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I felt nothing at the announcement of the death of my brother; not sadness or despair or joy or pleasure. I received the news as one would receive information on the weather, or would listen to any random person relating their account of their afternoon at the supermarket. I hadn’t seen him for nearly ten years. I no longer wanted to see him. Some days, my mother tried to make me change my mind, in a hesitant voice, as if she were afraid of offending me or creating a conflict between us:

‘You know, your brother, maybe you should give him another chance … I think it would make him happy. He talks a lot about you –’

I’d interrupt the conversation abruptly, with a brutality that I didn’t recognise in myself, and that I’d never have dared use with her in another context; I said that I didn’t want to hear about him, that my decision was definitive; mostly she tried something else, a second time:

‘But I told him, if you see your little brother, don’t bother him with the past and all that happened between you. Just let him be. And he swore to me. He swore he wouldn’t speak about the past …’

In the absence of any response from me, she would let her voice fade into the silence and lower her eyes before moving on to another subject with a too-insistent enthusiasm, in a too-sonorous voice, and I saw that she was speaking in this way to hide the embarrassment caused by her failed attempt at reconciliation and my sudden aggression – I’m sorry to have caused her this pain, maybe I should have made another effort, but it may also be that I’m only able to say this now that it’s too late, maybe we can only be truly and authentically sorry once it’s too late, I don’t know.

I learned of his death on a Tuesday, several minutes after waking up. It was a grey, cold day, the condensation on the windows blurring the sky outside; I was reading and I saw on my phone that my mother had called me several times; it was too early, I didn’t feel like talking; but she called again, and another time, and so I started to imagine that something serious or at least important was happening – a vague impression, like an inarticulate instinct, without language, without words. It was when my younger brother’s name appeared on the phone screen that I had no doubt that something abnormal had occurred.

I thought of an accident, a death – and I was right.

I picked up; my mother was crying. She said that the hospital was preparing to unplug him – him, my brother – and that he was only alive because a machine kept him going; the machine was making the heart of a dead body continue to beat.

The previous night he had been found by the woman with whom he’d had a relationship for several years, collapsed on the floor of his apartment, unconscious, like an animal in agony, a beast. His body was on the floor because his heart was no longer beating. When, later on, he was taken to the hospital, the doctors noticed that his liver, too, had ceased to function; and his kidneys – his kidneys were too weak, incapable of fulfilling their function. His organs had already been degenerating for several years, too quickly; he had made many trips to and from the emergency wards and hospitals over the course of the preceding months, and now there was no longer any hope; this collapse was one too many. The doctors told my mother that because of the heart failure, his brain didn’t receive oxygen for several minutes and that it had been damaged, as though it had shut down in several parts, like different rooms in an apartment that one plunges into darkness, one after another, successively, or as though it – his brain – had folded over on itself, retracted irreparably.

Even if he survived, said the doctors, even if he survived, he would no longer be able to walk once he’d woken up, no longer be able to talk. The man who spoke to my mother and who was providing her with explanations said that wasn’t all, on top of all these problems they had detected a serious cancer in his stomach, an abnormal growth, contaminated cells, something that strangely hadn’t been previously detected.

On the phone my mother told me that my brother’s face was purple and bloated as he lay in the bed in the intensive care ward; my brother was technically dead, the hospital could try to keep him alive for some time but there was no longer any doubt, it was over, my mother was calling me to tell me that she was preparing to give the medical team permission to unplug the machine. He was dead but she was the only one who had the right to let him die. He was thirty-eight years old.

He was dead but she was the only one who had the right to let him die. He was thirty-eight years old.

He was dead but she was the only one who had the right to let him die. He was thirty-eight years old.




Fact Number 1

One evening, a long time before his collapse, my brother had tried to rise to the surface.

He had come back.

He was only about twenty years old but it had been months since he’d left, and when his body appeared, there, before us, we no longer recognised him.

He had appeared in the middle of the room where we were having dinner, the TV playing, my father with the remote control in his hand, my mother serving dinner, and, gazing towards the floor, my brother said:

‘That’s it. I’ve found something.’

Silence.

My brother repeated: ‘I’ve found something,’ and as he said these words he took out a piece of waxy paper from his pocket, semi-transparent; on one side, at once shiny and dull, there was writing that I couldn’t make out. He looked at the paper in his hand, then at us, then at the paper again, and at last, after a long time, he announced that he had found work at a butcher’s shop in the closest big town. He explained: he had gone into the butcher’s a few days earlier, almost by chance, and had got to know the owner, who had liked him immediately, so much so that when he had learned that my brother was looking for work he offered to hire him, without really knowing him.

He told us that he was on the verge of learning a new trade, with very specific techniques, a skill that not everyone could master, but which he would. He would gain something that others didn’t have, he kept emphasising, he would learn how to butcher an animal, transform a carcass into a piece of meat that would make people who passed the shop window salivate, he would know how to extract from a dead body the most coveted cuts of meat, no one is capable of doing that but he, yes, he, would be able to, that’s what he told us, and one day, he would even open his own business, his own butcher’s shop – he couldn’t stop himself, he was speaking quickly – he would open his own boucherie, and when his turn came, he would pass on his highly particular skill to others, he would be named and officially recognised as the finest of his craft, le meilleur ouvrier de France, and he would receive a trophy as a reward, maybe he’d be invited to visit other countries to teach others what he’d learned, who knows, he would travel, voilà, that’s what he told us. My brother always had the habit of wanting the world, he only knew how to dream big, never little dreams, never little dreams that most people come up with on a daily basis, find a house, buy a car for Sunday outings, no, he only knew how to dream of glory, and I think it was the size of his dreams, and the mismatch between their dimensions and all the impossibilities that had shaped his life, the misery, the poverty, the north of France, his destiny, I think it was all these contradictions which made him so unhappy.

My brother was sick because of his dreams.

I was only thirteen, but when he appeared in the kitchen with the piece of paper in his hand, I understood that he had come to take revenge on what my father and the others thought of him.

He knew that in our circle he was seen as a failure – that was the word that kept being used for him, because he had never worked and had never really looked for it until that day, because he’d already had problems with the police and the law, too many for a boy of twenty; because he took drugs, my brother knew what the others said when he wasn’t there, and that evening when he came back, even though I was too young, I saw and guessed that he was using this promise of the future as a way of showing them they had been wrong.

He held the piece of paper out to my father, who took it. At this point everyone, including me, realised it was the kind of waxed paper that butchers use to wrap cuts of meat. My father inspected the paper for a few seconds, eyebrows furrowed, the paper crackling between his fingers, and then he gave it back to my brother without saying anything. My brother took the piece of paper without understanding the reason for the absence of any reaction, the reason for the silence, the reason for the nothingness after such a crucial announcement, and while the silence continued, and with it the incomprehension, my father let out a long, loud laugh.

He laughed, a jerky laugh that filled the entire room, and he said, I remember, I still feel my presence in the middle of the kitchen, the lukewarm air on my face, my father said: Are you taking the piss? You think I’m going to believe a failure like you who’s never been able to do a damn thing in his life? A good-for-nothing like you? You think I’m going to believe you because you’ve brought me a piece of paper that anyone could have brought me? Do you really take me for an idiot or what? You think I’m stupid enough to mistake a bit of paper that anyone can find anywhere for a real employment contract? Go on, get lost – and he turned back to the TV screen. He continued watching his programme, as if nothing had happened, as if my brother had never appeared.

I can’t remember how my brother reacted. I don’t know if he protested, if he shouted in defence of himself or simply stared at the piece of paper in his hand without saying anything, his face bowed and silent.

My father was wrong. We couldn’t be sure of it on the day of the announcement, but we now know, my brother was telling the truth. A week later he was going to start work at the butcher’s – before being dismissed for problems with alcohol and being routinely late, but that’s another story. That evening itself, he wasn’t lying.

I remember: he left the house in silence – I think. We didn’t know where he was heading. An hour later he rang our mother. He was crying. He told her he was stretched out across a railway track, waiting for a train to come along and hit him, he wanted to die. He told our mother to listen carefully to the silence surrounding him, that of the countryside around the railway line, that of the trees in the night, the silence of the damp earth. He’d thought that she would support him, that she would be on his side; she was often less tough on him than my father was; but even as my brother was speaking to her on the telephone she remained mute, and my father started to laugh again, Ha ha, what now, a suicide? We’ll have seen everything with this guy, go on, have a good suicide, see you.

And they hung up.

Later my brother would say that his life was never the same after that scene. He would say that the episode with the sheet of paper from the butcher’s was yet another stage in his Wound and therefore, I think, in what he considered and had always considered, since the beginning, the core of his existence.

My mother’s voice had trembled on the phone. At the end of our conversation, I’d promised to join her in the North to help her with the process at the hospital and the funeral parlour. She’d asked me:

‘When do you think you can leave?’

And I’d replied:

‘Right away.’

She’d repeated, somewhere between an order she might have issued and a plea:

‘Yes, right away. I need you to be here.’

I looked on my phone and saw that a train was leaving an hour later; I was still in my underwear and had to shower and get a few things ready, the station was forty minutes away from the apartment I was living in, I had to hurry, I brushed my teeth while showering and thought, Hurry up, I soaped my body and whispered to myself, hurry up, hurry up.

I ran through the street, the cold outside chilled the roots of my wet hair and it was such a strange thing to be running due to the death of my brother. I wondered if the people in the street could imagine the reason I was running. I thought of all the times when I’d seen someone running in the street, and I’d always presumed that the person was running because they’d been afraid of missing a bus or an important work appointment, in any case something inconsequential, not the death of a brother.

My brother is dead. I kept turning this sentence over in my head. The first thoughts that emerged were simple: ‘I’ll never see him again, I’ll never hear him again.’ Death is banal, everyone knows they will think of sentences like these, yet each time they appear as if they were new, as if they were being experienced for the first time.

As if, with each death, the world started over.

‘I’ll never hear his voice again. He doesn’t exist any more.’ These sentences didn’t hurt me; they surprised me, that’s all.

And then images arose suddenly:

The time when my brother set fire to the stands in the village stadium.

The first time a woman called my parents in the middle of the night to tell them that my brother was hitting her.

All the times I watched him scratching lottery tickets hoping to win an enormous sum of money and change his life.

All the times he dragged me around the employment agencies with him in search of backbreaking, badly paid work, the only jobs available to him.

All the times he told me he was suffering.

I knew that one day I’d have to organise these memories, to do something with them.

I arrived at the station in time and got on the train, out of breath. The carriage was empty; around me, the silence and the murmurs muffled by the banquettes, in addition to the pale hues of the grey through the windows, gave me the impression that the whole world had agreed to create a backdrop that suited the situation I was experiencing. I sent a message to my mother: I’m on my way, I’ll see you in a bit over an hour.

The message wasn’t delivered. She must have been in the hospital, behind thick walls, close to her son’s dead body.




Fact Number 2

To learn to understand my brother was to learn to hate him: on another night, our bodies were brought together by circumstances beyond us, and from then on I understood who he was, and I hated him. It was some years after the scene with the paper from the butcher, and my brother was living in the city where I was attending high school; he had moved into a shabby studio, twelve or thirteen square metres stuck onto a garage, that was in fact most likely a space once used to store tools and automobile spare parts, now converted into a studio, with walls stained with rust, and the smell of fuel hanging in the air. The landlord let my brother live in this space in exchange for helping him with building works in apartments that he bought and renovated for resale.

I don’t know if I had the idea myself, or if someone suggested it to me, but I thought that I’d be able to sleep at his place during the week of my final high school exams, those for the baccalaureate. I’d imagined that I’d sleep better and longer than if I stayed with my parents who lived forty kilometres away; I called him to see if he was all right with this and he agreed. He told me that it would be a good move, I’d avoid the fatigue of travelling. He even said – surprisingly for him – that I could use the time I saved to revise all that I had to learn, reread the textbooks and my notes.

I packed a bag with some of my things and arrived at his. I remember, from the very first seconds I understood that I didn’t know how to behave: I felt the distance between us that he tried to conceal by making overly large gestures with his hands, acting out a closeness that didn’t exist between him and me.

Yet that night, in his studio, amid the disorder and tiny bits of straggly tobacco that he left everywhere in his wake, something was different: my brother was trying to be nice, I could see that. He asked what I’d like to eat, he’d go and buy whatever made me happy, why not a pizza:

‘There’s nothing better than a good pizza, isn’t that right?’

With this question he got up and put on his coat; he put on his shoes and suggested that I made use of his absence to go through my class notes, which I did – I’d brought with me the analyses of the Laclos novel Les Liaisons dangereuses and also Pascal’s Pensées, scribbled on cards.

Twenty minutes later he came back; he held in his hands two cardboard boxes but also a light blue plastic bag made transparent by condensation; because of this condensation I saw that there was beer inside. My brother noticed my worried gaze; he shrugged and mumbled that it was just a bit of beer to go with the pizzas. He mumbled, as though it was to himself that he wanted to provide the explanation. The beers were of the 8.6 brand, I’d noticed, the strongest of the whole range, the ones he preferred because they contained twice the amount of alcohol as the others. He opened a can and we ate while continuing to talk; during the meal he helped himself to another half-litre can, then a third, his eyes were shining more brightly than at the start of the evening, his speech and his reactions slower, yet I wasn’t too worried, I kept telling myself that he’d only had three beers, and after the one he was now drinking it would be over, it would be time to go to sleep.

We finished the pizzas but – I understand today, that it was with this sentence that the evening flipped on its head – when I cleared the table my brother said he was going out again to buy one more beer. He spoke in the most assured manner, as firmly as possible, to counter my protests.

I replied that I had to rest and go to bed early for the next day, it was important for me, but he reassured me, it was nothing, just a beer, one more to end the evening quietly.

He
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