as if Reda and I were drunk, as if the world itself were drunk, as if the oxygen and everything in the room were drunk; time flowed differently, more laboriously, more sluggishly, more heavily, the words that came out of our mouths were heavy, tangible, they could have fallen to the floor and shattered into a thousand pieces; our words were distant, as if spoken by other people; our bodies moved in a sort of sticky sludge of inertia, like sand or wool.
    
 
   
    
     While I explained all this to the two police officers, they’d curled up on themselves, backs hunched, hands 
     balled up, they were growing old before my eyes; time once again grew disjointed and each minute took the toll of a normal year.
    
 
   
    
     *
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     She had to quit working when they had their first kid.
     
    
     She said: “With the work they had me doing I’d just as soon stay home.”
    
 
   
    
     Her husband remains silent, mysteriously silent, and I ask myself why he hasn’t said a word since he came home.
     
    
     At first when she started talking I assumed it was fatigue, since he’d been working all week, or maybe it 
     was just his usual shyness and silence—unless that shyness and silence were just the sharp edge of his role as a man in the village (manhood being associated with taciturnity, at least in the presence of a woman or child), and then there was his job, driving a tractor-trailer for a big corporation, which is to say, a job that’s had him on the road for the last ten years, by himself, with no one to speak to for five or six days at a time.
    
 
   
    
     He’s spent more than ten years on the road all over Europe and into Asia, with no company except the TV built into the sleeper of his truck, and he’s covered a lot of highway; he travels thousands of kilometers per week, with nothing before him but the same strips of concrete and the same road signs, all exactly alike except for the names of the cities, which in any case he never visits—when and how would he have the time?
    
    
     —and which for him are only strings of letters and names of warehouses, or at the most they signify different figures, since his salary depends on the distance between each city and France—Berlin meaning an extra hundred euros on the check he gets each month, Krak
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      (DETAILS OF A NIGHTMARE)
     
 
   
    
     Clara didn’t know about this either: the horrid vision I had of my own funeral, probably inspired by another Christmas present from Didier, Claude Simon’s novel 
     The Acacia, though in any case I guess it’s natural to imagine one’s own funeral; Geoffroy says everybody does, at least once, and I don’t know whether to feel ashamed that I’m so ordinary or relieved that I’m not abnormal.
     
    
     In any case, I told her—I told the nurse—about 
     this nightmare of mine, where everyone who mattered to me would be absent, while the actual audience would have been absent from my life—various cousins who wouldn’t be able to understand the circumstances of my death, who would ask the same questions as the policeman: “But why would he take a stranger up to his apartment in the middle of the night, what was he thinking, the person must have forced his way in, he had to have forced his way in or something happened that we don’t know about, nobody takes a stranger up to his apartment in the middle of the night, it doesn’t hang together, I’m telling you it doesn’t hang together,” or worse, in the same vision, some of the men would say, “I’m going to kill that dirty Arab who killed him, I’m going to skin him alive, I’m going to tear his balls off,” and other men would say, “I always told him, Be careful, but what’s the point, he never listened, he was such a little know-it-all,” and the men who knew, or at least who knew a little more than the others, would take the shameful secret to their graves, because the truth about how I died wasn’t something they could talk about at work or in the village; instead they’d say, “He was killed, he was attacked, it was an Arab, he was strangled by that filthy sonofabitch Arab” (since anyone from beyond Spain is an “Arab”—the Portuguese, Greeks, even the Spanish themselves), “but you couldn’t tell him anything”; they’d never say “He took a guy home with him” or “He met another guy like him on the street” for fear of betraying themselves.
    
 
   
    
     And the village women, in the little village square, in the square surrounded—surrounded and defined—by the church, the town hall, and the school, in the square where the women went to gossip, they wouldn’t be fooled.
     
    
     “Le sienne Bellegueule (
     le sienne meant the son or the daughter of.
     
    
     I was often called 
     le sienne Bellegueule, that is, the son of Bellegueule—my father—just as my brothers were sometimes called 
     le sienne Bellegueule and my sisters were called 
     le sienne Bellegueule and even my father, in the presence of older people from the village who’d known him since he was a boy, was called 
     le sienne Bellegueule), le sienne Bellegueule, don’t you know, he was killed by an Arab he brought home so they could mess around, I always said he was that way, and then to take home an Arab
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     She had changed.
     
    
     The moment she realized why I was there, her voice had changed.
     
    
     Every time she addressed me, she looked away—she turned toward the computer screen, which cast a purple glow over her cheeks.
    
 
   
    
     “What I told 
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     Didier was waiting at Le Select.
     
    
     He was wearing the sweater I’d given him the night before, I could see it from far away; he was sunk in the banquette at the back, behind the coatracks, with a cup on the table before him.
     
    
     He looked distressed—this distress, which was once a solace, has since become unbearable.
     
    
     Toward the end of a documentary Clara and I watched yesterday on Channel Five, a voice-over mentioned the rapes committed against 
     black women during the days of slavery; when the voice-over said the word 
     rape I could feel Clara’s embarrassment, I saw her mouth tighten, her eyes narrow, and I hated it, I hated her distress, the way it forced me back into the past, I thought: 
     She will never understand that, as much as I cling to my story, it is also the thing that seems farthest from me and the most foreign to what I am; she can’t understand that I clutch it to me for fear it will be taken away, but that all I feel is disgust, the deepest disgust, if someone comes to me and whispers that it’s mine; the moment they remind me, I want to cast it into the dust and leave it behind.
    
 
   
    
     Didier urged me to talk.
     
    
     He told me to talk as much as I needed to, but to move on as quickly as I could to another topic—not to forget, no, for forgetting wasn’t possible, and even if it were, that might not be something to wish for, but in any case it wasn’t; and he was right, I know from experience that the isolation of those who try to forget the past is as terrible as the isolation of those for whom the past is an obsession; I’ve learned that the question is never whether or not to forget, that this is a false dichotomy; the only question, as I told Clara later—this week actually, almost a year later—the only question is how to remember the past without repeating it, and since that night of the twenty-fourth, or rather the next day, that’s what I’ve tried to do, just as I promised Didier: I’ve been trying to construct a memory that would let me undo the past, that would amplify it and 
     destroy it, so that the more I remember and the more I lose myself in the images that remain, the less they have to do with me.
    
 
   
    
     But the next thing Didier said was: “You have to file a report with the police.”
     
    
     I didn’t want to.
     
    
     I focused on the details of the sweater he was wearing; he was already wearing it, out of kindness I knew, for my sake, to show me how much he valued my gift.
     
    
     I told myself it looked good on him.
     
    
     I wanted to tell him I thought that color suited him, he ought to wear it more often.
     
    
     He said again: “You have to file a report.”
     
    
     And I didn’t understand.
     
    
     After what he’d just said, he was contradicting himself, and it made me very angry, I hated him.
     
    
     This had never happened before.
     
    
     Geoffroy was more reserved, more hesitant; for several months he’d been writing a book on the justice system, 
     a critique of judgment, which would be called 
     Judge and Punish, we discussed his book practically every day, I knew more or less what was in it, and for that reason I assumed he would defend me.
     
    
     I expected him to be on my side, but in the end he said it was important, important that I go file a report, despite all his reservations, and I thought, 
     Important for whom?
     
    
     I thought: 
     In any case, you can’t send someone to prison, you can’t do that, you’re not capable of that—I had no ally, no support, but my own arrogance, I looked around me and that was all I had, I seized it, I clung to it, and I thought: 
     They don’t know what prison is actually like, but I do, I’ve seen a prison, they never have, they don’t know, you went to 
     
     visit your cousin Sylvain in prison and you remember, you remember everything, he told you how they lived; and he’s not the only one.
     
    
     He’s not the only one.
     
    
     You’ve seen the worn, ravaged, lacerated faces of the other prisoners, the devastated, ravaged faces of the families leaving the jail, ravaged as if they were trying to share the burden, but these two don’t know, they can’t know, they haven’t seen—arrogance, come to my rescue—they haven’t seen, but I remember clearly, they’ve never seen the prison gate, they don’t know what they’re talking about, they haven’t seen the brick wall, they haven’t seen the shadow of the wall, they haven’t seen the families lined up before the wall, begging and groveling, waiting for the guard to call their name, waiting to file inside.
     
    
     But I restrained myself and kept from speaking.
     
    
     I said Reda would find me after he got out of prison, if they arrested him, he would hunt me down and take revenge, and Didier answered, “But that never happens.”
     
    
     He said Emmanuel had once explained to him that this never actually happened, and Emmanuel knew because he was a lawyer, “he knows more about it than you do,” he was an expert and he said this sort of revenge didn’t exist.
     
    
     I looked down at Didier’s cup, where it was sitting in front of me, and I thought: 
     But that doesn’t make my fear any less real, that doesn’t make me feel less overwhelmed, and they should be worrying more about your fear and less about probabilities, and they should be thinking of your fear above all else, but they’re not, they’re not, they’re not thinking of you or your fear, and I said none of this out loud, obviously I 
     said nothing, all I said was that I didn’t want this business to stretch out for months and months.
     
    
     I explained that if there were a trial I’d have to go over it again and again, that what had happened would become that much more real, that what had happened would inscribe itself that much more deeply in me, in my body, in my memory; I had no idea how badly I’d want to talk about it later on, I couldn’t have guessed that the way I’d spoken to the nurse that morning prefigured the person I’d become over the next few weeks—not that this had any bearing, since being allowed to speak of a thing and being obliged or summoned to speak are utterly separate things, are as different as they can be.
     
    
     I now know that these two things we call “speaking” have nothing in common, that sometimes what we call speaking is more like suffering, or being silenced, or throwing up; I know today that language lies; and Didier replied that I would forget much more easily if I filed a report; I thought: 
     That’s not true and he knows it, they want to lock you up inside a story that’s not your own, they want you to carry around a story you never asked to have, it’s not your story, and that’s what they’ve been telling you since you sat down, that’s what they keep saying: file a report, because that’s what they want, they want you to bear witness, they want you to bear it on your back and if you spend a few months bent double under its weight, tough luck for you, tough luck if it breaks your bones, tough luck if this story is too much to bear, tough luck if it cracks my ribs, splits my skin, tears my joints, and crushes the organs inside 
     
     me, and Didier and Geoffroy kept talking, only now I couldn’t understand what they were saying, I was so furious I couldn’t even see them, I only felt them as admonitory shadows beside me; they were no longer Didier and Geoffroy, they were no longer the two people who had saved my life so many times; those two had ceased to exist, and I thought: 
     They’re just like Reda.
     
    
     They are Reda.
     
    
     If Reda is a name for the moment when you had to endure what you never wanted to endure, if Reda is a name for deprivation, for silence, for your disappearance, if Reda is a name for the time when you had to do what you never wanted to do, to cross a line you never wanted to cross, to be what you never wanted to be, then you don’t see the difference, try as you might, I thought, I don’t see the difference, try as I might, they are only extensions of Reda, they are Reda, I had stopped looking at them or trying to make out their faces and I thought: They are Reda, they are Reda, if that night Reda took away your movement, if what Reda took away was your freedom, your freedom of movement, the freedom of your body, they are doing exactly the same thing, and you’re begging them for mercy the same way you begged him for mercy.
     
    
     You’re begging them to stop but they won’t, they’re strangling you, they’re suffocating you and no matter how you beg them to stop, they won’t.
     
    
     And Didier said: “If you don’t file a report, he’ll do it to someone else, he’ll do the same thing to someone else, and you have a fundamental duty of solidarity to protect every—” 
     But why should I have to pay?
     
    
     Haven’t I been through enough?
     
    
     and I 
     kept quiet, 
     He has his own interests at heart, not yours, and then I thought, 
     No, not even, he has nothing to gain if you file a report, what’s he got to gain?
     
    
     Nothing.
     
    
     He’s repeating what he’s been taught but he hasn’t even got anything to gain—and Geoffroy went after me, he assailed me, he drowned me under the weight of the story I wanted nothing to do with, he plunged my face in the mud I’d been trying so hard to escape, he insisted: “You got lucky, but the next one will get killed—” 
     But you’re not the one who’ll have to pay, you don’t have to pay all over again, you don’t have to sacrifice yourself, it’s somebody else’s turn, don’t listen, tear out his tongue so he’ll stop, cut out his tongue, you don’t need to pay a second time, I thought, Why should the losers have to bear witness to history—as if being the losers weren’t enough, why should the losers have to bear witness to their loss, why should they wear themselves out repeating the story of their loss, and go on repeating it even then, I’m nobody’s keeper, it’s not fair, and I thought, without ever saying a word: No, it’s just the opposite of what they say, you should have the right to remain silent, those who have survived violence should have the right to keep it to themselves, they alone should have the right to silence, it’s the others whom we should blame for not speaking up, and Didier wouldn’t stop, and Geoffroy backed him up with more and more excitement, more and more conviction, more and more noise, even if he was still the more reserved.
     
    
     I looked down in shame, because of course I was ashamed, and I kept telling myself: 
     He’s forcing me at gunpoint, and I couldn’t say 
     it because I thought they would laugh despite the aptness of the words, and I thought: 
     They don’t want you to get away, all you want is to get away but they’re telling you not to move, all you want is to get out of the apartment where you are with Reda, and they don’t want you to get out, they don’t want you to elbow Reda in the side and get away; the more they scolded me, the more I felt my throat closing up, my temples throbbed, their words ran down my thighs.
     
    
     And then, in exasperation, after my silence, because I felt I had no choice, I said: “All right, give me some time to think, let’s eat and when we’ve finished I’ll give you an answer, but while we’re eating I’d like to talk about something else, let me eat my lunch in peace, if that’s not too much to ask.”
     
    
     At the end of the meal, we paid and we walked toward the police station, but my body was not my own, I watched it lead me there.
    
 
  
  
 

  
  History of Violence 
  

 
  
 
  
  
   
    

   
      
       14.
      
 
   
    
     She says the three of us walked into the police station in the place Saint-Sulpice the night of December 25; she gives her husband the description I gave to her: the garlands of tinsel hanging from the ceiling, the Christmas tree in the corner, the little colored bulbs blinking green, red, blue, yellow.
     
    
     I’m listening less and less carefully to Clara, her digressions are exhausting.
    
 
   
    
     The officer at the front desk asked how she could 
     help us, but I couldn’t speak.
     
    
     My tongue froze in my mouth.
     
    
     Didier answered for me: “This young man would like to report a crime.”
     
     
      They’ve dragged you here by the collar
     . 
    
     She said: “What’s the crime?”
     
     
      They’ve dragged you here by the collar and now she’s come to join in
     . 
    
     I answered: “Attempted murder, and rape.”
     
     
      You didn’t see that coming, did you?
      
    
     She recoiled slightly, as if she might have misheard, she looked at the three of us.
    
 
   
    
     Clara told her husband: “She was shocked.”
    
 
   
    
     I looked her in the face so she could see I meant it.
     
    
     I looked deep into her eyes.
     
    
     She understood: “Let me find someone to help you.”
     
    
     The two men standing next to her turned to look at me, having lost all interest in whatever they’d been doing.
     
    
     A policeman came up to me.
     
    
     “Are you the one?”
     
    
     He raised a hand to Didier and Geoffroy, then smiled at me and asked me to come with him.
     
    
     Didier and Geoffroy were not allowed to come along, they had to wait in that gloomy lobby.
    
 
   
    
     He brought me into his office, he said, “Have a seat.”
     
    
     He stepped out for a moment and returned.
     
    
     “Tell me what happened.”
    
 
   
    
     At the beginning he took down what I was saying.
     
    
     Then the tapping of his fingers on the keys grew intermittent.
     
    
     My words came tumbling out.
     
    
     He’d stopped typing altogether, but it took me a while to notice that the sound of the keyboard had trailed off, that it had completely disappeared.
     
    
     Still I went on talking.
     
    
     He in
     terrupted, he said he couldn’t take care of “a case like yours.”
    
 
   
    
     “The crime is too serious, monsieur”: he was sending me to another police station, several blocks away though still in the Sixth Arrondissement.
     
    
     I saw myself get up, splinter the door with my shoulder, run down the hallway to the street, and out into the night, and keep running.
     
    
     But there I was, still sitting in the chair, and the policeman was stepping out of the office again.
    
 
   
    
     They explained that I’d have to go in a car.
     
    
     Two men showed up to escort me.
     
    
     I thought of Didier’s sweater.
     
    
     The other office where I had to go, they told me, was just down the street, and Didier and Geoffroy would walk over and meet me there.
     
    
     I asked whether I could walk with them—“That way,” I told Clara, “I’d have a minute to walk with them and talk to them, I missed them,” and I didn’t see why I should have to go in a car.
     
    
     The police had no idea why, either.
     
    
     Those were just their orders, or rather the procedure, they told me they were following procedure, and I thought: 
     Are procedures there just to be followed, or are procedures there to make things go better?
     
    
     Sometime later Geoffroy told me that there was a logical explanation for the procedure, and that he’d told me and I’d forgotten.
    
 
   
    
     I hear Clara:
    
 
   
    
     “Both of them short, fat, and bald.
     
    
     Not good-looking at all, not big muscular cops like the ones on TV—as if.
     
    
     Just a couple of stooped little bald guys with potbellies.
     
    
     He told those two friends of his, Didier and Geoffroy, that the guys by the door were going to take him to the other station because that’s where they were making him file the report.
     
    
     And he told them, his friends I mean, ‘So, I guess that’s it.
     
    
     You can go.
    
    
     ’”
    
 
   
     
      Stop listening
     . 
    
     The police had told me that Didier and Geoffroy couldn’t be with me in the second police station, that I couldn’t see or talk to them, so I told them they could go home.
     
    
     I wasn’t thinking, of course, and they’re not idiots, so they stayed.
     
    
     They waited in the second police station, which was even bleaker, grimmer, and colder than the first.
     
    
     When I walked in, they were there waiting; while I’d been climbing into the car with the two men, while I’d been fastening my seat belt, while the officer was starting the car and releasing the brake, Didier and Geoffroy had already been sitting there, waiting; now Didier was speaking to an officer who wanted me to make an appointment with the psychiatrist for the next day.
     
    
     The police took me upstairs.
    
 
   
    
     At certain moments my anger at Didier and Geoffroy faded, because I was caught up in the chain of events and was no longer thinking of my anger—I even got into the game; in fact, I threw myself into it, whatever the police asked, I answered like the good student I was; after each answer I sat up like a smug A student who expects full marks—shoulders back, eyebrows raised, feeling useful and eager to please—and then the rage would return.
     
    
     Then I snapped out of it, and reminded myself I was there against my will, and the anger would return, but anger is a promise too hard to keep.
    
 
   
    
     “And then they had him tell the whole story all over again.”
    
 
   
    
     They asked me to start over: the police from before hadn’t kept any of what they’d written, not even the beginning, not even a few lines.
     
    
     I just wanted to go to sleep.
     
    
     I spent the next month living at Fr
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     These are all things Clara has heard me tell her over the last few days, since I came to stay with her: That I had to go back to the hospital the next day.
     
    
     That the cursory exam I’d had that morning at the emergency room wasn’t enough.
     
    
     That I had to submit to more tests in a larger hospital that offered a special service, it was called forensics, but generally known as the FEU, the Forensic Emergency Unit, where a doctor could confirm the 
     attack, the beatings, and the rest of it, in other words, take the evidence from the traces on my body, which had not been done the day before at Saint-Louis because I had refused.
     
    
     Now I simply accepted everything they told me.
     
    
     I was worn out.
    
 
   
    
     They explained that a medical team at the FEU could tell precisely whether I had been the victim of an attack or of attempted murder when I was being strangled, which would change everything, “absolutely everything, monsieur.”
     
    
     By examining and measuring the marks on my body, they could reveal whether I had crossed that symbolic line, invisible to the nonspecialist, that separates a mere wound from near death; as for the forced penetration, they said that, too, would have to be proven: scientifically, with a medical exam.
    
 
   
    
     Clara says the appointment was made over the phone, by a policeman, the night I filed the report at Saint-Sulpice.
    
 
   
    
     Eight hours after they finished questioning me, I found myself in the Forensic Emergency Unit of the H
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     For the fir