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			THE DESIRE FOR ANNIHILATION

Resign yourself, my heart; sleep your brutish sleep.

Conquered, foundered spirit! For you, old jade,
Love has no more relish, no more than war;
Farewell then, songs of the brass and sighs of the flute!
Pleasure, tempt no more a dark, sullen heart!

Adorable spring has lost its fragrance!
And Time engulfs me minute by minute,
As the immense snow a stiffening corpse;
I survey from above the roundness of the globe
And I no longer seek there the shelter of a hut.

Avalanche, will you sweep me along in your fall?

—CHARLES BAUDELAIRE, The Flowers of Evil
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			In the early days I forgot my condition.	
It was like a war on the other side of the world and I was the occupied territory. But for a few months now the creature’s been moving, deforming my abdomen, turning this way and that, making bumps under my skin that’s stretched to breaking point; it’s become too evident for me to bury it. This entity is my obsession, it keeps me awake. Soon, my womb will empty itself and I’ll sleep again.

			And yet I don’t seem able to envision the next phase, as if there shouldn’t be one.

			I can’t take any more of my restless legs and never-ending nights. Insomnia was my very first symptom. For nine months now I’ve barely slept, whereas some women fall asleep so easily during pregnancy. I know they do, I study them, I study their sleep, theirs, mine, thousands of other people’s, I analyze people’s sleep, I watch them fall asleep, dream, wake . . . I chose to be a neurologist so that I could immerse myself in human sleep.

			The creature moving inside me also dreams. With the help of real-time images and heart rate monitors, I’ve followed the fetus’s evolution and can confirm that, from its twenty-eighth week, it started having REM sleep, also known as paradoxical or dream sleep, not a period of rest but a muddled offloading of energy that none of us can live without.

			This entity occupying my territory sleeps a lot more than I do, it sleeps nearly all the time. Could it possibly be stealing my sleep? Sleeping and dreaming instead of me? What do you dream about when you haven’t experienced anything?

			At first I observed it coolly during prolonged three-dimensional scans, that was before I became gripped by the subject of my study. One morning I capsized into daydreaming, and since then I’ve been diving into my womb regularly, floating in its liquid world, imagining the beat of my heart, the sound of my intestines, the rasp of my lungs, I sample the clamor of the outside world as perceived through my flesh, the thrum of the city against my drum-tight skin, voices heard as if through a door, I swallow amniotic fluid, sharing all the first sensations of this intruder in its pouch of skin, my skin . . . 

			Another person’s heart beats inside my body, another person I know so much about: their sex—it will be a girl—the hiccups and kicks and elbowings. I’m hosting a silent invisible being in my womb, a being that feeds off me, plunders me, lays me waste, a stranger I’m supposed to love before I’ve even brought her into the world. 

			It was Pierre’s idea to have a child, I never wanted children, I’d always been convinced that being pregnant would scare me, I’d feel invaded, possessed by the thing growing unseen inside me, I’ve always intuited that I wouldn’t know how to be a mother. And the age we live in doesn’t make you want to. Even now that I’m pregnant, I still judge new parents for being so irresponsible!

			It took less time than I’d anticipated for me to accept being occupied like this. At around five months, a few spots of blood in my underwear were enough to transform the parasite into a potential child, the thought of not going to term somehow made the invader almost lovable.

			I’ll be torn open through the middle soon. Nothing could be more natural or more alarming. Is carrying a life bringing me closer to death?

			I can only just look after myself, but I’m going to bear a child and then I’ll never extricate myself from this evolving bond. I’m trapped. I can’t give up now, it’s too late, I’ll have to suffer. How could I have put myself in this absurd situation? Bringing a child into the world!

			I try to reassure myself with the thought that I won’t go through childbirth again: This will be an only child, Pierre and I don’t have plans to repeat the experience.

			It must all feel so abstract for him. Sure, he lives with me, he shares my bed and he’s watched my body swell—my poor huge disoriented body that he no longer desires and that actually slightly repels him—but it’s four in the morning and he’s snoring. I hate him for sleeping when I’m still awake. I hate him for being able to escape so easily . . . to sleep the brutish sleep of an animal!

			With no warning my calves harden into twin cramps. I’m used to it, I’ve had it every night for months, every night, and I sometimes bring it on to stop the unpleasant restless feeling in my legs. I tense my muscles until they contract painfully. I’d rather have the pain now than wait too long for it.

			I move so that I can sit up against the bedhead, I stretch my calves by flexing my feet toward my shins, and my stomach cracks, I hear it crack, a membrane inside me has torn but, weirdly, nothing’s hurting except my calves.

			I freeze, terrified by this unique sensation, and I wait, motionless, surrounded by Pierre’s snoring. Barely breathing for fear of making things worse, I lift my T-shirt so that I can explore my body with my hands. My abdomen hasn’t split in two, it’s smooth and hard to the touch.

			But I definitely heard that crack, or at least I felt it, I’m already no longer sure. I calm down a little and manage to sit up straighter. A warm liquid spills between my thighs.

			Blood? Am I bathed in my own blood while Pierre just keeps snoring? Am I emptying out like a broken pot?

			I slip my hand under me, against my vulva. I’d need to put on the bedside lamp to see if it really is blood, but my other hand can’t find the switch. I can’t seem to scream or formulate the simplest sentence, so I settle for gently elbowing Pierre, who groans and turns toward the wall. Then I bring my fingers to my mouth to taste what’s coming out of me. The liquid is insipid, it doesn’t have the iron taste of blood. I’m so reassured that I set out to explore the nightstand again. At last I can feel the power cord under my hand and follow it to the switch. Light.

			My hands aren’t stained, the liquid is colorless, but I didn’t pee, no, this is something else. I sit on the edge of the bed and it flows all the faster, although it’s not urine. It’s amniotic fluid!

			How dumb of me to make such a fuss! And to think I’m a doctor! My water broke, that’s all! I need to get to the hospital. Pierre! Pierre! He still doesn’t react, so I decide to take a shower before waking him properly.

			Under the tepid water, my ruptured belly looks just as enormous as it did yesterday. While it was growing, it gradually hid my pubis from view, then my feet, it confiscated a whole part of me. Will I see the lower half of my body again someday?

			Yes, very soon. The baby will come out on schedule, and I’ll be left in peace, rid of it, I’ll recover my sparrow-slim figure, my vagina and my legs, everything that pregnancy confiscated from me, I’ll be me again and I’ll be able to sleep. Once the creature is expelled, I need only put ear plugs in to forget it and sleep through the night.

			In the car, Pierre isn’t sufficiently awake yet to be in a good mood. He’s panicking but not admitting it, he never admits to that sort of thing, he’s getting ticked off, can’t remember how to get to the maternity unit, loses his way around Paris where the day will soon dawn. I try to suggest a route, but he tells me to shut up, to concentrate on my belly, to stop having an opinion about everything.

			It’s not a big deal, I’m in no hurry and I love him all the same. I hold my tongue and leave him to his anger.

			I don’t know what will happen next, despite what my girlfriends have told me, despite my medical studies and my childbirth classes, I haven’t learned anything, remembered anything, or understood anything. I’m in absolutely no hurry to be a mother. What about Pierre, what does he think? This man who really can’t get us out of the labyrinth and is accelerating along deserted streets with no idea where he’s going.

			Then, as if caught in an invisible vise, my womb suddenly contracts so hard it takes my breath away. This time it hurts, it’s far more violent than the cramps in my calves. I’m sitting there on the passenger seat, arching my back in pain, desperate for Pierre to stop going around in circles, for him to find the way out, for the baby to find the way out, for us to be free of this labyrinth. The pain comes back again and again, while Pierre gets increasingly lost and yells that the car’s making turns and taking detours in the dead city. He’s totally lost, he’s close to tears of rage. Soon the first rays of light will break.

			

			When we reach the maternity ward I’m taken in hand by a nurse who, in a tired end-of-night-shift voice, asks me to undress, keeping on just my T-shirt and my surgical mask, and to lie down on the obstetric table. Then she circles my stomach with two Velcro-fastened straps linked to a monitor that will measure my contractions and the baby’s heart rate. 

			I’m lying under white light with my legs spread and my feet in stirrups. When the midwife comes into the room, she says hello, introduces herself crisply and asks a few questions as she drives her gloved hand into my vagina to gauge how effaced and dilated my cervix is.

			I never did an obstetrics internship when I was studying, I tell her I know nothing about it and it’s always slightly disgusted me. If you ask me, there’s something repulsive and horrific about childbirth. The midwife barely glances at me as she peels off her gloves—did she even hear me?—and says that labor is well underway. Pierre asks if it will be a long time, whether he should wait here or can go home to shower and do some work. He needs to prepare for an important lesson and forgot to bring his laptop. The midwife says that it varies a lot depending on the woman. The water has broken, the cervix is already seven centimeters dilated, the contractions are strong, there can be a plateau, but she thinks it won’t be too long even though this is my first baby. So it would be best if he goes nowhere if he doesn’t want to miss his child’s birth. She goes out, saying she’ll be a moment and will be back with the anesthetist. 

			The two of us are left alone. Pierre can’t stop fidgeting, he takes off the mask we’ve both been made to wear, paces up and down, circles around my body, orbiting this star-ball of a stomach. Won’t be too long, that doesn’t mean anything! Everything irritates him. He carps about how apathetic the staff are, banging on boringly, then criticizes me for being in my own world and not listening to him.

			He’s not wrong about that, I’ve zoned out, staring at the sky-blue ceiling.

			

			Pierre, my poor love, talks and talks to flush out his impotence, but he’s right that I couldn’t give a damn. I make the most of a moment of respite with no contractions and all at once feel incredibly calm. Then, despite Pierre’s anger, despite the pounding of his footsteps, despite the scandalous scene that’s incubating and the world in frantic retreat, I finally fall asleep.

			A new wave comes crashing in, waking me, shuddering through me, lifting me off the bed. A huge invisible hand grips my stomach, squeezing me like a lemon, arcing me toward the sky-blue ceiling. I panic, it’s too violent, I’ll never make it, I can’t be here, I want to leave. I say breathlessly that I’m giving up, it’s too painful, it’s torture. The nurse is back. Pierre insists on an epidural, and the nurse makes the most of the ensuing calm to put a needle in my arm. She hardly has time to set up the drip before another contraction comes, even more intense than the last. I howl! My eyes alight on Pierre who’s motionless, reduced to a tiny figure in a corner of the room. 

			Something has dropped down between my hips, the intruder has moved, unhitched herself, she’s pressing hard against my perineum which is burning, her head must be trying to get through, I don’t dare check by touching my searingly painful vulva, it seems such a long way away, at the far end of my body, hiding behind my hill-belly, inaccessible. She’s there, I know she is, I can feel it. I say: She’s coming.

			The nurse casts a skeptical eye between my legs, then races into the corridor, summoning the midwife.

			The two women run back in, accompanied by a third, their tempo has accelerated, they’re setting me up quickly for the birth, they say. Leg rests are magicked out of nowhere, along with iron side rails. While the team busies itself around me, Pierre, still motionless in his corner, can’t move on from the subject of an epidural and is starting to issue threats. 

			It’s too late, Dad, calm down! She needs to go for it now. She needs to push, your baby’s here!

			It’s beyond my scope to remember my childbirth classes, I’ve never experienced anything so violent. In front of these women whom I’ve never met before, I empty myself of everything, can feel myself going, losing the plot, no longer in control of anything, I’m drowning in this event which is as natural as dying. It smells of shit and blood! I knew I wasn’t designed for this! To be a mother! I should never have given in, but I always give in to Pierre, more and more readily in fact.

			Panting under the mask that I’ve not been allowed to remove, I cling to the room’s pale walls, to the sky-blue ceiling, the midwives’ and the nurse’s words, the metal bars on the delivery table, my husband’s hand, which is cold and stiff with dread, I cling to absolutely anything, to the images that loom in my mind’s eye, illustrations of the Selfish Giant and Nils Holgersson, books I loved as a child and that I dug out yesterday for this creature that’s bulldozing its way into our world. 

			Is she dreaming as she’s born? Is she in pain? Yes, I imagine it’s painful for her too, like traveling headfirst through the eye of a needle. Pushing comes as naturally as crapping: in a semi-conscious state, my eyes locked onto the sky blue of the ceiling, I can hear the midwife encouraging me between the waves, I hear her telling me to stop pushing, to wait a moment to avoid tearing, I try to breathe, drifting up in that sky blue, but it’s impossible to obey her words, to stop pushing, it hurts too much, my vulva’s distended, I push with all my strength, to be rid of all this, my focus lost on the ceiling, lost in the blue of the sky which is tearing open, lost . . . 

			And I expel . . . a rustle of wings. I can feel feathers stroking me between my legs, dozens of white wings beating against my open thighs, I can see wild geese escaping from my body, a whole flight of wild geese leaving swiftly along with my pain and reaching the blue sky of that May dawn.
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			Far up ahead my daughter ran through the reeds, her outline disappearing, swallowed by the tangle of vegetation, only her mop of blond hair gleamed when the wind blew a little harder, bending the reeds farther and opening fissures in the curtain of leaves.

			Don’t lose her!

			The bright sliver of gold reappeared intermittently on the marsh. I chased after my child, this will-o’-the-wisp that could so easily have evaporated . . . 

			Whatever happens, don’t lose her!

			I didn’t take my eyes off my daughter, she was my horizon.

			Catch up with her!

			With one arm raised to the sky, she froze and she called to me.

			My eyes briefly tore themselves from her slight frame to see what she was pointing at over the marsh.

			Wild geese.

			My child’s index finger was opening up the skies for me.

			I joined her and crouched down to her level.

			The large birds gave a series of nasal cries and she imitated them. Her eyes, her expression, her body were a concentration of light and energy as she stood on her tiptoes, straining, stretching every part of herself, touching the sky.

			Listen!

			She pressed her cool cheek against mine and I could hear the birds more clearly in her breath. I stayed like that for a moment, breathing my child’s white breath, seeing what she saw. She was taking me with her in her contemplation, offering me her sensations, and the two of us flew away toward those geese soaring overhead.

			I was rediscovering things about life through my daughter’s eyes. The world was more boundless from a child’s perspective. The tiniest insect became inordinately significant and, if you looked at them long enough, even pebbles whispered a poetic pathway, a Tom Thumb trail that we followed together, unconcerned about where it might take us or about time running away with us. I binged on these moments that my daughter gave me, thrilling with twice the pleasure, I’d been multiplied since she was born.

			This world-song, these sensations, this beauty—none of it would have meant anything, nor would the curve of a reed bowing to the wind alongside all its siblings, nor the shivering ripples on the surface of the lake pink with flamingos and salt, no, nothing would have meant anything without the fine blond peach fluff on my child’s cheeks. I’d lost this ability to surrender to an experience, be awed by it, to become a wild goose, an ant, a reed; she was opening up a forgotten path, a route that I thought had been blocked off.

			Lucie had taken up residence in me when she left my womb.

			A close tie had been woven, the only one that meant anything to me now, and I was caught up in the fabric of the world thanks to this unique knot. Having not wanted children, I was now fascinated by this kid, like being in love, worse than being in love. And looking forward, none of the other stuff counted for anything, none of the things that had previously motivated me and made me throw myself into life: my research, the hospital, my relationship, the floundering human race . . . No, all that mattered now was Lucie’s phenomenal vitality.

			Lying side by side on the damp ground, we gazed at the clouded skies. Our backsides and shoulders and the backs of our heads were getting wet. But who cared? We’d abandoned our bodies, like stripping off on a beach before diving in, and now that we were geese in the sky, we let the mistral wind go to our heads. Together we capered with the wind, we both experienced the pleasure of flight, our feathers pressing against the air, a medium I discovered was denser that I would have imagined before carving through it with my swift wing-strokes. We looked down at the landscape of lakes while the foremost goose led the way for us. We weren’t one single bird, we were the whole V-shape outlined against a blue background, a wild communion, a breath . . . 

			A gunshot impacted us, brought us down from the sky. My chest exploded. The sharp report dismantled the whole scene. 

			Two geese fell from the sky.

			The first plummeted inertly, the second was still moving as it fell.

			I was immediately hauled from my contemplations and turned to look at my body lying in the pickleweed while dozens of flamingos deserted the marsh, shrieking. But my daughter was still motionless beside me, her eyes staring, as if imprisoned by the goose that was carrying her, experiencing its death to the very end, caught in the web of her daydream.

			A dog burst through the reeds and swam out to the dead bird. He managed to catch it at the base of one wing and bring it back to shore. He dropped it at the feet of his master who’d appeared from a curtain of stalks. 

			The hunter greeted us from where he was as he patted his spaniel’s flanks.

			“Did you see that?” he asked in a high-pitched, whiny voice. “I got two with the same cartridge. What a shot! Good job, President George, the best of my whole career!”

			Lucie finally sat up, her eyes blank, while the man sent his dog after the other bird.

			“The others’ll come back to look for the two that are missing, and I’ll be able to get more. Just need to wait. Geese sure are dumb!”

			Behind him another man came through the screen of vegetation, a bearded giant also carrying a rifle and emanating silent fury. He took aim at us, his rifle looking so small, like a child’s toy in such huge hands.

			

			Was it my turn to fall, tumbling from the sky like the goose? I hid my daughter behind me—even though one gunshot had been enough to take down two birds—but the colossus was talking only to the hunter.

			“Call off your dog, he can leave the other bird!”

			“Oh, Serge! The hunting season only just ended,” the first man replied with a smile. “A day here or there, don’t make a whole thing of this! Especially because we had thousands of geese this year. If they keep it up, we’ll be gassing them to protect the crops like they do in Holland.”

			“Beat it!” the colossus muttered.

			“Who do you think you are?” the hunter asked, abruptly changing his tone. “It’s not like you’re popular around here, anyway! The place is a mess with water coming in from every direction, and you think you can lay down the law all on your own with your big mouth and your rifle?”

			I wondered whether the giant’s red beard was possibly hiding a grimace that could have looked something like a smile, an expression his lips alone would have been unable to hide; meanwhile his pale eyes, focused intently on the sights of his rifle, were still unreadable.

			We all jumped when he fired a shot toward the dog that had set off on the trail of the second goose.

			“You’re crazy! Don’t you go killing my Odette! It’s okay, we’re leaving,” yelled the hunter before he called off his dog and walked away, cursing, the goose’s swaying body in one hand and Odette on his heels.

			When he’d slung his rifle back across his body, the giant turned around slowly, without a nod to us, not asking us what we were doing there, not even seeing us. His indifference made me feel invisible, at best a shadow in this giant’s world. He walked calmly along the side of the lake behind his cream-colored labrador which eventually found the second bird in the reeds. The man strode into the water in his waders to retrieve the motionless body floating on the surface. He gathered it up gently, took it in his arms and, still up to his thighs in the water, stroked it and whispered a few words to it, then we saw him blow three times into its beak. Three times. And the goose promptly came back to life in the giant’s arms and immediately tried to escape his grasp.

			I told myself none of this was a miracle and I mustn’t let myself get caught up in the spell of this peculiar scene.

			Was it the giant’s breath or the bird’s movements that drew Lucie from her torpor? When she saw the goose struggling and very much alive, her sparkle was instantly restored and she scampered over to the stranger in his waders. I had to yell to stop her going into the lake to reach him. Halted by my shout, my daughter froze, standing there startled in her red coat but not taking her eyes off the giant. In the end she called out to him in her loud, husky voice just as he put the bird back down onto the shore and crouched beside it to assess the extent of its injuries.

			“Are you going to take care of it or eat it?”

			“Me and my dog can’t decide,” the man replied, taking off his old brown sheepskin coat to cover the goose’s head and avoid its jabbing beak. 

			Lucie moved closer, tiny next to this huge stranger with his wide shoulders and chunky, sky-blue sweater.

			“You resuscitated it,” she murmured.

			Without looking up at her, the colossus shrugged his blue woolen shoulders with a sigh.

			“It has a broken wing. Can’t be sure it’ll ever fly again,” he muttered into his beard.

			The other geese had turned around and were calling to the absentees from up in the sky.

			“Its family is looking for it.”

			“Yes, that’s their rallying cry.”

			Lucie seemed to be drawn by the man’s magnetic force while I just stood on the periphery of this scene, unable to participate in it or extricate myself from it.

			“The other birds are giving up on it, they’re leaving,” Lucie said in a sad voice.

			“It won’t be able to follow the flock north this year,” the man replied evenly. “With a bit of luck, it can join them when they fly back over next year. I have a gander at home who’s in need of company. If this is a female she might like him.”

			“A gander? So will they have chicks?” my daughter squealed, picking up a stick that was lying on the ground.

			“Goslings, yes. Possibly. Although, geese usually have the same partner for life.”

			“Maybe that’s the one that died. That hunter man wasn’t very nice.”

			The colossus shifted the whole sky again with a shrug of his wide shoulders.

			“Hunting’s no worse than anything else. Nice, nasty, who’s to say? But I don’t like that guy, he’s talks too much and too loud.”

			“Can you make the goose better?”

			“It won’t be the first injured bird we’ve saved. We get along better with them than human beings, right, my dog?”

			“You look like a giant.”

			“I blame the soup!”

			“Oh, right. Well, you should eat something else . . . ”

			“Too late. The damage is done.”

			“Yes, I guess, the damage is done. Me and my mom live in the cottage over there.”

			“Just the two of you?”

			“Yes.”

			With the injured goose still wrapped in his coat to stop it struggling, the man furtively looked up at me. Something flitted across his pale eyes under their heavy lids, a hint of distress that made me uncomfortable. The giant’s eyes edged with red lashes immediately darted away, as if caught out. We can’t always hide the fire or the shadows harbored inside us; occasionally someone can catch flashes of our thoughts without even wanting to. That glance reinforced my hunch that something was smoldering in this man’s mind and I should keep my distance. I really didn’t want Lucie to keep talking or get any closer to this guy whose weird expression didn’t fill me with confidence.

			“Come on, Lucie, we’re leaving.”

			“No! I want to stay with him!” Lucie said, digging in her heels and hitting the ground with her stick. “What’s your name?”

			I insisted, we couldn’t stay here, we needed to get back.

			“But why? We can do what we like here, no one’s waiting for us. We can go with the man and watch him take care of our bird. What’s your name?”

			“It’s a no! We’re leaving.”

			“My name’s Serge.”

			“My name’s Lucie and Mom’s is Eva.”

			“We’re neighbors, Lucie. You can come visit the goose whenever you like, we live on the other side of the lake. You see the three trees over there? They’ll soon be covered in pink blossoms. There’s a big stone house right behind them, that’s our place.”

			Lucie dropped her stick and ran toward the man. She threw her arms around him as if he’d saved her life. Surprised by this sudden surge of affection, the colossus didn’t dare move. With the goose clamped to his chest and his legs caught in the child’s embrace, he clearly didn’t know what to make of so much gratitude nor how to disentangle himself from it. I released him by loosening my daughter’s skinny arms. At that point, I was unintentionally so close to the man that I saw his beautiful hands with their closely trimmed nails appear from between the goose’s white feathers. His fingers were spattered with paint. A dark but intense blue, as if he’d dipped them in the sky just before it turned to black. His steady breathing glided over the back of my neck, I could feel the warmth emanating from his body and was aware of his smell too, a smell of woodsmoke, tobacco, earth, and rain, a smell of everlastings. I was moved by this physical intimacy and was surprised that he smelled like that. My mother, also a redhead, had gone on and on about how redheads stink, explaining that, despite her constant efforts to wash, her freckled skin secreted rancid, acidic sweat, a feral smell, she called it, one that had faded as she aged, but I’d never managed to forget it. And yet this giant seemed to be infused with the wild place where he lived. His skin was replete with salt and mudflats. 

			Lucie reluctantly said goodbye to Serge, then insisted on getting her stick before we left and retraced her steps to fetch it. But it had vanished and, right where she’d left it, a long grass snake was winding over the ground. 

			“It won’t hurt you. Don’t be scared,” the giant reassured in his voice which was far too soft for a man his size. “There are no vipers around here. Nothing really dangerous. Apart from the swamps, the mosquitos, and me!”

			On the way home, it occurred to me that we might not really have met this man but rather a sort of emanation of the delta’s marshes, while Lucie wept for the first goose, the one that nobody would resuscitate.

			 

			*

			 

			Night of February 1

			 

			Such soft weeping in the night.

			Over the lake, onto the thatched roof, against the windowpanes it rained.

			The windows had no shutters. They had had them once, but someone had removed them, to repaint them perhaps or repair them. The cottage no longer had eyelids to hide its occupants. It slept with its eyes open. The stockman who hired out this isolated drover’s “cabin” to us hadn’t mentioned this on the phone, and I hadn’t noticed there were no shutters until I’d put Lucie to bed on the first evening.

			I’d spent my childhood on the fourth floor of an apartment block, on the side overlooking an inner courtyard, with no shutters to close, just an orangey-colored external blind to wind down; but what scared me in those days didn’t come from outside, what scared me walked down the long hallway that led all the way to my bedroom.

			That first evening I’d been worried about being alone with my daughter in the middle of nowhere in a cabin with no shutters or drapes. The end of the world was going on outside. The mistral was whistling across the marshes, howling over those vast wild expanses as flat as the palm of your hand, and I’d pictured myself floating in a pitiful little boat, a nutshell that the storm couldn’t have spared even if it wanted to.

			The shock of feeling so exposed surrounded by the delta’s sodden terrain meant I couldn’t sleep, terrified by the emptiness, ready to turn around and head back to Paris. Why had I left? This bald landscape wasn’t the best place to hide after all. I even doubted I’d be able to live on my own, without Pierre and far from the bustle of the city. But Lucie was instantly at home in this ends-of-the-earth house, she liked the fine film of salt that the water from the bore hole left on our skin after a shower, and if the wet winds of the bise noire slamming against the door and the sound of the waves in the distance didn’t upset her at night, if she didn’t care that the place had no eyelids, then there was no reason for me to uproot her again. I had to admit that the reason I’d been leaving a nightlight in Lucie’s bedroom since the day she was born was to melt away my own terrors, not hers. I wasn’t trying to protect my child, this happy eight-year-old intoxicated by so much space, but just the child I had once been, the little girl who listened out for the dawn chorus, the songbirds’ piping trills breaking the nocturnal silence and cracking it open. I needed to confront my fears and reassure the child who was still trembling inside me, still trembling despite the passing years. 

			I’d gritted my teeth and we’d stayed.

			It was our fourth night in the swamp and for the first time, despite the death of the goose and our meeting with the colossus, I managed to fall asleep without keeping one ear on the noises outside. And yet, in all the tumult of wind and rain, I’d caught something: a very soft sobbing in the darkness.

			We each had our own bedroom, but the internal walls between them were so thin they didn’t filter out the slightest sigh. So much so that I could hear my daughter breathing in our marsh house. It was reassuring.

			In the early days of her life I’d been terrified I would forget her. When I came out of the maternity ward with my baby in my arms, I’d repeated this mantra on loop for it to sink in: I’m the mother of this child, the mother of this child, the mother . . . Truth be told, it was too late, I was a mother forevermore. 

			Was it my daughter crying softly in the night like that?

			Holding my flashlight, I got out of bed without putting on the overhead light, walked across the dining room, and opened the unclosed door to Lucie’s bedroom a little wider . . . 

			 

			*

			 

			You walk at night, you walk through your nights, you like it.

			At night, the sounds in the swamp are different, the landscape is altered, all the dimensions change come evening. Getting through the night is like crossing over to the other bank, striding over untamed lands inhabited by the wild and distant dreams of humans and the more peaceful ones of animals. You like the discreet rustlings of nocturnal creatures. The chorus of frogs, the shriek of screech owls, the chattering of birds. Nighttime susurrates with life. The animals are there, but invisible, creating wrinkles in the darkness as their calls become intertwined. The crickets, the croaking, the slap of water. Even the wind finds its rightful place in this nocturnal dance. The darkness acts like a soundbox, it amplifies everything, right down to the sound of your footsteps, it heightens desire. Death too is on the prowl. Prey and predator freeze the moment, then leap out. You want to lose yourself, to stop being a man, you let your surroundings absorb you. The darkness caresses you, envelopes you. You like being inside its belly. And without even thinking—because you don’t think about this and simply keep going with no premeditation—your footsteps take you toward the drover’s cottage, where the woman and her daughter have set up home.

			The house blends into the darkness of the swamp and, despite its whitewashed wall, it’s barely discernible.

			You stand there in the rain, a few meters from the sleeping woman, the woman who looked at you as no one has looked at you for years. And this relit a fire inside you that you thought had been extinguished forever. You haven’t been interested in women for such a long time, you’ve learned to live without them, take your pleasure without them, no longer hoping for anything, you’ve learned to be satisfied with your dreams, to fondle your body on your own. Back in the day, you could cherry pick them with a glance, but you’ve forgotten your past and you have no future, you don’t make any plans. The moment is enough for you, it gives you contentment, you’re contented.

			And yet here you are up and about in the darkness, looking at this drover’s cottage and waiting in silence, and you don’t even know why or what you’re going to do or what you could do. Your thoughts have come back, the images have come back. Images of past pleasures. A soft glow but no lights on, they’re asleep, the mother and the child, they think they’re alone in the world. 

			You stand there, a powerful presence, and you watch the sleeping house, alone in the darkness and the wind.

			All at once a light goes on inside, it tilts about and blinds you, a flashlight with its roving beam, and you see the woman get up, alive, you’re outside the window and she doesn’t know and you shouldn’t be looking at her, watching her like this, studying her curves, her breasts through the white cotton, her bare legs, her skin, your hand brushes across the window as she walks so close to you and crosses her bedroom, then you change your observation post to follow her into the living room. It’s incredible, being so close to someone else and so unnoticed, as if in a parallel world. She pushes a door wide and goes out of your field of view, she’s most likely gone into the child’s bedroom. You run around the house to see her again and when you reach the child’s bedroom, you’re startled, then you freeze, caught out: Lucie is standing facing you, just through the glass panes, she stares at you, wide-eyed, as she writes something on the damp glass with the tip of her finger. You’ve stopped moving, she must have seen you, even though the sky is overcast and the darkness dense.

			Her mother keeps her in the beam of the flashlight, comes over to her, puts her arms around her and settles her back in bed.

			You didn’t move a muscle, you don’t exist. You watch but you don’t exist. How tender she looks, this woman leaning over her child. A work of art.

			 

			*

			 

			Lucie was standing by the window, her index finger against the glass. I spoke to her, but she didn’t respond, she was asleep. My daughter was sleepwalking! I went over to her, her eyes were shining in the darkness, they were wide open and darting about the way eyes dart under our eyelids during dream sleep. Sleepwalkers never have eye movements like this. She seemed to be dreaming completely unconstrained. It was exceptional for the mechanism that paralyzes us when we’re in dream sleep to malfunction in childhood.

			I put my arms around her and led her gently back to bed.

			All she could see was her dream and she was moaning. I leant my ear to her lips. I felt so close to her nightmare, so close, and yet I couldn’t share it.

			Then her body tensed and she started to scream.

			Her scream tore through my eardrums and the darkness. It didn’t just come from her throat, it sprang from her whole now rigid body. Sitting up in bed, taut, her eyes wide and wild, Lucie screamed at the top of her lungs and the house with no eyelids screamed along with her.

			I told her I was there and hugged her but I didn’t manage to wake her and the scream kept coming, as if something were trying to find its way through her sleep, as if this cry were boring through the night till it pierced the frontier between the two worlds, the hermetic membrane enveloping reality. No one could yell like that for so long without dying of exhaustion.

			 

			*

			 

			A shrill scream cuts through the darkness.

			It’s the child!

			The woman puts her arms around the child and the scream keeps coming, keeps coming after you.

			Through the window.

			Through this window that, this time, you don’t try to break. You stand there, with the stone in your hand. No! Forget it! Put the stone down!

			You’re instantly brought face to face again with what you are, a creature with no past, no future, no love, a stranger to humanity, a hermit full of contradictions who stifles his violence, who’s been muzzling his pain for years, and you slip away.

			You run, you get the hell away, you have no business being here, in the human world, you no longer belong here.

			Don’t go looking for anything, don’t go thinking anything!

			No, no images, no memories, no longings, scram!

			 

			*

			 

			The scream stopped, abruptly running dry.

			“Mommy, I had a dream,” murmured Lucie, bathed in sweat.

			I asked if she wanted to tell me about it, like when she was little.

			“No!”

			I didn’t insist. I lay her mop of blond hair back on the pillow, drew the sheets and the red blanket over her nightdress, tucked her in, and then sang to her and stroked her cheek. I felt her gradually let go, becoming limp as her breathing grew deeper.

			I stayed sitting on her bed. Her scream had chilled me. I’d put my flashlight down on the nightstand next to the night light, and its white beam cast my shadow onto the rendered wall, my two-dimensional double, a tall thin silhouette that jinked across the corner of the ceiling, a sort of stick bug leaning over Lucie. If it hadn’t been my own, I’d have been scared that this shadow might gobble up my child. But my shadow was obedient, I moved it slightly to soften it, to morph it into a shelter over my sleeping child.

			How trusting we are to surrender to the darkness like that and agree to lose consciousness! Anything could happen when, quite defenseless, we leave our bodies moored and sail off elsewhere.

			Watching my child who was both so close and so far away reminded me of the sleepless little girl I had been, of the skinny kid with the dark rings under her eyes, stuck at the end of that hallway, in the labyrinth of my consciousness.

			And yet how different those two children were! Lucie liked slipping under a comforter and resting her head on a pillow, happily abandoning herself to the night. Her dreams were gardens, and when she woke, she would invite me into them. Back when she agreed to describe them to me, I’d wandered through them, touched by the beauty of these secondary worlds where my child spent almost half her existence. Lucie was a great dreamer, as others are great musicians. At a very young age, she’d managed to talk about the tiniest details of her nocturnal adventures, and I’d encouraged her to do this. People have varying degrees of talent with dreams: Some of my patients didn’t remember them, or didn’t know how to talk about them, others were cruelly lacking in dream imagination. Even if woken right in the middle of REM sleep, some people couldn’t describe anything at all. Their dreams evaporated during the very process of remembering; the effort they were making caused this dissipation. My daughter experienced the dreamworld as intensely as the waking world and she forgot nothing.

			When she was a baby, I constantly peered into her crib to check she was still breathing. Pierre was very soon irked by this attentiveness toward Lucie. And yet he was the one who’d wanted her. But who could have guessed that a baby would take up so much space in the mind of a woman who’d never longed to be a mother?

			I stood up without a sound and folded my daughter’s clothes that she had strewn on the floor. Her star-pattern slippers slung in a corner took me back to the far end of my parents’ apartment again, to the bedside of the little girl I’d been, the child who put her slippers in exactly the right place every evening in the vain hope that she’d be able to escape.

			I lay down in Lucie’s bed, huddled up to her, and I too fell asleep in the house with no eyelids that stood in a wild windswept landscape, a sleeping cottage at the end of a potholed lane, far, so far from everything, particularly Pierre. I fell asleep in that cabin with no TV, no phone signal, and no curtains.

			Abandoned to this night in which there was nothing but Lucie and myself.

			 

			*

			 

			Night of February 1, Paris

			 

			He’s pacing around his ransacked apartment, pacing around in the middle of the night. He can’t break out of the loop, can’t stop walking, he’s been going over and over the same thoughts for five days as he tramples the detritus of their life. The scraps! Plates, cups, ashtrays, shards of bottles, he’s emptied the closets and thrown everything on the floor, the remains crunch under his feet. Plastic, crystal, porcelain. Scraps! He’s been drinking eau-de-vie in the freebie glasses that had survived and then throwing them against the wall. It was fantastically theatrical, he liked the noise the glasses made as they shattered against the bare walls. The floor is littered with slivers of glass, and all the photos of her, of them, of their family, are scattered about, their kisses torn apart, their holidays lacerated, their honeymoon slashed, Lucie on the day she was born, Lucie in her mother’s bare arms, Lucie taking her first steps, kisses, glances, laughter, reduced to scraps! Fragments of paper faces carpeting their apartment’s parquet floor. All the moments he religiously captured, framed, and hung on the walls to display their conformist little happiness, all these memories—he wants to rip them from his mind. But tearing up gloss paper isn’t enough to erase them. They’re still there under his feet and keep reassembling themselves. A cutting from a photo and Eva’s whole face blooms again in his mind’s eye. Her dark eyes, the clear outline of her profile, her perennial close-cropped hairstyle. 

			The doors are all cracked, he laid into them, punching and kicking. His hands hurt but not enough to make him forget. The pain isn’t strong enough yet to knock him out, to push aside his anger.

			The bitch took off with their kid and now nothing’s where it should be. He’s knocked stuff around, all the meaningless things they chose together, the apartment’s in chaos, his head’s exploding, and now that there’s nothing left to break he’s pacing in circles over the ruins of their shared life. It’s almost midnight and, just like the previous nights, he won’t be able to sleep, he knows he won’t, he never will again. He’s realized that he can’t get to sleep without her. If only he could escape, escape his thoughts just for a moment, and fall asleep. But he’s pacing in circles.

			On the first day when Lucie didn’t come out of the study hall at six o’clock, when he waited—irritably—by the door of her primary school for the kid to have the good grace to appear at last, when the principal told him his wife had come to collect their daughter at lunchtime and she’d informed them that Lucie would be missing a few days of school, he had no idea what was going on. The principal looked him right in the eye as she added that Eva had explained this absence and mentioned family issues, serious family issues. She dealt him this blow and then expressed surprise that he wasn’t aware; he sucked it up, not betraying any emotion or pressing for more information. He left without another word and immediately ran home, thinking something must have happened, but what? He looked to see if Eva had left a message on his cell phone, but no, she hadn’t deigned to let him know.

			It turns out he wasn’t suspicious enough! He wasn’t expecting to be deserted like this. He’d imagined plenty of things over the years, he’d often caught her deep in conversation with men and he hated their complicity when he spotted it: A smile or a lingering glance was sometimes enough to make him go off at the deep end. He could definitely picture her fucking one them, and maybe going so far as to leave him, but not like this.

			When he reached the apartment, he didn’t notice the note on the bed. Even though it was plain to see. Eva and Lucie weren’t there. The apartment was silent. He made dinner that evening, he even took out a bottle of Chablis, promising himself that if Eva came back, right now, or even late into the night, he wouldn’t make a scene, he wouldn’t say anything, or hardly. Eventually he saw the note: I’m going away with Lucie, I’m leaving you. Don’t come looking for me. He was stunned. Two sentences on a piece of squared paper she’d probably torn from one of Lucie’s exercise books.

			Only then did the anger that he’d been containing boil over, an irrepressible surge, an explosion of violence against belongings, against the walls, against himself. He didn’t sleep at all and in the morning he drove recklessly fast to the hospital. When he reached his wife’s department, he couldn’t stem his rage for long and the stupid assholes called security. 

			He can’t think what else to break to exorcize this burning feeling, to be rid of the fury which is making him holler; he’s lost his voice, and his fingers are covered in blood, so are the walls. The neighbors got scared, they thought he’d killed them both, his wife and daughter, and they sent in the cops. He was questioned, threatened with jail, and then he sobbed like an abandoned kid, showed them the note, and told them his wife had left him. They decided to leave him to his heartbreak, he seemed calmer and refused to be taken to the hospital.

			He seemed calmer, but he wasn’t.

			His anger tastes like blood. He’s thinking that he sacrificed his life to them, the best years of his life. He knows what a cliché that is and this only stokes his resentment. She has no respect for anything, she’s destroying what they have by presenting him with this mediocre ending. Just a measly goodbye letter. Not even a letter, a snippet of a one-liner, scrawled in a hurry.

			She’s made a run for it with her ass-wipe head of department, for sure!

			He tried to talk to the guy this afternoon but couldn’t control himself and it all got out of hand in the hospital parking lot within three minutes. He’s pretty sure he broke the pretentious dick’s nose. He doesn’t give a damn, they can send him to prison, maybe some time in the slammer—the violence of the slammer—will calm him. He wants to tear down the whole world, he would if he could, he’d reduce Paris to rubble. The city’s full of her, it’s taunting him and he can’t stand the place anymore, Eva’s presence has permeated every neighborhood at every time of day, and the worst of it is that he never forgets anything, he can remember their first meeting down to the tiniest detail, the blue dress and sneakers she was wearing, the way she walked, the plastic bags she was laden with, the way she smiled when she approached him on that café terrace to bum a cigarette, the husky voice she had back then, the taste of the wine they drank together, sitting facing Boucicaut Métro station, a cold white wine, a Chablis. Her hair was already very short at the time, she could have been mistaken for a teenage boy. So slight with a huge laugh. She told him she was studying for her first-year exams at med school, she didn’t have time to fall in love, or to get a job, but she’d like to spend the night with him, adding that she couldn’t take him to her place because she didn’t have a place anymore and didn’t know where to sleep. He didn’t ask any questions and invited her into his nest under the eaves. Two attic rooms converted into a studio and loaned from his aunt. He liked the way she didn’t seem to give a damn about anything, especially about feelings, the way she gave him one night in her life for the pleasure of it, a night with no tomorrows. But in the morning, he looked at her plastic bags full of schoolwork, her graceful, elfin body which was too delicate to carry them, and he felt a need—the need for tomorrows—rise inside him. Yes, he woke before her with this obsession on his mind: to keep her with him. He was a godsend to her with his little place under the eaves! She let him persuade her—he can be very persuasive—and unpacked her bags into his studio for a week. And, gradually, he tamed her; she spent her days buried in her books, writing note cards. He was doing much the same thing himself, but it took him a lot less time. He even let her have his desk and sat himself on the sofa where he spent hours watching her, trying to understand who this woman was, and what to do to ensure she never left.

			He got into the prestigious École Normale Supérieur with flying colors and she moved on to her second year of med school. It was a period of social escapism for both of them. He gave private lessons to fill the fridge. Everything came easily to him. She didn’t think of him as worryingly, freakishly intelligent, but admired his phenomenal brain, and they both completed their studies thanks to the studio loaned by his aunt and to their shared energy. He provided for her, supported her, loved her . . . And then she changed, they changed because of Lucie.

			He’s suffocated by his sobs, he needs to throw up and eventually kneels with his head in the john, trying to puke out his heart, but only bile comes up. With a bitter taste in his mouth, he says her name, Eva, rests his face on the ceramic surface, feels its cool whiteness against his cheek and forehead, then butts his head savagely against the toilet bowl. Red. He’s bleeding again, he doesn’t care, it feels good to be in pain. Eva. He wants to howl her name, but he’s lost his voice, he can die, she can die, he doesn’t give a damn, he collapses onto the tiled floor and falls asleep pissing out blood.

			 

			A child’s scream tears through his sleep.

			A really piercing scream comes from the plughole in the bathtub, reverberating through the pipework, driving into his head, and he finds himself thinking Lucie really doesn’t respect his exhaustion, she’s hassling him in the middle of the fucking night. He gets up to make her stop, walks through the living room and cuts his feet on broken glass. 

			Then the realization comes crashing in: They’re gone!

			That scream wasn’t Lucie.

			His head hurts, his swollen hands must be broken, his feet are full of shards of glass. His life is blown apart, but he’s not the one hollering, he’s lost his voice. He listens.

			Children, yes, it’s children yelling instead of him, in the walls, under the floorboards, through the windows! He thinks he must be asleep still, he’s not himself at all, but he definitely feels awake and wonders what can be happening to all the kids in the apartment block, this scream of theirs just goes on and on, slicing through his torpor. The windowpanes seem to be vibrating and the light flickering. So he comes out of his apartment to check whether this madness isn’t some kind of auditory hallucination, whether he’s cracked something in his head against the john when he was trying to make his suffering shut up. 

			Nope, the scream is absolutely real. Two doors are already open on his landing, his neighbors are standing outside their apartments, slightly dazed, in their pajamas or underpants. No one notices his hands and face covered in blood. The woman next door is in a panic, clutching her baby. The tiny thing has its eyes wide open, unseeing eyes that flit about alarmingly, and it’s screaming, along with its older brother who can been seen from the shared landing, standing bolt upright at the end of their hallway with his arms by his sides, and along with the twins whose parents—who’d sent the cops to see him a few days ago—have also come out to try to understand what’s happening to all the children and why their voices are blending into this single scream that doesn’t seem to want to stop. His neighbor on the right now opens his door and his two dogs grab this opportunity to escape. He has four daughters, all asleep with their eyes open, all shrieking, his wife’s away on business, he can’t get over the fact that he can’t wake his girls.

			Screams are coming from outside too, lights have gone on in all the windows, the whole street is screaming. It’s enough to make Pierre forget his rage, he thinks he should call for help, seeing his hands are free and he has no children to soothe.

			There’s screaming from every direction. He would never have guessed there were so many kids in the building, in the street, in the neighborhood, in Paris. 

			With no warning, this collective scream stops just as abruptly as it started, all the children in the city stop screaming as one, as if led by an invisible conductor. Silence.

			 

		

	
		
			FIRST DREAM 

 			João, age 12, Brazil, 
night of February 1

		 
			I’m alone, my feet in the darkness of the stream. I like it, feeling the cool water flowing, stroking my ankles, and listening to the noise it makes as it shunts little pebbles in its bed, in my bed. 

			This evening the waters are as red as a battalion of ants, so red under the midnight sky, the red of a blood moon. I’m happy but the water strokes me sadly. Can a stream possibly feel sad, and its banks, and the moon, and the sky all around me?

			Tonight’s moon looks like a cassava cookie dipped in donkey’s blood, breaking into little pieces that float on the surface of the stream. The current grows stronger and stronger, squeezing my ankles. The moon rolls down deeper, shining under the water and stepping inside my eye, right where the veins form tangles. It was when I tried to untangle these threads of light behind my eyelids or when I split open a coconut with a machete or when I wanted to tie my shoelaces that I cut myself here, in the crook of my elbow, where the crease is. It’s weird doing your laces all on your own, we usually run about the village barefoot except on Sundays. But tonight isn’t like any other night, I’m not alone out here, there’s a whole multitude of us.

			The ceiling of the sky is buckling under the weight of stars, the sky is curved. Curved too . . . the bags under Mom’s eyes, curved her crescent-moon smile, curved her singing on the frontiers of sleep, curved the blade that bleeds us at night, curved the belly of the earth that carries us and gives us instructions.

			Oh mother, your smile is a glowering red when we’ve done no wrong, we’re just having fun counting the fish darting between our feet.

			You sing and your voice fills us up, it is the current that carries us off, our childish love can’t refuse you anything. You ask us to let our blood flow in the water so that we become brothers to this stream and, beyond, to the injured river. We’re signing a pact, this blood in the water is ours, every drop contains us within it, we are the river and the river circulates inside us, we are the lake and the lake stagnates inside us, we are the sea and the sea surges inside us.

			The wave wraps itself around us and sucks the life out of us, the sea cradles us as it drowns us. We’re all mixed up together, struggling, arms, legs, intertwined, jumbled bodies, there’s struggling inside us too, our eyes are no longer our own, they dart in every direction, our voices are a chorus that beats in our chests, millions of hands on a drum. “I” dissolves in the water, “I” which is also “we”.

			We’re a little scared of bleeding so much and we wish we could go back to our beds, our hammocks, our floor mats, back to our mother’s arms, we sleep God knows where, and our mother has a thousand faces, we sleep with our heads resting on the curved belly.

			Looking out of a bedroom window, we see the dark sky through a pane of glass that separates inside from outside whereas the windows at home have no panes, just mosquito net and dirty old fabric drapes, but right now we’re looking at smooth cold glass so clean you can’t see it, we blow on it and it clouds with condensation. A giant watches us from the other side, “I” fight to continue existing, a name is written onto the glass with the tip of a finger. Our eyes blink and the window fills with a gray expanse dotted with sparse grass, but the name remains, still written in the condensation. Then we set sail under thousands of stars in a tent erected in the desert, the sand spangling our naked bodies.

			We are all sleeping children everywhere, we all share the same sleep. We sleep on an earthen belly that cradles us and bleeds us. We can feel both the source and the mouth of the river, and we let the river cradle us in its arms, let it dilute us, let the sea mix us all together. The damaged river circulates inside us and irrigates our organs with sadness, our blood is tainted and so is our sweat, so are our tears. Our teacher said so in class, we’re made of water. If it flows out of our bodies to return to the sea, we’ll be emptied of our very selves.

			But we obey the voice that gives instructions, and the red stream holds us by the ankles.

			We’re already growing weaker, we can surrender to the current, accept this sleep within sleep. We delve deeper into our mother’s belly, into her belly of mud, becoming mired in her love which is too tight and asks so much.

			And with a start, I resurface in my bed, crying, screaming, peeing. 

			Mom!

			We’re alive! Only the river is dead.

			 

		

	
		
			

			 


			You didn’t stay hanging around in the darkness but cut across the marshes to get home; you know them well enough to venture through them. The dog didn’t stir when you opened the door to the big empty house with that child’s scream still on your heels, and you went straight to bed without any music, the radio mute beside you. You silenced the scream, you silenced your thoughts—you’ve learned to do this so that you can sink into dreamless oblivion as quickly as possible.

			. . . 

			For a few years now you’ve had this thundering in your head when you wake, this deep buzzing. You have tinnitus and you can’t find a way to forget about it in the silence of your empty house, so you live with your portable radio, your chatty little other half who smothers your internal soundscape, it follows you into the rooms you use; in the others, those that stay behind closed doors, the dust accumulates. Your radio sleeps next to you in your double bed, it talks or sings under its breath until the night comes for you, you’ve programmed it to turn off when you’re asleep and then wake you faithfully with a whisper at the same time every morning. Its voice breaks up your loneliness.

			It’s 8:10 when your radio comes on.

			. . . village of V., very near Le Creusot, running alongside the highway . . . 

			Half asleep, you’re not really listening to what she’s saying, she’s just a presence and a way to deal with the rumbling in your head. You’re a little disappointed because it’s not the usual voice, the one you like better than the others and whose feminine texture has been helping you get up each morning for years.

			

			. . . scattering of houses along the road . . . 

			Still, you manage to drag yourself from the warmth of your bed and put on some boxer shorts and your perennial blue sweater while the radio jabbers on.

			. . . sufficiently far from one another for no one in the village to realize at the time the extent of this phenomenon which appears to have started there, and everywhere on the same longitude, at 1:48 this morning French time.

			Despite your torpor you catch the word “phenomenon.” 

			. . . the sun rises over the snowclad fields, over this bare landscape where woods once stood . . . 

			You wonder what “phenomenon” can possibly have struck this village in the night and how it could matter to you. You decide you don’t give a damn, your little friend has a habit of overdramatizing. She mostly tells you boring stories, but you let her chat away as usual to make background noise.

			. . . here as in other places, land consolidation in the 1970s sacrificed wooded pastureland. The remaining coppices were razed some twenty years ago because they obstructed farm machinery, and the last great oaks have just been felled. How to stand firm and leave an oak tree be when wood is becoming such a rare commodity that prices are spiking?

			The voice describes the stream of cars dropping off children at the village school, it lingers briefly on the exorbitant price of gas which forces people to carpool and philosophizes about how everyone does what they can to preserve their lifestyle in this dramatically changing world. To anyone who has not yet heard the news, because there are a few, including you as you fill your kettle in the kitchen, life can feel wonderfully peaceful for a few more minutes: this winter is cold with appropriate seasonal temperatures and even some snow. Such weather is a blessing, the voice proclaims, with no storms or inexplicably high temperatures. Everything appears to be normal, which should in fact be worrying because normality has not been the norm for several years.

			The dog barks to remind you he’s there and his bowl is empty. You fill the bowl as you disagree with the radio, as you often do, engaging in discussions with the little contraption, exchanges in which neither party listens to the other.

			Is everything okay? How about last weekend’s disaster? Forgotten already? The death throes of that Brazilian river no one had ever heard of in an Eden devastated by some industrial accident. The demise of that unknown watercourse and its banks plunged the entire world into mourning. For the whole of one Sunday, it was all your radio could talk about, those blood-red waters!

			You mutter as you pour the hot water into your French press. Another paradise lost, lost and instantly forgotten! The news is absurdly fickle, it goes with the territory. And the Amazon rainforest’s so far away, just like the Siberian forests reduced to ashes by last summer’s wildfires that the winter snows still can’t quite put out. Everything’s a long way away now. A long way from you. Even your nearest neighbors are on the far side of the world, and a good thing too!

			. . . in the schoolyard of the village school in V. the children are enjoying a snowball fight . . . 

			Oh, now your partner’s turned nasty, giving you a toxic madeleine that takes you right back to your years as a teacher. 

			Sometimes the past grabs you by surprise, surfacing from the depths and catching you out. You’ve never liked the sound of children hollering, it used to stress you so much you put wax plugs in your ears while you wrote out your lesson on the blackboard before the students came in. You remember the feel of the stick of chalk in your hand, you refused to switch to dry erase markers, clinging to your chalk as if to a childhood memory and to the elegant and perfectly regular calligraphy that they’ve already stopped teaching to educators. 

			Calligraphy, a bygone detail, something the modern world no longer sees as important! you snap at the radio which is still chattering away to itself.

			. . . all the children in the world . . . 

			You remember the time spent tracing out classic, impersonal letters so that the kids learned a clear standard that would be distorted with the passage of time.

			. . . as they slept, from one end of the earth to the other . . . 

			As you slowly lower the plunger on the French press, you find yourself back in your classroom looking at how the children held themselves, spotting their tensions to help them relax their fingers, hold their wrists, use their tools—their pens—without crushing them onto the paper. Writing, a studied caress that leaves a trace, a caress that inscribes words. You patiently molded each of them while respecting their individuality, so that their bodies wouldn’t ache when they wrote later in life and, even though they now all switch to keyboards from sixth grade, you still think of writing as a physical pleasure that no computer can replace. 

			The school bell rings on the radio, snapping you out of your musing.

			The voice is interviewing a breathless outside the elementary school in V.

			. . . Did you hear the news this morning?

			No. Why? Did I miss something?

			Did your son scream in his sleep?

			Are you a mind reader?

			Every child in the village screamed at the same time last night and the scream is still going, it’s travelling around the world. Children are yelling in their sleep from one side of the planet to the other as the night goes on.

			

			*

			 

			Fly away low, fly away high

			 

			Lucie was very pale that morning; her dream must have exhausted her. She was singing on loop. Two little blackbirds sitting on a hill. We were sitting in the kitchen, one named Jack and one named Jill, on either side of the small table with its canary yellow Formica top and long metal legs, Fly away Jack, fly away Jill, having breakfast.

			Lucie was swinging her legs as they dangled from the chair, Come back Jack, come back Jill, her bare feet didn’t reach the floor. They were feather-white, her starry slippers must have been lying around somewhere else. Two little blackbirds sitting on a pole. Why are children’s feet so touching?

			The black mistral had dropped, One named Fast and one named Slow, the only blowing sound now was Lucie puffing at her hot chocolate to cool it and to make little waves. She never drank it until it was the perfect temperature, testing it several times with the tips of her lips, Fly away Fast, adding cold milk, flay away Slow, blowing again, Come back Fast, and when she deemed that it was just as she liked it, she launched into it and drank it down in one, voraciously, her face deep in her breakfast bowl, inhaling the warm, sweet smell of chocolate, feeling the water vapour released by the hot milk on her skin, her eyes closed as if lost in this suckling process. 

			Sitting there with my coffee cup in hand, I had the feeling it was the bowl devouring my daughter. 

			When we’d opened all the kitchen cupboards on the day we arrived, we’d found a toaster. It was a novelty for us, the smell of toast in the crisp morning air. Lucie loved it when I didn’t rush her. Since we’d stopped our dream-telling game first thing in the morning because she preferred sleeping in for longer, our weekdays were normally lived as if to a stopwatch; she complained about having to drink her chocolate so fast, as often as not failing to get it the right temperature, not having time to add hot milk to rectify the situation, irritated when she had to drink it almost cold. She hated the suffocating feeling as she drove her head into the tunnel of a turtleneck, afraid of getting stuck in there and never finding the way out: putting on a sweater is like a mini birth. She wailed when I tried to brush her blond curls, then forgot to hold the sleeves of her sweater when she put on her coat so they bunched up like spare tires, she grizzled because this was uncomfortable while my patience wore thin as I waited by the door, the time lost on this whining meant I had to rush her all the more, I heard her race down the stairs behind me, complaining because she had to run across the square. She was angry that our goodbye kisses were so brief now that I no longer went into the schoolyard but extricated myself as fast as I could from the crush of other parents, all of them in the same hurry as I was.

			In this new house it was always Sunday.

			When she brought her moist face out of the warm bowl and before the song—which was beginning to get on my nerves—started up again, I asked if she remembered her nightmare.

			“It was a dream,” she corrected me. “But I already said I don’t want to play that game, and plus I forgot it . . . Fly away Slow.”

			I liked it when she described her dreams. 

			“Yes, I know, but right now I don’t want to.”

			She couldn’t or she didn’t want to?

			“I forgot it, like I said.”

			But this was the first time a dream had made her scream.

			She shrugged to show that it didn’t mean anything to her, then asked for another piece of toast. 

			We’d arrived in a car full of provisions and we’d frozen some sliced bread, enough to survive a siege. Her little feet were still jigging freely. I grabbed hold of one to smother it with kisses. It was frozen and so white that I rubbed it to warm it up.

			She can’t possibly have forgotten this dream! She didn’t forget her dreams. She was the greatest dreamer in the world!

			“Stop, you’re tickling me” she said, pulling away, “Come back Fast.”

			

			“Please, sweetheart, you’re driving me nuts with that song.”

			Lucie stopped singing, got down from the table, went to lie on the sofa and lost herself in one of her favorite books, Hans, the Flute Player. She was sulking and wouldn’t speak to me for a good while now. I hated her clamming up like this at an insignificant remark, there was nothing I could do when she was in this mood, so I took the opportunity to tidy the house. I’ve always liked things neat. I can’t help myself, I’m a tidier. 

			Her nightdress, which was screwed up in a corner of her bedroom, was soaked. Her sheets were also wet. She’d wet the bed and had changed into pajamas. I hadn’t noticed any of this as I slept next to her through the night.

			I cleaned the mattress and took it outside to dry in the sunshine. Lucie watched without a word as I busied myself. I didn’t make any comment and suggested we read together.

			“I’d rather read alone.”

			But I’d have to get her to do some schoolwork if we were to stay here on our own for any length of time. She’d have to agree to me being her teacher too.

			“Have to, have to! Leave me alone!”

			So she wanted me near her, but now that I was there the whole time, I was annoying.

			“Yes, you’re annoying! I won’t vanish if you stop looking at me! Leave me alone just for a little.”

			I forced myself: I put on my sport shoes and told her to be good girl, to lock the door behind me, and definitely not to open up for anyone.

			“I’m reading!”

			I said playfully that I would put my hand through the letter box to prove it was me when I returned.

			

			*

			 

			. . . Children in this village were among the first to scream last night and the scream is still continuing. At this very moment it is travelling across the United States. 

			“If kids are screaming in their sleep all over the world, then for sure, it means it’s the end!” whispers the woman outside the school in V.

			“The end?” the reporter asks, surprised.

			“Yes, the end of the world! Children can sense things like that.”

			You sit in your kitchen unperturbed, drinking your coffee. And this time you don’t know what to say, your radio’s knocked you sideways.

			You were out on the marshes when the children started screaming in their sleep. To be exact, you were outside that woman’s house, and you even heard the child let out that scream which followed you all the way back here. You thought that it was your fault, that she’d seen you through the window, and you’d scared her. But no, her scream had nothing to do with you. It’s affecting every child in the world. You find this almost reassuring.

			You’d happily take another walk to the cottage, just because, with the dog. Does the woman have a radio? The owners didn’t set anything up there, no Wi-Fi, no TV, and it’s a signal dead spot, she can’t make or receive calls on her cell phone. 

			It would be a good excuse to visit her, you could just say: There’s no signal around here so here’s a radio for you to follow this “phenomenon” that’s got the world up in arms.

			You’re hovering between seeing her again and forgetting about her. Better to forget her, look after your birds, and finish your painting or the barn roof.

			She’s so slight, so small, she’s like an injured bird . . . Why injured? You’re touched by her fragility, but then surely that’s suspect, being drawn to a woman’s fragility?

			Then you quickly make up your mind, pull on your sheepskin coat, get ready to go out, then retrace your steps to look at yourself in the spotted old mirror in the hallway, you haven’t seen your face in such a long time that you’re not sure you’ll recognize yourself, you think you look disturbing, your face overrun by a beard you no longer trim carefully but just pull on and cut haphazardly when it starts to get in the way. You remember shaving closely back in the day, taking care of your appearance, you remember there was a comb in the drawer under the mirror, you open the drawer, and the faithful black comb is still there. You try to steer it through your beard, but it bites the red hair and leaves a few teeth behind. It hurts and you give up, grumbling as you reach for your hat that you’ll have to shave it all off. The dog’s waiting for you on the doorstep.

			 

			*

			 

			In the space of a few minutes, I was reminded of the pleasure of running. The regularity of my footfalls was reassuring, I was back in control of my diaphragm, my bare legs in the stinging chill of morning, and the rhythmic swing of my bent arms; my body was united in exertion, my whole body—mended, resilient, and elastic. I threw myself into it, panting and pained, focused. Alive!

			Oh, the pleasure of breathing again, of finding a balance between relaxation and control! Transforming the pain of physical effort into euphoria—that was every runner’s alchemy. Granted, the endorphins I was secreting were the source of this elation, I knew that, but not everything could be reduced to hormones, there was an element of grace in it all. Running was a form of prayer for me. Running was spiritual. It connected me to the ground I trod.

			It’s not easy to infiltrate a landscape. More often than not, the land retreats as we advance and only our eyes are allowed to explore it. By running, I managed both to see the place and to inhabit it. I suddenly belonged there, in a way that my daughter always managed to do quite naturally. By running I became the space around me, the trail, the lake, the delta. I filled myself with these surroundings with every inhalation, and penetrated them with every exhalation, I was running away from myself, running my fears dry. Running is a way to escape everything, even ourselves.

			No one could tell Pierre where we were, because no one knew.

			I’d always been a runner. Ever since childhood, I’d needed this ability to distance myself from what was pursuing me. After so much time racing around in my sleep trying to shake off the shadows, I’d ended up training at a club, then I’d continued on my own and had roamed all over my neighborhood. When I became a mother, I would escape at daybreak, before Lucie woke, and I’d let my bare legs pump along the banks of the Seine, covering those dawn kilometers, following the current as it raced toward the sea. I liked feeling the ground beneath my feet and the water before my eyes as the city came alive; I would slip into plant-covered spaces where the urban hubbub was more muted and surrender to my daydreams as my stride was endlessly, tirelessly repeated.

			Some days I wished I could never stop, and if I hadn’t had the baby, I would have carried on running to a point of no return, I would have followed my momentum and gone beyond the imaginary frontier that would have separated me from Pierre. But Lucie was asleep in her crib, Lucie needed her mother. So I turned around and followed the river upstream this time, coming back along my route, coming back to them, to my family. Year on year and without even realizing it, I’d reduced the extent of my freedom; I was incapable of escape, of going beyond a defined perimeter, beyond this life that had consolidated over time until it now formed a shell that was stifling rather than reassuring. How different I was from the confident young woman strolling aimlessly around Paris and cadging cigarettes off passers-by!

			In the end I’d sacrificed the pleasure of running to immerse myself in my daughter’s dreams when she woke, and then I was so busy with work that I never returned to my training. After the seismic upheaval of the first lockdown, people got used to it—you get used to anything—and plenty even forgot about that bizarre interlude when the world’s inhabitants had to live like recluses, but it had left subconscious traces, wounds that oozed at night. War, inflation, and climate change had finished the job of disrupting people’s sleep, and I’d allowed myself to be consumed, I could no longer keep my head above water. Running helped me think without feeling overwhelmed by the shit show that my life had become.

			I’d filed a report before leaving. I’d described Pierre’s threats, his violence, and the love too, I’d even made excuses for him, spilling it all out indiscriminately, as it came to me, spouting off at an attentive police officer who didn’t understand everything, but tried to summarize my rambling in a few lines. I was too emotional to concentrate and listen to the statement he read to me. I must have hurriedly signed something that wasn’t what I wanted to say. Later, when it was too late, I reread the statement with a level head and didn’t recognize my life, and I wept for failing to express myself clearly. The officer did recommend that I file a complaint, but I refused to go further than this report, I didn’t feel I had the strength to engage in that sort of battle, I’d settled for removing myself from Pierre’s influence, for running away with my daughter, and that in itself was huge, a real wrench. I wanted to disappear long enough to restore my own free will. I hoped this escape would cure me of the irrational feelings I had for him. Were they just love?

			Running was helping, Lucie was helping, the countryside was helping. In this wild place I could forget everything that was disrupting the world, and my heart. I could forget.

			I ran past the lake where the geese had tumbled from the sky the day before and saw the three trees in the distance, the ones that would soon be blossoming.

			What was that giant with the disconcerting eyes doing all alone on the fringes of the world? Actually, what’s to say he lived alone? He’d often said “we”. I’d thought he meant him and his dog, but maybe he had a partner . . . 

			No, he was way too strange to live with a woman, way too wild. He must live alone in his house full of birds.

			The image of his hands flashed into my mind and I fled.

			 

			*

			 

			You walk for about half an hour, going over and over what you plan to say to the woman. When you reach the house, you’re still undecided. But she’d be stressed if she saw you hanging around outside her place for no reason. Now you’re here you might as well knock.

			So you give the door a gentle tap-tap and it’s the child who answers.

			“Show me your hand, then,” a little voice pipes.

			Ashamed of the black paint on your fingers, you put them through the letterbox.

			“Who is it?”

			The guy who had too much soup.

			“The giant! Why’ve you got black on your fingers?”

			On close inspection there’s also orange, red, and blue. A whole sunset.

			“Mommy said I mustn’t open the door,” Lucie says as she opens it wide, “but I know you.”

			 

			*

			

			If I hadn’t been so rusty I could have kept running for longer, but knowing Lucie was alone in that isolated house made me anxious. 

			When I returned, the front of the house was white with sunshine and, without thinking, I turned the handle and the door opened straightaway. It was no longer locked.

			I walked in and heard his deep, steady voice. The colossus was there, sitting on the living room sofa, chatting with Lucie who was on the floor cuddling his dog, which was enthusiastically licking her cheeks. I couldn’t think what to say. I couldn’t understand what he was doing in our house. He stood up, as if caught red handed. 

			“It’s a radio,” he said with a shy smile as he handed something to me. “So you’re not too cut off from the world.”

			Not returning the smile, I told him that that was the whole point, I’d rather not know anything about the world, I was here to get away from it and not hear about it.

			“Yes, you’re right. The world’s a curse,” he muttered to himself.

			“Mommy normally works at the hospital. She looks after tons of people, all the time, but not so much me. She’s a sleep doctor. But here we can relax.”

			“A sleep doctor? Well then, take the radio.”

			“No. Whatever’s going on, I don’t give a damn!”

			The man stared at me weirdly. I could tell he found it hard to retract his offer.

			“Are you planning to stay here long?”

			“Three months.”

			“That’s a long time. And you’re not worried the kid’ll get bored all on her own here?”

			“No.”

			“What about school.”

			“I’m handling that, I have the time. She’s ahead of her class. We’re doing just fine. You can go.”

			“Serge came to tell me how the goose is doing. She’s getting better and she gets along well with the gander.”

			

			“I’m very happy to hear that.”

			“I’m sorry to have disturbed you.”

			Serge moved toward the door and Lucie threw herself at him to hug him. He looked touched by this renewed surge of affection and stiffened like someone who doesn’t know how to take signs of love or tenderness—someone who’s never learned or has forgotten. I felt bad for being so harsh, but I didn’t soften and showed him to the door, still keeping my distance from him.

			He took his cap and his beautiful sea green eyes, and walked off with his dog.

			 

			*

			 

			You open the door to your living room for the first time in several years. A layer of dust obscures the old pain, but the Christmas tree is still there, like your twin, the skeleton of a Christmas tree whose needles you never swept up, the presents are sprinkled with them, you glance at the parcels almost in spite of yourself. You don’t feel anything, not anymore, but a question comes to you: how does dust inveigle its way in and take possession of things? Where does it come from? Even with the doors and windows closed, it’s settled on every object. You imagine a device that can measure how much time has elapsed from the relative thickness of dust. Dust as a sign of abandonment. Your cigarette leaves its smoke-ghosts hanging in the air.

			You turn away, give the TV screen a once over with a cloth, plug the TV in and turn it on—to no avail. The screen stays dead. You’ll have to make do with the radio, as usual. To be honest, images wouldn’t add much, there’s nothing to see. A scream is for hearing.

			You close the door on the room, leaving the Christmas tree and the past to gather dust.

			In the kitchen, you eat your buttered pasta, sitting facing your little friend, and this time you’re not just pretending to listen to her. Every radio station has changed its programming to devote itself to wraparound coverage of the event that’s stunned the whole human race.

			A protracted scream, the scream of a myriad of children, is shaking the planet. In our cities, the Scream travels through walls, sidles into pipework, springs up from under floorboards, races along the corridors of tower blocks where families sleep one on top of the other. The Scream is propagated through our streets. No one has ever heard anything as terrifying as this shrieking, like chalk on the blackboard of the night. Every child screams for precisely one hundred twelve seconds. On the night of February 1, nothing could stop this strange phenomenon, and we can’t be sure that a single sleeping child will be spared. Even children in comas in our hospitals screamed. The Scream is moving from east to west at the same speed as the earth’s rotation and is affecting the whole planet.

			The globe is divided by vertical lines, meridians that run between the two poles, following the earth’s curvature—these are known as lines of longitude; and by horizontals, the parallels which are known as lines of latitude. Every place in the world stands at the intersection of two such lines and these coordinates allow us to locate it.

			The Scream started at 1:48 A.M. last night, not far from the fifth meridian east. The first children to be affected appear to have been along the line of longitude 4.43 East, not only in France but also in Belgium, the Netherlands, Algeria, Nigeria, and Niger.

			The Scream reached Paris two minutes later and it continues to advance at the constant speed of the earth’s rotation. It therefore moves far more quickly at the equator, where it reaches 1,666 kilometers per hour, than on the same latitude as Paris where it moves at 1,000 kilometers per hour.

			As we speak, it is island hopping in the Pacific. In a few minutes’ time, it will cross the date line. This will probably not stop it—why should it be affected by a convention which dictates that on either side of the 180th meridian we add twenty-four hours to the calendar when travelling east to west? But it will then enter the night of February 2 and this change of date begs the question: When will it stop sweeping around the planet?

			If it continues its round-the-world trip, it will have returned to its point of departure twelve hours from now, and no one knows what will happen then. Will it fall silent once it has affected every child on earth?

			If it keeps going and kids take to yelling every night, parents will end up chucking them out the window, or they’ll get used to it—you can get used to anything, you mumble into your yoghurt.

			“The longitudinal line of the Scream’s starting point goes through our house,” says a father. “Our daughter’s bedroom is very slightly farther east than her brother’s. She didn’t make a sound last night and didn’t even wake up when Paul screamed. If this scream’s going around the world, it’ll be back here tonight and it may be Nina’s turn to scream, twenty-four hours after her brother . . .”

			No child remembers screaming. They can’t describe anything—no dream or nightmare. They simply scream and go straight back to sleep. The human race has never encountered an enigma like this: something that connects the sleep of every prepubescent child. 

			The Scream has been recorded in Algiers, Paris, New York, the major cities that it has already affected, and these recordings of it punctuate the journalists’ discussions; it amplifies your tinnitus, but you listen anyway. You’re fascinated by its universality: no language, no accent, nothing articulate. Only its intensity varies depending on how many children are involved. Every sleeping child produces the same hyper-shrill shriek, boys and girls alike, regardless of age. And to think you could never stand the sound of kids yelling. You smile. It all feels more like your personal nightmare than a collective dream.

			When it started its trajectory, the Scream startled sleeping adults, and they all hurried to check on their children and tried to calm them. Lights came on everywhere. In apartment blocks even people without children were woken.

			Satellite images demonstrate the Scream’s progress. Astronauts at the international space station witnessed a line suddenly lighting up, a strip of light on the planet, and this illuminated slice widened as the night wore on.

			In our universe, the Scream was made light . . . 

			It must be so beautiful, a scream seen from up there. A scream in the silence of the cosmos, a scream translated into light in the void.

			Now that the whole world is aware of the Phenomenon, parents are staying up, waiting for the wave. They know exactly when their children are anticipated to scream if the wave continues its circumnavigation, carried on the wings of the night.

			Researchers are wondering whether this Phenomenon could be a variant of the virus that attacked adults’ sleep last summer. Could it be that the youngest members of the population, who were asymptomatic at the time, are suffering invisible aftereffects that are manifesting themselves after several months’ latency?

			You grumble away as you do the dishes.

			Oh, go ahead and find explanations for it! The minute scientists are in the spotlight, they show off just as much as the other guys.

			Your radio’s ticking you off so much you shut it up, but you don’t have the strength to paint, no, you’d rather get back to the barn roof. You like keeping your hands busy, it empties your mind. You take the tiles up and get yourself in position on your roofing ladder. It isn’t raining, better make the most of that.

			You toil in the cold under the open sky for several hours, and the sun has now gone down. It won’t be long before it disappears, high time you stopped to have a drink and make yourself a little dinner. You put the big tarp back over the roof, wedging it so that it gives the wind no purchase. The moment you’re back in the kitchen you turn the radio on again out of habit, without even thinking.

			. . . The Phenomenon’s effect can be retroactive, meaning there is no point stopping children from sleeping when the wave passes through. When they eventually fall asleep, they scream during their first phase of dream sleep. In eight hours’, the Phenomenon will have completed its circumnavigation of the earth and we will find out whether the Scream will continue or fall silent.

			The suggestion that children may be contaminating one another by their geographical proximity does not appear plausible. If this were the case, the Scream would not have crossed oceans or reached children in airplanes or very remote locations. Could the cause be magnetic? Large numbers of children have been put under observation before, during, and after the wave’s passage; their brain activity and all their vital signs are currently under analysis.

			While you open a beer, doctors, psychoanalysts, physicists, priests, rabbis, and imams from around the world jostle for an opportunity to comment on the event. With MRI scans as supporting evidence, neurologists confirm that children are experiencing the same dream.

			You roll yourself a cigarette. Just too desperate for a smoke today.

			The idea of a collective dream turns our understanding of the field upside down. Freud told us that dreams were completely private territory created by each isolated psychic environment . . . 

			As you savor the sensation of drawing in the smoke, your radio abruptly changes its tune.

			By comparing blood samples from children before and after the Scream, the Japanese have discovered that the children have suffered sudden, acute anemia. The Scream lasts only one hundred twelve seconds, but the drop in hemoglobin levels is sufficiently significant to mean that a recurrence of the Phenomenon on two consecutive nights would be cause for concern for the most vulnerable individuals, and it would take vast quantities of donated blood to save the dreamers if the Scream goes around the world several times.

			People who live on the longitude 4.43 East will be the first to know whether children are to be bled in this way a second time.

			You feel a surge of resentment for your radio. It should be reassuring people instead of terrifying them with words like that. Children being bled! I mean, really, what a thing to say!

			

			Mind you, if Lucie’s anemic, if she needs to get to the hospital for a transfusion or something like that, you’ll have to tell that woman what’s going on in the world. You can’t leave her in ignorance.

			You eat across the table from your little friend who’s now busy trying to put your mind at rest. It’s stopped giving details of the acute anemia that comes after the Scream. But that’s even worse. The more it tries to dispel your fears, the more worried you are and now you’re smoking nonstop. 

			In an unprecedented gesture, huge lines are already forming outside blood donation centers.

			It’s no good, you’re not tired, you’re waiting like everyone else, you could go for a walk to calm yourself, you could go as far as the drover’s cottage. You could wait outside Lucie’s bedroom because she was one of the first to scream. But you don’t dare, you stay home.

			Still, you really do need to let that woman know, even if she doesn’t want to hear about the outside world, you need to tell her that her daughter’s blood is draining away without her even realizing it, yes, she needs to know that.

			The reporter from this morning is spending the night with a family in the village of V.

			I’m with the Bauer family. Their son Sacha was one of the very first children to scream last night, but their immediate next-door neighbors’ children are at the end of the loop so they will be among the last, unless the Scream continues. I’m with the Bauer parents now, on their doorstep. The Scream is approaching. It’s 1:48, the neighbors’ children are screaming.

			The Bauers’ son hasn’t woken, he’s sleeping peacefully.

			 

			*

			 

			Time didn’t pass in the same way in this desert. Its course had slowed, there was no lurching, time was flat, no longer tossing me from one appointment to the next, a moment had no boundaries now, it stagnated, a vast expanse where my thoughts could wander. Until then, I’d been running left, right, and center, sitting exams, working obsessively, trying to organize my life down to the minute, squeezing everything to make it fit in my schedule. My thoughts were kept in check, structured by so many things: my work, my daily routine, Pierre, and too-short days that flitted past.

			“Now” had a different flavor and my thoughts could run wild.

			Giving up on work had been difficult for me. I’d informed my head of department before leaving, I’d told him everything. He was the one who advised me to go the police precinct, saying he’d deal with explaining my absence. He’d promised he would find a way.

			When we arrived here, it was days before I took my computer and my boxes of notes out of the car. I’d packed up my study and even brought our dream notebooks. My room was now filled with piles of paperwork. A few months earlier, an editor had commissioned me to write a book about disorders of REM sleep. I was planning to use this long period of seclusion to work on it. I thought I could just recycle my dissertation by popularizing the material to make it more accessible and by expanding on a few clinical cases. But I was disappointed by my previous writing. All those cold scientific terms took the magic out of the dream world. I needed to find a vernacular. The editor had mentioned this, the pleasure of reading. Something about me was shifting, an imperceptible movement was leading me into different territory; here in these marshes I was less interested in science and more in the poetry of protracted time and sleeping waters.

			I kept breaking off from this work which took me back to the time when I’d written my dissertation. I pictured Pierre, our first meeting. He kept coming to pester me, inviting me to join him in his little garret studio. I couldn’t work out what it was about him that I missed. The early days? Our life before Lucie was born? I forgot the bad times, how harsh he could be even then, how he sometimes looked down on me from the full height of his fantastic intelligence, how he’d gradually taken control of my life. I mustn’t forget any of it. But I was already forgetting. I should have taken notes at the time, then I could read them now and break free. Jotting down events when they happened as I did with our dreams, so that I remembered. What I missed was his intensity. I loved that he was stronger than all my fears and so much more brilliant than my father. I loved what I thought of as our wild, obsessive love.

			For several years, I’d kept finding good reasons to keep us together; we had to wait until Lucie was a little older, Pierre was struggling, he felt diminished by having a child around, Pierre loved us, but his diabetes was making him aggressive, poor guy, he loved us as best he could. Not very well but intensely. He loved us even though his own father had never loved him. We had that in common, he and I, a dysfunctional childhood.

			Would I have clicked what was going on without the bruises on Lucie’s arms?

			There was no way I would sacrifice my child, reproducing the mistakes my mother had made and ignoring the marks, the blows, and the screams, pretending everything was fine, that it was all just love, throwing this glittering veil over violence. I’d tried to deal with it by talking to Pierre calmly; at first, he’d denied it, then he’d cried and made promises, but the marks had reappeared. I came home from the hospital late and tired, I didn’t always have the energy to get angry, to fight. Pierre cried less and less and had stopped making promises. He accused Lucie of pushing all his buttons to make him mad, constantly provoking him with only one goal in mind—to drive us apart. I wasted my energy trying to make him see sense. He wanted us to speak with one voice—his; wanted me to side with him, against our child. He said that the way I treated her was turning her into a difficult child, I shouldn’t believe everything she said, I was giving too much credence to her complaints. But Lucie didn’t complain, she even tried to hide her bruises. I was too lost and strung out to make a decision, and I thought I loved Pierre despite all this. 

			The day before we left, he ended up accusing Lucie of hurting herself by knocking into the furniture just to get him into trouble, and then when she didn’t say anything, when she didn’t go along with his story, he roared at her and dragged her by the hair all the way to her bedroom. He did this in front of me and I wasn’t able to calm him. I witnessed one of his fits of physical violence for the first time and I was terrified. Terrified by my own inertia. 

			So I ran away and left a note on the bed. I left him to save the child.

			But which child? Lucie or the little girl holed up inside me, the one who’d been hiding for such a long time to get through the night without being eaten alive, the one who’d grown used to living with fear, taking refuge in an ogre’s hand, loving the ogre, admiring him, the one who’d been such a pretty mirror to avoid being shattered? The one who’d thought that nothing and no one could ever be as strong as her daddy, could stop his punches and his appetites, the one who would have given anything to have him love her the way he sometimes did, and whose greatest fear was to earn his disapproval.

			Lucie came trailing into my room.

			“Please can we go see my bird at Serge’s house? We’ve been here like forever. What if the goose is dead?”

			She had schoolwork to finish.

			“Since you started your work, I have to work too. But I’m bored.”

			She was disturbing me, she needed to learn to entertain herself.

			“If we’re gonna stay shut away here, I’d rather go back to Paris.”

			I told her to do some coloring. But she just stayed there, standing in front of me.

			“I want to see Dad.”

			“See Dad?”

			“Yes, talk to him on the phone at least. I haven’t heard his voice for the longest time, I hardly remember it.”

			We’d moved a long way from Dad for a reason. She’d never wanted to see him again.

			“That was before. I miss him now.”

			“Okay, I get it, let’s go out for a walk together. But not to Serge’s place.”

			“Did you know he walks around our house at night?”

			“Who? Serge?”

			“I saw him out my window.”

			“How do you mean you saw him?”

			“Well, I saw him, more than once. I woke up and saw him standing there in the moonlight.”

			“Are you sure it was him?”

			“Him or maybe another giant.”

			“Is he watching us?”

			“No, I think he’s looking out for us. Like he wants to protect us.”

			“From what?”

			“We could go ask him. Please! Come on, let’s go there! Let’s go to Serge’s place. We’re going to Serge’s place. It’s good to have a destination on a walk.”

			Lucie would do anything to persuade me to visit that strange guy. It must have been one of her fabrications. What would he be doing here in the middle of the night? The kid always found some means to get her own way.

			The sun was shining as we stepped out into a scene that flowers were beginning to splash with bright colors. We walked to the large lake and saw the three trees now decked in a sort of pointillist cloak of leaves and blossoms. Lucie wanted to take the shortest route and leave the path, but I didn’t let her. Best not to venture into the marshes. He told us, “They’re dangerous.” Just as he was, he’d pointed out, and yet there we were heading toward his lair.

			I had a strange feeling as we drew closer to the giant’s house. I was entering his patch, like the territory of a wild animal; my daughter was taking me to a world into which I shouldn’t really stray, and I clutched her hand more tightly. So tightly that she broke free and ran toward the old house, calling Serge’s name as if she’d known him all her life. I followed her along a path covered with arches from which strange, very fragrant flowers tumbled. A sense of magic emanated from the place. We were walking out of the real landscape and into a fairytale setting.

			Serge appeared as soon as his name was pronounced, emerging from between two pine trees in his sky blue sweater, and Lucie threw herself into his arms. I didn’t even have time to stop her or express my disapproval.

			“You watch out when you come here, never cut through between the little islands along the edge of the lake. The mud there is evil and if you don’t know your way, you can get bogged down in a flash,” he said in a deep, murmuring voice as if choked by shyness.

			The colossus spoke slowly, casting about for the right words, choosing them carefully. 

			“You should always carry a stick when you walk so you can check the ground is safe to walk on. You can sink in deep, it’s quicksand.”

			Serge had put Lucie back down to the ground with a delicacy that belied his brutish physique and gruff manner.

			“Would you like a coffee? There’s not much for you, kid. Just fresh water and the dregs of some mint flavored cordial.” 

			“I like mint with fresh water. What about our goose, how’s she doing?” Lucie asked.

			“She’s writing herself a perfect love story with my gander. Come see them!”

			He led us over to a large, fenced enclosure where various species of bird were wandering about.

			“Look at them! It’s rare for them to get along so well, she even built a nest, it’s hidden in the reeds. But she’s not sitting yet. She’ll start brooding when she’s laid her full complement of eggs. And if she neglects them, there’s an incubator in the studio. Did you know that most birds form an attachment for the first living creature they see when they hatch? It’s called imprinting.”

			“You mean like a dog could be mommy to a duck if that’s what it sees when it comes out of its egg?”

			

			“Yes, it’s been known. Plenty of birds have thought of me as their mother. When we were kids, my brother Antoine and I used to steal starling and buzzard eggs from their nests to tame the chicks. We fed them on cat biscuits soaked in water.”

			“But their moms must have searched for them.”

			“We didn’t take all the eggs. Birds can’t count.”

			“But maybe they can!”

			“Either way, we took good care of them, and our birds followed us everywhere. People frown on that sort of thing now, animal lovers shouldn’t take animals away from their natural environment. We don’t do it anymore and Antoine’s dead, anyway. But if an animal wouldn’t survive without help, it’s just too hard to let nature take its course.”

			“Can I go into the pen?”

			“It’s better to leave them be, you’ll scare them.”

			“What’s an incubator?”

			“It’s an electric box that stays at the same temperature as under a mother bird’s body. You didn’t say anything, ma’am. Would you prefer tea?”

			I wouldn’t have anything, thank you, we wouldn’t stay long. My daughter said she’d seen him hanging around our place at night. I just wanted to know if that was true.

			“Yes, it’s true.”

			And why would he do that?

			“It’s complicated.”

			“You have to admit that’s not very reassuring!”

			“Well, I find it reassuring having you there when it’s dark,” Lucie chimed in.

			“A long walk at night’s a wonderful thing, you should try it, you don’t see the same animals or hear the same sounds. It always feels like anything could happen, even the most magical stuff, like maybe seeing the Beast of the Vaccarès in the middle of the still waters.”

			“Do you watch us?”

			“Sometimes, yes. It’s nice seeing you live your lives in your house. You’re surrounded by light, and the dark outside makes me invisible. But mostly you’re asleep, lost in your dreams, steeped in darkness.”

			“That’s so intrusive, you can’t do that.”

			“What’s the Beast of Vaccarès?” Lucie asked.

			“I don’t want you prowling around our place.”

			“What’s the Beast of Vaccarès?”

			“A creature that’s half-goat and half-man. A sort of marsh god that people have stopped believing in so he’s dying all alone.”

			“Poor thing! Is he sick?”

			“He’s very old and he has no one to talk to about the old days. It would be so good to meet him, we could keep each other company.”

			“Do you believe in him?”

			“In the same way that people believe in beautiful stories. You know how the wind leaves little salt deposits on our lips, salt and also the slightly bitter taste of the marshes? Well, that’s the whole delta giving you that kiss.”

			“Don’t come prowling around our house again! Otherwise, I’ll tell the police—it’s as simple as that. Come on, Lucie. We’re out of here.”

			I took my daughter’s hand and dragged her under the arches smothered in flowers before she had time to rebel.

			 

			*

			 

			We’d gone into town to do our monthly shopping. It was the second time we’d left our refuge since arriving there. We’d bought what we needed without dawdling, not engaging with anyone, and I’d paid cash so we left no trace. I had to buy new shoes for my daughter whose feet had grown a shoe size in no time. I hadn’t taken my cell phone because I wanted to avoid any temptation to call the hospital or even Pierre. 

			Lucie had asked me to buy some notebooks so she could make a start on her magnum opus: she’d embarked on making an herbarium. I’d also bought one for myself and I wrote my thoughts in it; it was nice thinking as I wrote. It gave my life a semblance of coherence and afforded me some perspective. I really enjoyed this exercise and decided to make a point of doing it every day.

			Lucie and I were living together harmoniously by then; she’d stopped asking for her father now that I spent more time with her. We played and cooked together. I’d gotten soft, letting her choose what she did and gladly going with her when she wanted to explore our surroundings. It turned out that to be happy and in harmony, all it took was surrendering to whatever the moment had to offer.

			Over the last few days, the weather had grown milder, spring multiplied the number of birds, and cows calved unaided, standing in their meadows. We’d watched a calving and Lucie was fascinated by the calf she’d seen being born. We could stay in this place, far from the world, we were fine.

			 

			*

			 

			Paris, the night of March 24

			 

			Pierre can’t think where else to look for them. Wandering disoriented not far from his apartment, he stumbles along rue Saint-Charles hollering their names, his voice cracking. 

			It’s almost two months since they left, and he just can’t get over it. Their absence obsesses him, and no one will listen to him now that Eva’s report and the hearsay of her coworkers have shed light on the situation. His wife ran away, she disappeared voluntarily, she informed the hospital and the police. Pierre suspects the police have stopped trying to find her, they’re hardly even going through the motions.

			He went out to change his headspace and forget about them by drinking, getting drunk to disentangle himself from this woman, his woman with whom he’s been infatuated for too long and who’s turned him into a bad person. She destroyed him with her constant criticism. He could see the contempt in her eyes—if and when she deigned to look at him, because most of the time she didn’t see him, even if she swore that she did. He could tell that he hardly existed, all that mattered were her work and her daughter. He knew she would leave one day with her bags packed, that she’d come across some other man on a café terrace. How to recover from love when it’s so powerful, so violent?

			He can’t even walk straight this evening, what does he think he looks like? A loser? Some poor homeless guy? Basically, he looks like what he is!

			And what’s to blame? His jealousy? Pathological jealousy, she used to say. About her coworkers, the smug jerks, about Lucie . . . It wasn’t jealousy, but yes, the kid was doing everything she could to push them apart. Even when she was tiny, she couldn’t let them sleep in peace together, have some time for each other, she had to sleep in their bed. He’d tried to lay down some rules, but Eva didn’t respect any of them, everything was reduced to this baby that spent its days and nights crying and hooked up to its mother’s breast. What was he thinking wanting a kid! How many times had he heard the words “I don’t know what you’re complaining about—you’re the one who wanted this!” So now that she was there and he’d wanted her, he had to shut his mouth? Make himself scarce? Pay for the rest of his life because he’d wanted to be a father? What an idiot he’d been to think having a baby with the love of his life would mean they were in it together for ever, inseparable, forged in the same flesh! He’d thought Eva would be entirely his once they had a child, she would never leave him. How naïve! That kid was his hell, his punishment, she came between them, deprived him of her. That kid created a no-go zone for him. He hated her and then, just as quickly, hated himself and loved her again, he cried and cuddled her, she was so like Eva. The same dark, dark eyes, the same blond hair. He would give her a beating and then her wailing made him feel terrible, he’d apologize to her, smothering her with kisses, begging her not to tell her mother, but his anger would be back a few days later, the violence took hold of him, beating was the only possible response, his only defense. He told himself she was doing everything to achieve this, to make him blow a fuse. In the end it had almost become a habit. He would have throttled her to make her stop crying, to shut her up, to stop himself being this despicable person she turned him into. He was the one who’d wanted her, but he didn’t want her now. He wished he could wind the clock back, no child, nothing to come between Eva and him.

			And where the fuck have they gone?

			This neighborhood of Paris is deserted. He might as well just collapse here on the sidewalk, he’s way too drunk to find his way home where no one’s waiting for him. He’ll go down along the banks of the Seine where he can sleep more peacefully. It would be good to be done with it once and for all, never to wake up again. If he dies, she’ll blame herself for abandoning him. Yes, one little jump into the water and all his suffering will be over. She’ll be the one suffering. She’ll never forgive herself for torturing him. He stumbles along the fence around the Parc André-Citroën.

			And that’s when he notices the kid.

			It’s nearly two in the morning and this girl the same age as Lucie is wandering around all on her own in the street in her little slippers. All she’s wearing is a pink nightdress, she’ll catch her death. She’s so like his daughter . . . 

			If Lucie’s here in front of him, then Eva can’t be far away. The kid will be able to tell him. He calls her, shouting her name, “Lucie”, but she doesn’t turn around. He trips as he runs over and eventually catches up with her.

			Hypnotized by the child, he didn’t notice that they were no longer alone but he now becomes aware that they’re surrounded by a multitude of children of all ages. A silent hoard of kids in pajamas walking toward the river. Others are emerging from apartment buildings to join the strange procession.

			What are all these kids doing here, barefoot or in slippers, heading toward the bridges and banks? There are so many of them, huddled together, all walking down to the Seine.

			

			Everything happens too fast, too fast for a guy whose mind is dulled by alcohol. Adults come hurtling over to the children, overtake them and scream at them to hold them back, to stop this tide.

			Lucie keeps walking, her eyes are open but they’re darting in every direction, the way children’s eyes did on the night of the Scream. He remembers his neighbor’s baby. If this is some sort of sleepwalking disaster, he can’t let her keep going to the water’s edge.

			He tries to talk to her, almost falling down the steps that lead to the bank. He asks her questions, but she doesn’t seem to hear anything and just keeps walking. He stands in front of her. She walks around him. Then he can’t take it anymore and grabs her in his arms, there’s no way she can throw herself in the water, no way the river can swallow her up, no way she’s going to sink in those black waters, he taught her to swim, but the current’s strong and the water must be freezing, he won’t let go of her. He’ll save her, even if it isn’t really Lucie, he’ll save her.

			The police and the fire brigade arrive, sirens wail, the city—now streaked with blue lights—snaps awake, parents are frantic, screaming their children’s names as they look for them in the crowd. A few splashes can be heard amid the commotion. Is that from kids jumping into the water or adults falling in as they try to stop them?

			Pierre has stopped looking, he’s hugging Lucie to him and she fights to join the others. How can he stop so many children when just one takes this much effort?

			He remembers a fairytale that Eva used to read to Lucie. A story about a piper where all the kids are led down to the river and drown like rats . . . 

			Well, at least his daughter won’t drown tonight. He holds her close on the steps and whispers that he loves her. There’s panic all around them, they’re jostled by sleepwalking children and desperate parents. The adults link hands to form a barricade, to stop the children reaching the river, chaos spontaneously organized. A wall of bodies confronts the multitude of sleepers who seem fascinated by the Seine.

			Then the girl’s eyes stop flitting, she looks around, amazed to be outside in her nightdress and in a stranger’s arms.

			 

			*

			 

			The marshes, night of March 24

			 

			The sound of frogs croaking was deafening, there must have been thousands of them bellowing. What were they doing in my bedroom, hiding in shadowy corners and under my bed?

			No, they couldn’t be in there . . . They were in my head, part of my dream.

			The cold woke me. But I could still hear them. They were all roaring together in the lake. I got up to check that the radiators were on. The one in my room was working and I went through to the living room.

			The front door was yawning open onto the night.

			I raced up to Lucie’s room. She wasn’t in her bed. I ran out barefoot, screaming.

			Lucie!

			It was quite a clear night but I didn’t know where to run, which way to go looking for her. I went back to the house for my flashlight. Her coat and boots were still by the door, abandoned where she’d left them the day before. I pulled on my sneakers and anorak as fast as I could and went out into the night. I was scared of everything, even turning on the flashlight, thinking it would be better to get used to the dark. 

			Which way to go? Don’t panic. Gather my wits. Maybe Serge had something to do with this, seeing he prowled around our house, so I ran toward his house, toward the lake, my only landmark.

			Lucie!

			My shout would be heard for several kilometers in every direction on this flat terrain if it weren’t for the frogs’ manic chorus. I was terrified of the dark, everything seemed dangerous, shadows morphed into all sorts of shapes, obliterating reality.

			Had Lucie had another strange sleepwalking episode?

			She wasn’t frightened of anything, but I couldn’t see her going out into this nocturnal landscape fully conscious in her nightdress and slippers.

			Everything was so different by night, and most of all the noise level of the croaking was deafening. It occurred to me that it could all just be a nightmare, I would wake in my bed, nice and warm, I would wake and find my daughter sleeping between her white sheets, right where she was meant to be, all this running was just inside my head, dreams have the power to make us believe anything, I was running toward the marshes in my head, in my head . . . Besides, nothing even felt real, except for the cold that I’d already forgotten because I was running. In my head!

			Lucie!

			With no warning, the frogs all stopped and silence descended over the landscape, a dense silence that I didn’t succeed in breaking, it gagged me, my daughter’s name stayed stuck in my throat, choking me. I stopped, gasping for breath, and it took me a while to find my voice again. I whispered a tiny “Lucie” in that vast expanse.

			My eyes were now accustomed to the dark and I still hadn’t turned on my flashlight. I scanned the darkness for a figure, a movement, and eventually made out a huge shadow advancing across the marsh, it was heading for Serge’s house, then changed direction, came steadily toward me before turning off to the left. I couldn’t seem to move and had stopped calling, mesmerized by this dark bulk and its wavering trajectory. I switched on my flashlight and trained it on the shape that was now heading back toward me. 

			In the beam of light, I made out my daughter perched on Serge’s tall shoulders.

			“Turn off the flashlight, you’re blinding me,” he yelled.

			I obeyed. The darkness reclaimed its ascendancy and as soon as my eyes had readjusted to it, I ran toward Serge.

			

			“Stay where you are, you could get stuck.”

			He didn’t come to me in a straight line and used his stick to test the depth of the water and avoid quicksand.

			His midnight-blue sweater was beaded with stars. Like a celestial being, he held the child on the vault of his broad shoulders, he carried my sleeping child, her blond head slumped, leaning against his. Lucie’s hair tumbled over the giant’s face. He’d wrapped her in his coat like an injured goose, so she didn’t catch cold. I ran over in tears as soon as he was level with me. He lifted Lucie down from her perch and handed me the bundle of child and sheepskin. I took her in my arms. She was soaked but unharmed, half asleep and talking about frogs, the frogs that had so abruptly fallen silent. 

			“She’s heavy. Put her back on my shoulders and we’ll get her home to your place,” Serge said.

			“Did you take her out into the night in her nightdress?”

			“Of course not! Just found her in the lake.”

			How to believe him? Had he snatched her while she was asleep?

			I took off my anorak and rubbed Lucie’s body and wiped her wet hair. I couldn’t stop crying.

			“Calm down! She’s safe, we need to get her home to warm her up.”

			He put her back on his shoulders, I covered her with my anorak and hung onto Serge’s sodden coat with its smell of everlastings. I shook with cold and emotion as we walked toward the house, the only beacon in a desolate landscape.

			Along the way, he described the racket from the frogs that had led him to Lucie. He’d never heard so many, particularly at this time of year with tonight’s perishing cold, it had gotten him out of bed, wanting to understand the reason for all the noise. He’d followed their croaking all the way to the lake. And there he’d spotted little footprints in the mud. Lucie had gone into the reed bed, taking the shortest route to reach the lake. She’d been in up to her shoulders and still walking deeper into the black water. He said he’d raced after her to get her out before she disappeared under the surface. He’d just pulled her out of the water and was taking her home when he heard me calling. I listened to him and didn’t comment, but I’d definitely seen him going in the wrong direction, he hadn’t been heading for our house.

			 

			*

			 

			She doesn’t believe you. When you reached her place, she only just managed to hand you a towel to wipe yourself down. You could tell she was anxious: having you there in her house in the middle of the night upset her. But you’d brought her daughter back for her.

			As soon as you heard her calling, you gave up on the idea of taking the kid back to your place. You were just thinking it would be quicker to warm her there, not for a minute had you considered how worried her mother would be, you just wanted to get the child dry as soon as possible so she didn’t get sick. That’s all. You wouldn’t have kept her, you would have carried her home right afterward. But you didn’t think about her mother’s fear, no, you were too shaken up by the night. You should have . . . 

			She saw you heading the other way so she can’t be sure of anything now. She’s thinking you came and abducted the child in her sleep, you managed to force her front door. How could you have done that without leaving any evidence? Maybe you have a spare set of her keys. She can come up with every possible theory, even the worst—you don’t exactly inspire confidence with a mug like yours and your complete isolation, that’s for sure. How can you blame her?

			What matters is you saved the kid.

			But what was she doing fast asleep in the water in the middle of the night?

			You didn’t stay in their living room for long, you went back out into the dark and heard her lock the door behind you.

			On the way home the frogs didn’t start up their serenade again. The whole place was silent, peculiarly hushed. No animal made a single sound and even the wind had dropped. 

			You think about Bellini’s Saint Christopher, about Michel Tournier’s novel The Erl-King, about all those figures carrying children that crop up in art and culture, and you picture yourself helping the child tonight, this strange night. The weight on your shoulders imprinted something on you, a feeling of grace. It felt wonderful having her sleeping against you, despite the cold. Yes, it was glorious. It was as if you were being reborn, rediscovering a reason to live as you carried that totally limp child, a creature that was so fragile and yet so heavy in its abandon as it rested on your shoulders. You as the only vertical line looming against the horizon, you the giant walking through the water, walking on the water. It was beautiful to save her. But from what?

			You don’t know. From drowning? Or something else?

			You’re home now. Maybe the dog’s waiting for you? No. He’s asleep. He didn’t even wake when you left. He’s getting old and he hates the cold. He doesn’t follow you on your nocturnal travels as he once did, but mostly stays in the fold now. You get changed and it feels good putting on warm, dry clothes after what’s been a sublime but grueling night. 

			You won’t get to sleep straightaway, you know for sure, you’re so wound up, snatches of the night keep coming back to you, details. You go back over the expression in the woman’s eye, linger on the things she said to you. You keep seeing the child disappearing into the black water and your big hand delving in after her to fish her back out. 

			You make yourself an herbal tea to calm yourself down, and you turn on the radio.

			As if in a panic, your little friend immediately starts jabbering with unusual intensity for the time of night.

			. . . several hundreds threw themselves in. In Porto they ran down the hills to the Douro, in Madrid they made for the banks of the Manzanares, in London the Thames, in and around Algiers it was the wadis and Reghaia Lake, in Lagos, Nigeria, they waded into the least salty parts of the lagoon . . . It’s impossible to give you any statistics at this stage. But what a tragedy! We seem to be dealing with another collective dream. And this time it isn’t just a scream, children are escaping in their sleep and, driven by a form of sleepwalking, seeking out bodies of fresh water. They’re in the grips of a delusional state that compels them to immerse themselves as they sleep.

			This information has been spreading around the planet for more than an hour, sirens are blaring to wake people, bells are ringing to raise the alarm for the world. Cars equipped with loudspeakers are working their way systematically around cities and across the countryside. On both American continents everything is being done to anticipate this second wave and avoid as many fatal accidents as possible. Luckily, large numbers of children have been unable to get out of their homes: the very young were trapped in their cribs, others were stopped by locked doors, and some of these children filled bathtubs to overflowing and lay down in the cold water. 

			Thousands of children may have drowned tonight or may die in the hours to come, those whose parents weren’t warned in time, those who couldn’t swim and managed to get out of their homes and find a deep source of fresh water. Wake your neighbors, go to every lake and pond, check every well and pool.

			For those who’ve just joined us, I repeat: during the night, children have been drawn to ponds and rivers, drawn specifically to fresh water. Go out and gather up children lost in the night, they will wake after this episode which lasts about ten minutes. Hospitals have been overwhelmed. All healthcare providers are encouraged to contact their nearest hospital to offer back-up for the teams on duty. 

			If your child is suffering from hypothermia, if he or she is injured or missing, you can call the emergency number for your local area.

			This sleepwalking epidemic began on the same meridian and at the same time as the Scream that travelled around the world on the night of February 1st, taking into account the one-hour difference for daylight saving time.

			Once again you witnessed the start of the wave, you were near Lucie when she had her episode. Your tea tastes like anxiety.

			You think about all the children that no one came and saved from the water, about those no one will save from drowning as the night wears on, you remember Lucie’s wide-open, agitated eyes, and older images start to resurface, but you drive them back down into the shadows.

			Tomorrow, you’ll go back to see the woman and insist that she listen to the news. Tomorrow, she’ll understand that you saved her daughter, you’re not a child-snatcher.

			But if you tell her about all this, she’ll leave, she’ll go home, back to the city, she’ll go to exercise her profession, it’s her specialty, sleep, and even if she can’t take it anymore, even if she needs this break, even if she’s running away from who knows what, she’ll go back. She’ll go back and you won’t see her again, ever, she’ll disappear from your life, her and her daughter, the child you bore on your shoulders across the marsh, they’ll leave this place. You’ll end up alone again and you won’t be able to protect the child anymore. Because you’ve convinced yourself that you’re protecting her, that it’s you who saved her, it’s you who’ll save her whatever happens in the night, that you’ll keep watch over her on the shores of her dreams. She’s the only one you can protect, it’s all you’re any good for, other children dream on the far side of the world, and you can’t do anything for them. But you took Lucie from the enveloping water, you carried her, you took her through the marshes and the darkness. Her slippers are in your coat pockets, you remember finding them in the mud. 

			You’ll take them to her tomorrow, but you won’t say anything, you’ll keep watch in silence. 

			 

		

	
		
			SECOND DREAM

		 
			Pierre, age 11, Coq Chante, Haiti,
night of March 24

		
			A night light on the nightstand and little star-patterned slippers at the foot of the bed, reassuring slippers, they look so soft that we want to ease our feet into them, even if they’re not necessarily our size. But there’s no way we can move to put them on, we’re trapped under these white sheets and this thick red woolen blanket. Like being trussed, tucked in too tightly. No way we can move our arms or legs. Nothing responds.

			This is known as peze nan dòmi in Coq Chante, and people say it’s a local Lougawou who comes to claim us in the night and ties us to our beds. That time we all screamed, people from the neighborhood went to see him and threatened him and, you know, even if kids did scream in their sleep all over the world that night, for people here it was definitely one of the Lougawou’s tricks.

			Something suddenly jumps onto our legs, we can’t sit up or even flinch, we can’t shoo away what’s settled on us, we can feel it there. It’s an animal. With a single leap it lands on our thighs, then onto our chests and now we can finally see it.

			It’s a huge brown frog, or maybe a toad, it’s not beautiful like the giant tree frogs we get around here with their red legs. But no one ever sees pretty frogs like that anymore, and soon the only place you’ll find them will be in books, just like the ventriloquist frogs that project sounds to another spot, away from where they are, or the golden toads that Mom sometimes talks about, our island used to be full of them back when there were still forests.

			The woods are disappearing, trees are cut down to make charcoal and the best trunks are sold—everybody needs to keep warm and eat. So too bad for the frogs! They can just die along with the trees.

			This one’s ugly, it looks like a whole heap of wrinkles, and it’s staring at us with bulging black eyes perched on top of its head. It’s watching us, what’s it doing here? It hops closer to our faces. We’re not scared anymore. We’re soothed by its weird ugliness and its curiosity. Could it be calling to us, wanting us to follow it? We can’t help thinking about fairy tales where frogs turn into something else. I mean, they really have a gift for metamorphosis: sometimes there are tadpoles in our cistern and it’s funny watching their feet grow. When they’ve turned into little frogs, they come out of the water and the dog eats them.

			The brown frog watching us hops to the floor and we can finally move and put on the starry slippers which, it turns out, are the right size, like seven-league boots. 

			We follow it in the dark.

			The door to this house we’re in opens onto a bare landscape: very few trees and some ponds under the moon in the distance. The waters are asleep, but the ground is seething with frogs and toads of every size, and the biggest of them gulp down the smallest as they hop along. Some of them are carrying a partner on their back, a rider that clings on with its front feet, squeezing them around the armpits. Every frog in the world has shown up in our dream, it’s become their spawning ground. And the lullaby begins again, the one from that first night, our mother’s soft song. The song makes us follow the surge toward the pond where the frogs and toads are eating one another and mating. Midwife toads and horned frogs with huge mouths and tiny tree frogs with golden eyes, red frogs and green frogs, orange-bellied toads, the darkness is filled with their calls and the lullaby. We recognize all of them, they’re familiar even though we’ve never seen them all together, but their names come to us. Because we share our knowledge—we, the children of the world. Tuneful trills, clicks, guttural croaks, muted grunts; we’re drawn to their chorus. It’s a cacophony of sound, a frenzy of passion, the males waiting for their females with splayed legs. When our parents holler as they make the beast with two backs, we think it’s disgusting. But this is different, it’s like we belong at this party, we step into the water to melt into the multitude, to be part of the madness. We dive into huge clouds of gelatinous spawn, thousands of black and white eggs, and the males cling onto their mounts while the females—squeezed by their gripping arms—lay long strings of pearls in the water, winding them around aquatic plants. These couples eventually release each other, exhausted, surrendering to the wave as if tethered by their own eggs. And in we dive.

			Caught in the frenzied swarming, carried away by the collective energy, submerged in the water, we feel other bodies brush past us as we swim through the crowded mass, our hind feet are webbed, we’re involved in the world’s violent magical extravaganza, we’re just one small aspect of it, and it feels good to be part of the greater whole, good to know so many things, to share so many secrets, it’s wonderful dissolving like this, joining in the frenzy, forgetting ourselves, becoming the dancing masses, forgetting “I”, forgetting to say “we”, forgetting who I am. But Mom says I’m exceptional and she’s always telling me it’s important to stand out from the crowd, to become someone who makes a difference, she wants me to succeed, the others don’t matter, and almost all the mothers love us alone, they love us more than anything, they love us more than our dads who haven’t achieved anything and get drunk and beat them, or who are never there or too weak or lazy or just not perfect, definitely not as beautiful as we are because we’re the love of our mothers’ lives. But right now, we’re a collective group and the “we” is being dissolved into something bigger still, we breathe through our viscous skin, we can stay underwater as long as we like, we listen to this other, bigger and wilder mother who’s singing us her lullaby and whispering to us. We clutch a female marsh frog under its armpits and now we’re the ones squeezing with all our might, now we’re the beast with two backs surrounded by so many others, we’re the beast with a thousand heads. And we fertilize the eggs while the last ventriloquist frog dies. We hear it die as it calls from another spot, away from where it is, it says that we too will die in this world with no trees on this island that’s been stripped bare, on this planet stripped bare, it tells us that we’re frogs. And then it abruptly stops calling and we can’t breathe in the silence and our partners surrender to our vise-like embrace and we know we need to get out of this thickening water, but we no longer have the strength, we need to get out, to escape, the toads all around us are dying like the last ventriloquist frog, we must find the strength to leave this pond we’re all in, we release our partners’ bodies and try to swim back to the surface of this sleep that’s drowning us. Can you drown in your sleep? There’s no way to get back, no way.

			A big hand catches hold of us and hauls us out of the black water, out of the dream.

			I take a breath, convinced I almost died. But without screaming this time.

			We won’t tell anyone about our dream, all of us ashamed of being a beast with two backs, with a thousand backs, so ashamed that we’re already forgetting everything about it.

			Wait, what am I doing here, standing in the cistern, surrounded by tadpoles?

			 

		

	
		
			

			 


			I didn’t want to stay there now, alone with my daughter so close to that strange man. I’d put Lucie back to bed. She couldn’t stand the sound of the hair dryer. She’d sniveled and begged me to leave her alone, it was really hard to keep her on her feet long enough to dry her off and slip her into a clean nightdress. Then I put her to bed and she went straight back to sleep while I wrote in my notebook to try to make sense of things.

			The front door had been closed, I made sure it was every evening, and I clearly remembered checking the lock. It couldn’t be unlocked from the outside, so it must have been Lucie who unlocked it to open the door. The man couldn’t have come and taken her, she’d gotten out on her own. But maybe he’d been waiting for her outside, maybe he waved to her through the window, maybe he asked her to go on his night walk with him, I mean, he was prowling around the house . . . 

			What if it was nothing to do with him, what if she had another episode in her sleep? In that case, I should probably still leave, to try to understand what’s happening to her, to put her under observation. She could run away again at any time.

			I’d blocked the door by putting the wardrobe in front of it, but she could have climbed out of the window. Not that night, she was too exhausted to go out again, but whenever she wanted.

			If that great big man fished her out of the water, if he saved her, I didn’t even thank him, I bustled him away.

			I was tormented by these thoughts. I tried to make reality bend in every direction, imagining every possible explanation and then forgetting my hypotheses as I came up with new ones, my mind taking leaps and bounds despite the fact that I was writing, I couldn’t keep it under control, and I committed rambling incoherent sentences to paper in my notebook. I needed to sleep. Lucie would tell me in the morning.

			 

			*

			 

			The next morning Lucie had nothing to tell me about her nocturnal escapade, she claimed she didn’t remember it. She slept later than usual, but apart from that nothing about her behavior had changed. She drank her tepid chocolate as she did every morning, faithfully reenacting her little ritual, I watched her gobble her toast in silence, then she got down from the table and set about working on her herbarium.

			Honestly, everything had been going so well until that night, but I was now thinking about leaving, about emerging from isolation, leaving this fairyland. 

			I talked to Lucie about it: she’d gone out of the house, headed into the darkness all on her own, and thrown herself into the lake. We had to go home to Paris. Not to her father’s apartment. We’d find another one. It was way too dangerous to stay on these marshes.

			“I don’t want to leave. I like it here.”

			But she was bored in this house in the middle of nowhere!

			“No, I’m not bored, not at all.”

			We couldn’t stay here if she kept running away in her sleep!

			I tried to find arguments, but Lucie had already stopped listening and refused to discuss the option of going home.

			I retreated to my bedroom.

			 

			*

			 

			In most religions, ceremonies involving ablutions or immersion into or sprinkling with water play key roles. They allow the body and spirit to be reborn. Orthodox Christians immerse the whole body in baptismal water. In Roman Catholicism, a few drops of holy water poured over the baby’s forehead suffice. In Judaism, a ritual bath purifies anyone who has touched a dead body or something impure.

			You didn’t go to bed, you stayed here in the kitchen with your little friend, sipping your cold tea and smoking. You’ve followed the radio the whole time, not missing one word of the news. 

			With such a mysterious phenomenon, religious figures are saying more than the scientists, they’re the only ones who can come up with instant answers. They’re more imaginative, telling stories even as the boat goes down. You’re wary of religion, its dogmatism, but you’re fascinated by its rituals and creativity. In your view, sacred books contain the most beautiful texts in the world. And these texts that have inspired so many artists whisper all their light and lunacy to you, these texts that have been translated into images and colors over the centuries captivate you. Human terror in the face of divine wrath, in the face of nature’s violence—you’re inspired by that terror. The powerful shadow of God’s scourges hovers within human boundaries, sometimes spilling beyond them. You’re dazzled by the extraordinary flights of human imagination. And its desperate and poetic attempts to make sense of humankind in the cosmos. The way it binds the simplest of things, the lowliest characters, the most trivial materiality with holiness. 

			You often think about Velasquez’s kitchen scene, the one that’s in Dublin; the one that may well be a copy, yet another; the one with a Moorish kitchen maid in the foreground, or perhaps it’s a young boy, and in the background, in a frame which may be a painting or a window—the element of doubt is magnificent—Christ sits at a table; the one in which human and divine gestures echo one another, but humanity fills the space; the one in which the religious background detail had disappeared under the patina of time—filth and oxidation and passing years sparing only the beauty of the young mixed race figure.

			You drift off into artistic digressions while the world is rocked by a new kind of cataclysm. You daydream when the human race is in the middle of a nightmare.

			

			Muslims cannot address their god if they are not clean. Five times a day, before praying, believers must purify themselves with ablutions. They wash their faces so that sins committed with their eyes are rinsed away, their hands so that sins committed with the hands are rinsed away, their feet so that the sins toward which they walked are washed away . . . 

			Sleepwalking children are continuing to seek sources of fresh water in which to immerse themselves as the night moves on around the world and never has the human race slept so little. The most outlandish methods are used to avoid accidents, even though so far—and this is the most surprising aspect of the Phenomenon—not one child has been reported to have drowned.

			It must be a miracle! What a gift for all those believers! A tremendous relief which does nothing to erase the gnawing anxiety.

			Or your unshakeable conviction that you saved Lucie.

			The only victims have been adults who dove in to retrieve sleeping children. But whether they stayed on the banks or launched themselves into the water, the children themselves are unharmed. Even those that threw themselves into the Seine came out alive. Despite the fact some of them couldn’t swim . . . 

			 

			*

			 

			I couldn’t concentrate on my work. Lucie was determined, she wouldn’t contemplate going back to Paris for now. I kept telling myself I was the grown-up, it was for me to say what we did, I needed to be decisive, as Pierre would have been. Pierre who would start his campaign all over again as soon as we returned. I found the idea of going back just as worrying as staying here.

			First of all, I needed to try to understand what had happened in the night. So I suggested Lucie and I went for a walk on the marshes. 

			Without making it obvious, I retraced the route she’d taken but by daylight, trying to get her to relive her nocturnal outing. As we took the path beside the lake, I talked about the frogs all calling at once, their chorus. Then she turned abruptly off the path and started walking through the reeds. I didn’t reprimand her even though it was dangerous. Armed with a long stick to test the ground, I followed close behind her through the reed bed. She walked quickly without hesitating, and I thought she remembered.

			All at once I was struck by a smell and as we parted the last curtain of reeds, we found ourselves on the edge of a stretch of water.

			At our feet on its banks was mass grave of frogs. The accumulation of bodies was already giving off a stench that made me retch. Thousands of bodies floated on the water and were being washed up onto the shore in little heaps.

			Lucie stood motionless for a while, contemplating this appalling scene.

			“I was with all these frogs, Mommy. But I’m alive and they’re all dead.”

			“And what happened in your dream?”

			“I was in the water with them. At first it was cool being a frog in with all the other frogs, but after that I don’t know. There was this big crowd of them and then they all went quiet. I wanted to get away but I was drowning. A big hand grabbed me, it woke me from my dream and pulled me out of the water.”

			“Serge says he pulled you out right when you were going under the surface.”

			“Yes, that’s right, it was the giant who saved me. We need to go thank him.”

			I held Lucie close and turned her away from the apocalyptic sight.

			We went back to the path and held hands in silence all the way to Serge’s house. The stink had seeped into our clothes and hair, and I couldn’t shake it off until the smell of flowers managed to erase it. This new fragrance comforted us, brought us back to the land of the living. It was so nice under that tunnel of arches. Up in the sky flamingoes spread their extraordinary pink and black wings.

			 

			*

			 

			God punishes us with water, remember the Flood and listen to the words of the great religious historian Mircea Eliade: “The human race is periodically submerged by a great flood for its ‘sins’ [ . . . ] It never perishes altogether, but returns in a new form.”

			Should you rejoice or shudder in fear? Children aren’t dying, the water doesn’t drown them. And yet you’re still sure you saved the girl. Your own conviction surprises you, you struggle to recognize yourself. Poor sap! The world’s reeling in shock and meanwhile you need to make out you’re a hero! Deep down, you know why it matters so much. But you’d rather listen to the radio.

			Hindus in India are waiting for the dream to sweep past, but their concept of its meaning encourages them to react differently. Many Hindu parents will not stop their children from reaching rivers tonight. They will watch their immersion but won’t deny them this purification to which they are subjected in their sleep. They believe watercourse are sacred; bathing in the Ganges cleanses people of their sins . . . 

			There’s a noise outside. You listen intently and shut down your friend as soon as you hear Lucie call your name. Nothing else matters now, you’re so happy to see them again, you don’t even take the time to look in the mirror in the hall. Better not to, anyway!

			You welcome the mother and daughter as best you can. Smiling even. It’s rare for you to smile. You don’t do it consciously, the smile settles on your lips in spite of you.

			No, you won’t tell her anything, you’ll leave her set apart from the world, in her bubble of ignorance, given that that’s what she’s asked.

			Lucie throws herself into your arms as she’s taken to doing, and this impulse touches you just as deeply every time. The child produces a surge of tenderness in you, an overflowing feeling of warmth. You smile all the more.

			Her mother’s smiling back at you, she extends a hand. You’re not sure about touching it, but your body reacts so fast that it’s already too late to retract the hand that you’ve reached toward her with a sort of submission to propriety that you thought you’d long since discarded. Her hand feels so warm, slender and light in yours.

			“Thank you, Serge.”

			Her hand . . . 

			“I apologize, I was ridiculous and unfair last night. Lucie was so lucky you were there to save her. Thank you. She told me about the dream she had, and we went back to where you pulled her from the water. All the frogs are dead, it’s quite a sight, all the ones that were calling, I would say. Even your flowers won’t protect you from the stink that so much rotting flesh will give off. Does it happen often, huge numbers of bodies washing up like that?”

			“Never.”

			“I don’t know what happened, but I’m a little worried about Lucie. You found her in the water and maybe all those frogs were affected by some sort of pollution.”

			“There are no factories around here,” you reassure her.

			“Or an epidemic . . . ”

			“Well, you’re the doctor. Can diseases be passed from frogs to humans?”

			“Not viruses, no, but parasites or bacteria . . . ”

			“I don’t feel sick at all, Mom!” Lucie protests. “I hate that you’re always worrying!”

			“Your mother’s right, the corpses are a kind of pollutant. We’ll have to let the authorities know. They’ll clear them away. Otherwise, the marshes will be dangerous for other animals and there are so many birds that come through here at this time of year.”

			“Either way, you saved me last night! Did you breathe into my mouth three times like you did with the goose?” Lucies asks.

			“Of course not!”

			

			“How is my goose? Is she sitting on her eggs?”

			“Yes, and there are lots of them—nine.”

			“How long till they hatch?”

			“It usually takes twenty days.”

			“I want to see them.”

			“It’s not easy to get near the nest. The parents are protective.”

			“But can I go anyway, please?” she asks. “I’ll watch from a distance.”

			“You know the way and the dog’s very keen to go with you.”

			“What’s your dog’s name?”

			“The Dog.”

			“Yes, what’s his name?”

			“His name’s The Dog.”

			Lucie looks a little surprised but accepts this disappointing name which isn’t really a name at all, and slinks sideways toward the aviary with the dog. You’re left alone with Eva.

			“Would you like a coffee this time? No more complaints about me?”

			“You make me anxious . . . ”

			“I guess a man on his own, and who looks like me has got to be scary.”

			“No, it’s . . . there’s something wild about you, but gentle too.”

			“So are you having this quick coffee or are you too scared?”

			“Yes, I’d like to, thank you.”

			She laughs. It’s the first time you’ve heard her laugh. And the sound of it tinkles like a bell, deadening your tinnitus and pinching you behind your ribs. You go inside and she follows you down the hallway to the kitchen.

			You see your house for the first time in years; you know she’s looking around, and you explore your own space through her eyes. You’re a little ashamed of the filth, the ramshackle state of your day-to-day existence, noticing all sorts of pathetic details you don’t ordinarily see. There are even empty yoghurt pots abandoned under the small green velvet sofa. That’s because of the dog, it’s one of his favorite things, licking out the last of the yoghurt. You promise yourself you’ll clean the place from top to bottom once she’s gone. If she could leave right away with her dark eyes that are glancing at everything and her sparrow-like frame . . . You’d like her to come back another day, not to judge you. You’d like to be someone else. You can’t find the kettle or any cups, you can’t find any words. You feel lost in your own home.

			“When you live alone for too long, you stop noticing things. No one’s been in here for years.”

			“Would you rather I waited outside?”

			“That would be better, yes,” you manage in a faltering whisper.

			She laughs again and you wish she’d stay here beside you. But she does as you’ve asked and goes outside. You take a deep breath to get a foothold in your life again and things fall back into place. You make the most of this clarity, putting the water on to boil and taking out some cups. They’re stained so you wash them again carefully, scouring the china, the spoons, the glass. You pour the mint cordial into the glass, and it disperses through into the cool water. You like the swirls of green. They stop you in your tracks for a moment. Then you polish up the coffee pot, the sugar bowl, and the tray.

			At last you join her in the light of this spring afternoon. It’s mild out. She’s sitting on a wobbly metal chair, next to the chipped garden table that you set the tray down onto as you realize that everything at your place is falling apart, your whole world is dirty, old, and rusted.

			 

			*

			 

			This man had saved my daughter, I’d been foul to him and even so, he welcomed me with his disarming kindness. I suddenly thought how gracious he was. I was the more feral of the two of us. I was ashamed of how wary I’d been in the early weeks, ashamed not to have been open to his differences. Had I turned into everything I despised as I’d matured? What had I based my negative impression on? What had I been afraid of? I was scared of strangers, scared of otherness; I spurned anything I didn’t understand. 

			I followed Serge into his house with genuine curiosity; I would see a little of his private existence, lift the veil of mystery that I’d draped him in since we’d met. But when we reached the kitchen, I could tell he was embarrassed. His house wasn’t as presentable as he would have liked. His kitchen was dark, the dirty windows dimming the light; unwashed dishes were strewn in piles between the plants, a single climbing plant from which he’d taken dozens and dozens of cuttings. There were also lots of jars with indecipherable labels, a whole deranged collection forgotten in a corner where spiders had woven a curtain of dusty webs. He caught me looking.

			“When you live alone for too long, you stop noticing things. No one’s been in here for years.”

			And yet the place was incredibly appealing, despite the mess. Everything was weird, but nothing was disturbing. The anxiety had switched sides—he felt naked in front of me. I’d gone into the lair of a wild animal that was terribly unnerved by my presence. I could tell, Serge looked lost in his own home. I was torturing him without ever intending to.

			“Would you rather I waited outside?”

			“That would be better, yes.”

			These whispered words were hard to make out. I should have reassured him, told him how beautiful the big old house was, admitted that I wasn’t afraid of him at all now, I found him touching, told him how grateful I was to him for saving Lucie. But I went out without a word. I sat on a metal chair and relaxed for a moment in the mild sunshine.

			Serge came out with his little tray.

			“Is it a family home?”

			“It was a family home.”

			“And how long have you lived here?”

			“Years. Don’t ask me exactly how many. I’ve lost count.”

			Sitting facing me, Serge talked more than usual, but I didn’t dare venture further into his past, intimidated by his shyness. I had to strain my ears and lean in to catch the scantly formed sentences that he uttered almost half-heartedly. To hear him, you had to take a step toward him and enter the zone where he became someone different, where his sweet scent gained the upper hand, where his expression lost its apparent indifference and communicated a softness of moss and undergrowth, a smoothness anyone would want to sink into and lose themselves in, a depth that meant I could no longer look away or escape. 

			“Have you cut loose from the world as well, then?”

			“Pretty much. I just have the radio now. People, TV, phone, internet—ditched! It’s better walking out in the wind that wandering around the web.”

			It almost made me wonder if this whispering was a lure, a way of drawing other people—in this instance me—into his web, into this tiny plot of territory in which he radiated. 

			“It’s had an effect on my painting.”

			“You paint?”

			“Yes, but only fakes.”

			“Fakes? You mean you’re a forger?”

			“That’s right! A forger who started out as a teacher.”

			“Do you make a living from it?”

			“It’s my livelihood, yes. A man like me doesn’t need much.”

			“And do you ever work on your own art?”

			“No point. It feels so good forgetting myself, not trying to be, disappearing behind someone else . . . ”

			“But the paints, the canvases—it’s easy to date paintings these days, isn’t it?”

			“The way I work everything’s original except for the paint. I’m supplied with the canvases, wood, pigments, mixing formulas, chemicals, tools, and background information, and I’m given time, lots of time.”

			“And do you know what happens to your finished works?”

			“No idea. They’re not really mine. My patron is happy to wait years for me to deliver them. We’ve never met. We use mailboxes. I’m not even sure his aim is to resell the paintings.”

			“Aren’t you worried you’ll be reported?”

			“Who by? By you?”

			“Oh, no, I won’t say a thing. No, other people.”

			“You’re the first person who’s in on the secret. It’s very unusual for anyone to come pestering me here. We’re not exactly appealing, the dog and me, we keep people away. Even you, you must have seen me as some sort of ogre!”

			“It’s not your fault. It was me . . . ”

			I felt so disarmed by that colossus, who was now more tantalizing than terrifying, that I was relieved when I saw Lucie running over with the dog.

			“I didn’t go into their pen, I didn’t disturb the goose. Is that my mint? Thank you.”

			She picked up the glass and drank the color down in one.

			“Lucie, we’re going to leave Serge in peace now.”

			“Can we come again?”

			“Yes, I promise, we’ll come again.”

			“Okay, but before we go, I want to pick some leaves and flowers here for my herbarium.”

			 

			*

			 

			The local authority sent some workmen with two trucks, and they managed to reach the lake without bogging down the tracks on their excavator. I didn’t make any effort to go see them; we stayed firmly indoors and not just because of the repulsive smell. Even though I’d relaxed since we’d last been to Serge’s house, I still preferred to avoid contact with strangers. 

			Lucie wanted to watch all the frogs’ bodies being scooped up. I refused—it was macabre—and I had the hardest time keeping her home while the shores were cleaned up.

			Luckily, she was fascinated by her herbarium, and she had enough materials to keep her busy for a whole day. While I worked in my bedroom, she arranged the things she’d gathered: leaves, flowers, and twigs that she left in piles all over the place or dried between the pages of the heaviest books in the bookcase; a large Bible was especially overflowing with finds. She’d collected several specimens of each different plant on our walks and in Serge’s garden, so that she would have some available to study and to draw as accurately as possible. She was extraordinarily methodical for a child of her age, painting every tree, shrub, or blade of grass in its context, then spending hours concentrating on following the contours of a leaf, replicating its veins, finding the most accurate shade with the help of her painting set or coloring pencils, sometimes also making stencils. She identified the species using an encyclopedia of local flora that she’d found on the bookshelves. Her reading was very good now. She often came into my room to tell me what she’d found and show me how her work was progressing.

			Samphire, saltwort, sea lavender, purslane, clover, quack grass, water lily, vetch, fescue, bentgrass, sedge, bulrush, common reed, cattail reed—she told me about these plants that grew all around us and about which I knew nothing. 

			I’d stopped thinking of leaving. I was convinced that Lucie’s sleep disturbances had been due to my own anxieties, my adult fears, and that everything had settled down now that I saw Serge in a different light, and he and I found each other more approachable. There was such a close connection between Lucie and me that our physical selves were permeable. When she was a baby and my nights were lurid, full of looming shadows and questions on loop, she would cry in her sleep whenever I sank into the depths, the vertiginous shadow play that my dreams were back then. I became convinced that the human heart was porous, and I imagined that at night a passageway opened up between my sensibilities and hers. I remember her tiny fingers gripping mine; she was a few months old and, for the first time in my life, I was less alone. Now that I felt safe here in the marshes, Lucie would stop having nightmares, she would stop sneaking out in the night. As a precaution, I still moved the wardrobe across the front door before going to bed. But the world had become a gentler place thanks to Serge’s green eyes. Even Pierre was fading.

			My daughter appeared unexpectedly in my bedroom, and it was as if childhood itself had barged in without knocking; her hands were brimming with wonders and I loved her immeasurably.

			“Mom, look at this one, it’s an everlasting! Apparently, it smells like curry when it flowers in June, and if we’re still here then, there’ll be sea daffodils everywhere. And did you know you can make a torch by tying bulrushes together? That’s what the people around here did in the old days to make lights. And the trees full of pink flowers we keep seeing? They’re called tamarisks.”

			“What about these leaves?”

			“I picked them on Serge’s three trees. But I can’t find them in my book.”

			“They must come from somewhere else.”

			“Yeah, like most of the plants in his garden. I’ll put them in a separate notebook. They can have their own little place, just like him. Do you like him more now?”

			“Who?”

			“My giant.”

			“Yes, I like him more.”

			“More than me?”

			“That would be impossible, I couldn’t like anyone more than I love you.”

			 

		

	
		
			THIRD DREAM

 
			Mia, age 11, Lunel, France 
night of March 28

		
			Lozenge-shaped rafts of eggs, clumps of eggs stuck to one another, laid in their hundreds in the water. White, then gray, then black, eggs from which we emerge. A downward hatching process, toward the dark depths of the pond or bucket or well or even the glass left under a bed for too long, forgotten by the white wall. 

			We are an energy,

			A flash of movement,

			A jolt.

			We the larvae grow with our heads pointing downward. We the larvae teem, suspended from the surface, a multitude attached to the waterline, huddled together. But our bodies are not elastic enough, we’re growing too quickly in their tight confines, and time goes by in constant writhing, time varies, accelerating then slowing, depending on the heat, we float, we quiver, we launch ourselves.

			We are an energy,

			A flick of movement,

			A jolt.

			Time passes for us as it does in a dream, sometimes fluid, sometimes viscous. When it’s suddenly liquid, it races.

			The fabric that contains us is so tight that we tear it, we burst out of our first envelope in order to grow more, we change our outward appearance, doubling in size again, shedding successive skins, they float around us forgotten, like the old clothes that Mommy packs into trunks in the attic or gives to neighbors.

			We now cover the whole surface of the pond or bowl or forgotten glass that is our home. Together, we all dive deeper to avoid being devoured by a dragonfly or frog.

			We are an energy,

			A flick of movement,

			A jolt.

			While larva becomes nymph, we wait for our true metamorphosis to begin. Such a pretty word, “nymph.” But we’re monstrosities, all eyes, shapeless, graceless—utterly. Just as active as the larvae and even uglier. We’re nymphs clinging to the surface of the pond, but with our heads up this time, on the very boundary of the real world, we’ve rotated toward the faraway sky, toward what lies beyond the surface, turned away from the motionless depths of dreams. 

			We’re a host of tiny black creatures in stagnant water. We’re changing beneath our sheaths, we’re changing. Metamorphosis.

			We are an energy,

			A flick of movement,

			A jolt.

			It’s time to shake off our hideous nymph garb, our overly tight clothes. They split, cleaving open along the front. They were keeping us captive. There are other possibilities, we’re just one stage in our development, something will be born of us, another form, a new outfit that won’t be so tight. We hope for gracefulness, we hope for the sky.

			Our heads pierce our old skins, emerge from their habitat, emerge from the water, emerge from the dream, and we inflate ourselves with air, it swells us, cracking the pods that bind us, and our eyes reach the surface, our multi-faceted green eyes yearn for the outside world, our front feet extricate themselves from the husk, from the pond or glass of water, then bend together, one against the other in prayer. We come into the world in a state of prayer. We have other legs and they in turn free themselves in a series of thrusts, we escape our previous life, abandon the aquatic world, our ungainly form, to reach this new environment.

			We are born, we rise out of the dream as if from our mothers’ bellies.

			

			Once freed of their casing, our long legs—our beautifully slender legs—come to rest on the water. We are so gracefully light we can walk on water, its surface a sufficiently robust elastic film for us to do this, we broke through it to be born, we tore it open, it was our frontier, but it closed over again immediately and has become our floor, we can rest our claw-like feet on it. Our wings now appear, transparent, still folded and wet. We rise from the water like stalks, our whole abdomens rearing up free of the dream, our wings unfurling and, as soon as we are out in the air, we change tempo and dart away into the abundance of space available to us.

			We abandon our transparent clothes, those paltry scraps, the fine shells we no longer inhabit, and our wings beat so fast that they create an irresistible song. They thrum to high notes as we fly. Isn’t it wonderful to fly?

			We are an energy,

			A flick of movement,

			A jolt.

			An irrepressible longing makes us restless, drives us to reproduce, to participate in springtime, to settle on flowers or the bedroom’s white walls, there are so many of us on this wall and the glow of the nightlight gives us disproportionately large shadows. 

			We once clung to the surface of a dream and we’ve extricated ourselves from it as if from a pond, a saucer, or a well, piercing the surface of the real world. We’ve escaped from the other-world. We can fly.

			“We” has been dispersed to beautiful effect in order to participate in the brutal, captivating force of spring, to experience dawns and dusks. We quiver, aware of the movements of the stars and the waltz of the winds, we are weightlessness. We love colors, red, orange, and black too, it reminds us of that nurturing womb, the miasma of the dream. We love smells, fragrances, we love the soft skin of flowers. Some of us gather nectar, others mate in airborne couplings where the wingbeats of one adapt to match the wingbeats of the other. Just briefly, our transparent wings race and flitter to the same rhythm, in harmony. 

			We are an energy,

			A flick of movement,

			A jolt.

			We are such tiny lives, and nothing will get the better of us. We take possession of the world. The sheer beauty of our wings with their translucent scales, our lace wings! Our probosces, our antennae, and our legs are all as fine as silk thread.

			Having mated, the females lose interest in flowers. They are aware of sleeping children, can hear their breathing, and they alight on them so delicately that the sleepers feel nothing. The females dart their sharp probosces into the children’s skin to suck their blood. We land on shoulders, stomachs, feet, taking our fill in a couple of seconds, our abdomens swelling and glowing red with blood stolen from little sleepers. 

			But I am the little sleeper. I can hear the noise they make in the darkness in my bedroom. A shrill buzzing, a whine we’ve learned to hate. I am the bitten child and there are so many of them gracefully attacking me, so many of them sipping at me, so many mothers devouring me.

			It itches, it itches, they’re sucking my blood!

			Mommy! Mommy!

			 

		

	
		
			

			 

		
			The marshes, night of March 28

			 

			Mommy, Mommy!”	
Lucie woke me with a start in the middle of the night.
“What is it, sweetheart?”

			“There’s loads of mosquitoes in my bedroom!”

			“It’s not the right time of year, honey!”

			“I swear there are, Mom, there are masses of them biting me. I shut my door so they can’t go all over the house.”

			“Well done, honey, that was the right thing to do.”

			“You can’t hear them buzzing from here.”

			“You can sleep in my bed for the rest of the night if you like. It’ll make us both feel safe.”

			“Thanks. I don’t know why they’re only in my room.”

			“We’ll take a look tomorrow. So long as you stay here with me and don’t go out onto the marshes. Everything’s fine. Good night.”

			 

			*

			 

			The marshes, morning of March 29

			 

			Lucie was covered in bites. 

			There was repellent in the house, I should have used some plug-ins to keep the mosquitoes away, but I didn’t know they could survive so early in the year.

			There were so many of them, clusters sleeping on the walls in Lucie’s bedroom, I crushed them even though it stained the white paintwork. I squished them with the thwack of an exercise book, an almost thrilling revenge, they left dozens of little red blotches. The walls were covered in my daughter’s blood. I would wash it off later, once we’d gotten rid of the vermin.

			It was well known that the Camargue was a hotbed of mosquitoes. What with all the water around, it was only to be expected.

			But how did they manage to get into Lucie’s bedroom?

			All their traffic was here, in this room, they weren’t anywhere else. 

			“Did you open the window in the night?”

			“No.”

			“It’s really weird. Let’s plug in some repellents then go into town to get some cream.”

			“And some shoes. My feet hurt.”

			“Your sneakers are brand new.”

			“But they’re already too small.”

			 

			*

			 

			In the last twenty-four hours, exceptional numbers of mosquitoes have been reported in places, climates and altitudes where they are extremely unusual.

			The voice, the one you like so much, wakes you with this unpleasant information. You think it won’t be long before the bastards start hatching in the delta. In summer, swarms of them cloud the air at twilight and force you to change your routine. They’re a plague, mosquitoes are, a plague! But the temperatures at night aren’t warm enough yet to stimulate the larvae to develop. You loathe the things and have a whole battery of different products to keep them away from your body and your studio, otherwise they come and cling to your skin and your canvases, they particularly like the orangey colors of dusk. The timbre of this woman’s voice on your radio is always a treat. Even when the news is bad, you’re touched by its gentleness. 

			The island of Hawaii, which is said to play host to every climate on the planet, has recently rid itself entirely of mosquitoes by implementing the most extensive extermination operation ever undertaken. Since this experimental process, even the smallest new incidence of mosquitoes is closely monitored, and new mosquitoes appeared on Tuesday night, by the sea as well as in the mountains. They gathered inside houses.

			Your radio used to talk a lot about tests for an insecticide intended to attack only mosquitoes, but that was before the news was turned upside down by the Phenomenon. You really don’t like them; they may be small, but mosquitoes can transmit fatal diseases, and they kill more than 750,000 people every year. However, the Hawaiian experiment raised ethical and ecological questions: Was it right to completely obliterate a species, however murderous? Could we be sure that other animals wouldn’t be affected? A whole island! And then move on to the entire planet? Liquidating a species was no small feat.

			In Iceland, the only country previously spared from the scourge of mosquitoes, specimens were collected in children’s bedrooms yesterday when the outside temperature did not go above 4 degrees centigrade!

			If you have to cope with the critters all year, it’ll get very hard to live on these marshes.

			Experts examining the specimens collected around the world have stated that these mosquitoes do not pose any known risk to public health. They have identified the subspecies, which appears to be the same in every instance: it is not the Asian tiger mosquito but Aedes caspius, a very common insect typically found in saltmarshes and coastal floodplains. This mosquito has white bands on its legs as well as white stripes and a median band on its abdomen. It develops in silty ecosystems. Scientists are surprised that this species has been found in places where it is not endemic and only in children’s bedrooms.

			Can we make any connection between this strange proliferation and the two Phenomena that swept around the planet, the collective Scream of the night of February 1 and the sleepwalking event on the night of March 24? Despite the quantities of images posted on social media, the incident that has traveled around the world in the last twenty-four hours has not provoked panic. However, enough images have been gathered in different countries to suggest that, on Tuesday night, children all over the world were bitten. This is nothing spectacular, most children have very few bites, but in the wake of the two previous waves in February and March, many parents are concerned and have taken to sleeping in their children’s bedrooms or filming them at night. Some of this footage is now going viral.

			I myself am a concerned mother and have set up a camera in my five-year-old son’s bedroom. Last night I watched the footage from the night of March 28 and these images, like those posted by thousands of other internet users, mean I can bear witness. Yes, I’m absolutely convinced that we narrowly missed another Phenomenon. I know that it’s my job to give you official news, not my personal convictions, and I’m not here to tell you about my concerns as a mother, but I think that—following on from the Scream and the sleepwalking event—an invasion of mosquitoes has swept across the planet. These insects weren’t merely drawn to our children’s bedrooms, they hatched there, they emerged from our children’s dreams. Last night, my son’s eyes were open and made the same rapid movements as with the previous dreams. Some close-ups posted online even suggest that the mosquitoes emerged from our children’s skin.

			 

			*

			 

			Since Lucie had embarked on making her herbarium, her relationships with nature had intensified bizarrely. She now went out as soon as she’d had breakfast to spend time with the calf she’d seen being born. She’d stopped respecting my instructions and went into the cow’s enclosure. I watched her from my bedroom window, but the great peaceful animals were so busy grazing on young grass that they hardly even lifted their heads when she cut across the field. Lucie stayed with the calf for hours at a time as if they were old friends and the herd had adopted her. She just did as she pleased, and I had no control over her anymore. She knew the paths better than I did, and went to Serge’s house alone, disappearing onto the marshes for hours and coming home crusted with dirt, her arms laden with rushes and sticks. 

			She’d had fun drawing up a rather pretty map, on which she’d made an illustration of our drover’s cottage, the calf, the lake where the goose had fallen, the path to Serge’s place, the three trees, the big stone house, the dog, the flowers, the bearded, redheaded giant, and the goose with her eggs. Our whole adventure was there, represented in a child’s drawing. It was terrific stepping into her perception of space. I took the opportunity to teach her a few things. I walked on eggshells, always afraid she’d balk the minute I tried to educate her in any way. I showed her how to draw a wind rose with four arms, then told her about the compass points. The sun rises in the east—she immediately pointed in the correct direction and we put that down as east on the drawing; it sets in the west, which was even easier, she never missed the sunset. Then we just needed to locate north and south. She promptly sat herself at the kitchen table and drew a beautiful wind rose in a corner of her map. She was thinking of giving her masterpiece to her beloved giant, which hurt me, but I didn’t say anything. I knew it was always wanting to be her favorite like that even for the smallest things. That evening, I found the drawing on my bed with a note on the back in her handwriting. So my mommy who I love never gets lost. I could have wept. I taped it to the wall in my bedroom.

			I was pained by her independence rather than delighted by it. She mostly lived her life without me, and I had the feeling I was disappearing. I sometimes caught her talking secretly to the dirt: on all fours on the ground, she drove her fingers into the mud, dug little holes and filled them with whispers, words of love, and questions before covering them with dirt again. She also released sentences into the wind, and it carried them off wherever it chose, scattering them like seeds. She became receptive to everything, aware of the tiniest flutter of wings or leaves, attentive to the sounds of insects, to birds flying overhead, to footprints, stones, even the fish swam to the surface, drawn by her reflection on the water. She had long conversations with the lake or the trees, openly chatting to them.

			I wondered whether cutting her off in this desert really was a good idea, whether something was coming loose in my daughter’s mind.

			And yet when I thought back to my own childhood, I remembered believing I had amazing abilities. There was no need to fret if my daughter talked to the animals and the elements: doing this sort of thing and believing in it was all part of childhood. She was so enjoying wilding herself. Why would I want to deny her that?

			If I found her pleasure suspect, then it meant I’d lost my capacity for wonder. I needed to rediscover the world’s enchantment in order to be attuned. In fact, this is what affected me most, not being able to share her vision, feeling somehow sidelined, neglected even. I was afraid of losing my top billing in her heart; I had the feeling she was hiding things from me when she’d always told me everything and shown me her most trifling discoveries. She was stepping into the world without me: I missed that glorious sense of being needed and our symbiotic togetherness. I so wanted to maintain my power in her heart.

			But no, the evidence suggested she was growing, her pants now only reached her calves, her sleeves halfway up her arms, and I wasn’t enough for her.

			 

		

	
		
			FOURTH DREAM

			 
			Peter, age 10, London, Great Britain 
Night of April 11

		 
			We’re walking through the forest, our muzzles touching the ground, we’re trying to find the trail, sniffing for an imprint, tracking the tiniest flake of skin shed onto the ground by our prey, every last molecule scattered as it passed, following a shred of its smell. Our mother’s voice urges us on. It softly sings something that’s no longer a lullaby. Filled with excitement for the carnage to come, we scour the ground in every direction.

			The humus releases a vague odor, a murmur, a thread, a very slight scent amongst the smell of mushrooms. This almost nothing shows us the way, driving us forward in search of blood. We freeze for a moment before launching ourselves. Our powerful backs gleam in the moonlight, we run as a pack in a communal growl. We’re out of the woods now. We’re wild animals.

			The dense aroma of the woods gives way to the more distant smell of the sea, the different fragrances of the marshes, its lush vegetation and drier plants, even every last bird has its own smell. We stay focused and follow the trail through the mud, in brackish water, in fresh water, we ply through the reedbeds and the reeds sway with a rustle like fabric. It’s exciting having such a strong sense of smell. The scent that’s become our obsession is amplified by the humidity, hanging in it, developing in it, increasing our wild longing. We move forward with our eyes closed, reduced to our noses alone, sniffing the darkness. We advance with our nostrils sometimes in the wind, sometimes to the ground, we identify what’s carried in the air, deciphering every scent, unscrambling the smells, sorting through them, reconstituting those that relate to our prey and leaving aside others, the smell of the hare that’s retreated to its nearby home, the strong and intoxicating stench of fox excrement, the subtle wafts from flamingoes sleeping on one leg in the middle of the lake. We race toward our prey, not deviating from the trail, we know exactly where it stopped, where it dug its holes, where it turned off the path, we can picture it, we know we’re getting close and soon we’ll be onto our hot quarry, the smell of raw meat, its thick blood and steaming entrails.

			Our exuberance is demented, and we redouble our efforts to catch up with our prey and take it by the throat. We launch ourselves at a house with its door standing wide open onto the night. A small white house, with only a weak light inside, perhaps from a nightlight, like our own, the one Mummy never turns off, this soft light that rests gently on things reassures her, and anything that reassures her calms us. That’s where we’re going, into the sleeping child’s bedroom, we race into the house howling, and our mother holds us back, singing to us and her song soothes us, she sings as if pulling on a leash.

			The child asleep on the other side of the door is bathed in that feeble light, she’s asleep and we, obediently, slink away, we go out into the night. Soon, soon, soon . . . 

			And I wake surrounded by a smell that’s not my own.

			 

		

	
		
			

			 

	 
			Paris, morning of April 12

			 

			Pierre wakes early this morning, before dawn, with a strong urge to restore some order. He opens his bedroom curtains and breathes steadily for the first time in weeks. He’s amazed to have woken with no anger or anxiety, but this simple objective: to tidy his apartment.

			“Be methodical,” he tells himself, “start with one room.” He chooses the living room, turns on the light and surveys his life. A battlefield.

			Then, having found some trash bags, he picks up the debris strewn on the floor. He works at this for at least an hour, not looking at what he’s throwing away to avoid being caught up in memories, and backtracking to a time that’s now over. He holds out, standing firmly on his two feet, coping with this clear-up operation that he’s doing, that he wants to do. It’s liberating! As he removes the debris, he feels freer. 

			He’s waiting for his neighbors to wake up before putting on some music and using the vacuum cleaner in the area he’s managed to clear of all the accumulated residue. He listens for any sound, impatiently eager to turn on his speaker and listen to jazz full blast. He so wants that. Not a song with lyrics that will reinitiate thought processes, no, and not a tune that will remind him of something specific, but music with no words or a stream of foreign words that won’t mean anything to him, he doesn’t want to understand, just to thrill with the energy that music communicates, using its rhythm to spur him on and sweep aside his past. He tilts his head, attentive to the tiniest sign of life from the other apartments. He doesn’t want to disturb people yet again; he’s pissed them off enough recently with his ostentatious despair.

			The two dogs that belong to his right-hand neighbor, the one whose wife is often away on business, suddenly bark furiously and there’s a flurry of raised voices. He hears a door open and the dogs whining on the landing. Then women’s screams erupt from through the walls, mothers enraged with their children, kids crying and men’s voices trying to calm the mothers and children.

			Pierre decides it’s fine to put on his music now, he won’t be making more noise than these women bawling at their kids. And he takes out the vacuum cleaner, refusing to try to understand what’s going on in other people’s families. It’s unusual to have such an outburst of violence first thing in the morning, but he won’t turn the tables and be the one calling the cops. He respects these people’s private lives, he’s in no position to judge them.

			It even makes him feel good knowing he’s not the only one to lose his rag and smash up his whole home. He’s clearing up his life, vacuum cleaner in hand, to a Pointer Sisters song while other families explode in their little boxes all around him, and children sob.

			 

			*

			 

			The marshes, the morning of April 12

			 

			Lucie was still asleep. It was nine o’clock. She usually woke early. Even though she wandered freely all day, I still couldn’t assuage my fears about what could happen to her once she was asleep. I remembered myself as a new mother, peering over her crib, listening to her breathing to check she was still alive. I should have left her in peace in her own bed, should have respected her sleep, but since she escaped onto the marshes, I found it as worrying as I had in the very early days of her life, when the threat of sudden infant death syndrome lurked. Everyone told me about it, forgetting that sleep was my specialty: Make sure you don’t let her sleep on her stomach, on her side, with you, without you, in a room that’s too hot, too cold, with plushies! Be careful! Death takes them in the night with no warning, when they’re napping, the worst happens, they’re living and then, pfft, just like that, for no reason, they’re gone. My daughter had just been born and her life still seemed so fragile. This presence, which was huge but also such a novelty in my heart, was holding by a thread. She could have been taken away from me at any moment, when she’d only just arrived. She had the consistency of a dream—I would wake and she’d be gone.

			In that house on the marshes I’d reverted to the state I’d been in eight years earlier, although Lucie was no longer a newborn. 

			So I opened the door to her bedroom, the door to her sleep, I slipped into her personal space to check that she was in her bed, that she hadn’t escaped out of the window, that nothing had happened to her in the night. I was a little ashamed of this intrusion, but I couldn’t fight the urge.

			And in the doorway I was immediately struck by the smell filling her room. A sharp note like the squeal of chalk on a blackboard assailed my nose and annoyed me. Something as unpleasant as ammonia, but with an organic, animal quality, a dark depth. The smell of the enemy.

			I opened the door wide and, not worrying whether I woke Lucie, I aired the room to get rid of this foul and viscerally intrusive smell. Lucie grumbled in the morning chill. I wanted to take her in my arms and hug her, but as I came closer, I smelled her.

			There was no doubt about it, she herself was giving off the stench.

			“You need to take a shower.”

			“Hey! Let me wake up slowly.”

			I pulled the blanket aside to force her out of bed, and this released the repulsive warm air nestling under it, next to her body. It drove me crazy that she didn’t notice anything odd and wanted to go back to sleep in that reek. 

			Lucie was turning into a wild child with all her running off to the marshes and abandoning me. I would have to wash everything! Her sheets, her blankets! She needed to get up right away and get rid of this fetid smell!

			She looked at me with something like incomprehension. She didn’t seem to grasp how stressed and disgusted I was by the stench, how maddening it was that she didn’t obey me instantly. I felt a surge of rage for what I saw as sickening idleness. I yanked her out of bed—she put up a fight, but I was much stronger than she was—then carried her to the bathroom. She yelled that I was crazy, that it didn’t kill you if you didn’t wash for just one day. I took off her nightdress and she screamed that I was hurting her, tugging her ears off, but I didn’t listen. She was so uncooperative, it infuriated me, I shoved her into the shower and left her there, huddled on the white tiles. As I walked away, I tried to break free of the acrid smell still assaulting me. I could hear her crying in the surrounding silence. But no sound of water. It’s not exactly difficult to take a shower, had she forgotten how to do the simplest things now, or what?

			Seething, I turned back, pulled aside the shower curtain and turned the taps every which way. She howled under the icy water, then tried to escape but I caught her and put her back under the jetting water and washed her body as I would a three-year-old.

			I rubbed her skin with a small bar of soap, but its perfume didn’t smother the persistent feral smell. I soaped her hair angrily, not even bothering to find the shampoo, and she shrieked that it was stinging her eyes. The smell wouldn’t go away. It was like oil, clinging to my hands and lips, and the scalding water made it even more sickening. The stench was getting inside me, penetrating me, filling every space, I was inhaling it in the steam, nothing could protect me from it. Under the stream of boiling water, Lucie sobbed and shouted and struggled, while I, confronted with her stinking body, eventually lost my temper and slapped her several times. Then her eyes, reddened by tears and soap, stared right at me and I didn’t recognize her: my daughter looked at me as she never had before, and as I prepared to hit her again to make her stop being this different child, I heard her say, “You’re just like Dad!”

			That was too much! I left her there under the hot water. In a state of fury, I paced around the living room like a wild animal in a cage. It was impossible having everything in such a mess. And her not bothering about anything, not helping me at all! I couldn’t take any more of being cooped up with this kid in the middle of nowhere. I couldn’t take any more of her. I could have lived without her, I could have made a new life for myself, but she was there and she was driving me nuts always wanting this and wanting that. Always more stuff. Coming and disturbing me the whole time when I was concentrating on my work. No, I didn’t love her anymore, she was a burden, she was eradicating me. 

			How come I wanted to get away from her when she was my whole life, my tenderness, my obsession, when she alone touched my heart? I was going crazy because of her, she was turning me into someone else.

			The way she looked at me had always been freighted with a wild and total love, her eyes had been an infinite source of energy for me, but I shouldn’t let myself be taken in by that love, it could turn against me so quickly, and she knew how to hurt me.

			Thinking I was like her father!

			She intuitively understood my weaknesses and her aim was unswerving. She enjoyed driving her words and fingers into my wounds, she could so easily have destroyed me without even realizing it. But perhaps she did know what she was doing, she knew she could give me everything and take it all back in an instant, just by spitting that one sentence in my face. The tiniest look from her could topple my whole world. It would take so little, the arch of an eyebrow, for me to disappear just like that. It hurt when she ignored me, it hurt when she sulked, it hurt when she took me down from the pedestal she’d put me on with her very first smiles. I’d been her everything, and I’d liked it.

			And yet sooner or later, as the two of us grew older, I would no longer measure up and would disappoint her. I would disappear from her heart, she would no longer come flying to me in the morning, she would have other loves who would gradually erase me and she would resent me because she could no longer love me with all the power of a child’s love. She would resent me for the end of this eternal love, the end of this symbiosis on which she herself had insisted, resent me for getting old, for having pains in my old woman’s body, for forgetting things, our shared memories, her name, for losing control of my innards and giving up on everything, she would resent me for not recognizing her, for no longer recognizing myself, and for having to be there at the end of my life. She would resent me because everything fades, everything comes to an end, even love. This smell on her body was the smell of my old age to come, the whiff of disenchantment; and it was turning me into a wild animal. 

			The violence that surged through me so abruptly that morning swept aside all feelings of tenderness

			I needed to leave her 

			to run away 

			to flush out my aggression 

			one way or another 

			I’d slapped her 

			it was the first time I’d ever hit her 

			I didn’t understand what was happening to me 

			I hated myself 

			I’d slapped her 

			could Pierre possibly have sensed that 

			yes 

			I needed to run 

			I put on my running shoes 

			I’d slapped her and I fled 

			far away from the stench that still clung to the roof of my mouth 

			I smacked the door against the wall as I went out leaving it wide open 

			and I ran away as fast as I could 

			I’d slapped her and I sensed that I could have done far worse 

			I needed to get away 

			to run 

			and I didn’t give a damn about leaving her alone and naked in the shower. 

			The outside air was a blessing.

			 

			*

			 

			You run with the dog. You run across the marshes, all the way to their house.

			Mothers are beating their children!

			First thing this morning, you listened to your little friend pontificating, telling you about this new Phenomenon afflicting the world. Another plague!

			You’ll have to say something this time, stop trying to keep Lucie and Eva to yourself, don’t leave them in their bubble for selfish motives.

			Women can no longer tolerate their children’s smell. It’s changed overnight, another wave is sweeping around the world, at the same speed and the same time as the previous ones, another wave started on the same line of longitude and this time mothers are attacking their children. That’s what your radio told you this morning, in a different tone of voice. You wondered whether she’d lost her mind, this little voice with no head, resting on the pillow beside you, whether she was prepared to tell you anything when you woke just to attract your attention. You didn’t have coffee but dressed as quickly as possible and took the voice with you, in your pocket, so that she could speak directly to Eva about what the human race was experiencing. You thought it made more sense to take your old radio, the one you’d tried to lend her, to press the button and let it chatter away, rather than trying to find the words yourself and getting in a muddle. Your little friend would be more persuasive than you, that’s for sure.

			So you’re running, and the dog is already out of breath, you keep running, terrified to think Eva may be hurting the child. They’re so isolated, no one but you can intervene. This is your responsibility because you haven’t told them anything, because you’ve left them in ignorance. If something’s happened to that kid . . . 

			No need even to plug the radio in, the batteries are brand new, you’ll just need to pivot the antennae. It will say the things you won’t be able to articulate. It will tell Eva what’s happening to her, what’s happening to mothers all over the world. 

			So on you run . . . 

			 

			*

			 

			The further I went, the more aware I became of what I’d just done to my daughter. I scared myself. Never! Never! Never would I have believed myself capable of such violence. And yet I’d done it, there in that bathroom, I’d beaten her, insulted her, hated her, and then abandoned her under the shower. 

			How could I have behaved like that when she was everything to me? My obsession. I veered off the trail to go back to her.

			She’d said those words, or at least she’d thought them, I was already no longer sure: “You’re just like Dad.” But the person I most resembled was my own father. And there was something I didn’t get, because it was impossible, absolutely impossible for me to be like him in any way. It wasn’t me doing the slapping in the bathroom. It wasn’t me!

			As a child I’d made a serious mix-up—I’d seen violence as power; I’d believed my father protected me from everything, and I could just slip under his wing. He’d promised he would always be there and conjured legions of fears around me so that I took refuge in his arms, so that I wouldn’t feel safe anywhere else, so that I never left him. Did he believe in all the threats he claimed to be protecting me from? He created them by describing them to me, at one and the same time, he needed listening ears in order to bring them to life, and if he ever had no one left to frighten, all his fears would stay inside him, they would suffocate him. And if he ever had no one left to beat, he would turn on himself and hang himself. His torment had found an outlet, his daughter’s mind was the landfill site where he dumped all his terrors. His daughter, his creature . . . he sowed seeds in me with his words. It felt so good to see me shudder, to remind me of all the monsters and then silence them with a laugh, taking me in his arms and cuddling me, which, he said, he loved to do. He was the general heading up the battalions of my terrors, he raised my nightmares, the dark legions that invaded my nights. Sometimes he came to comfort me, sometimes to devour me, but I couldn’t escape him. He did with me as he pleased; I was at his mercy, a little girl.

			When I was about twenty, I once tried to talk to my mother, to tell her what, deep down, she couldn’t have not known. I was already living with Pierre and no longer saw my father, but occasionally had lunch with her. I took my time, chose my words carefully to avoid hurting her. But despite my precautions and my gentleness, my mother very soon stopped listening, simply flashing me a look full of loathing, refusing to hear me, as if I were lying, talking about my father like that. She accused me of looking for trouble, she resented me for speaking out, I should have kept quiet . . . 

			Stop it, shush! Stop it! Nothing happened! Nothing but love!

			And now I’d just struck my own child for the first time; I’d terrified her and abandoned her in the shower. I was running back to my daughter, wanting to comfort her, to ask her to forgive me, even though I myself couldn’t understand my fit of violence. My child’s smell had driven me to destroy her! It was the worst thing that could have happened to me: I was alone with my daughter in the middle of nowhere and she suddenly developed a stench that drove me crazy and made me want to kill her. I would block up my nose so that I could go on living with her. I would forget the smell. But maybe other senses would be affected next, I wouldn’t be able to stand her touch or her voice . . . 

			I was back and the front door was still open. 

			I ran inside and the smell struck me again almost immediately.

			My daughter was sobbing, unseen. She’d locked the bathroom door, the idiot, as if I were her father, or my father. She refused to open up. I could feel my anger rising, her tears exasperated me, that stupid flimsy little bolt and that locked door made me furious . . . 

			She needed to shut her mouth!

			 

			*

			 

			You’ve left your old dog behind somewhere on the marshes.

			The night has disrupted mothers’ love for their children. 

			Fathers, neighbors, and the police are having to intervene everywhere. There’s an unprecedented outburst of violence in family homes. This incredibly powerful connection has gone haywire. All it took was a change in how their children smell, and mothers didn’t recognize them, wanted to suffocate them. Some mothers turned on themselves to protect their children, horrified by their own brutality. The journalist who’d filmed her five-year-old son threw herself out of the window, she’ll never talk on your radio again, another voice has taken over. You liked having her wake you in the morning; she’d become part of your life. The whole thing makes you deeply sad.

			And yet human beings don’t have a very strong sense of smell. True, wild animals don’t always recognize their young if someone touches them and a female rabbit will sometimes eat her kits, but this is something strange that’s afflicting the world. As if some higher power were trying to get rid of the human race by attacking children. You thought you didn’t give a damn about humanity, but now you feel a rush of tenderness for it. And so you keep running . . . 

			

			You’re now within sight of the house. Eva is sitting some way away on a tree stump. She’s moaning. You run over to her. What’s she done to be crying like this?

			You don’t dare put your arms around her. But you come closer, whispering that she’s not to blame, that whatever’s happened, she’s not responsible, that it’s a global phenomenon. And she looks at you helplessly, not hearing what you’re saying. You ask her where Lucie is. She points to the house but can’t utter a single word. You tell her you’ll take care of Lucie and you’ll be back as soon as you can and she mustn’t move. The dog comes and joins you and collapses at your feet; you leave him with Eva and head toward the white house.

			You don’t know what you’ll find in the child’s bedroom, and you pray—you who have no faith—you find you’re praying that Eva hasn’t harmed her.

			You go inside.

			The whole living room is a mess and is filled with a chilling silence. The kid’s bedroom is empty, the window thrown open, the sheets and blankets strewn on the floor.

			“Lucie!” you call.

			A tiny voice answers from behind the bathroom door.

			“Mom’s gone crazy!”

			“Are you hurt?”

			“She hit me. But I managed to wedge the door and the little lock held out.”

			“Do you need anything?”

			“I need to leave this place! Go home to Paris! Not live with Mom again, ever!”

			“Okay. But right now, is there anything you need?”

			“My clothes and a towel. I’m cold.”

			You find a towel and pick out a dress from the wardrobe in her bedroom, and tell her that she’ll then be able to come out of the bathroom and find what she wants.

			“Your clothes are on the floor, just outside the door.”

			“Is Mom still here?”

			“She’s waiting outside.”

			

			“Can I unlock the door? Will you stay here? Will you watch her?”

			“Yes.”

			You turn around so as not to see her and you hear her take her things, then shut and lock the door again. You notice that she makes no more noise than a small animal.

			“You can come out now if you want. Your mom won’t come into the house.”

			“Will you stay here? Will you stop her hitting me?”

			“Yes.”

			“I’m gonna wait a while. I’d rather stay safe in here for now.”

			You leave Lucie behind her locked door—let her take her time. You’re relieved: she’s unharmed when some women have been brutally violent with their children.

			Before leaving the house, you try to identify this smell that’s all the news and is driving mothers crazy. You didn’t even think about it when you came into the house because it’s so unremarkable to you. Yes, there’s a slight something stagnating in the child’s bedroom, but nothing extraordinary. You try to define it, to isolate it, you think it’s slightly feral, predatory, but you’ve never been into a wolf’s lair so you’re just imagining.

			You go back to Eva sitting on her tree stump, her eyes blank, with the dog at her feet.

			How to tell her what’s happening to the human race?

			You sit down next to her and take your old radio from your pocket. You extend the aerial, turn the button and let it do the talking.

			The West Coast of the United States is preparing for the shockwave crossing the continent. Researchers all over the world are trying to understand what is happening inside children’s bodies or on their skin to alter their smell while they dream with their eyes open.

			Sweat is usually odorless, but bacteria that live in our epidermis and are necessary to its normal functioning feed on our secretions and excrete strong-smelling chemicals. These bacteria are particularly susceptible to so-called emotional sweat which is milkier than temperature-regulating sweat, but the body does not produce emotional sweat until it reaches puberty. Children are not thought to produce this stress-related sweat which generates a stronger smell and can communicate emotions to other people. Could this change be triggered by hormones connected to children’s sleep?

			A smell is far more subtle than a scream, but all the data is consistent: this latest wave is following the same course and is happening at the same time of day as the previous ones. The first outbursts of violence in mothers were witnessed at about three o’clock this morning. The most protective, who had been sleeping with their children since the second wave, were the first to lose control.

			Eva listens in silence, dumbstruck. You turn down the sound on the radio and start talking, finding your words without too much trouble.

			“You didn’t want to know anything about the world. But you need to be aware of what’s happening. It all started on the night of February 1, at 1:48 in the morning. Children on the same line of longitude as this house screamed, all of them were asleep but had their eyes open. They screamed for one hundred twelve seconds, and that scream spread: all kids had the same nightmare as the night worked its way around the world and then the Scream stopped dead when it came back to where it started. Then there was that night when Lucie went out onto the marshes, she wasn’t alone, kids everywhere had this same sleepwalking incident, and they all tried to find sources of water while they dreamt. Amazingly, not a single one drowned. Even more bizarrely, apparently on the night of March 28, mosquitoes invaded children’s bedrooms during a third dream and now today there’s this change of smell that’s making mothers attack their children. They seem to be having collective dreams that all start on the same line, which is the exact line of longitude that this house stands on. Your geographical location means Lucie is one of the first victims of a wave that affects every child during the course of one of the earth’s rotations.”

			“And you didn’t tell me . . . ”

			

			“You refused to listen, it was impossible to talk to you, it’s not like I didn’t try, you wouldn’t take my radio, you just didn’t want to hear.”

			“I thought I’d gotten away from everything, that we weren’t part of the human community.”

			“It’s obviously impossible to escape it. What happens to the human race affects us all. However cut off we may be from the rest of the world, we’re part of humanity and everything that affects it affects us.”

			“And this is the fourth time?”

			“There could have been other dreams that went unnoticed, and with the mosquitoes it was just speculation. I mean it’s pretty hard to get your head around this kind of thing. And children never remember their collective dreams.”

			“So I’m not the only mother who beat her child?”

			“All mothers had the same reaction as you this morning, and the wave of violence is still working its way around the world.”

			“How about . . . you? Can you smell the smell?”

			You shake your head. You realize that Eva called you ‘tu’ instead of the more formal ‘vous.’ You don’t usually notice that sort of thing, but there was a tiny hesitation. It’s ridiculous the effect it has on you. You stay there next to her and turn up the sound on the radio again to hide your emotion. 

			She huddles up to you and you freeze, not sure what to do with your arms. Eventually, you wrap them gently around her and the two of you stay like that for a long time, leaning against each other while the radio chatters on.

			 

			*

			 

			And what about fathers? Some are affected by the smell, often those who are single parents or are in same-sex relationships, but men in general are not susceptible to this alteration in their children’s smell, and are barely aware of it. I listened to those voices on the radio. I listened to witness accounts from mothers, fathers, and children. I was lulled by the horror. Some household pets have also displayed unusual behaviors toward children. I felt a wave of exhaustion and started succumbing to sleep; I fought to stay awake, but my body was falling into a deep hole—I twitched as I tried to save myself, and Serge held me closer, just tight enough to keep me at the surface and stop me going under. The feeling filled a void in me. His tenderness, which was unlike anything I’d experienced, was so reassuring. I wished I could stay nestled against his sky-blue woolen sweater, even if it was a little scratchy, just stay there while humanity was battered and bruised by children’s dreams and my own daughter was still huddled, alone, on the bathroom’s tiled floor. Sleep—the thing I’d studied in such detail—was becoming dangerous, but I couldn’t seem to make sense of it. I’d insulted and slapped my child . . . The radio prattled on, trying to convince me I wasn’t alone, but everything was erased, muffled in that dense wool, gradually unraveling . . . the world was so far away and I fell asleep.

			 

			*

			 

			You watch Eva relax against your chest; you can feel her breathing, and you inhale in her natural fragrance. You’d like to keep her there, as close to you as possible. You weren’t expecting this reaction, never imagined she would fall asleep once the radio had told her about the mayhem around the world.

			Lucie glances outside and stares at the two of you for a moment. She doesn’t come over and you can’t move or even speak to her, you don’t dare do anything. She sees you in each other’s arms and retreats, closing the front door again.

			News just in that the first victims, children who live along longitude 4.43 East, shed the smell that has developed on their bodies in darkness or when they sleep. The smell disperses and their mother’s violence is only temporary. In countries that have not yet been affected by this latest Phenomenon, families are making arrangements for mothers to be separated from their children for eight hours.

			

			Lucie’s no longer in danger, you don’t belong here with them anymore. You need to withdraw again. Go back to being just a neighbor. 

			But this woman’s asleep in your arms. You don’t know how long you’ll be able to keep her next to you like this, she’ll wake eventually. And then she’ll leave, she can’t stay on the marshes now that your radio’s told her what’s happening to the planet, so you might as well make the most of this wonder and savor the moment, even if you need to pee and she’s pressing on your bladder.

			 

			*

			 

			“I don’t want to stay here with Mom.”

			“You heard the radio. Your mother didn’t hurt you deliberately. Now it’s over, you two need to talk.”

			“I don’t want to talk to her. I don’t want to see her.”

			You think about all the mothers who turned on themselves to stop attacking their children. You think about that voice you loved so much, the one that woke you every morning, about the tenderness of a woman who chose to throw herself out the window rather than harm her son.

			“I want to live with you or for you to stay here with us. You can sleep here on the sofa.”

			“But it’s too small.”

			“It unfolds into a bed, and we won’t give you any soup so you don’t get any bigger. Stay for tonight at least.”

			 

			*

			 

			The mistral wind had whipped up and I was starting to feel cold from hours of sitting there on my tree stump. I didn’t want to know anything about the world and yet there I was in thrall to that outdated looking radio, almost an antique, as it carried me off into its fantastical world. In a few weeks of isolation, I’d completely lost the thread. I listened to those voices in the hope of understanding what had happened to me and why I’d had that terrible fit of violence. I guessed there’d be lots of us feeling equally overwhelmed. And despite my own best efforts, I was already forgetting the insanity that had gripped me that morning, I had to battle to retrieve snatches of memory, I’d already forgotten exactly what I’d done. The more I tried to force my memory, the more the morning disintegrated. So I’d asked Serge to fetch me this notebook and was now writing down my thoughts before it was all lost to me. I’d treated my daughter violently, I’d dragged her to the shower, scalded her, soaped her so hard I tore off her skin and her hair, and I’d insulted her. But, like a dream, the scene couldn’t stay tethered in my mind, it all felt so far away already. And according to the radio, as soon as the smell had dissipated, other mothers were also forgetting what had happened. But not the children, they wouldn’t forget.

			Sweat is produced by very small glands in the skin, from ingredients in blood. It maintains an optimal body temperature. The microbiome in our skin that is responsible for our smell differs from one individual to another. It is correlated with our genetic make-up, and there are said to be characteristic smells within families. It is affected by personal hygiene, emotional states, age, hormonal cycles, diet, and even illness. Some scientists believe that children suffered from hyperhidrosis in their sleep and the excesses of this stress-related sweat not usually associated with children caused a rapid and baffling proliferation of corynebacteria. Others explain the Phenomenon as a sudden inability in the children’s physiology to metabolize trimethylamine, a strong-smelling enzyme released in sweat.

			Contributors came one after the other on Serge’s radio, but not one could explain why I’d attacked my daughter.

			One hypothesis blames a pheromonal constituent in sweat that has an effect on interpersonal behavior, sexual attraction, strong feelings of dislike, and even a tendency to violence.

			Not one serious study had proved that such a pheromone existed in humans. It was mostly an insect thing, to do with their peculiar means of communication—and we’re not ants. Human society still comprised communities of individuals who didn’t respond mindlessly to chemical stimuli, and this sort of stimulus wasn’t as powerful for us—or for other mammals—as it was for butterflies or bees. Our minds decoded information and critically examined it. Our consciousness took the upper hand.

			I needed to get back to Paris and return to work, to my research. The hospital, the lab, the world of sleep must have been in turmoil. But I just couldn’t imagine being alone in the car with Lucie.

			I would have liked Serge to stay with us at least for that one night. Did I have the courage to . . . 

			 

			*

			 

			The child was hungry so you’ve cooked her some pasta and put butter on it.

			Now you come back to Eva outside the house where she’s still sitting on the tree stump in her running clothes; your radio with its splayed antennae on one knee and the dog’s head on the other. You put a blanket over her shoulders and hand her a plate as you sit down next to her.

			The commendable global unity that nations and their leaders have so far demonstrated in confronting these sporadic waves around the world is beginning to fall apart: the Chinese president has expressed surprise that the international community isn’t trying to understand what it is about the starting point of each Phenomenon that could be causing these disasters. He was emphatic that, had these events started in his country, China would already have come under attack from all sides and been suspected of instigating this global upheaval. He wondered why countries that straddle the “front line”—as he calls longitude 4.43 East—have not been required to explain themselves, and, more particularly, why no one is pointing the finger at France when the cosmetics giant Alpha has a laboratory in Tarare, exactly on this line. He stated that the multinational corporation has been conducting research into pheromones for several years.

			

			“Aren’t you hungry, Eva?”

			“No.”

			“You need to tear yourself away from the radio.”

			“Please, can I have it a little longer?”

			“You can keep the old thing as long as you like, I have one waiting for me at home. But don’t let it become an addiction,” you say softly, speaking from experience.

			. . . the worldwide launch of their perfume Black Hyoscyamus. Hiding behind this mythical flower’s name is a complex synthetic molecule which is claimed to have a spectacular impact on human libido.

			“Is Lucie doing any better?” Eva asks. “Does she hate me?”

			“It’ll pass.”

			. . . pheromone research conducted by Alpha has attracted considerable media attention since some of the company’s French employees spoke out about its latest experiments. Deeply shocked by global events, they broke confidentiality clauses to say that the Tarare laboratory has very recently run disturbing clinical trials on a number of volunteers.

			“That’s nonsense from a bunch of charlatans!” Eva snaps. “It’s impossible! And if a perfume really could affect human behavior, no country would agree to market it. Wearing perfume would become an offense.”

			“You don’t believe what they’re saying and yet a smell was all it took to change mothers into wild animals.”

			“Even if that’s true, can you see a perfume travelling around the world at the same speed as the earth’s rotation? There’s nothing rational about any of this. The only thing that can defy physics like that is a dream.”

			“We’ve never succeeded in breaking through the ‘doors of ivory or horn that separate us from the invisible world.’”

			“Excuse me?”

			“It’s from Nerval. That’s how he describes dreams and sleep, as a second life.”

			It’s weird: you can’t stand people who collect quotes, but you just did it yourself. You look ridiculous, yet again.

			

			“How about you stay with us this evening? Spend the night here?” she asks out of the blue.

			“Lucie offered me the sofa.”

			“Would that be okay?”

			“Yes. Even though it is a little small.”

			You just need to go take care of your birds, but you’ll be back before nightfall. So you leave the two of them—the child with her nose in a book and Eva clinging to the radio that she refuses to switch off.

			 

			*

			 

			. . . outpouring of reactions on social media, millions of internet users are condemning the Alpha laboratory and its research on pheromones . . . 

			I’d gone from a news embargo to an addiction in the space of a few hours. Not that it resolved my problem. I wanted to take Lucie in my arms, comfort her, comfort myself; and knowing that all mothers were in the same situation did nothing to alleviate my pain. I silenced the world by turning the radio off and got up to go join my daughter. I knocked on the front door.

			“Who is it?” Lucie asked.

			“Mom.”

			“Don’t come in.”

			“I’d like us to talk.”

			“Not me.”

			All I secured was her silence. I might as well have been talking to myself, unleashing my words as they came to me. 

			I couldn’t remember what I’d done to her, what I’d said to her, or even what I’d been thinking. I couldn’t remember. I knew I’d hurt her and scared her, and yet I’d forgotten. It was horrible, she’d kept a memory that I didn’t have. How could I communicate my love to her? I admitted that I hadn’t wanted children, I’d never liked other people’s children or even played with dolls as a child. I told her she’d been born almost against my will but that, thanks to her, I’d learned what it meant to love. What a surprise! She’d brought me into the world when she was born. She was both my roots and my canopy, the source and the unfurled expanse, she was the movement of all the rivers that ran through me, she brought me beauty and a love of life. She’d made me so much more than I had been. I loved her and was trying to find the words to earn her forgiveness. I so desperately wanted to take her in my arms. They had no purpose without her.

			The door opened to reveal my daughter with puffy, red eyes.

			“I don’t understand everything you said, Mom. I love you too. I can’t even remember why I was angry.”

			 

			*

			 

			As you pack your bag, it occurs to you what an upheaval this tiny trip is. You’re about to spend a night at this woman’s house when you’ve hardly been out of your own home for eight years, except to spend a few nights in your fishing hut in the middle of the lagoon. You’ve slept with no one around but the dog for such a long time that you wonder whether you’ll disturb her by snoring and whether you’ll be able to cope without the whisper of your little radio to send you to sleep. You have your rituals now, like the confirmed bachelor that you are. 

			For a while you consider what you’ll wear in bed. You usually get under the sheet naked. Is that decent? You’ll just have to keep your T-shirt on! They won’t make a scene if one of your balls pops into view. They’re the ones asking you to be there, after all. You didn’t ask for any of this. Are you glad they did? Yes, you’re delighted.

			But nighttime has so much imagination that you’re not sure what it will come up with next to torment you. There’ll be more phenomena, more nocturnal waves, you can be sure of that. Your own behavior could be led by the night, ordered by it. What if the fucking shadows made men violent this time? Then instead of protecting them, you’d be a murderer again in spite of yourself. What a terrible twist of fate that would be! Does it make sense to run straight into the arms of your destiny like this? Why would you protect them when you’ve never managed to protect anyone?

			Don’t go! Stay home in peace. Calm your heart and stay home with the dog. What are you thinking now? That the two of them won’t up and leave? That they’ll become part of your life? They’ll love you? You poor sap! Stay home!

			 

			*

			 

			“Mom, I have this lullaby in my head. It’s a tune I never learned, but it comes to me at night and I recognize it. It’s like you’re singing it to me but it’s not your voice or your words or your language, it isn’t even really a language anyway, but I understand it. The words are never the same, they give orders. It’s just the tune that doesn’t change, that’s what stays in my head. It won’t go away. It goes around and around.”

			“Could you hum it to me?”

			“I don’t know if I’m allowed to.”

			“Allowed?”

			“It sings in my head like someone telling a secret.”

			“But if there are no words, do you think just a tune can be a secret?”

			“Yes. I’m scared to sing it.”

			Now that we had a radio, we could listen to different music if she wanted to. I knew how horrible it was having a song on the brain.

			“Okay, put something else on to get rid of it.”

			We tried without success to find a station that wasn’t talking about the Phenomenon. Then in desperation, I offered to sing something for her.

			“Your singing’s terrible, but that would be good.”

			 

			*

			 

			You’re sitting in the kitchen with your bag at your feet, alone with the dog and your little radio. You concentrate on what it’s saying so as not to see the day fade to darkness.

			Are maternal feelings innate or acquired? Is there such a thing as maternal instinct in humans? In her book The Myth of Motherhood, the philosopher Elizabeth Badinter disputed Darwin’s claims on this much-debated subject by reevaluating the celebrated notion of maternal instinct. No, women are not like rabbits! In her view, the visceral surge of feeling that women are supposed to experience toward their children is a recent social construct in the Western world. Along with the historian Philippe Ariès, she asserts that before the late eighteenth century, children were not loved by their parents, and that when a mother’s role was given social value it became a straitjacket for women.

			You feel incensed, thinking of all the depictions of the Virgin and child, of the roaring success that this image has enjoyed. Would it have known the same prodigious proliferation if it hadn’t resonated with shared sensibilities? You argue the point with your radio, as you often do. You’re on a roll: what that embrace tells us, through the image of Christ in his mother’s arms, is primarily an everyday story, such an everyday story—even if the Christ child looks so little like an actual child in medieval art. It’s a story of love, not just one of divinity. A story in which people recognized themselves. The power of that mother-child pairing doesn’t just date back to the eighteenth century!

			And the worst of it is that women didn’t really have the chance to write, to leave a record of their maternal feelings, only men took responsibility for that, criticizing their weakness, their unnecessarily strong attachment, and reminding them that they needed to restrain their natural impulses. For a long time society made strenuous efforts to moderate maternal affection, instituting conventions intended to break down the mother-child connection as much as possible. And then, having tried to break this bond, men quickly switched to glorifying it, the better to shut women away at home and make mothers feel guilty for believing they could be anything else. It would take a real shake-up to alter this fate to which women are assigned, to free them from it—sure, you can see that, but that’s another problem. Men and women alike, people are animals despite their imagination, their cruelty, and their intelligence. And their animal qualities may be their saving grace!

			The sociobiologist Sarah Blaffer Hrdy confirms that there are biological mechanisms behind a mother’s attachment to her baby. A specific part of the brain stimulates nurturing behaviors in mammals, and it is activated by the unique smell of their own young. Hormones stimulated by a baby’s smell, its crying, its smiles and its endearing physical form influence the mother and encourage her to care for her offspring. Of course, this doesn’t always function correctly, and infanticide exists in both human and animal populations. And there is also abandonment; it is even the subject of folk tales such as Tom Thumb in which the father manages to persuade the mother that they have no choice but to lose their children if they want to avoid watching them die of hunger.

			Abandonments have probably been heartbreaking since time immemorial. But watching them die . . . the knot has risen in your throat, you can feel it tightening.

			The biological drive is therefore real, with its attendant hormones, genes, and smells, but it can be absent or can fade. It is subject to past experience, to trauma, and to external pressures. And the transition from instinct to love is a still more complex mechanism.

			Whether it is a question of instincts or of love, there is usually a phenomenally powerful connection between a mother and her child. It seems absurd that an alteration in body smell would be enough to break it. All of us here are thinking with great affection of our coworker Laure who’s fighting for her life, and for all women who have experienced or are still experiencing this ordeal.

			You can breathe again, and the image of Eva sitting outside her home looking so lost comes back to you. You remember little Lucie and the looks they exchanged and their voices. They both asked you to stay and now you’re terrified of your past and of the night to come, paralyzed here in the warmth of your kitchen, drinking coffee and listening to the voice on your small radio as it describes what all these mothers and all their children are going through. Don’t be so fatalistic! You can’t do anything for humanity as a whole, but for Eva and Lucie . . . 

			You’re shaking, you poor fool! Truth is, it’s neither the night nor the Phenomenon that’s bothering you—you’re just incapable of facing up to your own desires.

			 

			*

			 

			We’d made a meal, and Lucie had decorated the table with all sorts of dried and fresh flowers. The house was in party mode and our hearts were glad despite what we’d just been through. Lucie had abandoned me for a long time to wander off into the natural world and tell her little secrets to the earth and the animals, humming them the song she had on her brain, but I still knew we were reconciled.

			Everything was ready and we’d been waiting for our guest for quite a while already, but the sun was going down and there was no sign of Serge.

			He’d promised he would be back before nightfall. He didn’t know that I wasn’t still waiting for him out in the wind, not daring to go into the house. How could he leave me alone in the dark? He would come spend the night here, he’d given us his word.

			But I didn’t know anything about the man. What did a promise mean to him? He’d comforted me and put his arms around me—was that enough to trust him so blindly? This emotional rollercoaster sure was something! The human race was reeling, the gateway to dreams—that I’d studied for so long—was finally opening, and I was at the ends of the earth, waiting for a stranger who unsettled me so much that all the rest just became background noise, and I’d even stopped thinking about going back to Paris. I was just scared he wouldn’t come.

			Lucie had taken refuge in a book, and outside the moon had risen in a sky so dark that blue was shifting to black.

			Then there was a knock at the door and Lucie ran to open up.

			 

			*

			

			 

			You’re lying on the sofa bed that’s too small.

			Night is waiting outside, but you’re not out there prowling. Darkness hovers around the house, but you’re here, you’re inside, and you’ll fall asleep eventually, even without your little radio.

			Eva and Lucie find it reassuring having you here, but you don’t. You feel out of place; you’ve been watching over them for a long time, keeping watch in the dark, but it’s very different actually being inside the house. The darkness feels far more disturbing now that you’re in this house with no shutters. You feel you’re being watched, the night outside the windows is watching what’s going on in this goldfish bowl. You’ve come out of the shadows and gone over to the other side. The side of prey and of ignorance, the side of humanity. Perhaps that means you’ve been tamed. Unless they’ve allowed a little of the night into their cocoon, and the wolf is nice and warm inside the sheepfold, unaware that he is the wolf. 

			You’ll get to sleep eventually.

			You had dinner, then the three of you played cards and laughed; it felt almost like a family. There was no suggestion of anything else. Eva put Lucie to bed, and the dog stayed at the foot of her bed, then the two of you opened out the sofa together. You had the feeling she was a little embarrassed, but couldn’t be sure. She used the bathroom and then said “Goodnight” as if to put some distance between you, to establish separate nights; and she went into her bedroom.

			A thread of light creeps under her door.

			You’d like to go outside and look through the window to see if she’s reading, if she’s smiling, if she’s waiting for you. But you can’t watch like you used to anymore, you can’t melt into the night. You’ve come into this new space; you’ve lost your place in the shadows. You can’t let yourself be a mere spectator now. You need to measure up to the task!

			But then when you think about her, you can’t help yourself, you’re gripped with desire. She didn’t invite you into her home for that. They were frightened, you’re just here to reassure them.

			Despite your unease, your penis swells under the blanket and you stroke it. You like its softness that you know so well, you like feeling it harden in your hand, you like thinking about her. You’d moan if you were alone, but everything’s audible in this little house and you feel bad about your mounting pleasure. You’d prefer not to stain the sheets but you can’t help yourself, you imagine her in your arms and you trail your penis over her stomach, her skin, and her lips, then slip it gently into the warmth of her body. The light in her bedroom has gone out. You stroke her buttocks, her breasts, and her curves have all the softness of autumn in your hands. 

			You can’t help yourself . . . 

			 

			*

			 

			I hadn’t pushed the wardrobe across the front door. Hadn’t even thought about doing it. I liked knowing Serge was sleeping in the house. There was a gentleness in his voice and the way he moved, a shy and delicate gentleness that stirred something in me.

			His arms could hold me, soothe me, gather me together, I would have liked him to put them around me again, I would have liked his hands to travel over my skin the way he walked through the countryside, knowing every path, and my hands to move down his back, I wanted to taste the crook of his neck and his thick lips now no longer hidden by the red beard that he’d trimmed, his stomach . . . And then my fingers nestled between my thighs. How long was it since I’d played this game?

			There was a rhythm, images, a gentle stroking, then faster, then gentle again, I became liquid, my fingers glided, and I could feel my orgasm approaching near, then pausing, like a wave surging onto the beach, then receding, then returning. I turned off the light so the night outside couldn’t see me. My body arced, electrified, and drew me deep inside myself, outside myself. My body, pulsing to a series of dazzling shockwaves. 

			

			 

			*

			 

			The marshes, the morning of April 13

			 

			You wake to a silence sliced through by your goddamn tinnitus.

			It takes you a moment to work out where you are. The room is bathed in light. You don’t dare move in the brightness of morning. You wait, not sure what to do. Get dressed before they show up in the living room? It must be late. You don’t have an alarm clock, so you’re lost here on this sofa bed.

			Lucie’s no longer asleep, you can hear her tussling with the dog. You grab your clothes, so you’re not caught butt naked. The door to Eva’s bedroom opens as you’re pulling on your jeans. She appears while you try awkwardly to button yourself up.

			She asks if you slept well. You stammer that yes you did.

			She asks what you like for breakfast, tea or coffee.

			You drink black coffee.

			She walks through the shafts of light to get to the kitchenette and fills the kettle. She thanks you for sleeping at their place. It had been a while since she’d slept so soundly.

			She asks if you’d like some toast. You say yes you would.

			You’re standing there, surrounded by the smell of coffee, hot milk, and toast, you’re standing in this brand-new morning with one hand over the other resting on your stomach, and you don’t know what to do, so you don’t move and just watch her set the table, you watch the sun play on her blond hair. It’s grown since you first met, it’s not so short now.

			Then you remember the stained sheets. You say you’ll take them to wash them. She replies that if you’re staying another night, you might as well leave them there. She points to the bottom of the wardrobe. You say you have to go home and hear yourself suggest that they both come to stay with you. You surprise yourself with this: “Come and move in with me, there’s more room!”

			

			Even though, since their last visit, you’ve cleaned the rooms that you use, you haven’t been into your children’s bedrooms. It’s madness to contemplate opening those doors again. But she’s tempted by your suggestion and it’s already too late to backtrack.

			Lucie turns the scene upside down by thundering in with the ecstatic dog who makes a fuss of you the way he used to, wagging his whole back end. The child chases him, and he romps back to her, thrilled, not sure who to turn to now. He seems younger, you seem younger.

			Lucie sits down opposite the two of you, in front of her big white bowl. Her mother pours her some milk as she sits, stroking the dog with her small bare feet. She tips some chocolate milk mix into her bowl and stirs the mixture carefully, breaking up lumps of the powder against the sides with her spoon. She brings the bowl to her mouth and, with a flash of surprise, spits the mouthful back out, then pushes the bowl away with a scowl.

			“That’s gross, Mom! I can’t drink it.”

			“Is it too hot?”

			“No, the milk’s disgusting!”

			Eva takes the bottle from the fridge, opens it and sniffs it.

			“The milk’s fine, it hasn’t turned.”

			“It’s just horrible.”

			Eva tastes the hot chocolate and tells her daughter it’s perfectly normal. But Lucie won’t hear it. The milk tastes like death. Eva asks if you’d like to try the chocolate. You lean over, not admitting that you haven’t drunk milk in ages, and think it just tastes like childhood. Lucie stares at you coldly, saying you’d better drink it then, if you like it so much.

			Her mother asks if she’d like something else.

			The child says she’ll have some tea.

			For a while you talk about the option of them coming to stay at your house. Lucie, who’s enthusiastic about the idea, goes outside to eat her toast in the sunshine with the dog, leaving the two of you alone.

			You hear yourself adding another persuasive argument: if they sleep at your place, they’ll be on a different longitude. Your house isn’t on the start line for these phenomena, it would put them one kilometer to the east of it, which is in the right direction—Lucie would be one of the last children affected.

			You’re reassured to think you won’t be caught out in the middle of the night by a longing to murder or goodness knows what else, and the three of you will have twenty-four hours to react to whatever next affects all of humanity. Yes, it’s definite now, they must come to stay with you.

			Eva thanks you and, while she clears the table, you discreetly take the sheets that you’ve stripped and left on the sofa. You set off straightaway to get their rooms ready, promising to return toward the end of the afternoon to help them carry their things.

		

	
		
			FIFTH DREAM

			
			Kevin, age 8, Houston, USA 
Night of April 12

		 
			Yan, tyan, tethera, methera . . . 	
One, two, three . . . 	
We’re counting sheep and cows. We count them before nightfall as we drive them to shelter. Some of us have never seen sheep or cows or fields. We count them and the dogs run around the herd that grazes undisturbed all day in unfenced pastureland.

			Yan, tyan, tethera, methera . . . 

			We count sheep and fall asleep. Terrible little shepherds! We’re so happy, drifting off in cowsheds and sheep pens, that in our dreams we dream . . . we dream that we’re cows, we’re part of the herd. The earth is a huge interconnected entity. 

			One, two, three . . . 

			Undisturbed, we graze. Our peaceful eyes are gentle as silk. We graze. For a long time, our shepherds and cowherds were children. They still count us at night, but it doesn’t help them sleep, counting us in the dark, counting us when they can’t see us.

			Yan, tyan, tethera, methera . . . 

			One, two, three . . . 

			There are thousands of us, tens of thousands, crammed together in automated farms until we’ve forgotten the taste and smell of grass.

			We graze in our minds with no shepherds or cowherds. We eat what we’re given, cornflakes, the leftovers from restaurants, waste from industrially produced fries or candy. But we’re grazing animals, we love fresh grass. We’re still peaceful and gentle as silk, and we dream of our lost pastures. We can’t move much so we fatten up just as human children fatten trapped within the sky of their screens. There are no horizons now for them or for us. Soon the only way to see cows in fields will be on the pages of their picture books. Poor little shepherds cut off from their flocks!

			In her lullaby this evening our nocturnal mother tells us a story about a dairy cow far luckier than we are who still spends all day out to pasture, a cow who’s called in at set times of day to be milked. Wherever she is, the farmer’s voice reaches her across the fields, and the docile cow obeys. She walks over the meadow to join the others and calmly waits her turn. She gives her milk twice a day and has a calf once a year, so her udder doesn’t run dry. She prepares to calve alone, standing in the meadow, knowing that her calf will be taken that same day, as it is every year, and that she’ll call for it in vain afterward. Like her previous calves, her newborn will follow her to the cowshed when the farmer calls her and, yet again, it will be taken from her. This year she returns to the field strangely silent and the next day she answers the farmer’s call to be milked along with all the others, but her udder is empty, nothing comes out and the farmer can’t believe it. The next day her udder’s still empty and this continues for a whole week. The best milker in the herd has no milk. Everyone’s confused, they’ve never seen anything like it. It’s a mystery, but she no longer belongs in the fields—she must go to be butchered. 

			The farmer’s son loves the rusty-colored cow, he’s known her for five years and five years is a long time for a child. He’s heard his father talking about her and he wants to spend all of Sunday with her, he wants to stroke her the way he always has. To stroke her one last time. He knows he can’t save her. He’s even given her a name and he calls across the big field with no success. Rusty! Rusty! All the others are there, but Rusty’s nowhere to be found. He eventually finds her in the little wood with a calf suckling at her udder, a second calf that she hid. Rusty looks at him with our incredible cow’s gentleness and the happy child runs to tell his father, sure he can save this cow he loves more than the others. He arrives gasping for breath: he’s solved the enigma, Rusty can live. She had two calves, twins, and gave only one to the farmer, keeping the other hidden in the woods. Her milk is for her calf, not the milking machine. It’s wonderful that a cow has tried to save her calf. The child tries to soften up his father, and his mother joins in: Rusty must be allowed to keep her calf, she deserves it. The farmer laughs to think he’s been fooled by this brainless animal. Not fooled, his wife tells him, Rusty respected her side of the bargain: she gave him one calf, as agreed. But the father refuses to relent; he doesn’t have a big farm and milk isn’t very profitable. He can’t keep this cow and her calf. The newborn must be sacrificed, like the others. He goes to find the calf in the wood and the lucky cow moos as she’s never mooed before, and we all cry with her and with her baby, while our mother continues to sing.

			On automated farms there are no fields, and no woods to hide a calf. On automated farms, there are no children to cry for us. Our calves are seized as soon as they’re born, we’re milked and bled dry without ever being given a name; and, unaware they’re even doing it, the children of men suckle on our animal suffering. After all, they need to grow big and stronger so as not to be gobbled up by anyone bigger and stronger, that’s what the farmers say, the ogre farmers who feed humans and have no choice.

			We’re in a stalemate. Some part of our longstanding agreement has been lost and we’re slowly poisoning one another, without ever meeting. If only children knew . . . 

			Yan, tyan, tethera, methera . . . 

			One, two, three . . . 

			And we’re all gone . . . 

		

	
		
			

			 


			Lucie didn’t want to drink her hot chocolate that morning.
After Serge left, she ran to the field to watch the calf suckling. She’d had just a cup of black tea with her breakfast. Not once since her last bottle feed had she gotten up in the morning without having her hot chocolate, without meticulously trying to get the temperature right.

			Did it have something to do with my violence the previous day? But she talked to me as if nothing had changed. Once the smell had gone, everything it had caused had dissolved, no part of it had stayed in my mind, not one recollection, and Lucie seemed to have forgotten everything as well. My ferocity hadn’t left a single trace other than my words in this notebook. The children’s dream exuded something that was itself dreamlike, its substance too volatile to be truly remembered. The dream contaminated us, and nothing that it inspired in us was truly real. Children didn’t drown, pain was erased, the Scream fell silent. 

			Then I remembered the radio that Serge had left for us. The smell had finished its trip around the world that night and we hadn’t even thought about it. Having Serge there had completely preoccupied us. I  turned on the radio.

			. . . refusing cow’s milk. Older children can’t explain their sudden disgust. Babies reject their bottles, screaming, and nothing can assuage their hunger. This aversion, which affects all children, has come hand in hand with a catastrophe that is almost certainly related because it is working its way around the globe at the same rate as this latest dream: dairy cows all over the world are being decimated by an epidemic. In automated megafarms cattle simply collapse, struck down by a mysterious plague. Will there now be a new scourge every night?

			 

			*

			 

			When you arrive home you go straight upstairs.

			You turn the enamel door handle to the first room.

			Everything has moved slightly in Arsène’s bedroom . . . not the things, of course, just your memory of them.

			You stay in the doorway watching the wooden rocking horse sway gently. Has a draft brought it back to life after years of sleep? You bitterly regret disturbing the peaceful atmosphere here. You don’t know what you were thinking. No one walks into a tomb that easily. You didn’t even knock.

			The little horse keeps up its mournful cavalcade on the floorboards while all the images telescope together: all of you arriving here on the edge of the world, your son’s first steps on this carpet, his races with Esther up and down the staircase and in the garden, their expeditions in the lagoon. The memories come flooding back chaotically, you had shut them all away behind this door and now they tumble over you and you’ll never be able to pack them up again properly, you’ll never put them all back where they belong and close the door, even if you pile them high, there are just so many of them, they’re overflowing. How ever did you manage to fit them all in here for such a long time without crumpling them? The faces, the laughter, the precious moments, the day the puppy arrived and you didn’t even have time to give him a name . . . None of it has been eaten away by moths.

			You’ll never find the strength to touch any of it.

			You close the door again and leave the little horse to rock Arsène, rock him gently.

			It would be easier to clean up your old room and put Eva and Lucie into your double bed. They can sleep in the same room. You walk further along the hallway and pass Esther’s door without even looking so that you don’t have to watch the letters dancing, those brightly colored letters nailed to the door, the letters of a name that you chose on your own at the public records office. When you were there with the registrar you said “Esther”, not “Clara” which was the name that you and Marielle had long since decided on, Clara completely went out of your head, Clara had been carried off by a swallow in flight or a gust of wind while you floated, elated, somewhere between the maternity ward and the town hall. Marielle, your wife, was furious that you’d picked your first child’s name alone. But it wasn’t because you needed to feel in control, you didn’t give a damn about controlling anything, but—confronted with the woman at the records office—your wretched shyness had pushed you into saying the first thing that came into your head with what composure you could muster, just so that you didn’t look like what you actually were: a father who couldn’t remember his daughter’s name. Not wanting to admit to anything, just saying a name, any name.

			Esther.

			You could have done worse.

			Too emotional, you’ve always been too emotional. Becoming a father had had such an effect on you that you weren’t much use at anything for a while. You didn’t even dare admit your mistake to Marielle and you let her call the baby Clara for a whole week without saying a word. You couldn’t offer any sort of explanation, you didn’t know where the name had sprung from, it was just there out of the blue, it wasn’t one that the two of you had ever discussed.

			When Marielle found out about your blunder while she was filling in some form or other, she flung abuse at you before softening because you looked so shamefaced. Then, very philosophically, she looked at the baby lying mouth agape by her breast and said the name “Esther” as if trying a dress on the child. 

			It suited her well. Esther, it was pretty! Why hadn’t the two of you thought of it sooner? Yes, it was a lovely idea, the baby would be Esther.

			

			You’ve reached the end of the landing, outside your old bedroom, the one where you and Marielle slept together for so many years, before you killed all three of them.

			 

			*

			 

			While Lucie was wandering around outside, I packed our things. Her rejecting milk had nothing to do with our relationship, it was universal.

			These collective dreams were now doing their work every night while children slept. Leaving this place and getting to the other side of that all-important line would be for the best.

			How long would we spend with Serge? I had no idea, I’d been planning to return to Paris in May. What had gotten into me? If I’d listened to my own thoughts, I would have packed up everything, but I didn’t know if Serge was planning to take us in for long. It wouldn’t have been polite to arrive with all our gear. But then he’d said he would help us with our bags so he must have been agreeing to have us with him for a while.

			And who cares if it was inappropriate! I needed that man by our side.

			He hadn’t specified whether he would come to fetch us on foot. I could have taken my car, but I didn’t know how to reach his house by road: it must have been a very long way round to find a trail suitable for a vehicle on the marshes and loop around the lake, when it was only thirty minutes on foot. The geography of the place was very different depending on the mode of transport. We could have done with wings.

			He would come on foot, I was sure of it, and he’d suggested we “move in” with him. I filled our bags and if we ended up staying even longer, I would come back for the car and everything else.

			His radio was still a deluge of news, unfurling the outside world in our desert. The device was unfamiliar to me. I was a child of TV; my parents had left one on the whole time in the living room, right to the end. Radios, TVs, and cellphones shape our relationships with the world differently. I explored the FM airwaves by turning the dial on the side of the little box. Most stations were talking about the Phenomenon, but some were playing non-stop music, like the orchestra on the Titanic.

			Even when they were dealing with the same subject, the sound, the rhythm, and the choice of voice was different on the various stations and, despite the hysteria turning the world upside down, most of the programs were regularly interrupted by incongruous commercials. I stopped on a frequency where farmers were talking in every language, dubbed by other voices.

			“I had a herd of three thousand cows. It’s hard talking about them in the past tense. Three thousand animals is nothing compared to the huge American operations that have up to forty thousand head of cattle and are far more competitive than us. Now that my farm’s automated, my milkers are milked three times a day and their production has tripled. I invested in an automated system which means I can manage the farm remotely. I was called about the problem in the middle of the night . . . You see, my cows are just there, stiff and covered in abscesses. But everything’s kept clean, and the ventilation systems all work. The calves are all dead too, in their loose boxes, even though they’re kept away from their mothers and in different buildings. And this disease only affects large dairy farms—it doesn’t make sense! Why just our stock when we’re so careful about health and hygiene? I hope the insurance will handle this, and that the government will help us.”

			“Do your livestock never go out to pasture?” the journalist asked.

			“It wouldn’t be possible to run that sort of operation if they grazed.”

			Grass-fed cows have not been affected by this pandemic and the American Gini P., who owns a farm in California with twenty thousand cattle, is convinced that he can save his cows by releasing them into pastureland. In the last two hours he’s been overseeing a non-stop stream of trucks to try to get the milkers out to pasture before the fateful hour. “I won’t be able to evacuate all of them, but I’m obeying Miria, the medicine-woman in my mother’s tribe. You see, I’m part Navajo, even though I’ve previously denied my Native American origins and abandoned my ancestors’ principles. We’ll soon see if, as this very old lady believes, children’s dreams are sending a message.”

			Images of these cows experiencing the freedom of fields for the first time are being viewed all over the world. Watching them frolic, it’s impossible not share their joy.

			Gabriel who cossets his forty milkers in the Alps calls it the “Dance of the cows”. 

			“On my farm, they do it every spring, when they go back out to pasture. But well, it’s a different type of farming, I’d even say it’s a whole different world. The taste of their milk depends on the season, it changes according to what they eat, consumers prefer standardized products, they don’t understand that milk evolves naturally if cows are allowed to graze freely. People just don’t know. But then I have to admit that it would be hard to export our traditional methods to places where there’s very little grass, plus it takes a lot of sacrifices for very little return to do what I do, clinging to what’s seen as an outdated system . . . I turned the dial again.

			. . . It’s hard to find milk formula that doesn’t contain cow’s milk. People are organizing collections of expressed human milk to feed famished babies. We hope this rejection will be temporary and everything will go back to normal in a few hours as every other wave has. But the Phenomenon has had irrevocable consequences this time and, despite the prayers of evangelical mega-farmers in the United States, their cattle are not coming back to life . . . 

			So now the dreams were leaving their mark on our world.

			They could kill.

			 

			*

			 

			At dusk the three of you went across the lagoon on foot, laden like mules. Eva had filled three suitcases with clothes and books, and had piled sheets into a large plastic sack. You told her you’d already made their bed. You didn’t say how painful it had been for you.

			You’ve just reached your house and you’ve shown them their room. You’ve come straight back down to make some coffee and let them settle in in peace. 

			Parents whose houses stand on the Line are finding solutions. In the village of V., Paul, whose bedroom is exactly on the line, now shares his sister’s bedroom which is further east. “It’s very reassuring having twenty-four hours to prepare,” their father explains. “Paul’s no longer one of the first to be affected. We moved him into the other room after the sleepwalking event, we didn’t want to run the risk of finding him in the stream again. No more surprises! Now we know when the dream will come and what it will bring.” Schools to the east of the line are now enrolling rafts of new students. Families that have the option are now sending their children to grandparents or friends on the other side of longitude 4.43 East. Parents who work remotely are renting apartments and houses. We’re witnessing an unprecedented eastward population movement across the whole country. A sort of exodus. 

			They all had the same idea as we did!

			You can hear Eva and her daughter walking along the hallway upstairs. You haven’t said anything to them about the children’s bedrooms. If Lucie goes into them, she goes into them, she’ll get to meet the kids. Yes, they’ll get along fine!

			Gini P.’s cows that were released into fields were spared by the Phenomenon. Owners of large-scale farms in countries that have not yet been affected by the wave are making arrangements to release their livestock. The world’s largest dairy farm is in Saudi Arabia: it has one hundred thousand cows that are milked four times a day, twice more than in traditional farms. The staff of one thousand five hundred are preparing to release the cattle from the air-conditioned buildings that they have never left and let them loose in the desert in the middle of the night before the dream strikes.

			

			The Californian farmer Gini P. is rapidly becoming a star in the United States since he had the visionary idea of letting his cows out in order to save them. According to him, our children’s dreams are sending us messages from the spirits of the natural world. “Shamans can enter other dreamers’ dreams and guide them. Some people have such powerful dreams that they lead other people into their dream world. There must be a first dreamer who’s leading all the other children’s dreams, a very powerful dream bearer who’s communicating with the other-world. Let’s try to listen and to understand his message!” If Gini P. is right and this master dreamer exists, then he must be found and helped to shake off his nightmares so that he stops dragging the human race into his terrifying world.

			You mutter to yourself with a cigarette on your lip. So they’re gonna stop him dreaming? How exactly? By keeping him awake? Poor kid—if he does exist, you hope for his sake that he’s never found.

			 

			*

			 

			We settled into the bedroom that Serge had made up for us on the second floor, a large room that he’d obviously emptied and cleaned for us. Pictures had been taken down, leaving lighter patches on the beige walls, rectangular dreams whose contents had dissolved. There was nothing personal left: the wardrobe was empty, so were the drawers in the nightstands. He’d had a big clear-up; this room would reveal nothing to me about Serge other than these imprints of absence, these marks of a ghostly past. And yet I felt reassured, peculiarly relieved, almost indifferent to the events affecting the whole world. I was no longer frightened: we were at Serge’s house and on the other side of the Line along which everything started.

			Serge was watching me, I was sure of it. Did he want me? Was I desirable? Pierre had always been convinced I was cheating on him—when I’d never thought of it—and that men pursued me, but had Serge even noticed me?

			

			Lucie had put her herbarium on the desk and was about to go out to see the geese. We went downstairs together.

			The other doors along the landing were closed. There was a name nailed to one of them: Esther. It was a child’s room; the wooden letters were small colorful human figures. I didn’t dare open the door and told Lucie she mustn’t.

			We joined Serge who had turned down his radio as we descended the stairs.

			“Did you take your paintings out of the room we’re in?”

			“Yes. Just to clear the decks.”

			“But I’d like to see your work.”

			“Really? Well then, follow me.”

			He walked ahead of me across the flower-filled courtyard, we went around the large house and everything lying about next to it—scrap metal, unserviceable old bicycles, pieces of furniture abandoned to the brambles—and then into a former stable block whose tall arched doorways had been glazed to let in the light.

			A huge canvas glowed on the far wall.

			Under a ripped open sky, a tiny gaggle of people was fleeing the dark bulk pursuing them. The whole scene was consumed by the depth and movement of different shades of black. The shadows moved, they were alive, descending on the town and threatening us.

			“Is it the Apocalypse?”

			“No, just the ninth plague of Egypt.”

			“It’s terrifying but also magnificent.”

			“A scene of desolation that you can gaze at freely with no danger. No one dies looking at a painting, everything’s happening in another dimension, but, with a bit of luck, it produces an emotional reaction. Turner saw disasters as a way of giving landscapes tragic power.”

			“Is this a Turner?”

			“No. It’s far more theatrical, it’s meant to be a John Martin. The masses thought his work sublime, but his critics said it was vulgar spectacle. You don’t need any education to be gripped by it. Martin liked large-scale works and plagues, he aimed his work at as many people as possible. He was a trailblazer, he was making movies before their time.”

			“That great shadow, it’s like it’s going to swallow us up along with those poor people. Humans are trifling little things in the face of power like that. Such rage!”

			“Unbridled natural forces, the sublime violence of the elements—Martin liked putting man back in his place.”

			“Is it a copy?”

			“Martin didn’t paint the ninth plague, and Turner only painted the fifth and the tenth. I’ve been commissioned to work on the missing plagues, brand new works signed by those two great masters. It’s fascinating getting inside their sensibilities and imagining what they would have painted. But then, while you’re wandering between the nineteenth century and Ancient Egypt, you can sometimes come across more recent events under your brush, or find yourself in places you’ve never been. Standing facing the canvas, ‘I’ sometimes roams around in someone else’s mindset and in a different time. It’s terrible never being able to shake ‘me’ off, not entirely, and reluctantly reliving things you’re trying to forget, even inside someone else’s mind, even if they’re nothing like you.”

			“So are those shadows the ninth plague?”

			“The darkness, yes. Three days of darkness. Look, if you’re interested in the comparison, here’s a reproduction of Martin’s seventh plague, and one of Turner’s fifth, when all the livestock died.” 

			“The livestock died? But that’s what’s happening right now.”

			“You’re right, the fifth plague is working its way around the world.”

			“I’m not very cultured or particularly interested in religion, but that’s from the story of Moses, right?”

			“Yes. So, he asks Pharaoh, who’s his foster brother, to release the Israelites, who are his true brothers, from slavery. He asks it in the name of his god, Yahweh, who proves his power by turning Aaron’s staff into a snake, but Pharaoh doesn’t relent, and Egypt is struck by ten successive plagues. With each one, Yahweh hardens Pharaoh’s heart so that the plagues can continue and demonstrate Yahweh’s power.”

			“The gods are cruel.”

			“Just like humans.”

			“And nature.”

			“Not necessarily. Can you be cruel if you’re not conscious of your cruelty?”

			 

			*

			 

			Eva has left the studio to join Lucie. 

			You’re standing before your painting alone. You’ve made the shadows loom over the terrified crowd, wanting viewers to feel the two different movements, of the darkness and of the fleeing people; wanting them to be at one and the same time the plague itself, the victims, and powerless onlookers; hoping they will participate in the vast scale of this wave. But you know that the painting’s missing something to give it meaning and bring it to life. You’ve been going around in circles with it for weeks without finding what it is. The ninth plague, darkness, a shadow so dense it has the texture of something tangible, you could thrust your arm into it as if into water, a shapeless shadow, but an animated, organic one.

			The mental picture of your hand hauling the child from the black water comes back to you, and the smell of all those dead frogs.

			The death of livestock is happening now, it’s true! Eva’s right. The frogs are the second plague that’s so difficult to represent pictorially, yes, it hadn’t occurred to you! And the mosquitoes are the third. The fourth varies according to the translation—flies or wild animals. Mothers attacked their children whose smell had changed . . . 

			You’d never dare talk to Eva about this. You’re losing your mind! But standing here looking at your painting, the more you think about it, the more it makes sense to you. Shush! Keep your craziness to yourself! Hold your tongue, you know well enough how to do that!

			You tear your eyes away from the painting, which isn’t really yours anyway, turn your mind away from this ridiculous revelation, and close the door to the studio. You’ve done too much talking already.

			Usually, you prefer not to say much and when you do talk, your voice doesn’t come out properly, it stays stuck in your throat. That’s because of the rope. You’ve struggled to articulate your words ever since, you don’t have enough air for it. The rope has never completely loosened. But in your studio just now you produced sentences without realizing it, and you probably bored this woman who has such an effect on you.

			You’ve never sought out human company—you couldn’t give a damn about it. You don’t like people in general and you no longer really like people in particular, even less anyone who talks too loudly, anyone who grabs life voraciously, or who just can’t be silent, people who take up too much space, inflating themselves with pointless words like the frog in Aesop’s fable. Only fragile people find favor with you—a grazed elbow touches you more than a dazzling speech. You shy away from narcissism and its mirrors. You shy away from anything that shines, and nothing attracts your attention except the timid smiles of people who, like you, struggle to say “I.” Come to think of it, you like yourself through the prism of people similar to you. Come to think of it, you do like yourself, or at least you did, before you died.

			When you leave the studio, you immediately regret talking so much and, feeling ashamed, you busy yourself at the stove, making them a nice meal, like in the old days; you’ve even slaughtered a chicken for the occasion. 

			 

			*

			 

			The three of you ate dinner at the wooden table in the kitchen and you talked too much again as you answered the child’s questions about birds. Then she asked you what all the piles of jars next to the sink were for. The collection of peppercorns that you and Marielle had started, intended to keep your relationship spiced up, but you’ve abandoned it to the spiders now. You smiled at her but didn’t reply. Don’t think about it, leave it in its corner. Make the most of now. Forget. It’s been so long, you don’t even see those jars anymore.

			Having Eva and Lucie here lights up the house. Everything seems so cheerful! The furniture, the dog, even you.

			How can you dare to be happy?

			Shut up! You have every right! You have every right!

			Eva has gone up to put Lucie to bed, the night no longer frightens either of you. You know there won’t be any surprises, you’ll now have time to prepare. You turn the radio back on and roll yourself a cigarette.

			. . . even cows released into the desert survived the event. Their freedom didn’t last: they are already being returned to their barns.

			Gini P. is an exception. He has decided to change his farming model. “I understand what the spirits of nature are telling us through these dreams. I disrupted natural harmony by focusing on profitability. I’m still not sure how I’ll handle the transition, but planet earth is asking us for something via our children’s dreams—we should listen to it and restore the natural balance.”

			Well, that guy’s managed to turn himself into an important voice! In the space of a few hours, he’s taken up residence in your kitchen and, most likely, in kitchens all over the world. Soon he’ll be selling his milk with his photo on the label. His twenty thousand cows skipping around when they were released into meadows for the first time were a hell of a publicity coup. And he sure is milking it! But interestingly, of all the crackpots chattering away on your radio since the Phenomenon started, he’s the only one you enjoy listening to. He’s seen a positive reason for what’s happening, he’s telling his old life to take a hike, and his voice is always calm, it states the facts but doesn’t prescribe. Yes, you like him, nuts though he may be. Dreams are an unknown territory, particularly for you because you’ve never had the feeling that you were dreaming, except perhaps when you paint or walk across the marshes at night. You’re open to different concepts of the world because the version where you used to live sunk without a trace.

			This disease affecting cattle has forced us to wake up and think about the excessive industrialization of the dairy industry, and to reevaluate practices that mechanize living creatures.

			You feel sickened by the things that the radio tells you about these outsized farms. You did know, but there are so many causes for rebellion that you haven’t prioritized this one. And anyway, you’ve given up so many things. You’ve decided to keep yourself to yourself and, thanks to your little friend, listen from a distance as the human race battles things out, but you don’t get involved. What a shame for cows that so many people can’t afford organic milk. Stop being sarcastic! When you’ve cleared the table, you turn off the radio to fully savor your happiness—such a miraculous and personal thing. It’s crazy, but you have a spontaneous urge to sing.

			 

			*

			 

			From the stairs, I heard Serge hollering a lurching tune as he did the dishes. It was strange hearing this voice, which was usually barely audible, now unleashed to fly around the big old house. I thought he must have forgotten about us and, thinking himself alone, was giving it free rein. It spilled exuberantly beyond the bounds of the melody, like a badly colored-in drawing.

			Serge fell silent as soon as he saw me. He abandoned his clanking about with the dishes and slowly dried his hands on a white cloth. The fabric made a soft rustling sound in the night. He turned to face me, his hands crossed over his stomach in a diffident pose, as if he were awaiting orders. It was extraordinary for such a big body to make all this effort not to be frightening, to be there without being forceful or stooping to look smaller.

			He looked at me and his eyes weren’t shy this time, no, not shy or intrusive, but caressing—his eyes liquefied my emotions. He stepped closer and still I didn’t move, only my heart and my thoughts raced. When he reached me, he simply took me in his arms. His smell of tobacco and mudflats enveloped me, his calm enveloped me, I could feel his chest rise to his steady breathing. With my eyes closed, I was acutely conscious of his large, warm hands moving over the crumpled fabric of my dress; his fingers, every pad of every finger exerted gentle pressure on my body, and his palms flattened against me, asking for nothing, they were simply there. His hands were speaking. And my body was listening, despite my stupid thoughts that were still debating aimlessly about what I should or shouldn’t do, and his wool sweater that prickled slightly . . . 

			I tried to silence my inner monologue while he held me to him . . . the beat of his heart caught up in those blue stitches, a repeated percussion, a slow movement that suspended the passage of time under those waves of wool yarn. Something brand-new and age-old. I would have done anything to ensure that this path opening up toward me didn’t disappear. I would have scattered my breadcrumbs and my little pebbles, I would have laid down a thread to find my way back to this moment whenever I wanted it. Why did I have to be thinking still! Just be happy to be here!

			Moving delicately, despite his disproportionate size, he held me closer.

			Stop thinking. Stop knowing anything, stop having been through anything, accept the moment for what it is, a delicious crumb, with no past, and no future.

			 

		

	
		
			SIXTH DREAM

		
			Caroline, age 10, Waterloo, Belgium, 
Night of April 13

		
			Caroline in thread, Caroline in iron, Caroline in iron thread.
The fever rises while, peaceful and unaware, we sleep. Our skin has the sheen of trees first coming into leaf, inviting a caress. Our faces, our angelically beautiful faces, have the same rounded curves as the planet, as our mother. She sang us these words as she lulled us to sleep: we are connected to her by a cord that life will make a point of fraying, but one last thread will stay till the end to bring us back to her when our eyes close for good. Then we will return to the original womb, after a life full of love or bitterness, it doesn’t matter which, we will feel it tighten in our bony hands, this thread connecting us, we will automatically wind it around our tired fingers, unable to keep hold of anything, we will find it in the lacy vestiges of our last smile to those we love, even though our memories will be erased. This thread, this flimsy nothing so long forgotten, will persist even if everything has been taken from us. We live in the same world, we’re all made of the same dough, and this fiber connects us. And nothing can break it.

			But we’re still very small, we’re not there grinding our teeth in the corridors of our ruined minds, we’re not trailing our thin, shrunken bodies around the labyrinth of our lives, our skin is luminous and, through this thread that links us to the earth, sensations flow into us while we sleep. In our dreams, the earth nourishes us with its moods, we feel what it feels. But this evening a violent tide gushes through the cord, we’re in pain and our skin is scalding. The pain increases, raw and powerful, catapulting us into shrill, whistling notes, the fever attacks us from within the lullaby.

			

			We run through the mud, through this mud from which we emerged, we run to try to save our skins, we run between the skyscrapers to escape what’s falling from the sky, what’s lashing out blindly in every direction, we run side by side across a field of barbed wire, the ground shudders as we take refuge in holes, we howl our terror, turning it into a scream, the lullaby tears us apart, a gust scatters us as we run and smothers our sudden silence. Buildings collapse. Is it our mother’s breath that smells so bad? Her tenderness carries with it the powdery smell of charred flesh. We’re covered in mud and stones, but still alive. Mud and blood choke our open mouths where there are no longer tongues, no longer teeth, just a rasping wheeze. Our angel skin is dressed up by war, bristling with pikes, bayonets, and old engraved swords, our skin is sculpted by shells and grenades, the barbed wire flays our faces, our bodies contort under a hail of bullets, their surface cleaves open, is covered in burning hot mushrooms, the fever knocks us out, while men fall into the mud under canon fire. Who’s battering us like this in the dark? Our mother’s a sharer, she’s giving us her pain.

			Our skin and her crust twitch to the same lightning swift jolts, the same eruptions. Tomorrow when the holes have closed over, when the flesh has decomposed, all these bodies will enrich the earth, will restore her springtime beauty and energy. Why should she worry about the wars that break out on her surface? They don’t matter to her, she will be reborn, she will be all the more beautiful in the places where humans fell.

			Dad told me we live on an old battlefield. Soldiers killed one another here. This landscape is a huge mass grave, men and animals together, Englishmen, Frenchmen. And, amputated of any living thing, the ground was strewn with poor souls and dead horses. Dad told me that everyone had helped themselves afterwards, taking clothes, rings, and teeth, and much later, the English came and gathered up the bones in the graves to make fertilizer. My Dad told me that the earth feeds on war: like anyone powerful, she can survive everything, she couldn’t care less about us. She’ll make something else when we’re all gone. She has time.

			And yet right now, in our dream, we can feel that she’s running on empty. She can’t cope any more with having made us. Her lullaby is so harsh it hurts us. This fever. But why hurt us so terribly?

			We too are dying, we’re exhausted, we can’t tell where our arms are, or our feet, we can’t feel the boundaries of our bodies, we can’t scratch where it itches, aim for our mouths without hitting our eyes, move a finger or a leg, say a single word. We’re suffering as we lie on our bellies, stretched out over this layer that we’re sinking into. This fever.

			Tonight is a battlefield, and our heads are filled with drones, buzzing with shellfire, explosions, and light; our skin is pierced by iron hailstones; our eyes are the seat of a battle that spews out tears, blood, and fireworks.

			We cry in our sleep, tied to our beds, to our bed mats, to our brothers and sisters. The pain wraps around us. Tonight her clothes are stitched with iron thread and our bodies carve out craters for themselves.

			Caroline in thread, Caroline in iron, Caroline in iron thread.

			Fever.

			 

		

	
		
			

			 


			You eventually fell asleep late, spooned together in your downstairs bedroom, and Eva didn’t go upstairs to join Lucie. You were in a different world, in a space you’d created as you touched each other.

			You thought you heard the child walking about in the night and opening the door, but you didn’t think Lucie could have escaped. You were too happy in Eva’s arms to worry about anything else and wanted to listen to nothing but this happiness. You wake with the feeling that you were wrong: you should have paid more attention to the noises in the night. You didn’t even close the bedroom door, you’re both naked in your bed and Lucie could have seen you while you slept.

			But everything’s fine, there isn’t a sound in the house, even the dog respected your happiness and didn’t come and put his empty bowl on the carpet at the foot of your bed. Yes, everything’s fine, Eva didn’t vanish come morning.

			You look at her sleeping beside you and find her so moving that you put your arms around her again and try to wake her gently by caressing her.

			 

			*

			 

			I’d slept in the downstairs bedroom without thinking about Lucie who was sleeping upstairs and whose silence in the morning should have worried me. Serge had just gotten up to make us coffee. I heard him put the water on to boil in the kitchen and turn on the radio. Only then did I think about my child who—weirdly—wasn’t up yet even though the sunlight filtering through the off-white curtains clearly showed the sun had been shining for a while. What would she think when she saw I’d slept in his bed? I dressed and joined my giant surrounded by his green plants in the kitchen. He was sitting in an old gray robe, and his radio was burbling something that seemed to grip him.

			“Listen,” he said, turning up the volume slightly.

			. . . dramatic skin outbreaks and fevers of up to 104 degrees. As a result of another dream, children are all suffering from an unidentified sickness.

			“We were right to move Lucie,” Serge said.

			Not necessarily: if this illness was serious, we’d be warned, but we wouldn’t be able to stop it. We’d have to wait, completely powerless, for her to be struck down in turn.

			“Most of the symptoms from these dreams have cleared up very quickly.”

			“Not for the cows!”

			It was ten o’clock and Lucie still wasn’t out of bed. As I went upstairs, I tried to remember my dermatologist contacts, but all my acquaintances had melted away.

			The shutters in the bedroom were still closed, and the dog was lying waiting at the foot of the bed. He took advantage of my being there to sneak out whimpering. Lucie was motionless under the thick eiderdown in balding satin. I lay down next to her in the half light and was immediately aware of how hot she was. I put my hand on her forehead: it was burning, and I could feel swellings. She moaned. I opened the window and pushed aside the shutters to see more clearly, telling myself that I absolutely mustn’t panic, I mustn’t scare her and give fear the upper hand.

			Lucie’s face was disfigured, covered in pustules, infected by the dream that shouldn’t have struck her until the following night. Moving house hadn’t protected her. I needed to take care of her and bring down this raging fever! I kissed her to try to take some of her pain, but she didn’t react. I raced downstairs to tell Serge who hadn’t moved and was hanging on every word from his radio.

			The start line for this dream has moved nine hundred fifty meters east.

			Its longitude is now 4.45 East. One of only two certainties has been disrupted. The dreams strike every night and always at the same time, but they can start anywhere . . . 

			“China has bombed Taiwan. The three of us are better off here, wouldn’t you say?” he asked with an attempt at a smile.

			Lucie was covered in spots and burning with fever.

			“Do you want some Panadol? That’s what the radio’s recommending until they have the results of tests. And a bowl of cold water and a flannel?”

			I hated myself for not thinking about her last night.

			“We thought she was safe. Here are some tablets and a glass of water, the rest is coming right up. What she has on her skin, are they boils?”

			I had no idea, I wasn’t a dermatologist, but if they were boils, she’d need antibiotics and all the parents in the world would be fighting to get their hands on them, there would never be enough.

			I went back upstairs to tend to Lucie.

			I wanted to take some of the covers off her and it was only then that I noticed the three large, beige-colored eggs she was clutching to her stomach. I tried to take them from her, but she grimaced and held them more tightly despite being so weak. She must have stolen them from the goose’s nest in the night. After hearing Serge go on about his imprinting experiments, she must have wanted to be a mother to some birds herself. 

			Serge joined me with a basin and a flannel. He tried to put his arm around me but his tenderness felt like a burden rather than reassurance. I showed him the eggs that Lucie was holding snugly against her nightdress.

			“With her temperature she’ll cook them! Let her keep them. They’re no danger to her, it won’t be them that gave her the spots.”

			I can’t get them off her.

			

			“Let her incubate them if she wants to. I thought I heard her come downstairs in the night.”

			And he didn’t tell me!

			“We thought we were on the right side of the planet and the two of us were so cozy.”

			Those eggs were dirty!

			“Look, if they’re reassuring her . . . They won’t make her any worse. It’s another dream that’s caused all this, not bird flu. We’ll end up getting used to these irrational things.”

			She was in pain.

			“Try not to stress! It’ll blow over in a few hours!”

			How could he be sure? Was he a soothsayer? The dead cows had been covered in abscesses too.

			“There’ll be other dreams. Whatever power is manifesting itself is going to want to go all the way to prove its strength, and it probably needs children and their dreams to show its hand on earth.”

			I turned toward Serge, stunned by what he’d just said in a more than usually confident voice. He wasn’t just trying to reassure me, he completely believed what he was suggesting. The guy was a crank! I told him I was a scientist and I was finding it hard to take his crazy ideas seriously.

			“Since the advent of psychoanalysis, dreams have been seen in the Western world as a way of engaging with our subconscious, our inner selves, the deepest part of us. We think our dreams just tell personal stories and are keys to understanding ourselves individually. But in other cultures, dreams lead to a dimension that has nothing to do with individuality, they’re a portal to another world, they tell a collective story and can cause events in the real world. You must have studied different concepts of dreams in your work on sleep.”

			Lucie was sick. We needed to call a doctor! I hadn’t even tried turning my cellphone on again. I asked whether there was any signal there.

			“No doctor will come all the way out here. We’re in the middle of nowhere and they must be seeing to so many kids. They’re overwhelmed and powerless. And you’re a doctor, aren’t you?”

			I begged him to take us to the hospital.

			“That would be worse. Imagine the crowds in the emergency room.”

			We couldn’t just wait for her to die and not try anything.

			“She won’t die! Boils are just the sixth plague, the one that comes after the livestock dying . . . ”

			Surely, he didn’t think that fable had anything to do with what was happening to us?

			“I always thought the Plagues of Egypt were aftereffects of the volcano on Santorini erupting. But maybe there was something else and that something else is repeating itself.”

			I told him to stop, he was obsessed with his paintings.

			“What we need to stop is the fucking dreams! Sleep’s your specialty, isn’t it? There must be some way to stop kids dreaming.”

			Even if we managed to do that, we’d kill them without achieving anything. 

			“Can’t you let them sleep but block their dreams?”

			When we sleep, we have several cycles of ninety to one hundred minutes. REM sleep is when most dreams happen and it comes at the end of every cycle, after shallow sleep and deep sleep. If you wake people as they’re going into the REM phase, the phase just starts earlier and earlier, elbowing out the other phases. Some drugs can nibble away at it but not get rid of it altogether. It was essential, even though it wasn’t actually restful. Stopping someone dreaming eventually meant stopping them sleeping at all. I asked him to leave me alone with Lucie.

			“You’ll think I’m crazy and maybe you’re right, but I’m not worried about these boils, it’s what’s coming next I’m scared of.”

			Why did I have to wind up with another nutcase? There was now a disturbing glint in Serge’s eyes. He was staying calm, but I could tell he wanted to see his line of reasoning through to its logical conclusion. Listen to him, I thought. It’ll calm him to talk about it. Play along with him.

			

			If his theory was right, what was meant to happen next?

			“The seventh plague: the plague of hail.”

			And then?

			“Locusts, clouds of locusts stripping the fields.”

			And then?

			“Darkness for three days and three nights.”

			And last of all?

			“Death of the first born.”

			What did that mean?

			“The eldest child in every family dies.”

			Girls and boys?

			“The bible says all of them. In popular imagination, it was the death of all Egyptian children, but the text itself says only the eldest children, regardless of their age. The eldest were destined to a life of religious faith—killing them meant striking a blow against Egypt’s gods.”

			That was enough! I needed to be alone with my daughter.

			“So you think I’m crazy, then?”

			I wanted him to go downstairs and listen to his radio. It would be better for the three of us. Lucie might be able to hear us.

			I saw a trace of hurt in Serge’s eyes. He kissed me tenderly, then gently stroked Lucie’s cheek before leaving the room without another word.

			I was completely at a loss at my daughter’s bedside. It occurred to me that no one knew we were in this house, that Lucie was too sick for me to try moving her alone, I didn’t have my car with me, and I was stuck with my child in the house of a man I hardly knew. A shy and tactful giant who was now, with no warning, consumed with obsessive mysticism. I flew into a panic.

			I dug out my cellphone which had been languishing in the bottom of my suitcase for two months. The battery was flat so I plugged it in, although I wasn’t altogether sure what I would do with it. Call the hospital? My coworkers? Yes, ask my head of department what he thought of all this. He had children of his own and must be in touch with every specialist in the world. 

			

			Lucie kept her eyes shut and the fever wasn’t abating. Her face looked as if she had the pox, it was hideous. I found it hard to look at her. I waited for my phone to wake up, as if it would somehow remedy everything. I needed something concrete to give me hope. Contacting the outside world! Serge hadn’t said whether there was any signal in this old house. I hoped there was.

			My cellphone came back to life and the screen lit up. I had to try several times before keying in my passcode correctly and then messages pinged up in their hundreds. Almost all of them were from Pierre.

			There was signal and I could call for help.

			 

			*

			 

			Pierre has cleaned up his apartment, even painting over several walls in new colors to cover bloodstains. He’s replaced the doors and bought new dishes. He’s intoxicated himself with music and a little wine, too.

			He called the university. He didn’t know how his coworkers had been informed, he didn’t remember talking to them on the phone or showing up at the university filthy and ranting, but they knew that he’d been in the grips of delirium and, contrary to his expectations, they hadn’t judged him, they didn’t despise him, no, nothing, they’d simply decided to take over his students until the pain passed. They were happy to hear he was back. After all that time thinking that no one liked him, that everyone was whispering behind his back, it brought tears to his eyes.

			He went out yesterday evening, he met up with Béatrice, a girl he’d loved years ago, before he met Eva. They ate in a restaurant and she managed to kiss him while they had dessert, he let her go ahead, but she had to get home because of the babysitter. She didn’t want to abandon her children to a teenager at the time when the dream wave was likely to hit Paris. Anything could happen at night. She suggested they end the evening at her place, not adding that she’d have been reassured to have someone with her to deal with the dream. She hadn’t told him that her neighbors had taken in her children when she’d thrown them out onto the landing, yelling at them, a couple of days earlier. In fact, she couldn’t really remember it now. Pierre decided not to accept her invitation. He wasn’t afraid of the Phenomenon, but he would feel uncomfortable meeting her kids in the morning, it would remind him that he was a father, it would remind him of Lucie, he missed her.

			Yes, he misses Lucie, and Eva too. He would so love to hear how they are. He has no hate now, no resentment, just regrets.

			He’s stopped thinking about rewinding his life like a clock, putting the hands back to where they were and starting them again, sweeping around the same dial. He’s going to build something new, with Béatrice perhaps. He likes how easygoing she is, her energy and humor. He wants to feel desired.

			His phone rings and it startles him because it’s the ringtone he’s longed to hear for weeks, The Sound of Silence, the one he chose for Eva years ago, never guessing just how prophetic the choice would prove.

			He doesn’t hesitate for moment, in a hurry to pick up.

			 

			*

			 

			I told Pierre that Lucie was sick.

			“What’s wrong with her?” he asked right away. 

			That told me that he hadn’t heard the morning’s news. 

			“No,” he admitted. “Have children had another dream? Is that it?”

			Yes, another dream which produced terrible skin outbreaks.

			“It must be serious for you to call me after months of silence. Where are you? Do you want me to come to you?”

			No. I was calling to let him know, but I’d rather not say where we were. I didn’t add that I’d checked my exact location on the internet and had given it to my head of department. It was reassuring to have someone who knew. But not him, no, not him.

			

			“I feel such a long way away from Lucie, and so powerless. Tell me what I can do.”

			He needed to try to understand what was going on, to analyze everything, which he was so good at with his unusual intelligence.

			“By ‘unusual’ do you mean ‘off the wall’? Anyway, that’s nice, thanks.”

			I wasn’t saying it to be nice: he understood things that I couldn’t grasp and I’d always admired this about him.

			“I’m going to disappoint you, but I haven’t taken an interest in anything recently. Not the war in Asia or the Russian front, or the Middle East, not the rise in extremism or the death of democracy . . . the whole world could fall apart . . . ”

			I told him I wouldn’t come back.

			“I took me a while . . . but I got that . . . would you let me talk to Lucie?”

			I put him on speaker but wasn’t sure she could hear him.

			“Sweetheart, it’s Daddy . . . I’m sorry, I’m sending you a big hug, I love you . . . I’m sorry to both of you.”

			Silence.

			“Did she react?”

			No. She was sleeping peacefully. Her temperature was going down thanks to the Panadol and she was no longer in pain.

			“Do you think she’s in any danger? You wouldn’t have called me if you didn’t think she was.”

			So far children hadn’t died from dreaming. But there was nothing to say it wouldn’t happen eventually. I’d called him to get him to think about all this.

			“Okay, then, set out the problem. What information do you have?”

			There had been six waves of dreams, including the one last night.

			“Yes. I experienced one of them firsthand. The second when children headed toward the Seine. What happened to Lucie that night? I was so relieved to hear that not a single child had drowned. A message would have been reassuring. But let’s move on!”

			I described Lucie’s escape to the marshes and the lake full of frogs, but didn’t mention Serge who’d fished her out.

			“Frogs?”

			I embarked on the plagues of Egypt idea to see whether Serge was as crazy as I thought he was. Lucie’s father had always loved anything sacred and related to religions. And perhaps I was too resistant to that sort of thing to grasp the validity of this hypothesis.

			“The death of livestock?”

			Yes, but not just that, children had boils on their skin.

			“Does Lucie have a lot of them?”

			All over her body and face. But her condition seemed to be improving as we spoke. I asked if he could see any other cross-references with the plagues of Egypt.

			“Yes. The frogs, the mosquitoes, which are a kind of vermin, plus mothers becoming destructive beasts. Is this your idea or has it come from someone else?”

			I lied, saying it had just come to me.

			“It’s irrational, but not stupid. Surprising no religious figures have thought of it yet. Mind you, no one’s mentioned frogs until now.”

			I told him I was living surrounded by nature, very cut off, and it was only very recently that I’d realized Lucie wasn’t the only one having these sleep disturbances. The frogs might not have been a factor worth considering; I hadn’t known they were specific to her.

			“With your knowledge of sleep, don’t you have anything more rational for me to sink my teeth into?”

			The scientist in me was actually an obstacle. I found it hard to break beyond the bounds of the rational. But I knew that he could. Dreams came during REM sleep, and Lucie’s eyes had made the characteristic movements during the Scream, but children were dreaming during REM sleep without being paralyzed, their dreams were collective and they were almost certainly contaminating the real world. So, if that was the starting point, then all my knowledge came tumbling down. I’d always explored using Western tools, MRI scans and EEGs, and I’d used medication to treat patients with disorders of REM sleep; it had never occurred to me that these people who dreamed so freely were thought of as shamans in other parts of the world.

			“They even use natural resources to amplify their dreams—Jimson weed, peyote, ayahuasca, substances that are sacred in other cultures but that we reject in ours. Our civilization used to take a different view of dreams and dreamers. In the Bible—just like in ancient myth—the deity speaks to people in their sleep. Dreams spoke with a universal and prophetic voice. God spoke through dreams, through nocturnal visions.”

			I admitted that I found it hard bringing a deity into all this.

			“I’m not trying to work out where you are but I’m guessing you’re too far west, seeing Lucie’s already been affected. You should move. That’s the first thing to do.”

			Having lived exactly on the start line of the dreams for the last few weeks, we’d moved a short distance east the day before to get to the other side. But the line had moved in the same direction, and we hadn’t gone far enough to escape it.

			“That’s terrible luck! The thing’s following you, just like me! You’ll just have to move again.”

			Lucie was too weak for that.

			“Will you send me a photo of her or switch to video so I can see her?”

			I didn’t want to take her picture or have him analyzing the images for clues that might help him track our location.

			“It hurts being so far away from her. Describe her for me!”

			I tried to find the words to paint a picture of the daughter I was refusing him. I told him about her hair spread over the pillow, her pink nightdress that I’d given her for her eighth birthday, and the three big goose eggs she was holding so tightly.

			“Eggs?”

			Yes, they’d be hatching soon, and she wanted to be a mother to the new goslings. She’d stolen from the nest of an injured migrating bird that had had to stop near us and had found a domesticated mate. She loved them like other children loved their plushies.

			I asked him again to get more information and to put his mind to thinking it over. He liked research. Despite all his faults, I thought—or wanted to think—that someone like him could find a solution.

			“I’m guessing the meds you give people for REM sleep disturbances don’t stop these dreams. Nor antidepressants. That would be too easy.”

			I’d just called the hospital, my coworkers were under so much pressure: they’d tried everything using known molecules, with no success. And if children were kept awake, the dream just had a delayed effect. All the children who’d been scanned showed the same brain activity during the dream—no one had ever seen anything like it. But, even though I was skeptical about it, there was something in the plagues of Egypt idea that bothered me.

			“What’s still to come?”

			Yes, what’s still to come.

			“It’s not the most optimistic option, that’s for sure. If I can come up with a solution, shall we meet?”

			I didn’t answer. In the silence, a flamboyance of flamingoes flew over the house, calling.

			“Don’t worry, I was just kidding! I’m sending you big hugs, both of you.”

			I watched the flamingoes through the window as they flew away. It was such a beautiful sight, those elongated twigs wielding huge black and deep pink wings against the blue of the sky. I told him again I wouldn’t be coming back.

			“I know. You take care of yourself and Lucie.”

			 

			*

			 

			I’d hung up, overcome with emotion, and no, I really wouldn’t go back. I didn’t want to lose sight of that.

			Pierre was complicated. An angry man whose rages had gradually driven away most of our friends. I loved him so much that I’d always forgiven him, to the bafflement of those around me. I couldn’t stand hearing people criticize him, I invariably defended him, and everyone close to me had eventually given up. I’d stopped calling them so that I didn’t have to talk about him or justify his issues. I hadn’t seen anything unusual about violence, it had been an everyday thing, I’d felt at home with it. And in a strange way, I’d felt sheltered by it, but from what? What could have been worse? Pierre would fly off the handle when I went out without him, but he also refused to eat with all those assholes he didn’t like. I’d held my ground for a long time, including after Lucie was born, but even the simplest invitation took so much out of me that I ended up caving. According to him, friends were pointless.

			One Sunday morning, after a particularly difficult night, I realized I had no one left to confide in, I was alone in the world with him and my daughter.

			Over the years I’d become almost as isolated as Serge on his marshes. But I’d been living in the bustle of the city, every evening I walked past café terraces full of people drinking and laughing together. I admired the high spirits on their faces in the bright lights, but settled for just watching them as I made my way home. They were both so near and so far, on a stage beyond the footlights. They were a warm yet painfully inaccessible show, a performance that was barely even real and only underlined my loneliness. I didn’t belong with them. They were other people, living other people’s lives.

			Pierre had seemed different on the phone that morning, he’d changed so much. He’d comforted me without asking for anything; he hadn’t even insisted on knowing where we were.

			I wouldn’t go back.

			Lucie still hadn’t opened her eyes, but she no longer had a temperature and that was a tremendous relief.

			 

			*

			 

			

			You’re such an idiot! Why the hell did you tell Eva all that stuff when she was at her sick child’s bedside? You were trying to reassure her and all you did was make her more anxious. She thought you were some fanatical crackpot.

			You should have waited, your radio will take care of things, it’ll soon be talking about it, for sure, you won’t be the only one who’s got the picture. What happens next will, unfortunately, prove you right. They’re missing just one piece of the puzzle, they don’t know about the frogs. 

			Symptoms in the first children to be affected are gradually easing.

			That’s the strangest part of it: why so many frogs here and nowhere else?

			They’re so nearly there, you should just change frequencies, maybe they’re already talking about it on a faith-led station. But that doesn’t alleviate the problem. Nothing will stop children from dreaming and the horror taking place. The death of firstborns means Lucie’s death and Esther’s death. And you had an older brother, you had Antoine so you won’t die, yet again, you’ll survive. Your fate is to survive. Perhaps you’re immortal and condemned to see everyone you love die.

			Many Americans have hung Native American dream catchers over their children’s beds without any success. These small, round meshes decorated with beads and feathers and intended to block bad dreams have no power to stop the wave.

			Is Eva a firstborn? In the end you don’t change radio stations, these well-known voices have become friends, you like them better than others. And once the seventh plague comes along, they’ll get it.

			The theory put forward by the Native American Gini P is attracting more and more adherents. He claims that the spirits of the natural world are trying to communicate with the human race through children’s dreams. He’s convinced that there’s a single dreamer who is initiating all these events, a master dreamer unaware of their own power. He thinks that the start line has moved because this child must have moved.

			

			You should have made a note of the exact coordinates of this house. You no longer have a computer or a cellphone, you chucked out the lot eight years ago. Perhaps you should work out your position as you did last time the postman came by and you had a smoke together while you looked at the precise position of this wretched line on his GPS. You never know, it might just be a question of moving Lucie a few meters, putting her in Arsène’s bedroom . . . 

			“The master dreamer very likely moved during the day yesterday, going from longitude 4.43 to longitude 4.45. We need to give this child some way to respond to the spirits, to understand what they want and to soothe them if they’re angry or comfort them if they’re sad. For now, the dream-carrier can only receive, he can’t communicate with the power calling to him.”

			But Eva’s right, it could well be worse to be among the last, to know the exact moment of death and wait for it. You feel as if you’re already in that situation. You’re sure you know it all but can’t stop any of it. You understand Cassandra! You want to go to Eva, to hold her in your arms and support her, but you don’t dare move out of your kitchen. The dog is sitting beside you, looking at you with his head slightly cocked and that attentive expression he sometimes has that you find so endearing.

			 

			*

			 

			Pierre held his phone in his hand for a while after Eva hung up. No, she won’t come back into his life, but he’ll see them again, they haven’t gone forever. He could probably secure the right to have Lucie on weekends and he would see Eva then.

			He turns on his computer to immerse himself in the news and try to understand this Phenomenon. It’s all the internet can talk about, eclipsing climate change and the three wars that are threatening to ignite the planet and were in the headlines for months. There’s hardly anything about the bombing of Taiwan. The poor people there will take a double hit when the dream gets to them in a few hours. Humanity can’t even manage a truce to try to resolve a global problem.

			Pierre persuades himself he’ll be able to disentangle this irrational situation. He’s always loved enigmas. And Eva asked him to do this.

			Where to start? The plagues of Egypt? The much-discussed start line for the dreams? Shamanic beliefs? Traditional dream practices and oneiromancy?

			He decides to tackle everything at once. He explores all the different lines: the lines of longitude 4.43 and 4.45 east, lines of the head and the heart, and lines in the Bible at the start of the Book of Exodus.

			The two longitudinal start lines run through a small corner of the Netherlands, then Belgium, France, the island of Minorca, Algeria, a desert region of Mali, Nigeria, and Niger.

			And his research imperceptibly changes course; he focuses on the route these lines take through France, following them and trying to work out where Eva might have chosen to hide. She hasn’t left the country, Pierre knows her well enough to be sure of that. She’s always hated travel. But where is she? In the Ardèche, the Roanne region, around Mâcon, in the Camargue?

			He draws two vertical lines on an old map of France that he’s opened out on the living room floor: he knows she’s settled somewhere in this narrow strip of paper. By running back through all the information that he gleaned from their phone conversation, he knows she’s in a wild place where there are lakes, frogs, and graylag geese. Yes, she’s living in a migratory corridor.

			And then he remembers hearing birds calling during a pause. Guttural cries as opposed to singing; he has an excellent visual and auditory memory—he’ll be able to recognize them.

			He sits back at the computer on his desk and types “bird calls” into his search engine.

			She won’t come back, so he’ll have to go find her and bring her back.

			 

			*

			

			 

			Lucie opened her eyes and smiled at me.

			“I love you, Mommy.”

			“I love you too.”

			“And you’ll never love anyone more than me?”

			“No one. You’re the love of my life.”

			“I had another dream with that same song.”

			“And do you remember it?”

			“Everything hurt and there was singing.”

			“Your dream gave you a fever. It’s weird for a dream to make you sick.”

			“Maybe I was sick before I had the dream. Sometimes I have bad dreams when I have a temperature.”

			“Did you feel sick already when you stole the eggs?”

			“You saw them? You won’t tell Serge, will you?”

			“He knows.”

			“He’ll take them away!”

			“No, it’s the other way around. I wanted to take them when you were burning up, but he said I should let you keep them.”

			“They’re moving against my stomach. The babies will come out of their shells soon.”

			“Did you go into the enclosure yesterday evening without telling us?”

			“I thought you wouldn’t let me. You didn’t come to sleep up here with me, so I went downstairs and snuck outside with the dog. The goose was on her nest and the minute she saw me, she started hissing, and the gander came rushing over. The dog protected me and helped me keep the goose away while I took the eggs. I took three of them, one in each pocket and one in my hand. I was kind of ashamed taking their babies. But I’ll take real good care of them, I promised that to the geese.”

			“When we go back to Paris, you’ll have to leave the goslings here.”

			“I won’t leave them until they can fly. And anyway, you’re in love with Serge so we won’t be leaving any time soon.”

			“We’ll see about that.”

			

			“Promise me!”

			I didn’t want to upset her when her face, that had been so disfigured by the nightmare, was only just starting to look like itself again. I was cornered into giving my word. I made the promise with my arms around my daughter who had her arms around her eggs.

			 

			*

			 

			Eva has joined you in the kitchen; she’s wearing perfume and a flowery blouse in bright splashy colors. It’s like having a whole garden sit down opposite you. Still wrapped in your shapeless robe, you turn off the radio and pour her some coffee. You’re relieved to see her smiling. And she looks at you tenderly again. You reach an arm over the table to stroke her face. Your huge hand tries to communicate all the gentleness it feels, and her sparrow-like head comes to rest in your palm.

			“Lucie’s doing a lot better. You were right, the marks on her skin are fading, melting away like a dream in the morning.”

			“Dreams often insist that we forget them, they force us to say nothing.”

			“It’s thought that MCH neurons that are activated during REM sleep send inhibitory messages to the hippocampus, the seat of memory in the brain. This process is coupled with a drop in noradrenaline levels, and this causes amnesia by disconnecting the prefrontal cortex from the hippocampus. And that stops us remembering our dreams. When I put it like that, it’s definitely not as poetic.”

			“The radio’s just reported that the latest symptoms are gradually fading. This little transistor’s keeping me up to date with what’s going on in the room upstairs! Listening to the airwaves, you really get the feeling the world’s drifting off course.”

			“Do you believe in God?”

			“No.”

			“Then why are you painting the plagues?”

			“Catastrophic landscapes have been a big hit with the public since the nineteenth century.”

			“But you don’t paint for the public! You don’t have a public.”

			You look at her with your soft eyes and don’t reply; she doesn’t press the point.

			“So, according to you,” she says, “we’ll have hail tonight?”

			“Not necessarily tonight. Maybe children won’t dream tonight. But it would be worth being prepared and building a sturdy shelter to protect the geese in the enclosure around my lake.”

			“Are you going to build an ark like Noah?”

			“Just a shelter.”

			“I’ll help you.”

			“I still have some beams and planks, and because I never throw anything out, there are tons of leftover bits and pieces, random things I can reuse. Wild birds may decide to shelter in the barn if I leave the doors open. On the other hand, we’ll shut all the shutters on the house just in case. Then there’s the studio where there’s nothing to protect the big windows, just have to hope they’ll hold out.”

			“If you really believe all this, you should let people know.”

			“Who?”

			“Friends.”

			“No friends left.”

			“Neighbors.”

			“They’ll think I’m a headcase, not for the first time, but yes, you’re right. Laurent and Fatiha might believe me. They’ll get their animals in and will put the word out if they think they should. They’ll be more persuasive than me.”

			“Well then, go on straightaway before you start your building work.”

			“They must have a GPS. It would be interesting to know where this house is in relation to the new Line.”

			“I found our location on the internet. There’s pretty good signal here. Hang on, I made a note of it.”

			You take the piece of paper that Eva produces from her jeans pocket as she gets up to pour herself a glass of water.

			She has her back to you so she doesn’t see how rattled you are by the figures. And this time you won’t say anything, you’ll silence the idea that’s just come to you.

			“Mom, Mommy!” Lucie calls from the top of the stairs.

			All three of you go up to join her—Eva, you, and the dog.

			“The eggs are hatching. Look!”

			The boils have left no trace on the child’s face, and her smile and energy are completely restored. 

			The three eggs are nestled in the bed. You’ve often watched chicks chip away at the eggshell with their beaks to get out, but you find it moving watching this scene with Lucie. It’s always a pleasure reliving your first times through a child’s eyes. She gives a running commentary so excitedly that her wonder is contagious.

			All three eggs are wobbling, the three shells fissure at the same time, but the goslings break free at different rates. The shells crack and the babies stretch their tightly folded bodies. They’re covered in still-wet gray and yellow down with webbed feet and pink beaks, and they make little cheeping sounds.

			“It must have been so tight in there,” Lucie whispers, blowing gently on their puny bodies.

			Two of them come into the world with their eyelids closed. Just one of them opens its eyes, that are ringed with dark down, before it even emerges from its shell, and it freezes to look at the world around it.

			“I’m going to call that one Eyes!”

			Esther was born like that, with her eyes wide open. It surprised the midwife; she told you it was unusual for her to feel that the child she was helping into the world was staring at her. Even though she knew the baby couldn’t see much, probably just shadows, it felt very strange. And she went on to say that it reminded her of her mother’s last moments—she’d died with her eyes open. “She most likely couldn’t see much either, but I got the feeling she was staring at me as I held her hand to help her leave. Afterward, her eyes dulled, and this black dot appeared in her irises. I closed her eyelids myself, I was alone with her. I don’t even know why I did it. It was like that had been instilled in me all my life, ‘When someone dies, you have to close their eyes.’ The truth is it’s less of a shock for the living to think they’re asleep, less of a shock than an empty stare.”

			 

			Why did death have to gatecrash your thoughts during this moment of wonderment when Lucie was clapping her hands and laughing at the sight of these goslings breaking their shells?

			“And the littlest one, the one who keeps flapping his tiny little wings, I’ll call him Wings. And the last one with the black beak who won’t stop cheeping, can be Voice. What do I need to do for them now?”

			“For now, all they need is warmth. As soon as they’re dry, you can take them outside to graze on grass. They’ll follow you wherever you go.”

			“So geese graze? Like cows?”

			“Yes. You can watch the mother with the other goslings, watch what she does.”

			“Great idea! Until then, I’m going to read to them.”

			You smile as you watch Lucie pick up The Wonderful Adventures of Nils, while the goslings make their little piping sounds to establish a connection. You and Eva come back out of the room in high spirits; she kisses you and you’re gripped with desire again. But there’s so much you need to do before the next plague. You want to confide in Eva about the thought that occurred to you, but you know you mustn’t say anything, no, not yet.

			 

			*

			 

			As I moved all my clutter into the office next to the kitchen and was planning to download the images my department had sent me, I remembered our dream notebooks that we’d left at the drover’s cottage. I’d persuaded myself that I needed to ignore the fact that children were having the same dreams, forget Serge’s mysticism, and just concentrate on helping Lucie manage her nightmares, behaving as if she were having a classic recurring nightmare by encouraging her to take control of her dreaming.

			For a whole year I’d shown her how to have lucid dreams, teaching myself the techniques at the same time. Two years earlier, researchers and patients had convinced me of the benefits of this skill which allowed you to steer your dreams and avoid nightmares. At the age of six, Lucie had incredible dreams and would describe them to me every morning; I was fascinated by the imagination of her dreamscapes. I didn’t want to somehow take possession of my child’s world or make her the subject of a study, but just liked the idea of carrying out this exploration with her. Pierre had gone too far when he accused me of trying to get inside her head. She and I had increased our ability to remember our dreams and had tried to control them. The work had stopped after a few months, but in that time, I’d kept a note of our dreams—the ones she described to me in the morning and my own on the opposite page. This small personal research project had no scientific value, and yet I’d spotted similarities in our dreams when we’d been through memorable events together. It was irrational, but I’d allowed myself to believe there was a connection between our dreamscapes, and I’d tried to find a pathway that would allow us to meet in our sleep. We would agree to meet and we probably completely short-circuited our MCH neurons, but we remembered everything about our last dreams, the longest ones from just before we woke. 

			Serge had found himself a purpose: saving his birds from the hail that was on its way. I too needed to do something to fight my powerlessness. This idea to resume our work on lucid dreaming seemed like a lifeline. Lucie must have been one of the youngest lucid dreamers in the world and, thanks to her talent for the technique, she’d soon started controlling her dreams, far sooner than I had. She’d even told me how to go about it. She’d become my dream teacher and I’d gone on to work on the exercises alone until I eventually gave up, telling myself it was important not to control everything and at least to cut myself some slack when I was asleep.

			Getting inside my daughter’s dreams and helping her steer them meant believing there was a world to be explored in our sleep, somewhere we could meet and fight nightmares together.

			Was I really an abusive mother, as Pierre had claimed, because I urged her to tell me these very personal stories that she experienced in her sleep?

			Well, there was nothing personal about the collective dreams she was having now—she shared them with every other child in the world. I could try to navigate inside them with no feelings of guilt.

			 

			*

			 

			Standing in the studio facing your unfinished painting of biblical darkness, you make a pencil sketch of a bird shelter on large sheets of paper laid out flat on your desk. A shelter three meters by six supported by six posts in two different sizes to give it a pent roof. Three 2-meter posts and three 1.7-meter ones. A taller building would give the wind too much purchase.

			You’re dawdling; you should be with your neighbors already instead of fussing over your drawings here. But how will you convince them?

			A drop of ten centimeters for every meter is enough and you need seven 3-meter tie-beams. You’ll assemble three trusses on the ground in the correct positions so you then need only pivot them upright. Once you’re done, you’ll stand them up with your lifting jack. 

			Laurent, Fatiha, and their youngest son, who are your nearest neighbors, were by your side on the morning of the tragedy. They tried everything and gave you such heartfelt support. 

			You’ll put struts in, making bird’s mouth notches in the beams where you can inset the gable stud and the bottom cord, and you’ll make purlin cleats for the purlins—that should be enough over three meters. 

			You can remember their emotion; you remember theirs better than you do your own. How could they fail to be moved by what was happening right before their eyes?

			You’ll attach each truss with two separate ropes the correct thickness so they don’t topple the other way when your raise them, and you’ll dig two 60-centimeter holes in the ground to slide the posts into as you lever them up. Which means you’ll need longer posts if you want to keep the height.

			You must talk to them even if it’s a dead end, even if they think you’re nuts, they’ll be kind about it.

			That should do. The rest will be harder, you’ll probably need help sliding the various beams into the notches while it’s all still on the ground. You’ll put on the braces and then once it’s strong enough, you’ll go up and nail on the rafters—core side outward—spacing them every forty centimeters, one along the axis, the next on the join in the corrugated iron. 

			Leave your drawing and show a bit of courage! You know this scourge is on the way, you know it is!

			140-millimeter nails? Unless you pepper it with 90 mils. It would be stronger if you use lots . . . 

			The best thing would be to contact the radio station, have an actual conversation with it. You’ve lived alone with the world as background noise, but now it’s time you talked, told everyone what’s coming to them, what this unknown power is cooking up for them in silence to prove its strength and destroy humanity, or weaken it. What for? To reestablish some balance or to punish humans? Unless the power itself is afraid it’s going to die. Maybe gods too can die.

			What about the corrugated iron, do you have enough left that’s serviceable? You’ve kept all the sheets that used to cover the barn, and they’re 2 meters by 92 centimeters. You’ll need a whole heap of them.

			You wonder why a guy like you—who’s loathed your own species for such a long time and done everything to keep his distance, a man who hates himself for being a man—has ended up in this situation, why it has to be your job to warn humanity and save it from the threat of destruction.

			You hope this building holds. You’ll need to tether it to the ground somehow; burying part of the posts won’t be enough. You could secure them with pegged ropes like a tent—better to be safe than sorry.

			How presumptuous of you! You’ll just about save your birds, not the human race.

			And reinforce it with cross bracing, of course, so it doesn’t collapse. Yes, give it triangular reinforcement, because triangles are so strong. 

			No, not the human race, and maybe not even this child and this woman you like so much.

			Meanwhile, think about that triangulation! Work out what you need!

			You’ll go see your neighbors and then head into town to buy anything you don’t have. You’ll stock up on more provisions than usual—if this hail comes, there’ll be a hell of a mess when the storm’s passed.

			 

			*

			 

			“Here’s a bowl of water for your goslings.”

			“Thanks, Mom. Look, they’re cuddling up to me.”

			“Do you remember the game we played in the morning when you were little?”

			“The greatest dreamer in the world?”

			“You wanted to stop playing it, but I think we should start again.”

			“Because of the song?”

			“Yes, because of the song. I think you’re gonna need to remember your dreams like before.”

			“I really don’t feel like playing that game. I need to take care of my babies.”

			“You’re a big girl now, I can tell you what the game’s for.”

			

			“It’s just for your work.”

			“That’s not true.”

			“It’s what Dad told me.”

			“Is that why you wanted to stop?”

			“I just want to sleep at night, Mom. And my dreams are mine, I don’t want to tell you about them. Could you get some grass for my goslings?”

			 

			*

			 

			You ring Laurent and Fatiha’s doorbell. They keep a small number of cattle, a family-run herd of Camargue cows, just three kilometers from your house. You don’t know how to go about telling them there’s going to be a hailstorm.

			It’s Wednesday and Fatiha’s at home. It’s her day off from her teaching job at the primary school in Salin-de-Giraud. The two of you worked together until you resigned in order to break all contact with the outside world and devote yourself to painting the plagues. Basically, you’ve worked on erasing yourself, on a different kind of death, seeing that death itself rejected you. Since your hanging, the marshes have been your only haunt.

			And now here you are, feeling so awkward on your neighbors’ doorstep, planning to tell them about a scourge that’s on its way. Easier to be dead already.

			Fatiha’s surprised to see you; your ghost never visits them. Usually, they’re the ones who make the trip, bringing flowers and kindness, as people do when they visit the dead.

			She kisses you and shows you inside. She tells you to have a seat and asks if you’d like coffee; you thank her. She trots off to the kitchen and comes back all smiles with some Moroccan cookies and the coffee that she’d been keeping warm—she knows you love makroudhs and sometimes brings some over for you.

			She gives you news of her sons: Noé, the younger brother, has gone to live in the States, but he’ll be visiting soon to introduce his fiancée to them; his brother works with the cattle on their smallholding and is building himself a house right next to theirs and his grandparents’. Like them, he enjoys living as a clan. His wife’s pregnant and very glad the baby’s not due for a while with all these horrible things happening while children are asleep.

			And then Fatiha suddenly confides in you, perhaps to fill the silence or to stop it taking hold. She tells you about her village in Morocco and the old woman, a chouwafa who could read people’s dreams, read the messages in them, and calm nightmares; but her knowledge was lost when she died. So much ancient understanding has been forgotten, what a shame! Progress has buried the most luminous knowledge and often all that’s left are our darkest fears, anything that can be used as a lever by whatever power it may be. Fatiha is very disturbed by this dream business—like plenty of other people, she adds. It’s brought her back to her childhood, her culture. Where she comes from, dreams are thought to give access to another world populated by djinns, marabouts and dead people dressed in white. She hopes you won’t judge her, you won’t think she’s being childishly naïve and superstitious. She’s always silenced her cultural roots, aware that people here don’t believe in much anymore. Laurent makes fun of these trappings from a bygone era that are a part of who she is. You listen to her and everything she says encourages you to speak up as well. You embark on what you have to say after a few makroudhs: they make your words taste of dates—all that sugar loosens your tongue and softens your words.

			You tell her about Eva and Lucie, the frogs, the boils . . . You tell her about the plagues of Egypt, which she’s heard of, of course, even though she has so little interest in religion. You can see from the way she looks at you that she’s following the story, living it alongside you, and that she understands how important it is to be prepared. She hands you the plate of makroudhs like an offering, and thanks you. To her, you’ve become the old chouwafa and, even though what you’ve just told her is terrible, she’s happy to welcome you into her home and talk about the things that are troubling her innermost depths because no one around her is prepared to listen to the magical thoughts gnawing away at her.

			But will she be able to convince Laurent? How can she make him understand the strength of this premonition and make him protect their livestock?

			She says she’ll come over to your place to meet Eva and her daughter, and adds with a smile, “You came knocking at our door, you’ve come back to life, and that’s the most wonderful news.”

			There’s so much affection in her expression that you both have tears in your eyes.

			Is the past nudging at the two of you?

			Then it’s your turn to thank her, for today and for then, to thank her for being there. You go into town to do your shopping and advise her to make the most of her day off and buy everything they’ll need if there is a storm. If the hail comes as soon as this evening, who knows whether the roads will be passable, the electricity working, and the shops stocked. 

			Fatiha freezes: her son’s coming in a few days, he’ll be flying across the Atlantic overnight—he could be in the air as the scourge passes. She’ll call him right away to beg him to postpone his trip or fly by day.

			She looks at you sadly and you know what she’s thinking: she couldn’t save your children.

			At the supermarket, you fill a cart to the brim with rice, pasta, cooking oil, chocolate, lighters, candles, coffee, kibble for the dog, milk, butter, sugar, flour . . . You’ve never understood why people race to buy toilet paper in a crisis when it’s so easy to wipe your backside with a flannel. No eggs; your hens are laying more than you need . . . You stand in the cookies aisle for a while: you don’t know Lucie’s favorite, you should have asked her. You raid the shelves, taking Liège-style waffles, madeleines, and Biscoff cookies—Arsène and Esther’s favorites.

			They’re there beside you, the pair of them, your children. Arsène is wriggling in the cart and Esther’s pushing it, running. 

			You go to the shoe department and choose a pair of boots for Lucie because Eva told you hers are too small. Esther helps you, telling you which ones she likes best—blue with little clouds on them. You put them on top of the mountain of cookies. It’s such a pleasure for you to be taking all this back for the child, and Arsène leans over to grab some strawberry-flavored candy while Esther continues to skip along, pushing the cart. 

			And then at the end of the aisle you see that asshole of a hunter, the guy who talks too much and doesn’t obey the rules. He’s dubbed himself President George and hosts a local radio show that plays terrible music and broadcasts gossip along with chauvinistic and reactionary ideas—everything you despise.

			He’s watching from a distance. Esther barrels into him with her cart. That soon gets rid of him. You smile as you go back to your shopping with your little ghosts.

			 

			*

			 

			Serge came back with his gentle eyes, and his pick-up was rammed with building materials and provisions. I helped him put away the shopping and carry the wood. He hugged me and kissed me but then abandoned me so he could get to work—he didn’t want to lose a minute. In just one afternoon he wouldn’t have time to come up with more than a sort of kennel for the goose. If anything happened that night, only her nest would be sheltered. He said the mother wouldn’t abandon eggs that were ready to hatch, she’d protect them come what may, and he’d build something big enough for the gander to slip in beside her. He was obsessed with the idea of protecting the whole family. Building the big shelter that he’d drawn would take several days, and he hoped the dreams would grant him the time.

			I stood rooted to the spot for a while, reeling from his kisses and sad that he had better things to do than carry on. His hobby horse about impending catastrophe no longer worried me—it frustrated me.

			

			Lucie didn’t wait until the next day: she took her goslings outside that afternoon, wearing her new boots. Serge was right, the little creatures could already eat grass and they followed her everywhere, cheeping constantly. It was like something from a fairytale: my fully recovered daughter tailed by her three goslings in this garden dotted with roses under a smooth blue sky. Only the sound of Serge’s hammering disturbed the peaceful scene.

			I tore myself away from this idyll to get to grips with the information sent by my lab, with our interrupted embrace playing in the background of my mind.

			Then the sky started to darken. Lucie went indoors with her birds and we made a nest of sorts for them in her bedroom—a cardboard box full of feathers that she’d collected in the enclosure—while the dog looked on from where he was lying at the foot of the bed.

			Serge hadn’t emerged from his studio so I made dinner and went to fetch him; it was already dark. I was hoping to feel his hand on my skin, but, with the dog protecting us from the defensive geese, we secured the shelter over their nest. The eggs that the goose was incubating hadn’t hatched yet, and this discrepancy surprised Serge; he put it down to Lucie’s fever.

			Once Lucie was in bed, Serge went around the house closing all the shutters, and then we were in each other’s arms at last. With Serge, fondling was an art. I didn’t know you could have such a gift, that anyone knew how to put their hands on a body with such grace. We paused for a glass of wine and a cigarette. It was years since I’ve smoked, but I was so discombobulated by pleasure that I couldn’t give a damn about anything.

			He asked me for permission to wake Lucie just before 2:48 in the morning, hoping to give us a brief respite by slightly delaying her dream. All the dreams had had a direct effect on children themselves, and he was worried about what form this anticipated hail would take. How could a meteorological phenomenon be manifested in a child’s bedroom?

			 

			

			*

			 

			Eva’s agreed that the two of you should wake Lucie. You go up to her bedroom at 2:35. The goslings aren’t in their nest but asleep next to her under the bedcovers. She herself is in such a deep sleep that her mother can’t wake her. Eva balks at trying any harder. You take matters into your own bands by waking the goslings: they bustle about and cheep loudly until Lucie stirs from her torpor. She smiles at them, smiles at the two of you, still a little dazed, and doesn’t even seem surprised to see you there in her room in the middle of the night.

			You tell her that when you were twelve you adopted a starling that had fallen from its nest. It slept in your bedroom just like her goslings. You called it Piaf. One morning you heard your brother Antoine laughing, but he was at soccer practice—there was just Piaf in the room. You thought you were losing your mind, but two days later the bird laughed again as it came over to nibble your hair. From then on, Piaf told you a whole ton of things, but he only ever talked to you, and only when you were alone together. For months no one believed you, and then one day you invited a girl you liked to your place. You’d often talked about her to yourself, alone in your room, and you’d used her name, Léa. You introduced her to Piaf with a “Look, this is Léa”, and the shimmering bird immediately did a perfect impression of your voice as it declared, “I love you, Léa, I love you, please kiss me.” You were both dumbstruck: you were horribly ashamed for being found out like that, and she couldn’t get over a bird that talked so clearly. She asked if you were a ventriloquist, but you didn’t even know what the word meant, so the bird answered for you: he hopped onto her shoulder and laughed like Antoine. She never gave you the kiss that Piaf’s impression of you had asked for, but just smiled—you weren’t her type, she preferred your brother.

			One evening Piaf flew away to join a flock of starlings but long after that, even when your brother had died, you thought you heard his laugh in the trees.

			Lucie claps because she loves your story. Eva settles the goslings in their nest, they need to stay there because they’re making the sheets dirty, and you keep an ear on sounds outside. It’s time to go back downstairs and turn on the radio to find out whether a new dream has started working its way around the world without Lucie. 

			You open the front door and can see the sky’s clear, there’s no veil of cloud masking the moon. The radio confirms that nothing has happened: you can go to sleep in peace.

			“Did you make up that story about the talking starling?” Eva asks as you lie together in the dark.

			“Absolutely not. It’s true.”

			“Starlings don’t talk.”

			“They sure do, they can imitate anything. You can hear all sorts of stuff in a flock of starlings—frogs croaking, whistles blowing, buzzards calling, and Antoine laughing.”

			 

			*

			 

			My daughter had a full-time job looking after her goslings. Since she’d become a mother to them two weeks earlier, she spent all day with Voice, Wings and Eyes. They followed her everywhere and were growing so fast that the cardboard box—which was meant to be their nest, but they never used it—would no longer have been big enough for the three of them. Serge had a new obsession: measuring them at lunchtime every day. He measured Lucie too and wrote her height in pencil on the kitchen wall. I couldn’t see why he was interested in recording their respective growth so accurately, but Lucie enjoyed the ritual and was happy to comply.

			She took her birds for walks on the marshes every day. I’d forbidden her to swim with them, but I knew she didn’t obey me and lived their bird lives with them. The dog went on all their outings, and knowing he was with Lucie reassured me. She didn’t want me anymore, or my advice. When they returned, I would stroke the dog and thank him for watching over her. I was secretly entrusting my daughter to him and felt that he understood this, that he would do anything to save her or to come tell us if anything happened to her.

			While they were out, I would go up to her bedroom to tidy the place and clear up the birds’ stinking droppings. Those animals pooped everywhere and because they slept with Lucie and never in their box, I had to change the sheets and wash the mattress protector every day. This was the other side of the poetic coin: my child and her goslings created a wonderful image, but it required sacrifices. I’ve always loathed making beds and mopping floors.

			I knew my daughter was amassing all sorts of games in her wardrobe, things she stole from the closed bedrooms, particularly Esther’s, and hid in her own. I didn’t discuss these thefts. Serge hadn’t banned us from anywhere, but I’d asked Lucie not to go in there, although I knew it would be too hard to resist the temptation of closed doors because I’d succumbed to it myself and had opened all of them. I’d discovered the living room with its Christmas decorations abandoned to the dust, and the two children’s bedrooms full of toys, their walls papered with photographs of Esther and her little brother.

			Serge was a father. Without actively disguising the fact, he didn’t talk to me about it. I’d grasped that my giant hadn’t seen his son and daughter for a long time. Had their mother upped and left with them from one day to the next as I’d done? I’d tried several times to get to the bottom of this enigma by asking him about his life, but he never found anything to say about the past; he would smile silently or say he’d forgotten. He was just as vague about our future with his perennial “We’ll see.” For now, we were forced together. It wasn’t unpleasant just living in the moment, but we shared only our nights because his days reverberated with hammering, his days were dedicated to a hypothetical cataclysm. “We’ll see.” He was building himself a future with his own brute strength, a future of nails and wood.

			Children hadn’t had any new dreams for two weeks and the hail that Serge had predicted hadn’t come, but nothing shook his conviction. He continued to build his ark, undeterred. He rose at dawn to get to work on it after three or four hours’ sleep. Perhaps he was a little crazy, but his gentleness comforted me on every level and in his arms I experienced pleasure and oblivion. We never went to sleep before the time when the Phenomenon was likely to start. Serge would keep Lucie awake around the time so that she wasn’t caught out by whatever the night might come up with. He’d explained this routine to her with goodness knows what story about goose behavior. Probably stuff he’d invented, although he claimed he never lied. I didn’t get involved in their shared passion for birds, just did what I could to stop Lucie’s bedroom turning into a farmyard.

			Every night he regaled her with a new bird-related story, telling her about birds that slept, ate and reproduced on the wing, never alighting. Swifts, with their tiny feet and vast wings, flew so high that they could use their gliding descent back toward the earth to sleep and dream. They were incapable of take-off if they fell to the ground, so they spent up to ten months in flight.

			He mimed the murmurations of starlings that developed at the end of the day, his big hands and his voice describing their expansive choreographies over her bed, the oblong shapes sketched across the sky that spread or darkened as they grew more dense, a rallying dance that could be seen from kilometers away, a single enormous mass that was terrifying for predators, thousands of birds flying side by side without knocking into one another, before vanishing as one into whatever thicket the group had chosen and huddling together in their dormitory for the night.

			Lucie loved these nighttime stories and went straight back to sleep while Serge came downstairs, turned on his radio, and checked that no plague had afflicted humanity while he’d been telling his tale. Then, relieved, he would return to my arms and give me my dose of tenderness and pleasure.

			How could it be that a man capable of such powerful love had stayed on the margins of the world for so long?

			

			At night, pressed up against him, nothing else mattered. But once I was alone again in the morning, I worried about the torpid state that had gripped me since we’d been living together. I thought we would exhaust ourselves from frittering away our nights in lovemaking. I’d even stopped my lucid dream training because Lucie was so unwilling.

			Sometimes I fought against the magic spell to keep up my energy, my verve, perhaps my violence. I’d always lived at a different pace and whatever it was that came into force with Serge’s smell, with his every move, whatever flitted across his eyes and in his voice was too mellow for me. I couldn’t stay in that house, I couldn’t stop there, surrounded by his tenderness; I still had things to achieve, storms to weather. Was I ready to take refuge in a safe haven? So I would go off running till my breath was ragged, I wanted pain in order to feel alive, I wanted to shout and breathe too hard. I saw the contentment he was offering me as a trap, a well-constructed trap. I was sometimes afraid that so much tenderness would make life lose its shine, I was frightened of it, something about it was softening me, sending me to sleep, stifling me. But perhaps it was only down to habit, perhaps I could learn to thrive on it, to see it as a wellspring. I loved ice-cold water, drinking it from my own hands; cupped in the giant’s hands, water became almost too smooth. In his arms my body was in danger of dissolving. I seesawed between wanting to escape and wanting to be diluted by this happiness, to disappear.

			Meanwhile, Serge wasn’t giving up on anything: he devoted every day to his building work and listened to his radio while he sawed up and nailed in his planks. He’d finished the job but had immediately embarked on another project building an identical shelter in the middle of the marshes for wild birds. He was still convinced that the storm would come while I’d given up looking for answers, no longer wanted to return to Paris, the only thing that frightened me now was the feeling that I was sinking into soft, warm silt, into an overly sugary happiness, an image that was too idyllic to live in for any length of time. I watched my daughter prefer the company of three goslings to mine, watched the world spin out of control, and I did nothing, I’d stopped trying to understand, as if bewitched.

			On that particular afternoon, the big Bible which was full of dried leaves and flowers, was lying open on Lucie’s desk, and this struck me as strange: she used it as a flower press for her herbarium and wasn’t old enough to embark on reading this sort of text. Without touching anything, I scanned the page before my eyes, appalled. It was a passage from Exodus: “At this time tomorrow I will send the worst hailstorm that has ever fallen on Egypt, from the day it was founded till now. Give an order now to bring your livestock and everything you have in the field to a place of shelter, because the hail will fall on every person and animal that has not been brought in and is still out in the field, and they will die.”

			Could it be coincidence? Had Serge looked for this passage when he came up to tell her his nighttime story?

			Just before I left the room, I noticed a snow globe on Lucie’s nightstand—yet another theft!

			 

			*

			 

			Not satisfied with leaving his cows out to pasture and relinquishing all concerns of profitability, Gini P. is now using his wealth to fund research into what he calls the Dream Bearer, the child whose winged shadow he claims appeared in one of his dreams. Gini P. has become the subject of worldwide infatuation, as if this idea of his, coupled with his great charisma, was what the human race needed as it tackles this irrational ordeal. 

			“I’ll be flying across the Atlantic later to meet families who’ve told me their children moved from the first to the second start line on April 13. There are more of them than I thought, lots of parents moved east to try to delay their children’s dreams. But I know that some people didn’t hear my appeal for information or were afraid to contact me. They’d rather not believe that their child could be the source of this Phenomenon, they’re scared about what could happen to the child if he or she is that source. I’d like to reassure them: we’ll never reveal their identity. We’re here to help this child, help the spirits speaking through them, help humanity that’s being attacked by these waves of dreams. The Dream Bearer is suffering and will continue to suffer until he’s taught how to handle his power. I’ll be landing in Paris tomorrow with Miria, the medicine-woman from my mother’s tribe, and she’ll be able to join the Dream Bearer’s spirit in his dreams. We’ll then work our way down the line of longitude for the latest Start Line. It would be impossible to knock on every door and cross two continents, but together we can achieve this. Please respond to my appeal! Look at where the Lines go, talk about our search, gather information, and then keep us informed on our site.”

			You’re disappointed with this Gini. He’s encouraging people to be informers even if he does promise that children’s names will be kept secret. Secrets are always uncovered in the end. 

			Your shelter’s finished. It will hold, and birds that make their homes in your enclosure have already taken to using it at night. You’ve prepped the timbers for the shelter on the marshes and fortified the henhouse.

			You stop to catch your breath and open a beer.

			You’ll never hand over the girl even though you know the Phenomenon’s new start line exactly matches the coordinates of your house. You know it does, and you wake Lucie every night just before the dream is meant to strike, convinced this is the best way to avoid the plagues. Eva can’t guess what you’re thinking, you’ve decided it’s better to keep it to yourself this time. As Gini says, lots of children have been moved. Why are you so sure that Lucie is steering all these dreams? No one starling steers a whole murmuration. The man doesn’t understand this any better than you do. Your radio’s still jabbering away behind you.

			To overcome water shortages caused by climate change, cloud seeding operations are becoming increasingly common and are leading to international tensions. Many believe that this practice diverts atmospheric moisture at the expense of neighboring countries. The efficacy of the technique is still unproven, but it is exacerbating conflicts. Over the last thirty years the United Arab Emirates have allocated very substantial funding to research into ways of reinforcing clouds and seeding them using nanotechnology. Grains of salt covered in a fine layer of titanium dioxide and expelled into the air can produce rain. There are no regulations governing the use of silver iodide or titanium dioxide in this War of the Clouds arena.

			Humans are insane. When the hail comes, they’ll know they don’t control anything.

			You watch the goose swim on your lake followed by her six goslings with the father, who’s still just as attentive, bringing up the rear. Their babies look half the age of Lucie’s. 

			It would be easy to check, to confirm whether you’re right. Easy but far too dangerous to succumb to this curiosity and let the child sleep through one night in order to know for sure—it would be one night too many.

			Dangerous for the birds and for all the poor people outside at the wrong time, for Fatiha’s son who’ll soon be crossing the Atlantic and even for this Gini man who’ll be flying tonight.

			Lucie’s goslings are growing too fast, way faster than those that stayed with their mother. You noticed it as soon as they hatched: their development is abnormal. At this rate, they’ll be fledged in two weeks’ time. Everything around the three of you is spinning out of control. You’re no longer living at the same pace as the rest of the world. Time isn’t passing as it should. You measure Lucie every lunchtime to check she isn’t growing as fast as they are.

			You sometimes frighten yourself. Yesterday, you almost missed the vital moment and had to race up the stairs to get to Lucie’s bedroom in time. You even shook her a little to wake her quickly. It was down to the wire.

			You’re aware of an unconscious urge to let that moment pass, just to prove to yourself that you’re right. How shameful! How stupid to be driven by the need to be proved right! Showing Eva you’re not mad but truly visionary. You’ve been back into town to get more provisions, you had to restock everything in case of a big hit. 

			Could time possibly move at a different rate around Lucie?

			You don’t trust yourself. You could stay in Eva’s arms, fall asleep there. You’re so tired by your long hours of work, so tired by your nights spent making love.

			Best not to discuss it with her, this business of time going too quickly. Why do you have to keep hiding things, not saying anything, keeping stuff to yourself? What goes unsaid doesn’t exist. You and Eva never speak words of love to each other. Not saying I love you means refusing to let that love exist. Not saying I’m tired erases tiredness. You mustn’t surrender to sleep, particularly tonight.

			 

			*

			 

			In our bedroom that night, when we were alone together, Serge asked me what dreams were for.

			“Psychoanalysts say that they’re a symbolic translation of repressed desires. Neurologists say they consolidate memory, manage emotions and regulate anxiety. According to Jouvet, they reprogram us every night so we can maintain our identities regardless of our interactions with the outside world, like a checklist of our neuron circuits. In my lab we’re working on how they relate to Alzheimer’s: PET and MRI scans show amyloid deposits in the brains of people with the condition, and sleep disturbances are recorded long before the first symptoms of dementia. So is it a cause or a symptom? We can’t establish that. Is it the chicken or the egg? But theta brain waves, which are specific to REM sleep, are correspondingly weaker the more of these deposits there are in the cortex. REM sleep may be a way of cleaning our neurons and not just sorting through our memories.

			“Dreams are like a Swiss army knife. They’re multifunctional. Maybe they clean our brains as well as connecting us to an other-world as so many belief systems around the world claim. Unless they’re just an artistic show free of all constraints that we treat ourselves to every night with no objective other than our own personal pleasure, and who knows if this pleasure—which is almost always forgotten—doesn’t subconsciously encourage us to sleep so we can have access to this dose of beauty, in the same way that physical pleasure drives us to reproduce . . . a necessity that we might neglect otherwise!”

			Then I turned to him and said, “But tell me, Serge, how do you deal with tiredness?”

			“Tiredness? What’s that?” he asked, taking me in his arms.

			But for the first time I felt his hands gradually slacken against my skin and his body grow heavy—he couldn’t go on getting up at dawn after burning through the night with lovemaking. I thought he needed to sleep, he was exhausted whatever he himself said, and I curled into him, into the rhythm of his breathing, to fall asleep as well. Lucie wouldn’t have her story that night.

			 

			*

			 

			Night of April 30

			 

			The roaring in the sky wakes you.

			Eva’s still asleep, immersed in darkness, not moving.

			It’s so dark in the room. Closed shutters.

			You reach out your arm, but the switch doesn’t work.

			You did the rounds of the house before nightfall, locked the doors, closed the shutters. Everything is sealed. Nothing can get in.

			An electric light flashes on outside with a powerful shudder. It slices between the slats of the shutters and you can see Eva beside you as if in broad daylight. 

			A rumble, a deafening crack followed by a slow moan in the darkness and the harsh glare whips over the house again. The room is lacerated with light.

			The shutters are closed. The house is a hermetically sealed cocoon.

			A projectile smacks onto the roof, shattering a tile, and the wind dives into the gap.

			You checked the shutters before nightfall, but you didn’t go into your children’s bedrooms, no, you haven’t been into them since Eva arrived. Lucie may have opened the windows when she was playing.

			The wind is prowling around the house. You can hear it. It’s rattling your door, sliding underneath it. Its chill breath licks at your bare skin, you can feel its icy tongue. It’s in the room with you.

			Another bombshell lands from the sky, then two, then dozens of them, and Eva wakes. You hold her close, and she’s suffocated with the shock of this tumult while the roof shatters under what’s now a continuous onslaught, an immeasurable pounding. The sky is spitting out great clusters of hailstones. No, not hailstones, blocks of ice. You can’t see anything, but you know: what’s falling from the sky is the anticipated hail, the seventh plague.

			Eva screams something in the din, you can’t make out a word, you can’t hear anything except the house groaning under the battering and fury that the sky has unleashed on the earth. Eva breaks away from your arms, opens the door and runs toward the stairs. You grab your flashlight—you’ve had it by the bed for two weeks in anticipation of this—and follow her, lighting the way. Waves of light sweep through the rooms, great dazzling spasms, the sky is spewing down its rage, its electric bile, fire and ice exploding on the roof—is there still a roof? The whole house seems about to collapse, just a few more minutes and you’ll be shipwrecked! Bolts of lightning hurl themselves at the lightning rod, the earth shudders beneath your feet. And the wind intensifies, whipping you. You catch up with Eva as she ascends the stairs but you’re driven back by the sheer power of the wind, it stops you climbing to the second floor. You clutch the banister in this lurching, strobe-lit space that roars under the whiplashes of light.

			

			If the wind is here, inside, then some windows must have shattered somewhere, some shutters must have been torn off. The house is buffeted by gusts, battered, pelted by hailstones. It’s breaking up like a ship in a storm. Has the sea surged all the way here, has it carried this stone building away? You battle on up the stairs against the wind, clinging to each other, helping each other so that neither of you is flung back down the stairwell. You reach the landing by crawling and Lucie’s door is open: everything is coming into the house from there. Out of nowhere a ball of fire springs to life in the hallway, hanging in the air, a blue and orange and yellow ball hurtling toward you. You pin Eva full length on the floor and protect her with your body. The acrid smell whistles just over your head.

			Burning, shock, screeching.

			You lift your head into a waft of singed hair and skin. The fiery globe has evaporated and all solid matter in the house has vanished along with it. Nothing holds together in your mind anymore. It’s just roaring.

			Your neck gives way, your head drops to the floor with your cheek on the tilting floorboards. You mouth gaping open, you try to suck in some air, your eyes cloud over, but you can see Eva’s shadow running along the landing in the beam of your flashlight which is still in your hand—her shadow glides and wavers to the end of the hallway. Little more than a vague outline that you watch a while longer, lighting it at arm’s length . . . 

			You can’t move, but you can hear your heart, it’s beating in your ears.

			The child’s door slams, like all the others, from the outside, from the inside. Slam . . . 

			And then everything in you stops.

			You can’t hear anything.

		

	
		
			SEVENTH DREAM

		 
			Bella, age 7, a lakeside villa in Makoko, Lagos, Nigeria, 
Night of April 30

		
			In the snow globe, sheltered there, is an old stone house unlike any house I ever saw. A good solid house, securely attached to the ground. Not a steel tower like in the business district in Lagos, no, and not a rickety shack on stilts in the lagoon like ours, the place that I’ve lived with my family all my life, the place they want to drive us out of.

			We look at the globe we have in our hands.

			My fingers are too small to hold it properly. Our eyes are up close, huge, next to the glass. Inside it’s winter, just like in the series on Felix’s cell phone! It’s Christmas every day in these globes!

			We gaze in wonder at the snow on the ground, the stuck-on sky is blue over a garden where the trees are decorated with silver tinsel snaking through their green needles. The snow creaks under our fur-lined boots and we pull a sled over its carpet of white instead of a dugout canoe through channels of brackish water strewn with floating plastic waste and the goddamn water hyacinths that are overrunning the lagoon and choking out the fish. It’s so soft and nice with these boots on our feet, hearing them pad gently over the snow.

			Our mother is singing her lullaby in our ears, so we shake the globe and snow swirls into the sky, then sprinkles gently down onto the ground, the house, our faces. We feel the cold flakes melt on our cheeks and lips. Again! We shake the globe and the snow whirls over our heads. Again! We shake the globe and the sky cracks open furiously, veined with light, we shake it and the trees bend, they lose their silver crowns, their branches break, a few more shakes and they slump on the ground. With all the shaking, the house gradually breaks up, you just have to shake the globe again and again, and you can watch the roof tiles fly off, the stones from its walls tumble—it’s not that sturdy, after all!—and the people cling to the banisters. When you shake harder, the little people eventually let go of the banister rail and they too are carried off, flung into the air.

			And as we shake the globe, we can feel that the sky’s all upside down. We can’t see anything inside the snow globe now, nothing, everything’s white and even the sky has changed color. The blue has come unstuck, and the background is dark. We jump about and the falling snow darkens, the snow pelts us, hard as stone. We want to escape from this globe that’s too big for our little hands. So big that we can’t hold it, and it rolls to the floor. We’re caught up in the whirlwind that we caused. We run through the blizzard to catch up with the globe, but it rolls too fast over this tilting land.

			Why couldn’t we just enjoy looking at the pretty scene?

			We’re buffeted by the storm, imprisoned in the globe which now contains nothing but black dust. We’re dust in the dust, shut away in a sphere.

			The globe that we played havoc with is playing havoc with us. There’s no house left, no trees, no snow, no blue. The globe is empty.

			I scream and wake in my mother’s arms. There’s nothing left of my village of Makoko, the fishermen’s wooden houses have collapsed.

			Planks of wood, cans, fishing nets, and bodies float around us in the lagoon. And Mommy hugs me tight. Everything was taken in the night.

			 

		

	
		
			

			 


			She’s so beautiful that, quite unintentionally, she attracts everyone’s attention. She’s wearing a huge necklace of turquoise stones over a traditional costume and her eyes, whose color has been washed out by the passing years, have the same silvery glint as her braided hair. Her nose is narrow and her lips thin, without looking pinched. Her coppery skin is furrowed with an extraordinary network of criss-crossing wrinkles. How old is she? The question does the rounds everywhere. Some say she’s over a hundred. Gini knows—he got her passport and her visas. But he doesn’t tell anyone. Everyone who opened her passport at the airport couldn’t help checking her birth date. He saw them do it and noticed their doubtful expressions.

			A lot of people recognized Gini P., the American star who’s been all over the media recently, and they guessed who she was because the whole world knows that a “shaman” is traveling over the Atlantic with him to find the Dream Bearer.

			She’s an imposing figure. But then he is too. He looks like the beautiful young Native American photographed by Carl Moon in 1905. He is perhaps twenty years older, but exudes the same sensuality, his expression has the same intensity, his face the same beauty, he has the same gold rings in his ears, and a sky-blue bandana not unlike the one worn by the anonymous sitter is tied around his forehead, pressing his long dark hair to his temples.

			She’s never taken a plane before. She’s been mute and impassive since they arrived at the airport. They had a stopover in New York, just long enough to change planes, to switch from one terminal to another and take off toward Paris. Gini watched her the whole time. She’s sitting next to him and he can’t read anything in her face. No emotion! She stays silent, as she always does when she has nothing important to say. Gini imagines that, if she’d had the choice, she would probably have preferred to swim across the Atlantic. But time is running out.

			The lights have just been dimmed in the passenger compartment and the flight attendant is asking passengers to close the blinds on the cabin windows. Gini obliges, leaning across his traveling companion to do it for her, then resumes his contemplation. His eye follows the clear-cut contours of her profile, the thousands of sinuous lines over her suntanned face, he loses himself in the labyrinth of wrinkles that time has carved into her skin, abandons himself to these patterns, and falls asleep.

			He’s woken by an announcement. The captain informs them of a change to their flight plan. Gini looks at his watch: it’s about three hours until they’re due to land in Paris. They’re over the Atlantic. But the pilot tells them that the weather conditions are forcing him to turn back. A huge storm is blocking their route, and they will have to land in Newfoundland. Some passengers complain, can’t understand why they’re turning back after more than four hours’ flying. The cabin crew try to calm their anxiety and frustration. Some passengers complain that they’ve lost Wi-Fi, others won’t be appeased: Newfoundland is the back of beyond. Across the aisle from them in the same row, a young Frenchman nestles up to his partner and tells her he wishes he hadn’t lied to his mother. He promised her they wouldn’t fly tonight.

			Gini asks the old lady if she’s managed to sleep a little. She shakes her head but doesn’t look at him. She’s looking at a child in a deep sleep, completely relaxed, on a seat just in front of them.

			A sleeping child is such a sweet, beautiful sight!

			After a while the captain makes another announcement to give them more details. They will be landing St. John’s airport in two and a half hours. He apologizes for the setback, but the storm—which is coming toward them and can’t be detoured—is forcing the decision. He reassures them that the plane isn’t damaged at all and they’re a very long way from the squally front, but all planes currently in the air have been given orders to land as far west as possible. He promises to keep them updated with any further information and encourages them to go back to sleep or to watch the new Christopher Nolan film which is truly excellent.

			Miria puts her hand on Gini’s thigh to ask him to let her through. She gets up and strolls slowly up and down the aisles. Having been around the whole plane, she returns to her seat. Gini asks if she needed to stretch her legs and she says no, she just counted how many children there were on board. There are fifteen. Gini asks her why she did that.

			“The storm—it’s the dream being unleashed.”

			Gini immediately understands the plane’s abrupt about-turn toward the west: children are dreaming again and this time their dream is provoking a storm, manifesting a meteorological phenomenon. If these dreams can disrupt the skies to the point of rerouting airplanes, then they’re spawning catastrophe. He doesn’t doubt the medicine-woman for moment and tries to calculate how much time they have left to be safe from this storm that has started working its way around the world.

			He gets lost in calculations. What time is it? He doesn’t even know exactly where they are. Somewhere right in the middle of the Atlantic. He takes a deep breath to steady himself. The plane’s Wi-Fi has stopped working, but he knows that the wave of dreams always passes the Greenwich meridian at 3:04 French time, and he’s already set his watch to French time. It says it’s 4 A.M. So the Phenomenon crossed the Greenwich meridian nearly an hour ago. The screen in front of him shows the longitude for St. John’s, their new destination: 52.76 degrees west. If you allow four minutes per degree, which is the speed of the earth’s rotation, there’s a discrepancy of three hours and thirty-two minutes between St. John’s Airport and Greenwich. If the Phenomenon left Greenwich an hour ago, then they have two and a half hours to land before the dream catches up with them. The pilot said they’d be arriving in two and a half hours about twenty minutes ago. They must be about twenty minutes ahead of the dream and therefore of the storm it seems to be producing. It’s tight! How many planes have been diverted west like them? St. John’s isn’t a major airport. It probably has only one runway big enough for planes like theirs. If they have to wait their turn . . . 

			He needs to speak to the pilot. Does the guy realize how little time they have?

			Gini turns to Miria who’s sitting motionless once more with her eyes open.

			“Can you do anything?”

			The old woman stays silent.

			 

			*

			 

			While the storm raged so powerfully that the house seemed to have come to the end of its strength, I managed to reach Lucie in her bedroom.

			She was standing at the open window, facing the supernatural show put on by the wind and lightning. Her hair thrashed about her head like blond snakes, and as the monster storm continued to roar, she shook the snow globe I’d spotted on her nightstand that afternoon.

			Before I even reached her, silence fell and the wind dropped. With no flashing lights, the sky went dark and clouds were already drifting on their way as if nothing had happened. In the space of a few seconds the vault of the skies was cleared and, against this star-strewn backdrop, an almost full moon reappeared, spreading its bright glow like a night light. Lucie turned around, her hair in a tangle and her nightdress soaked.

			“Mommy! I’m sorry!”

			“You’re sorry?”

			“For all this.”

			“But it’s not your fault, honey.”

			“I don’t know.”

			She was still holding the Christmas snow globe. As soon as she put it back on the nightstand, the goslings and the dog emerged from under the bed and ran to her. She sat down on the floor surrounded by her menagerie. I joined them and put my arms around her.

			“What about Serge? Where is he?” she asked.

			Serge? Didn’t he follow me? I went back onto the landing, and he was lying on the floor motionless with his flashlight still in his hand. I ran over to him, uncurled his fingers so that I could take the flashlight, and gave it to Lucie to hold while I examined him. The top of his head had been burned, not his face or neck; he was unconscious but his heart was beating and he was breathing. It would be impossible to move him to a bed: we weren’t strong enough. Lucie was crying, the dog licked his master’s face and nudged him with his muzzle. I went down to fetch my cell phone to call for help, but there was no signal. I brought up the first aid kit and a clean wet cloth.

			“Lucie, bring me a blanket and a pillow.”

			Serge still wasn’t moving, but his pulse was regular. I cooled the burn with the wet cloth.

			“Is he O.K.?” Lucie asked, doing her best to tuck the blanket around him.

			“He’ll be fine. Go get some dry clothes on.”

			I disinfected the burn and put on a wound dressing. There was nothing else I could do.

			 

			*

			 

			She has a memory as vast at the territories that her ancestors once roamed. This memory is like an inner landscape where she knows even the smallest pathways and never gets lost. Every moment, every gesture, every word she’s heard since she was first conscious has its place in that landscape. She forgets nothing, she has stored everything inside her for so many years that even her passport can’t keep track of it and has to lie about her age to be credible. She’s lived more than a century, and nothing has been erased—she’s accumulated so much knowledge! No one can suspect all the things that go unsaid behind her silence. 

			Shut up in this metal cabin over the ocean, she thinks that she’s come to her final moments at last, and smiles that she’s having to live them in the sky. She knows that death is right there, so near, and it’s with something close to pleasure that she descends into the depths of silence in which she’s lived for decades. Silence is more powerful than most would think, it allows other people to imagine everything. Did the power that she was given need all this silence to be heard?

			She’d like to take refuge in the landscape of her memories this evening. No, she hasn’t forgotten anything since she was a child! It’s all there, intact. The images, the smells, the sounds, and the dreams. 

			It took her a while to realize that this landscape memory was unlike any other and for a long time she refused this calling. She couldn’t care less about power; it was more than that—she would have preferred to have no powers, preferred not to accumulate all this knowledge that weighed so heavily on her, and most of all she would have given everything to have died before her children did. Their dying sighs tear her apart to this day, and the cry loosed by her last son as he departed this world still reverberates, a war cry.

			Why has she been afflicted with such a long life and no capacity to forget? What has she done with everything she’s been taught? What has it all been for? Would she have been able to help the Dream Bearer if they’d found him?

			Yes, she knows she would, she could have initiated him. She used to wonder why death had passed her by until the night when children screamed in their sleep. Then she understood why she was still alive, perhaps with this one purpose. Gini has explained the situation to her and told her they’ll most likely run out of time if the runways are busy when they reach St. John’s. So she’s decided to savor her last moments and has taken refuge in her inner landscape. Her mind is flying over the canyon and returning to the village where she was born, to the little girl she once was, to her mother’s face and her embrace.

			

			For nearly two hours now she’s been on horseback, riding through the red desert with her tribe, sleeping next to the lover she loved more than any other, nursing her babies and helping her daughters give birth. For two hours she’s been reliving the favorite episodes of her life in every detail. She also revisits some of her dreams, her explorations of the other-world, her conversations with the dead. They whisper magic words to her. She can feel the dream drawing near.

			Gini stirs her from her trance.

			“The pilot just said he’s waiting for the control tower’s green light for us to land. Lots of other planes are circling the airport like us. We have just over twenty minutes before the dream comes. Can you save us?”

			She puts her hand on Gini’s thigh again and stands up without a word. He follows her along the aisle. A flight attendant hurries over to ask them to sit down again, and Gini explains that Miria needs to speak to the pilot. The attendant isn’t interested and insists they return to their seats and fasten their seatbelts. One of her coworkers comes over to back her up, but she recognizes Gini—she never misses anything he does—and Miria looks at her so intently that she backs down and shows them to the cockpit. The captain in his shirtsleeves and his young copilot are surprised to see two Native Americans show up at the worst possible moment.

			Not wasting a moment or even introducing herself, the old woman starts addressing them in her own language in a voice so calm and steady that it immediately relaxes them.

			“The storm is born from children’s dreams,” Gini translates. “It’s released by their sleep. We won’t have time to land, the storm’s going to hit in about twenty minutes, but it only strikes in places where children are dreaming. If you head back over the Atlantic and keep all the children on the plane awake until the Phenomenon has passed and we’ve landed, we’ll escape it.”

			The captain stares at them for a moment before inviting them to sit on the two auxiliary crew seats behind him. He gives them a brief summary of the situation.

			

			When the airline company contacted them via the ACARS system instructing them to shut down the passengers’ Wi-Fi and turn around because of the weather conditions, he went online with his own laptop and saw satellite images of the climatic monster that had just devastated the world to the west of longitude 4.4 east. The storm was moving westward very quickly and blasting across Iceland, but it seemed to vanish over the Atlantic, and yet most of the aircraft that hadn’t had time to turn back no longer appeared on radars and others had been caught by an invisible squall line over the ocean. Now that the storm had reached Recife and was continuing its advance at the same constant speed over inhabited parts of Brazil, they realized that the cloudy front working its way toward them was completely irrational—it was there even when it couldn’t be seen and then reappeared when it touched Newfoundland.

			“I’ve always liked conundrums,” the captain admits. “And I sure got more than I bargained for here. You’re right, this devastation is the latest avatar of the Phenomenon and, God knows how, it’s all coming from sleeping children. Given how fast it’s moving, we definitely have no chance of landing in time, our ETA is too late and there are so many of us stacked on top of each other, waiting our turn to land. Your timing is great! We just ran out of ideas. I’ll tell the control tower about your suggestion so they can give us a new flight plan and authorize us to fly a good thirty miles from land to put some distance between us and this ghost storm.”

			“Suggest that the other planes do the same as you,” Miria says via Gini. “Tell them they need to be flying over the ocean when the dream strikes. And make sure no child is allowed to sleep on board until all planes waiting their turn have landed. Kids who weren’t asleep when the previous dream waves passed were affected later when they did sleep so we won’t avoid the Phenomenon, but we can try to delay it.”

			“Can’t be sure the other pilots will believe me, the airlines haven’t told us anything. They’re putting us in danger by refusing to accept the irrational facts. This storm is a real cataclysm. Soon the control tower won’t be able to broadcast, we’ll have to communicate directly with the other planes to work out what to do. What really matters is ensuring the runway is still as practicable as possible after the storm. We need to make sure no plane lands at the last minute—a crash would make it unusable. Thank you, ma’am! Please stay here with us, both of you. We’ll need your support to believe in this crazy idea. It’s gonna be quite a punch-up, the storm that just hit further east is like nothing I ever saw. I’ll let the flight attendants know and they can handle keeping the kids awake.”

			 

			*

			 

			My daughter brought pillows and blankets, then she lay down beside me with her menagerie and all of us fell asleep there on the landing, next to Serge’s motionless body.

			We resurfaced at dawn. A woman was screaming out in the yard.

			Serge was breathing but not moving a muscle.

			I looked out of Lucie’s bedroom window. The sun wasn’t yet up but it was already producing a gray light from beyond the horizon.

			Oh, the devastation! The ground was white with hailstones. This white covered the whole left-hand side of the landscape, cutting it in two as far as the eye could see: on one side of the line, the storm had crumpled, broken, and carried away everything, but to the right of the house the world was intact.

			Out in the yard, mounted on visibly nervous horses, a couple was waiting. They were standing next to Serge’s overturned pick-up, the horses pawing the ground, ready to bolt at the slightest signal from their riders. 

			I leant out of the window and the woman said they’d come to see if we needed help. I told her Serge was wounded, he hadn’t regained consciousness, and I couldn’t move him to a bed on my own.

			

			They immediately dismounted and tied their horses to hitching rings embedded in the walls of the studio whose glass doors had shattered. 

			I went down to open up, stepping over things that the wind had tipped up in the hallway. Fatiha introduced herself and hugged me as if we’d always known each other. Then they followed me upstairs where Serge was still prostrate on the floor on the landing.

			“What happened to him?” Fatiha asked.

			“Lightning struck him when he was lying over me to protect me. It would be best to put him in Lucie’s room, but the bed’s soaked. We’ll have to bring up the mattress from downstairs, that would be easier than getting Serge down the stairs.”

			Fatiha and her husband, Laurent, knew the house well: they went to fetch the mattress while Lucie and I tried to tidy her ransacked bedroom and swept up the hailstones now melting on the floorboards.

			 

			*

			 

			The plane’s captain hastily explains his plan to the control tower and suggests other pilots should get themselves thirty miles offshore and stop any children on board from sleeping. He adds that any planes already on the ground should also keep all children onboard awake until after 4:36 universal time to avoid a rebound of the dream that would put them in danger.

			But how far do you need to be from young dreamers to be sheltered from their dreams? Miria has no idea.

			According to the pilot, thirty miles is the best they can do, taking into account how much time and fuel they have left. He summons the crew to the front of the plane and, while the copilot concentrates on reprogramming the flight plan on the flight management system, he explains their counterintuitive course of action. He delegates responsibility for the ensuing operations to his chief flight attendant, Barbara, who hasn’t yet said a word and is looking pointedly at Miria. It was Barbara who let Miria and Gini into the cockpit.

			Even though the members of the cabin crew try to keep clear heads, Barbara finds it hard to calm their fears, and each of them has their own ideas about how to proceed. One hostess says there aren’t enough of them to deal with all the children on board for the rest of the flight. Not to mention that they themselves will need to be sitting down with seatbelts fastened when the plane finally lands or if there’s turbulence. Which there will be. It would be best to tell the parents exactly what’s at stake. Just the parents or everyone on board? Informing all the passengers would run the risk of creating panic. They’ll have to move families to first class at the front of the aircraft where there are free spaces, so they can keep an eye on all of them. They’re short of time and moving passengers about at speed is likely to get people worried, one steward says. Unlike Barbara, he’s convinced they should tell the passengers everything.

			The captain’s voice comes through from the cockpit.

			“Tell all of them, and now!” he says decisively. “Hurry! And shut this door so we can concentrate. We have twelve minutes before the heavens open!”

			His words bring an end to their prevarications and spur them into action. Barbara switches on the public address system for Gini to make an announcement while each member of the cabin crew heads to his or her section to wake all the children. Gini speaks in English and then in French with the radio-friendly voice that’s made him famous, a voice almost as soft and calm as Miria’s.

			The planet is being subjected to another collective dream. This time the children’s dream is producing a storm. There’s no storm without the dream. They have twelve minutes to do something. All children need to be woken immediately and kept awake until all the planes waiting over the Atlantic like them have landed. Parents and children are invited to come to the front of the plane as quickly as possible so that they can be overseen by the cabin crew. If necessary, passengers without children will give up their seats and must take nothing with them so that they can find a seat and fasten their seatbelts as quickly as possible. Flight attendants are currently doing the rounds of the plane to facilitate all the arrangements. All their lives depend on prompt collaboration and on everyone remaining calm.

			After this brief announcement, a silence settles over the cabin. Only a few babies startled awake howl, and young children grizzle that they’re tired. The more skeptical keep their qualms to themselves, preferring not to take any risks. They can laugh about this lunacy later. Gini is struck by the speed of the operation and how amenable people are. Within a few minutes everyone is sitting down again, and all the children are gathered at the front of the plane with their parents, their booster seats, and their sky cots. 

			The captain announces that the dream will pass them in five minutes, that they’re experiencing something extraordinary, an unprecedented adventure, but there may well be some turbulence. Seatbelts must be kept fastened and children must not be allowed to go back to sleep, even for thirty seconds. He adds that he’s very confident and asks the flight attendants to sit down and fasten their seatbelts. 

			Gini has sat back down in the cockpit.

			“You’re in the best seat to watch the show,” the pilot tells him with a broad grin. “The moon’s nearly full, giving us good visibility. The airlines just woke up and they’ve given us the same advice—just as well we were ahead of the game.”

			He points toward the mass of cloud forming and expanding to their left over the coast of Newfoundland. An incredible sight, a supercell storm the like of which he’s never seen.

			“This really is a one-off event. The ground temperature’s not high enough to cause mayhem on this scale. But we’re in a dream so nothing’s rational, right? We can just admire the power of the elements and hope it doesn’t sweep us away. Look at those spectacular cumulonimbus clouds! Incredible how tall they are! It’s not even possible at this latitude. It’s like the tropopause doesn’t even exist, like the sky doesn’t have a ceiling. Poor people who are under all that! We’re thirty miles from that monster and we can still feel its brutal gusts.”

			The clouds in the distance are so whipped up with electricity that they look like an atomic explosion. The furious wind lashes Newfoundland, spreading chaos in gigantic corollas. The cumulonimbus clouds grow thicker, proliferating and swelling like vast mushrooms of condensation with nothing to stop them growing. It’s a horrifying dance of soft curves shattering human certainties; an apocalypse without angels and trumpets, and the beast of this apocalypse is a tempest crowned with lightning bolts. The captain’s expecting the tropopause to force the unbridled clouds back down, molding them into anvil shapes, but they seem to have broken through the sky’s ceiling. They’re an appalling anomaly, a hallucination that’s buffeting the plane. A terrifying nightmare.

			“It’s so beautiful!” whispers the captain to the astonishment of Gini and the young copilot, neither of whom says a word.

			After a few minutes, the anvil shapes eventually appear, the tops of the clouds flatten, crushed by an invisible boundary, and the monstrous accumulations of cloud start forming further west. The show is moving on.

			As soon as the turbulence starts to ease, Miria puts her hand on Gini’s thigh, unhitches her seatbelt and gets to her feet.

			 

			*

			 

			We managed to move Serge into a dry bed. We could see better in the bedroom than on the landing. I removed the wound dressing, and the burn didn’t look as bad as I’d thought, which reassured me a little even though my giant still wasn’t coming around.

			Laurent and Fatiha helped me gather up the masses of hailstones still scattered over the floor, putting them into bowls and throwing them out of the window. Their house hadn’t been as badly affected as ours, the wind didn’t go inside. If Lucie hadn’t opened her window and her shutters, the gusts would have stayed outside.

			“They all did the same thing,” Fatiha told me.

			“Who?”

			“Children. They all opened their bedroom windows in their sleep. They dreamed of storms and hail last night, just as Serge predicted. There are some radio stations with antennas to the east that are still broadcasting for now—we need to make the most of that because there won’t be any left working once the dream’s been all the way around the world. Thanks to Serge, we managed to save almost all our livestock, and my son didn’t take his plane, he delayed his flight—with a lot of complaining because it’s way more tiring to travel by day and it was going to cost him a fortune to cancel his ticket. He was meant to be over the Atlantic last night. Yup, he delayed his trip and that was thanks to Serge.”

			Laurent starts talking to the inert body he’s just carried to the bed, and the more he talks the more his voice is choked with emotion.

			“If my stubborn-as-a-mule-Fatiha hadn’t insisted . . . I thought you were nuts, I told the others what you’d said and we laughed about it like total idiots. The worst thing is I was so exhausted from bringing the animals in every night just to please my wife that yesterday evening I decided, that’s it, from tomorrow I’m stopping this, whatever she says. It was a hell of a game getting them all under shelter, but you were right.”

			“On the radio stations that are still working everyone’s now talking about the plagues of Egypt,” Fatiha said. “Serge was just one step ahead.”

			“Eva, have you noticed he has this thing, he never says ‘I’?” Laurent asked. “He’s done it ever since the tragedy.”

			“What tragedy?”

			“Well, if he hasn’t told you, it’s not for us to tell you his life story!” Fatiha intervened to close down the conversation. 

			“Look, he’s moving.”

			My giant was moving. I’d seen his hand, his fingers stir.

			 

			

			*

			 

			Miria comes out of the cockpit, clinging to the walls and then the seats to keep her balance as she walks along the aisle. She goes through first class where a few children are wailing, and continues until she sits herself down on a free seat next to an older man who’s on his own. She takes his hand and softly sings him a Native American song. The old man smiles at her, turns toward the window, gazes admiringly at the dark night with lightning flashes in the distance, then passes away without a sound.

			She closes his eyes and stays by his side.

			In the cockpit the pilot is so glad to see the cloud mass moving westward that he’s filled with almost religious zeal.

			“You were right. Manifestations of the dream are localized, there’s no storm in places where there are no sleeping children. The storm’s moving so quickly that we can now start planning our landings. It’s 4:39 universal time.”

			The captain is the first to say anything on the frequency 121.5 MHz.

			“Calling all aircraft. This is AF001, 356 souls on board, estimated latest possible landing: 05:00 hours UT. Please communicate your latest landing so we can stack in the correct order. And whatever you do, keep children awake so it doesn’t start up again.”

			“This is AA748, 400 souls, estimated latest landing: 04:51 hours UT. Thank you for coming up with this idea, AF001, but this is getting urgent for us.”

			“Thank you, AF001. This is EK9936, 350 souls . . . 

			“This is LH423, 250 souls, including a whole class of primary school children who are singing at the tops of their lungs with their teacher to keep awake. We’ll be out of fuel in a few minutes so our antiskid will be compromised, braking random, maneuverability reduced in the air and on the ground and we’ll soon have no electricity. We’ll glide in to land and we’ll have to go last so we don’t disrupt everyone else—without fuel we won’t be able to exit the runway even if we do stop in time. This’ll have to be an emergency landing using the crank handle, and that’s if we have enough hydraulic pressure left to unlock it. But spirits are still high with these giggling kids. Let’s not waste any time!”

			Ten planes are still in the air and the landing schedule is quickly established. Only one aircraft has run out of fuel; the others start stacking. It will take them ten minutes to return to St. John’s. The first to land will be AA748 which is running it very fine.

			“There are three runways at St. John’s, but only one long enough for us. And, as predicted, the control tower’s not answering. We’ll manage—we can do all this without them! But if you could get the shaman lady back in here, that would keep me going.”

			Gini gets up and all the passengers watch in silence as he walks past. No one is asleep and only the crew are out of their seats. 

			Barbara uses the passenger address system to announce that the storm is moving away, the captain managed to avoid it, and they’ll be landing soon. She says that, on her signal, passengers will need to adopt the brace position: putting a pillow in front of their foreheads and leaning their heads against the back of the seat in front, leaning as far forward as possible with their feet flat on the ground. No objects must be left loose in the cabin. 

			While the flight attendants pass along the rows, Gini finds Miria who’s sitting next to the only passenger with his eyes closed.

			“The captain would like you with him for the landing.”

			Miria strokes the man’s still-warm cheek. In her nation, people are afraid of the dead and of her because she spends time with them, recognizes them, and stays by them on their way.

			A stewardess appears and wants to try to wake the man. Miria stops her by exerting gentle pressure on her shoulder. She doesn’t need to explain: the young woman understands. Embarrassed, she explains that she still needs to check that his seatbelt is fastened because he could be a danger to other passengers. Miria smiles at her.

			The captain has positioned his pilot’s peaked cap squarely over his gray hair, put on his jacket, done up the buttons on his shirt, and straightened his tie. He’s waiting feverishly for the report from the first plane to go in to land. There’s no visibility, everything is white, the approach area and runway are lit by emergency generators and a lot of the bulbs are broken.

			“AA748 landed. Local QNH is 29.56 inches of mercury or 1,001 hectopascals for the Europeans out there, wind is northerly 15 knots, runway is compromised with a thick layer of large hailstones, braking is very difficult, we used the high autobrakes. The antiskid system kicked in several times to avoid aquaplaning. We used maximum reverse thrust and stopped 200 meters short of the end of the runway. I’ll clear the runway straightaway and park on the third runway to leave you all room.”

			“Thank you, AA748,” the pilot replies, suddenly breathless.

			Miria studies his tense face that’s now almost scarlet and puts a hand on his shoulder. Her touch calms him, he starts breathing normally again.

			“I could feel my heart going AWOL, but you put it back where it belongs, ma’am. Many years ago, I had a health scare which kept me grounded for a while—it felt just like that. I hope I can hold out to the end of this little escapade, or this kid here will have to run the show without his instructor. But don’t you worry, my man, I trust you, you did very well on the outward journey. It would just be a shame not to see you do it!”

			His young copilot eyes him nervously. Miria whispers a few words in the captain’s ear; Gini doesn’t hear them so he can’t translate them, but the pilot seems to understand because he laughs and thanks her.

			“We’re fourth in line. We can’t use any more thrust, not enough fuel. We’ll just have to cross our fingers for the remaining two planes ahead of us. And, ma’am, could you please keep your hand on my shoulder like that. Don’t let go of me!”

			“IB6400 landed. I can confirm the QNH and the northerly. The hailstones on the runway are the size of tennis balls. I recommend landing straight down the line and using maximum reverse thrust as soon as possible. Stopped 200 meters short. We’re giving the kids coffee and they’re doing great. Everything’s fine.”

			Miria starts talking: she’s asking a question that Gini translates.

			“Miria would like to know if, once we land, we’ll head back to Europe soon or if we’ll have to wait a long time.”

			“Well, little lady, we’ll just have to see about that.”

			“She’d really like to know.”

			“We’ll find a way to get her across. All the pilots are gonna be grateful to her after this evening, so she’ll have a priority ticket out of Newfoundland, I promise.”

			The radio crackles again.

			“EK9936 landed with no issues, but we have one kid who’s head keeps bobbing. We’re doing everything we can.”

			“It’s our turn! Barbara, get everyone in the brace position, this won’t be a kiss landing!”

			Gini, who’s never afraid of anything, watches the runway loom closer in the plane’s landing lights. It’s white with hailstones, but the previous planes have left the tracks of their wheels on the asphalt and the blast from their engines has cleared some areas. 

			“Okay, let’s go for it, there are people up here waiting! Don’t stick your tongues out—I’m going to eliminate some of the plane’s kinetic energy by hitting the ground hard.”

			The impact is so violent that Gini can’t help giving a little cry. Miria, by contrast, remains unperturbed, but the jolt snatches her hand from the pilot’s shoulder for a moment. She puts it straight back.

			“I know, ma’am, I know this feeling, I already died once. I know. It’s stopped beating. Just give me time to park this thing!”

			 

			

			*

			 

			You can only just make out a vague outline, you watch it as you hold the light to it with an outstretched arm. You can’t move but you can hear your heart: it’s shifted and is thudding in your ears. 

			The child’s bedroom door is slamming, like all the others, from the outside, from the inside. Slam . . . 

			And all at once, all of you stops.

			You can’t hear anything.

			Except Fatiha’s voice yelling at Laurent to call an ambulance while she pounds your chest. She’s broken your ribs for sure. A little slip of woman like her! You cough. Your neck hurts, your ribs hurt. She stops roughhousing you as soon as she sees you move. It’s a violent business bringing someone back to life, especially when he didn’t ask for it. Why the hell do you have neighbors like this?

			You know they’re not doing it to give you a hard time, they’re just being kind, but it’s enough to make you wonder if they’re the worst sort of people, the kind ones who save you when all you want is to slip away.

			Because surely it’s obvious, no one hangs themselves by mistake at your age! It’s an undertaking that deserves respect. It’s hard, it hurts, and it’s scary throwing yourself off a chair and finding the strength to kick it out of the way. So interrupting the process means you think the guy hanging has changed his mind, but when exactly? At what point? He didn’t think “Oh, shit, no . . . actually, I need a pee” right when the rope tightened around his neck!

			A man found hanging isn’t like a casualty in a car crash. He’s clearly indicating his intention, except in westerns. Cutting him down and giving him heart massage—and breaking his ribs in the process—isn’t very helpful or empathetic, but it’s still kind.

			“I” want to live, so the other guy must also want to live, even if everything suggests that he didn’t, that he’d lost the will or, worse, wanted it all to end, living had become unbearable for him and he was ready to do anything, even the worst, to bring life, the torture of life, to an end. Suffocating to death was nothing compared to the agony of living. 

			And yet you didn’t try again, you survived, and you’ve just met this woman. Now you don’t want to die, not at all, not ever. Fatiha was right, she did a good thing when she broke your ribs. Living can become wonderful again. Look, you’re even dreaming of being eternal!

			Was the woman already there in your broken ribs? Did Fatiha fashion her from one of them?

			Your head hurts but, amazingly, you no longer have tinnitus.

			They need to be quiet outside so you can hear the silence. Be quiet!

			You’re a little afraid of regaining consciousness and finding yourself on the ground in the garden with the rope around your neck. Maybe all you’ve done is make this failed attempt at hanging yourself and you’ve imagined all the years after that, particularly the last few weeks.

			Yes, maybe you were just deep in a dream. Eva doesn’t exist, Lucie doesn’t exist, nor does your little radio, and the children’s dreams are only part of your own dream. The ball lightning was a throwback from that Tintin book you loved as a boy.

			Your head hurts.

			Keep your eyes closed! It would be too horrible to open them and be woken from your dream. Even if it turns into a nightmare, you found happiness in it, you found Eva.

			You want to sleep, sleep for longer, sleep forever. Live your dream.

			Death offers glorious dreams. Perhaps ghosts are just dreamers who are slightly more active than the rest, dead sleepwalkers.

			 

			*

			 

			The captain parks his aircraft next to the others, pats his copilot on the back, straightens his jacket, and collapses the moment Miria takes her hand from his shoulder. His head lolling forward, his body strapped to the seat, and his peaked cap still sitting snugly on his gray hair.

			Gini interrupts the passengers’ clapping and whoops of joy to ask if there’s a doctor on board. Two women run to the front of the plane where the captain is now lying on the floor. One of them starts cardiac massage while the other takes out the defibrillator.

			But they won’t bring him back, it’s too late, Miria knows it is. He died the minute his plane touched the ground, his mind lingered here on earth only thanks to the strength of her gentle hand on his shoulder. There’s nothing stronger than a gentle touch. 

			Yet again, she would gladly have left instead of the person she was escorting. But she has a reason to stay alive, she’s sure of that now, and this reason lies on the far side of the Atlantic.

			All the planes have managed to land; only flight LH423 and its class of primary school kids is still in the air. The passengers already on the ground now know that it chose to go last so that it didn’t block the runway.

			Out of fuel, with no engine or electricity. All they have left are the mechanical brakes. But the runway has been partially cleared by the passage of the previous planes: the hailstones have rolled aside, swept by the draft from their engines, and have drifted into piles along the edges and at the far end. The wind has dropped completely, and they don’t need to worry about getting in anyone else’s way.

			A lot of people are waiting for them on the ground. With their noses pressed to the windows and holding their breath, they try to spot the last plane in the sky. Their pilots use the passenger address systems to give a live commentary of its arrival: the captain of LH423 reached his plane’s maximum lift-to-drag ratio speed and has been maintaining it since they ran out of fuel. This has given them a constant rate of descent while they’ve been biding their time. Now that the runway is clear, they’ll put up the first flaps, let down the landing gear, then raise all the flaps. This will make them decelerate very abruptly thirty seconds before they touch down. It’s hard to aim for the start of the runway when you’re gliding, but the pilot can do it. The plane should be visible in the sky in a few seconds.

			The spectators can’t breathe, time is suspended in the air along with that plane full of children which is about to appear.

			The minutes tick by, but no plane arrives and the pilots fall silent. The passing time feels long, so long, too long.

			No one dares say anything; some start to cry and pull down the shutters on their windows. They’ve sunk into the sea. A plane can’t hover indefinitely.

			All of a sudden, it looms out of the sky over St. John’s and the commentaries begin again, inflamed by the surprise.

			There they are! They’re still alive, they’re heading downward, they’re on the right track. Yes, the plane’s coming in miraculously straight! They land with a thud and start braking. With no reverse thrust, they stop at the very end of the runway.

			The plane is on the ground, they made it and their audience can breathe.

			“This is LH423. We can’t control the kids! No way they’re ready to doze off!”

			A woman in the cabin of flight AF001 gives a startling scream, pointing at a sleeping child.

			“It doesn’t matter now, they can sleep and dream as much as they like and we’ll just have to see if anything happens in the sky,” Barbara reassures her.

			“For now, there’s nothing going on up there,” says the young Frenchman who broke his promise to his mother. 

			“We need to wait till they’re in dream sleep,” Gini tells him as he returns to his seat which has just been vacated by a mother and her child. He feels more comfortable getting away from the captain’s body and is trying not to succumb to his emotions. He hardly knew the man, but is devastated by his death.

			Barbara asks the passengers to fasten their seat belts. If the storm starts up again, the wind could buffet the plane even though the ground crew have started wedging chocks under its wheels. 

			The young copilot opens the door at the front of the aircraft to warn the ground crew to take cover: there’s a child asleep!

			

			 

			*

			 

			I knew that a lightning strike could cause cardiac arrest and cognitive problems, but Serge’s heart held out. He’d just moved his fingers and I couldn’t imagine him not regaining consciousness, not treating me to his gentleness again.

			Laurent had taped plastic film over the bedroom window to replace the broken panes and straightened out the shutters. We would have to close them again that night: when the storm vented from the other side of the Line, it was bound to spill over to some extent and we were too close to it to be unaffected. We put the furniture back to where it was meant to be in the hall, and I went out with the neighbors when they returned to their horses. They’d be back in a few hours; they needed to see to their livestock.

			Once outside, I saw the state of the place. The roof hadn’t been ripped off but masses of tiles had been blown away or broken and all we could do was hope that when the Phenomenon returned from the east that night, it wouldn’t hit the weakened house too hard. Serge’s studio was in ruins and the picture he’d been working on had been flipped over by the wind. Fatiha and Laurent asked if we’d like to sleep at their place, but Serge couldn’t be transported on horseback, the road wasn’t usable by car, and leaving him alone was out of the question. Laurent offered to spend the next night with him. I refused the offer. Well then, they could take Lucie with them.

			“That’s very nice but I’d rather stay with Mom. We have work to do.”

			 

			*

			 

			It’s cold in the plane now that the electrical system’s running at a minimum. The children have fallen like flies, claimed by sleep, and many of the adults succumbed in turn, huddled in their coats and blankets. The children have been asleep for more than an hour and a half now in the soft glow of the emergency lighting.

			Gini and Miria look up at the sky; it remains untroubled by any dreams. This time the dream has no delayed effect. Does the world know that all they need do to avoid the storm is keep children awake until the Phenomenon has passed?

			Gini stirs himself and forces himself to return to the cockpit where he asks the copilot how he can make contact with the rest of the planet. Satellite Wi-Fi isn’t working, but he can transmit his information to the airline using ACARS. They may not be the only people to know that children need to be kept awake while the wave passes and that there’s no delayed effect this time, but it’s still worth informing the parts of the world not yet affected by the dream.

			The copilot starts communicating with the other planes on the distress frequency. His radio won’t let him make long-distance communications, but all the crews will type out the same message on their keyboards and send it to their respective airlines, who will then spread the word. 

			Gini glances at the captain’s body before returning to the cabin and sitting back down next to Miria, not far from the young man who’s devastated that he broke his word. He’s touched that, after everything they’ve just been through, this boy is thinking about his mother and can’t forgive himself for lying to her.

			 

			*

			 

			Serge’s garden was trashed, the trees and rose bushes stripped of leaves, but his new construction had held and most of the birds had taken shelter in it. Lucie cried as she gathered the bodies of those that hadn’t had time. She wanted to bury them, all of them, and didn’t dare venture into the marshes for fear of the carnage she would find there. I tried to reassure her: wild birds could have flown east to avoid the torment. We were right on the edge of the Phenomenon, bang on the Line, and they need only have crossed that invisible border.

			

			Her sadness peaked when she came across something in the grass, half buried under hailstones: the bodies of two goslings from the same clutch as hers.

			At that point I saw a shift in the texture of her tears, and was aware of her mounting anger.

			“Mom, actually I do want to play the greatest dreamer and for you to come into my dreams. I don’t want to dream alone anymore.”

			“Okay, Lucie.”

			When I saw the two little bodies next to Eyes, Wings, and Voice, I understood why Serge had been measuring Lucie and the goslings so persistently in the last few weeks and I went to the kitchen to check out the pencil marks on the wall. My daughter had grown more than a centimeter in two weeks, and seven centimeters since she’d last seen the pediatrician four months earlier. It dawned on me that she’d jumped two shoe sizes in no time and that pants for nine-year-olds flapped around her calves.

			I went back up to see Serge, taking his battery radio which I parked on the pillow next to him. We needed to make the most of the radio while we still could. His favorite station was no longer broadcasting but I turned the tuning knob and found a local station with no interference. The presenter’s voice was kind of annoying, but it was better than nothing.

			Ever since the Scream, the Nigerian evangelist Peter T. has been scouring the southern part of the Line in search of a prophet. Like Gini P., scheduled to land in Paris this morning but of whom we currently have no news, he says that these dreams are all triggered by a single child. Given that he was the first to identify the plagues of Egypt in the Phenomenon, the world is very, very keen to believe him. Here’s what he has to say:

			“The next plague will be locusts, and they shall devastate anything spared by the hail. Then will come darkness and lastly the tenth plague, the death of every firstborn child. Our hearts have hardened like Pharoah’s and we do not hear what is asked of us. Many Christians think that after Jesus’s time on earth, there would be no further word from the Lord and anyone who claims to be a prophet will be an imposter. But God said, ‘If there be a prophet among you, I the Lord will make myself known unto him in a vision, and will speak unto him in a dream.’ A prophet can be a child. Yes, God can choose a child in all his innocence. Some people say we no longer need prophecies. No longer need them? Oh, but look at our world! Supernatural events are not the preserve of the devil. God is urging us to seek the light by revealing to us the darkness in which we live . . . ” the preacher’s soaring lyricism was brutally interrupted by the presenter with the foghorn voice speaking live again: Children must not be allowed to sleep when the Phenomenon is due to pass! This news has just come in. Children who fell asleep after the crucial time did not unleash any storms. This dream has extreme consequences with considerable harm to human life and damage to property, but, unlike with the previous dreams, there is no delayed effect. This message comes to us from St. John’s Airport in Newfoundland where several flights were rerouted, including the plane carrying the celebrated Gini P. who was travelling to Europe in search of his Dream Bearer. If you ask me, if it’s just one child sparking all this goddamn mayhem, we just need to stop him sleeping, even if he is a prophet. Yup, President George, that’s the way to go, find the kid and keep him awake!

			Looking out the window, I saw Lucie followed by her three huge goslings walking along the line between winter and springtime, between a lush green world and one covered in hailstones. She was balancing on the boundary as if tightrope walking, and singing her strange little song.

			When I turned around, Serge had opened his eyes and was looking at me.

			“You’re still here . . . ” he murmured.

			 

			*

			 

			The copilot has embarked on a radio exchange with the crews on the other planes. Under clear skies strewn with stars they’re all waiting on the tarmac for some decision to be made about evacuating their passengers.

			Their airlines have thanked them via ACARS for the valuable information they’ve given to the world. The storm hasn’t been instantly quashed, but manifestations of the Phenomenon are becoming increasingly localized as word spreads. Many parents were already wondering whether they should wake their children just before the wave passed, but were afraid the storm would reappear every time a child went back to sleep. Any attempt to hold back the dream risked making things worse. They were at a loss. The experiences of the St. John’s planes were decisive: they allowed everyone to settle on a course of action.

			In St. John’s where some twenty airliners and private jets have taken refuge, the pilots are going back over their adventures. They all pay tribute to the captain of AF001. The young copilot relates his instructor’s surprise when Gini and Miria showed up in the cockpit; he describes their landing and how the elderly woman’s hand sustained him to the very end. He confirms that the pilot was already dead, that he’d said, “I’m dead, I can’t hear my heart anymore”, but she kept him alive for a few more minutes, just long enough for him to finish his landing, it was crazy—a man who was already dead at the controls of an airliner on a compromised runway. He says that he’s in no doubt about it, he saw her do it, the old woman’s a sorceress, and he tells the other crews that she wants to cross the Atlantic as soon as possible to find child she calls the Dream Bearer and stop the Phenomenon.

			Most of the airliners won’t be taking off any time soon; many sustained damage during their acrobatic landings. They will need servicing, the airlines need to organize things, and it will all take time. But a jet belonging to an Italian businesswoman landed on the shortest runway just before the storm hit; it is intact, safe in a hangar, and ready to leave as soon as a runway is cleared. It will land in Milan and its pilot has offered to take these two key passengers on board.

			 

			

			*

			 

			You’re more exhausted than you’ve ever felt, the slightest movement drains you, even lifting your eyelids requires considerable energy. But you want to see Eva, want to be sure she exists, and—even more quietly than usual—you whisper a short sentence, just one, before closing your eyes again. You’ve already forgotten what it was you said. Nothing stays with you.

			You ramble through your life, a minor story that no one will ever be able to tell, your insignificant life. Would your life warrant being written down? Yes, every life warrants that. But if you try to set it out in the right order, you’re overwhelmed by emotion. As you unwind the thread of time, your honesty becomes scrambled with your lies, the biggest ones, the weirdest ones, the ones you dished up for yourself to give some meaning to it all, to forgive yourself, to blame yourself, to break yourself. Your life, your fears, the fears that can so easily be triggered, the fears you don’t understand, because you don’t even know where they come from, the fears that sometimes torment you, then slip back under the surface only to reappear in another form, but they’re basically always the same. The things you remember, the things you’ve forgotten, it all jumbles into a shapeless mass that can’t be unraveled, a disgusting accumulation that suffocates you, and when you pull the thread on one side, you’re only tightening a knot on the other. Your life is a skein of tangled wool.

			Right back when you were a kid you could never wind up the yarn properly when you sat at your mother’s feet and she passed it to you as she unraveled your sweaters so she could reuse the wool to knit or crochet something in the next size up. She told you rather irritably that you were growing faster than she could knit and the skeins of wool you wound looked like lumps of knots. 

			She made all your sweaters for you. In the diamond stitched blue one there are several kilometers of wool, a whole summer sky, she used to say. You remember how proud she was of this gift with its sleeves crocheted in the round so there were no seams and they could be undone in one easy move without cutting anything.

			If you don’t like it, I’ll reuse the wool to make a blanket. But you must tell me, my darling Serge. Look, you just need to pull, wind it all up, and start again . . . 

			And, lying here trapped in your naked body, under your sheets, lying on this bed, you’re thinking: Oh, Mom! If only we could do that with our lives! Pull on the thread, undo it all and start again. But even going back just one row is impossible. The thread of a life can’t be reused to knit up a different one.

			If you want, my Serge, my love, my dear son, my last remaining son, I’ll unravel this sweater, I’ve made sure it will be easy, even when it switches from one skein to the next there are no snags. You can pull on this thread here, you see, the one peeping out from the cuff, you pull on that and the whole sleeve goes, one stitch at a time. There are six 210-meter skeins in each sleeve, more than a kilometer, can you imagine!

			And how many hours did it take her to cover that incredible distance with her crochet hook? On each of your arms you carry more than a kilometer of wool tied into place by the tips of your mother’s fingers, you carry hundreds of hours of work, you carry your mother sitting in her armchair for days with her eyes pinned on her handiwork. As she aged it was all she had left to do, crocheting sweaters for you. The other threads of her life no longer held together, her mind and body had stopped receiving her signals, but her hands were still just as swift and able, her hands continued to make you knitwear, maneuvering the blue yarn to cover her beloved son’s body, to protect her big boy from the cold. 

			Diamond stitch is slow-going and difficult, you know.

			You wear this azure that she crocheted for you every day, bearing a summer sky on your giant’s chest. No one knows this but you’d like to leave the world in this sweater, when the time comes for you to go. Even if it is a little prickly, it’s your mother’s love that’s prickling, it’s saying “I’m here.” Many kilometers of love that can be undone in one movement to reappear in another form—“I’m here, right next to you.”

			If people knew how to rid themselves of their torments, if only all they needed to do was pull on a thread and wind it all up again to put the sky back into skeins . . . 

			Eva has come to sit on the edge of the bed. Tears are rolling down her face, one of them splashes onto your chapped lips. Its slight saltiness rouses your thirst. You wish you could find the strength to kiss her and ask her for something to drink, your mouth’s so dry. But your body’s no longer responding. And yet you don’t want to die. She’s taken your hand and you manage to squeeze her fingers slightly. It’s the only sign you can give her that you’re still of this world. You’re so far away, so many kilometers of blue yarn, so far away, next to your dead mother, in this sweater which is your armor of wool. In diamond stitch . . . 

			You remember your mother’s last months; her illness destroyed more than just her memory. All her faculties, all her pleasures were taken from her one by one. She relinquished her consciousness in stages, you watched her gradually being stripped away, losing her ability to remember, her existing memories, her intelligence . . . Her life disintegrating into shreds, torn apart by the disease.

			Long before the first symptoms you’d caught her in her bedroom kissing photos of her loved ones. She told you glibly that she said goodnight to you every evening and hello every morning, addressing each of you by name—you thought it was some sort of superstitious ritual and laughed at her. But no, it was something else, it was already an act of fierce resistance, she was hiding the truth from you, she could sense the illness making its presence felt and had started her long battle. You didn’t realize until much later, when words stopped making it all the way to her lips and your mother spat out a name as she looked at her sister’s face—when her sister had been dead for years but was still smiling from within her picture frame—as she looked at this photo that she’d been able to name for all those months each time she kissed it, a recollection pronounced in a terrible lurch of recognition, “Charlotte”, it was all that was left from the years of battling with memory loss, a loss that had started gnawing away at her long before you suspected it.

			Your mother had gradually lost everything else, control of her sphincter muscles, how to walk, how to talk, command of her wonderfully adroit hands that lay white with abandonment on the blanket, how to swallow, an appetite for vanilla waffles and even for lemon tart, which for a time was reduced to a meringue-like yellow cream that you doggedly fed her with a teaspoon. Her smile was erased last of all, just before her final eye contact, that special way she had of looking tenderly without truly recognizing you, as if caressing you with her eyes. Once her eyelids were closed, she still managed to very gently squeeze the fingers on the hand that you slipped into hers to show her your love. Then, with her mouth hanging open, she slipped under without a sound.

			Now, as you squeeze Eva’s hand, you understand your dying mother. You know that this is Eva, not your mother, no, it’s not your mother who’s holding your hand, nor Marielle, nor even Esther. No, this isn’t Esther’s little hand. This is life calling you back to join it. Eva’s hand is mooring you on this shore, it’s keeping you here, you’ll stay docked here.

			 

			*

			 

			Miria returns to her seat and Gini stands to let her sit back down, sleep, and rejoin the dead with whom she communes—they will tell her how to proceed, he’s sure of it.

			Gini himself can’t get to sleep and embarks on a conversation with his nearest fellow passenger. The young Frenchman is a great fan of horses and westerns. As a child he always dreamed he was a cowboy, but he’s changing and—as he grows older—he’d prefer to be one of the “Indians”, although he knows it would be impossible for him to become a Native American and he’ll always be a cowboy, whatever he does. Like everyone on the flight, he recognizes Gini and is amazed to discover that he speaks such good French. In fact, a lot of things amaze him. He hasn’t dared speak to him until now, but his shyness soon drops away and he starts asking all the questions that have been nagging him throughout the flight. His reserve is replaced by a surge of spontaneity that enchants Gini even if the young guy’s frankness could be seen as provocation when he starts questioning his entrepreneurial decisions: how can a Navajo possibly end up in agribusiness? 

			Gini is Navajo on his mother’s side and Franco-American on his father’s. He is the product of an impossible union between a Diné and an Ana—a transgression. All through his childhood he was torn between three languages and three cultures. He often lost his way, feeling divided, carved up, impure. Mixed blood. Rather than delighting in his diverse heritage, he hated himself for not having one clear identity, being sundered, harboring incompatible worlds. His parents, who were so different, had conceived him by mistake, and they did battle in his very flesh, in his mind, on his skin. Immiscible as oil and water. Is it because European diseases decimated Native Americans that, for the most traditional Navajos, just touching a non-Navajo was pathogenic? Being simultaneously Diné, Navajo and Ana—the enemy—Gini was reduced to nothing, an aberration. 

			He understands why the choices he’s made baffle this boy. But family issues are always complicated; perhaps he needed to prove something to his father and break away from his affiliation with Navajo culture. He wanted to make a fortune but hadn’t grasped that money meant nothing to him and would never satisfy him. For years he despised his Native American side which he associated with poverty, alcoholism, and resistance to progress—he neglected the beauty of this heritage. He also loathed “men of culture” like his father, a pretentious man with a passion for ethnology and literature. He wanted to master the “savage” and choke out the scholar so that he could stand squarely in the modern world, make a place for himself in it, establish his place in it, invent one for himself. He broke all ties with both his parents, with the First People and with French culture; he gagged his deepest aspirations and set out to make a fortune whatever it took, and time then raced by. 

			It was Miria who had come to find him. In fact, she hadn’t made the journey herself but had sent someone to bring him to Dinétah in the sacred enclave that she had never left until yesterday. Even to the Navajo themselves Miria is an enigma. She’s a strange yet respected Hatalii, unafraid of the dead, the chindis. Gini was sick when they first met and she stayed by his side in the desert for several days, singing and drawing in the sand, talking to him in his mother tongue and setting him free from his passions. She healed him by restoring him to harmony. She was his inspiration. Since then, he has walked on the path of beauty and has been aware of experiencing a sort of redemption. A rather brash and loud kind of redemption, granted, but today’s world only hears if it’s loud. Among the Navajo, the individual must be forgotten in favor of the community; he knows he can’t achieve this and will therefore always be a marginal creature, but he has found his own balance. He opens up easily to this stranger and it does him good to talk about the darkness that once worked within him. The young man intrigues him by asking whether he’ll switch camps again when the wind changes. Whether he’s actually just hungry for power or fame, or enjoys a bit of cosplay!

			Gini can’t think how to reply to this, it hasn’t even occurred to him. He imagines that this woman traveling with him has seen something in him and she can’t be fooled. He trusts her judgement. The young man also asks him about the storm: how did he know it was another manifestation of the Phenomenon?

			It was Miria who sensed it, all he did was believe her. 

			The boy tells him that his mother also sensed it, away in the depths of the Camargue, that she told him not to take this flight.

			Mothers always worry about their kids, Gini replies.

			“This wasn’t just worrying, I know her, this was absolute certainty!”

			“What was she so sure about?”

			“That there would be a hailstorm and we’re experiencing the plagues of Egypt.”

			“Is she a believer?”

			“No. Just superstitious.”

			“She’s very intuitive!”

			“What she mostly did was listen to her neighbor, Serge. He’s quite a character and he’s had a lot of tough times, this guy tried to hang himself, but we found him on the ground in his garden when we went to visit him. We arrived just in time to save him, the branch he’d tied his rope to had snapped under his weight—or under the weight of his destiny. His heart had just stopped when we got there, and Mom managed to get it going again. He’s been complaining ever since that death doesn’t want him. I hope the storm didn’t hit my parents too hard. Mom’s been making my dad get all the animals inside at night for several days now, but I don’t know if he did last night.”

			“You have a farm?”

			“Yes, what we call a manade with Camargue bulls raised free-range.”

			“I can see why you hated my old way of life. Miria and I will be going to the Camargue: the Line goes through it.”

			“Be sure you come and see us. Here, I’ll give you the address, the manade is called Wild Geese. I’m meant to be staying there for two weeks, but God knows when we’ll get out of Newfoundland. And to think Laura and I were so happy to be upgraded, we joked that you had to disobey your Mom to have a good time!”

			Gini thanks the young man and folds the piece of paper he’s given him.

			 

			*

			 

			I left Serge’s bedside to open all the shutters and make something for us to eat. The hailstones hadn’t melted and still lay over half of the landscape, more or less respecting an invisible line, a wound, a deep cut like a tear in my rational mind. I would never be able to explain this Phenomenon. I’d never been preoccupied with “why”, but now even “how” was beyond me. No, absolutely not, there just wasn’t any transcendence in my world!

			The kitchen was unharmed, the wind hadn’t gotten into it. I was reassured by the orderly calm there, despite the plants that Serge treasured and kept propagating. Nope, no creator, no higher consciousness!

			The hailstorm wouldn’t come from the east that night, but we would soon be struck by the locusts and Serge was still unconscious.

			I was no longer in any doubt that this was a rerun of the ancient plagues, not that I connected this with any notion of a god. The fact that children dreamed when the Phenomenon struck meant it was likely the locust event would happen. But when? The dates of the dreams seemed random. If there was a logical progression in these dates, Pierre would have identified it—he saw chance as a product of our ignorance. He said we weren’t yet ready to abolish it, but we might be able to someday. Yes, someday, when we’d worked out all the laws that governed our universe, we would leave chance behind. 

			Then what would happen to poetry?

			For now, as I stood looking at the flame on the gas cooker, chance existed in my mind. Yes, all this was happening by chance! The Phenomenon wasn’t obeying any scientific laws, it was beyond us so of course the answers we were coming up with were in the realms of imagination, but I wouldn’t back down, my powers of reasoning wouldn’t back down.

			We had plenty of food; Serge had thought of everything and had just stocked up again. The fridge and freezer weren’t working but I thanked goodness for the gas stove. 

			Yes, chance existed, because we’d ended up on the Line again. Although unusual, my daughter was just a little girl like any other! I mustn’t go thinking anything. Mustn’t try to explain. Keep a clear mind. My daughter was the center of the world to me, but only of my world. Her powers were limited to our private relationship. She was all-powerful in my heart. End of story!

			Lucie and I ate together, and I decided we should get to work straightaway to reestablish our ability to influence our dreams. I wasn’t picturing anything beyond a possible personal solution; I just wanted to help her control her nightmares. Just hers. 

			“I’m kind of scared the song will hurt you, Mom,” Lucie said not looking up from her plateful of food.

			“A song can only affect our emotions, it can’t hurt us.”

			“In these weird dreams there’s a mother who sings a lullaby. A mother who’s my mother, but she’s not you. She sings this song to us, always the same song, it’s getting louder and louder, and it’s not a lullaby at all anymore. She loves us less and less.”

			“As soon as you hear the song, that’s the sign that you’re dreaming.”

			“Sometimes I know I’m in a dream, but I don’t choose what’s happening to me in it because I’m not alone. I’m a ‘we’ that’s dreaming.”

			“When you were little, we used to think of our dreams as paper, we could fold the background, draw different things on it, rub them out, change the colors . . . ”

			“I’ll try next time, but I’m locked inside the song.”

			“The next time there’ll be sort of grasshoppers.”

			“How do you know?”

			“It’s a very old story. In the Bible there are ten plagues that God sends to the Egyptians to get them to set their Hebrew slaves free.”

			“What are plagues?”

			“Curses, catastrophes. First river water turned to blood.”

			“The mother asked us to let our blood flow into a stream.”

			I described the first seven plagues to her, and she listened in silence.

			“And the next one’s grasshoppers? But grasshoppers are harmless.”

			

			“Ordinary ones are, yes. But there’s a type of grasshopper called a locust, and they form swarms in their millions and eat everything in their path.”

			“And there are two more plagues after that?”

			“Yes. Darkness in the daytime.”

			“You don’t like nighttime, that’s gonna be tough for you. I like sleeping in the dark. You always put on my nightlight but I don’t really need it. And what’s the last one?”

			“The most important thing is you need to be aware that you’re dreaming. Find markers in the real world during the day and they’ll be distorted in the dream. You’re going to start wearing your watch again, the one you said you didn’t want anymore. I still have it in my bag.”

			“Yes, the hands were different in my dreams.”

			“Then there are your goslings—if they don’t follow you, that’s another sign. In real life they go everywhere with you.”

			“I’ve started counting the stairs every time I go up or down them.”

			“That’s good, I’ll do the same so I have the same markers as you.”

			“Will we work on it together like when I was little?”

			“Yes, and I’ll sleep with you. I’ll wake you every night when the bad dream is going to strike like Serge has been doing, and you can tell me about the dreams you had so far, the normal ones, and the ones from early in the morning too. Do you remember the signal you used to give me with your eyes to tell me when you were starting to dream when I was watching you?”

			“Yes. But how does it end? You didn’t say. What’s the last plague?”

			“Well, it’s . . . it’s the death of firstborns,” I said in faltering voice.

			“You mean I die at the end?”

			“It’s just a story.”

			“It has a bad ending.”

			“For the Egyptians, but not for their slaves who were set free.”

			

			“But we don’t know what these dreams want and maybe they don’t want anything in particular.”

			“Maybe. But something’s being repeated, a very old story that was written down long after it actually happened. And it’s probably been distorted over the centuries to make extraordinary events seem coherent. People often cobble together stories to make their lives and their world feel coherent.”

			“Either way, I think it’s dumb to punish everyone. I hate it when our teacher does that, punishing the whole class.”

			“Maybe she’s trying to show you that you all depend on one another and when one of you does something wrong it reflects on the whole group, that we’re individuals but also a community. The hard thing is managing to keep individual freedom but also preserving the group. Take ants for example, each ant is just one tiny part of the anthill, it’s not aware of being an individual. But we are.”

			“There are tons of grasshoppers and crickets in the garden. I think they live alone in holes or in trees, not in groups. Why do some types live alone and not others?”

			“Serge has a book about insects. Apparently, locusts don’t always become destructive. They stay solitary and harmless so long as there aren’t too many of them. But once there are more than a certain number per hectare, they change color and start behaving differently, all those solitary individuals become this greedy, winged swarm that gets bigger and bigger and destroys everything.”

			“We need to stop them becoming a swarm.”

			“We’ll find a way to help you change your dreams.”

			“And if we do that I won’t die?”

			“No, you won’t die.”

			“But what about the others?”

			 

			*

			 

			Barbara makes an announcement to the passengers, telling them they are finally to be evacuated from the plane and the road into town has been cleared—Newfoundland has the necessary equipment. The local authorities are looking for places for them all to stay.

			Mobile airstairs are attached and, one after the other, the planes slowly empty of their exhausted human cargo. The crowd heads for the airport. 

			The sky is a dazzling blue.

			Two body bags containing the old man and the captain wait on the runway, and everyone shows their respects as they pass. The gesture differs depending on their beliefs and personalities. No one skips this final farewell and, as they file past, the passengers start upsetting one another; tears are contagious. When a little girl puts a drawing next to the captain’s peaked cap, this gesture heightens the emotion of those behind her and, after that, a woman leaves a pebble, another a ribbon, everyone makes their own offering: a cross, a bracelet, a ring, a scarf. People rummage through bags and pockets looking for something that will have some meaning: a bottle of whisky, a book of poetry, one man tears a strip from his shirt on the side where his heart is, a braid of hair is cut off, a kite . . . The captain’s body is gradually ringed with incongruous objects, a hotchpotch, a yard sale of gratitude.

			Only Gini and Miria don’t go near the bodies. It’s wrong to hold the dead back by mourning them. A tall woman swathed in a long white coat comes over to them and waits in silence for them to turn away from the scene before introducing herself and inviting them to follow her. She is flying to Milan, but it appears that all these people owe their lives to them, that they acted far more quickly than the airlines, so she’s offering to drop them in Marseille as close as possible to the Line. She’s very happy to be of use, for once in her life.

			In the now deserted plane a shadowy figure walks up and down doing the rounds of the cabin. It wanders along the aisles until it reaches the seats that Gini and Miria occupied. A folded piece of paper lies there, abandoned on one of the seats.

			 

			

			*

			 

			I sat beside my lightning-struck giant who was still motionless under the sheets, and thought about his gentleness, about how quickly he’d become indispensable to me. It was so surprising to love again, it had seemed an impossibility to me after all those years with Pierre, loving Pierre, but I was filled to the brim with this new emotion. I wanted him alive still, alive forever by my side.

			I kissed him and lay down next to his long, warm body. I put my arm around him, trying to give him some of my energy with my touch, with the art of fondling into which he’d initiated me. Such a powerful art, a wonderful, intimate art that couldn’t be made public. I imagined my desire, my hand, my kisses could bring him back to the right shore, to life, could wake him. I ran my hands over him, glided my fingers over every parcel of his skin, traced his contours. In fairytales a kiss brought people back to life; there was something very naïve about my conviction. The child hidden inside me wasn’t confined by an adult’s rationality. 

			My desire could revive him, my desire would extricate him from his torpor, give him energy, hauling him from this long sleep into which he’d been thrust by the lightning, my touch would have the power, my touch and my words. I can’t remember whether I spoke them, the words, nor whether he heard them, but later a few snatches of sentences came back to us and I thought that my voice had reached inside the dream into which the lighting had plunged him naked, plunged as if into the waters of the river where everything is forgotten, the river that separates the living from the dead, that river, the Styx or the Acheron or the Lethe, I’m not very cultured and I forgot its name when I myself stepped into its waters, but I know that that river was running through the middle of our bed when I tried to go fetch him, the river was there, just like something from a nursery rhyme, and all the king’s horses and all the king’s men couldn’t put my giant together again in that water, that deep dark water into which I ventured to fetch you, my love, in the darkness, in your death, in your dream. I pulled your body from its dense waves, I brought you back to the surface, I lay you on the shore and the sun streamed in through the window that was open onto the yard white with hailstones, the sun danced on your skin and on the sheets, you took a deep breath of air laden with the smell of everlastings, like someone resurfacing after holding their breath for a long time, you raised your wide chest on which my head was resting and your great arm wrapped around me, something it did so well. I didn’t know where we were, in the river, on the banks, in the middle of the bed. Had I stepped, fully alive, into your death or your dream? Or had the current brought us both back? On one of the banks, but which one? Were we on the side of the dead or the living?

			It wasn’t important, all that mattered was your touch.

			 

			*

			 

			Pierre can’t believe he made it through the night, the violence of the waves, the maelstrom of the elements, the sparks of fire in the sky. He’s amazed to be alive. This reinforces his notion that death won’t come for him before he finds his wife; he convinces himself that it has spared him so that he can complete his quest, granting them the time to be reunited. This whole Phenomenon feels like the twilight of humanity and if the human race is to be eradicated, the only place he can die is in the arms of the woman he loves.

			This morning he hasn’t been able to open the shutters that he had the foresight to keep closed last night even though he longed to watch the suddenly demented sea and sky, to admire their frenetic combat—he was reduced to listening to the raging. And to think he’d paid extra to have a room with a sea view, but he saw nothing and now he can’t push open these fucking plastic shutters because the terrace is so deep in hailstones. It makes him mad.

			He’s been down to reception to ask for help and was promised that someone would be up as soon as possible, and it’s the hotel manager himself who turns up at his room with his southern accent and his barrel chest. The man’s traditional Camargue shirt with its pattern of little red tridents has several buttons undone to reveal a dark thatch that draws the eye, the hand even. Together they manage to push the shutters open, and Pierre can finally see the much admired panorama across the reservation.

			The sea is flat as a millpond and the sky immaculately blue. The perfectly clear line of the horizon separates them cleanly. Everything has gone back to where it belongs as if nothing happened. One, two, three, sunshine! All gone! Nothing to see here. The sea and clouds have forgotten their nocturnal violence. Everything has been erased, as if the sky were a magic slate. And if the terrace weren’t covered in huge hailstones, pieces of wood, roof tiles, and dead fish, it would be easy to question whether the night’s upheavals really happened. The sky and the sea spewed their guts up onto the land and it alone bears the traces of their debauchery. 

			The manager tells him that all these fish are a miracle, thousands of them fell out of the sky in the space of a few minutes. With the indulgent smile of the “knowledgeable”, Pierre replies that such violent climatic phenomena produce this sort of thing, sometimes fish sucked up into the air by rising winds can be carried so high that they freeze before clattering down to the ground as hard as wood, hundreds of kilometers away. The manager listens with interest, sure that he’s chanced on an expert and, after a brief silence, he asks whether they’re edible. Pierre doesn’t know anything about fish. In culinary terms he doesn’t know anything, but from a health point of view, there’s no problem so long as they stay out of the sun. He can even use the hailstones to preserve them for longer. The manager’s delighted: the hotel is almost full, it’s a holiday weekend, and he’ll have to find some way to feed all these guests who’ll be stuck here for a while. He goes off to find some garbage bags to gather this new type of catch—he’ll sort through his haul in the kitchen. Lunch and dinner today will be seafood barbecue for everyone! He won’t need to open the fridges until tomorrow, so that’s one good thing.

			Pierre arrived yesterday and was planning to stay just for the extra day off before May 1st. But he too won’t be heading home so soon. Everything to the west has been destroyed. This might give him enough time to find Eva, but he hasn’t checked on his rental car yet and, on reflection, it may not even be roadworthy now. In fact, if he stays here, stuck in this hotel with its sea views, the storm has zero benefits for him. Not to mention that the roads are probably a total mess: the sun will melt the hailstones, but they’re bound to be blocked by all sorts of other stuff. The storm moved everything, overturned everything, uprooted everything. Including antennae because the networks are all down, unless that’s just because they have no electricity. 

			It’s a good thing he did his investigating before leaving Paris and worked out the places where Eva is likely to be hiding along this 950-meter-wide strip between the two lines of longitude where the dreams have started. He called hotels, agencies, and individuals with houses to let; there aren’t that many possible options in the wildest area that he’s decided to tackle. Today he was meant to be visiting three hotels and a drover’s cottage on a plot in the middle of nowhere that had been let out for the last three months but would be available in ten days, he was told on the telephone. That’s where he was planning to go first, it’s bang on the first line so it could be the place where Eva was staying before she moved west. Even if she did leave her bolt hole earlier than planned without informing the owners, it would get him closer to her—he was an astute sleuth, he’d pick up her trail and follow it. While it’s an obstacle, this storm is giving him time. He’s not afraid of obstacles; he likes sweeping them aside, crushing them. He’ll go on foot, he’ll find his wife and daughter. He’ll bring them back and they can start a new life or they’ll die together. He loves them so much!

			 

			*

			

			 

			You’re gradually coming round. Oh, the joy of feeling so close to this woman lying next to you, so close despite your spinning head, despite the way life is battering you both on this see-sawing earth. 

			Last night she left you only to run to her daughter! You can understand—you remember that love, in fact it’s not even a memory, it’s still in you, sometimes it overflows and grabs you by the throat, you still feel it to this day for your children who’ve been gone so long that they’d be young adults if they were alive. Despite this love that’s survived after their deaths, you’ve experienced loneliness. It’s terrible being separated, abandoned, being a lone individual, an isolated creature. You conjure imaginary companions, talk to yourself, have inner debates, become your own best friend, and worst enemy too.

			How can anyone bear to live just for themselves? In your dreams you’re not alone. When you’ve watched the murmurations of starlings at the end of the day, you’ve often despised yourself for being an individual, you too would like to trace shapes in the sky with the flock, to be a part of that gregarious choreography, joining them to dance in their free-for-all, and then huddling up to the others at night, warm and safe, answering the call of evening, feeling part of a whole, feeling whole! But you’ve forgotten how to fly.

			How strange it is to be a man!

			You never wanted this life that’s been thrust on you. You wanted a family, children, you liked seeing them, talking to them, kissing them, you believed in everlasting love. But you weren’t able to hold onto that love, to protect it, even in your lifetime, you failed. You chose Marielle, no, you let Marielle pick you, intoxicate you, seduce you. Before her, nothing was the same color, your life seen through her eyes took on a magical sparkle, she gave you a luminous environment and then went and ransacked it, drowned it in shadows.

			Eva is here next to you, she came to find you in hell, in this bed here today of course, but yesterday too. In the hell of your loneliness, she came to light your way.

			 

			*

			 

			Serge woke, very thirsty. He drank, he hugged me, he kissed me, amazed that his tinnitus had gone. He could savor silence for the first time in eight years, he told me, it was weird and wonderful. And in no time he wanted to get up to go feed his birds and gauge the extent of the damage. He was already talking about getting back to work and repairing the house. He asked me what state the roof was in and whether the shelter had stayed up. I managed to calm him and keep him in bed a little longer. I reminded him that I was a doctor and persuaded him to rest at least for one day.

			I told him he was right, about the plagues, that the whole world now knew, and that the storm wouldn’t have hit the house so hard if Lucie had been kept awake when the Phenomenon struck. He asked for his radio so I turned it on and put it on his stomach. He grimaced at the sound of the rattly voice coming from it.

			If there’s a child, a single child, triggering all the other children’s dreams, it’s vital that this child is found and stopped before it harms the whole planet. His favorite station was no longer broadcasting because of the storm. I offered to change frequencies, but he wouldn’t let me. Gini P. and the reverend T. have talked about a Dream Bearer or a prophet. I myself think that if this creature exists, it’s an aberration of nature and its dreams must be controlled and destroyed as soon as possible. If this deranged child triggers another wave, millions of people will die of hunger, the locusts sent by his dream will ravage our fields, the darkness will be our undoing, and then will come the death of children, of all children, and if all it takes to stop these scourges is to stop just one child, then I don’t understand why the authorities aren’t looking for him, don’t find him and condemn him, even though he is just a child. This demon will soon be responsible for genocide if we don’t intervene. We don’t even know what he wants, or why he’s inflicting this on us. All this horror is gratuitous! All of you, my friends and neighbors, let’s start the search right now this afternoon and find him! President George is here to guide you! We just need to follow the Line marked on the ground by the hailstones before it’s erased. It’s very clear and it will probably take us to him, it’s a perfect trail. Let’s follow that trail and search every house it runs through!

			Serge knew this President George, who’d given himself the name of his first CB radio set—he was the hunter who’d killed the two geese the day we met on the marshes. He’d set up a studio for his local radio station in the ground floor of his house in Arles. The town was east of here and hadn’t been affected by the storm; it wouldn’t take him long to reach us. If he followed the Line on foot through the fields and marshes, it would take only five or six hours. If he wanted to travel faster, he could drive, park somewhere along the way and cover the last few kilometers on foot—our house was right on the edge of the zone of destruction; it wasn’t all that isolated after all. And unfortunately, they knew each other, he knew him. He was a little scumbag!

			Now that he thought about it, Serge had seen the guy watching him two weeks earlier when he was shopping, his prying eyes had ferreted around Serge’s cart filled with provisions. He’d sensed the man’s astonishment at the boots for Lucie plunked atop a mountain of packets of cookies.

			The volunteers who helped out with his show agreed with President George, their radio station gave them a destructive power that would be amplified by fear. Serge was prepared to bet that, within twenty-four hours, this shit-show of a search would be on their doorstep with its rabble of freaks. There was no way he could take it easy, he needed to be ready to confront them and he was hungry.

			He started to make a move, stood himself up then abruptly lost all conviction and gazed around the room. Then a dark line appeared under his pale eyes, like a streak of black eyeliner; he gave up and slumped back onto the bed.

			

			 

			*

			 

			You didn’t notice where exactly you washed up after the storm and your own peculiar shipwreck. Now you’re in this bedroom, lying in the bed where you slept for all those years and where you thought you’d never be able to sleep again, in the room you used to share with Marielle, right next to your children’s bedrooms. You didn’t realize this until just now when you tried to get up and the facts savagely cut your legs from under you. The doors started slamming again and your heart pounded in your ears. All you could see was a flash of light and your body collapsed onto the mattress, descending into the murky waters of the past. 

			You’re living parallel lives: part of you was lost long ago, as if separated from yourself, and it’s fighting, permanently trapped in a Christmas morning when you committed the irreparable. The scene often goes around on loop inside your head, then it sinks into oblivion, but it’s still lurking somewhere in your depths, ready to rise back to the surface like a body bloated with resentments; it haunts you, a fragmented, decomposing, disturbing thing, and Eva’s tender feelings can’t do anything about that.

			You don’t deserve her love or her trust. You don’t deserve happiness, you tore it out of your life by the roots and nothing will ever grow again. You’ve taken endless cuttings from Esther’s last present to you in your kitchen, that doesn’t change anything. Each new shoot heightens your pain and guilt, and you hear your daughter wishing you “happy holidays” for the thousandth time. You picture her with the little pot in her hand. That plant of hers can be multiplied indefinitely, but you still ring hollow, the cavernous emptiness inside you can never be filled. Your family no longer exists.

			 

			*

			 

			

			It’s taken you a whole day to forget your past and regain your footing in your current life. Leaning on Eva and Lucie, you make your way downstairs and take a few steps into the garden. The outside air and the state of your little plot make your head spin. The barn is full of droppings because wild birds took sanctuary in there, and the studio has been blown about by the wind. Together you pick up the canvas and stand it upright. It’s covered in dust and the painted shadow is no longer smooth; where it crashed down onto the gravel, the tiny stones have given it a sort of depth. You prop the canvas back against the end wall.

			You choke at the sight of the painting: the plague has completed it for you. 

			The unfurling darkness no longer has the clear outline you’d envisioned, it has already swallowed up the fleeing crowd, the dust has blurred their faces, there’s nothing yet to come—death has done its work. The people are engulfed and, still gripped by the terror of their final moments, their expressions have changed, it’s almost as if their faces are sagging as the shadows torment them with the eternal horror of what has already happened, this horror condemns them to fear and their fear is never-ending, it is expressed eternally.

			Your own personal tragedy, the end of your world, is here before your eyes. The crowd hides a self-portrait, and this image of you is disappearing, consumed by the shadow hanging over you, a shadow poised to descend although it has already passed. The dust that has settled over the Christmas night that’s frozen in time in your living room. It’s poignant being a spectator of your own demise, you’ve turned it into a work of art signed by another hand. All that’s left is the terror, from beyond the grave, caught in permanent stupefaction. The worst of it is that such horror can beget a work of art and, surprisingly, emanate a kind of beauty. A desperate, clandestine beauty, a beauty that puts itself on show, can be shared. With help from the storm, you’ve successfully achieved this transmutation; and this artistic alchemy soothes you.

			

			 

			*

			 

			As promised, Fatiha and Laurent came over toward the end of the day for news of Serge, and they were happy to see him up and about. They stayed long enough to chat over a drink, but didn’t linger, not wanting to go home in the dark. They offered to come back the next day with Santiago, a horse that Serge knew, the most robust of their herd. Serge had ridden him before when he used to help them find stray cattle. He’d even toyed with the idea of buying him. It would be the best means of transport for a while. Serge accepted the offer, he remembered the horse; and Lucie was thrilled at the thought of a new companion.

			When Serge raised the subject of President George and his child hunt, Fatiha immediately promised she wouldn’t tell anyone about Lucie, but Laurent asked whether we were planning to wake her when the dream was due to pass—he didn’t want what was left of his fields to be consumed by locusts. We reassured him that we would and that if there was another wave, we would move Lucie to avoid a possible delayed dream near their land. Laurent told us there were other children in neighboring farms, everyone was going to wake their kids, and they were looking for a strategic place to bring them together if anything happened as a way of reducing the damage.

			 

			*

			 

			That evening over a dinner lit by candles, you’re sorry—for the first time ever—not to have access to the internet. You’d like to show Eva and Lucie an Ella Fitzgerald concert in Juan-les-Pins. You’re sure it would help Lucie confront the locusts just as it helped you paint and survive. You describe this short black and white film that touched you so profoundly when you watched it many years ago.

			It’s nighttime in Juan-les-Pins in the summer of 1964 or 1965—you can’t remember—and it’s hot. Ella is sweating heavily in her dark dress, big beads of sweat trickle down her face and she tries to mop it with a big, pale colored handkerchief. She looks exhausted and her tiredness ages her. She stands there, oppressed by the heat, in front of a seated audience. She stands there while crickets rub their elytra together to produce their amorous chirruping. There are so many of them—hundreds, possibly thousands—around Ella as she embarks on a soft song, but then gives up. The insects are singing too loudly and at a faster rhythm than she is, as if two bands were competing with each other: invisible percussionists in the shadows and her up on stage, under the lights. She breaks off and decides to improvise along with their chorus, to make them a part of her music. The “competition” is too tough so she tries for harmony: she listens to them, asks her band to play along with them, and she sings with them. Her energy, her voice, and her talent lend their services to this song inspired by the crickets. She takes their lead, has fun with it, not fighting but letting herself be carried along, talking to them at their own rhythm. She charms them so fully that they’re right there with her on stage although they’re still up in the trees, and they seem to accompany her. All she can hear that evening in Juan-les-Pins is the crickets, and she takes inspiration from them. Sing, crickets! She doesn’t ask for silence but makes her own composition, with their wings as her starting point.

			An artist allows whatever is painful, wearying, or damaging into his or her work. Art has allowed you to transcend your pain, to transform it into colors, to translate your emotion onto canvas.

			Once Ella Fitzgerald integrated the crickets into a song and introduced them as she might a pianist or trumpeter, she didn’t hear them in the same way: they’re in her, they no longer bother her, they encourage her. They participate in her singing, she incorporates them, as if consuming them by magnifying them. The chirping is still there, nothing has changed for the crickets, but everything’s different for her. 

			

			“When the locusts come into your dream,” you tell Lucie, “don’t fight straightaway. First of all, try to find harmony. Normally, they’re harmless, solitary insects, they don’t all become ogres, they don’t metamorphose unless there are too many of them. Once there are two hundred of them per hectare over four generations—which is a few months—they change color and, more importantly, they change their behavior. They gather together and the individuals become a swarm, they lose their own will and become a plague. For this to happen they need water, heat, and the right population density. First, they grow pink or orange wings, then they turn yellow and they reproduce. There’s no leader—there are millions of them, but they’re just one entity.”

			“I’d say with humans it’s more that we’re conformist than easily-led,” Eva ventures. “But maybe I’m wrong. People don’t lose their individuality even though some have enough self-doubt to adopt the majority view.”

			“Yes, of course there are crowd mentalities in humans,” you agree, “but they don’t last. On the other hand, a leader can fire up a group of people—does a group like that form when each person feels individually threatened? Locusts have no leader, they gather spontaneously and, because they’re starving, they just follow the wind. Their ultimate aim is to reproduce, to further the species. Human beings will always be individuals, and that can drive them to both selfishness and heroism. It’s all about balance. When you’re dreaming, don’t forget that you’re Lucie.”

			 

			*

			 

			The next afternoon they were with us already.

			We were expecting them; we knew they would follow the Line and find the house. I’d gathered up any evidence of our presence in one place and wiped away all trace of us. From the upstairs bedroom window, I spotted them in the distance on the denuded land. They weren’t armed at that stage. They were just walking along the Line which was still indicated by the hailstones that were taking forever to melt. About thirty men and some dogs headed up by President George. They were coming straight toward the house with a determination that didn’t bode well. They looked ready for a confrontation.

			I went out to warn Serge and Lucie that a group of people were on their way. Not yet at the easily led, swarming stage, in an intermediary phase. My giant had regained some of his strength but hadn’t fully recovered. He took us inside and opened an almost invisible trapdoor in the ceiling on the landing, then unfolded a metal ladder that went up to the attic. Lucie and I had to hide up there quickly with all our things, but we hadn’t thought about the goslings. Serge suggested shutting them in the enclosure. At first, Lucie refused to be parted from them with that hard-headed way she sometimes has and I had to get angry to make her see sense. They wouldn’t come to any harm, they were big enough to cope without her now. If they came up to the attic with us, the people would hear them, and these people mustn’t know we were living here. The Dog was also a problem: Serge kept him outside because he could have given us away by waiting for us with his nose pointing up toward the trapdoor.

			 

			*

			 

			You fold up the ladder and close the door. You drive the goslings outside and over to the enclosure, then check one last time that there’s no trace left of Eva and Lucie in the kitchen, the bathroom, and the trash cans. You put your rifle behind the barn door just in case, then you go back to what you were doing in the garden as if it was a normal day.

			What worries you is that you’re a terrible liar, you always have been. You don’t know how you can handle this without messing up. It would be better not to talk, not to tell them anything. You have a reputation as the silent type and, given that you’ve lived alone all this time, they’re stupid enough to think you’ve forgotten how to put a sentence together.

			You gather the branches you’ve just cut down because they’ve been a threat to the barn roof since the storm. You’ve used up the battery on your chainsaw and won’t be able to recharge it until the electricity grid has been repaired—you’ll have to manage without it for weeks. You’ll just have to keep going with a handsaw and an axe. You don’t have the strength to move the heaviest of the branches that’s on the ground or the resolve to saw it up; your head, which Eva bandaged carefully, is spinning a little. All you’re thinking about is your work, telling yourself that if these guys are even a tiny bit telepathic, that’s all they’ll hear: how hard it is for you to tackle this alone. There are plenty of them, they’ve come at just the right time, maybe they can help you, even if they’ve never done this sort of thing before and it’s not why they’re here. You forget about Eva and her daughter, and the dog who’s sitting not far away and seems no more concerned than you about their absence. They don’t exist.

			How are you going to cut the biggest branch off the birch tree without it crashing down on the remaining roof tiles?

			President George gives you a one-word greeting and the others copy him, arranging themselves around him, but he’s the one who does the talking. You hardly even look up to see who you’re dealing with. A nice bevy of followers, all of them men, some of whom you know, hunters you’ve come across on the marshes. They haven’t brought their shotguns, but they’re in their camouflage outfits. They all look similar in this near uniform; they could be a small, slightly motley army, a commando unit.

			“We’re making a tally of children who live on the start Line. Any kids here with you?”

			“There are two who’ve been playing under the Christmas tree in my living room for eight years.”

			“I don’t mean yours. They’re dead.”

			“Seems like you know everything you need to know!”

			“Can we look inside the house?”

			“What for? Are you on a ghost hunt too?”

			

			“This place sure is beaten up, and so’re you, you’re pretty beaten up by the looks of you.”

			“Yes, and if one of you would agree to help me, I wouldn’t say no. It’s not easy doing this on my own.”

			“I can give you two guys while the rest of us search your place.”

			“Just the thought of you opening the doors bothers me, some of them have been closed a long time. Mustn’t go stirring up what’s sleeping behind those doors. So actually searching, that’s even worse.”

			“There are no children around here except the Delons’ who are bang on the Line a bit further up, but they say their kids never moved. If the storm hit you so hard and you don’t have any children here, that’s kind of shady.”

			“Well then, ghosts must dream too, or the clouds don’t aim straight. A storm can’t be contained.”

			“You’ll have to let us go in so we can be sure. Who wants to help him with his branch?”

			Almost all the men raise their hands, they don’t look very keen on coming face to face with ghosts or annoying you—you’re not sure which. The thing is you don’t have a great reputation. Either way, judging by their expressions, not one of them is in a hurry to enter your house. All together they make a hell of a workforce, with their help you’ll get on top of this. Not one of them has your stature, but even so, they’re not lightweights.

			“Go ahead without me! But wipe your boots and leave the dogs outside. Let me know how my kids are doing. I might as well make the most of these volunteers and get to grips with this branch as a team while you’re here, guys. Plus, there’s nothing to steal in my place, just memories. Don’t mess up my mess!”

			President George ends up going in alone with the only acolyte who hasn’t chickened out, his sidekick, a tall, skinny man who doesn’t look too clever and wouldn’t have been much use to you. The others offer their services to you, and you find them almost friendly. They organize themselves spontaneously, asking where to stack the wood you’ve already cut, where to find ropes to hold the branch, and whether they can help you put some tiles back. Others have picked up the axe and the saw to chop up the wood. It makes you happy and you think to yourself that the “president” must be furious that he’s lost his troops so soon, having to watch them go over to the enemy, work for him even. The trapdoor is difficult to spot, and your children will help you—they’re sufficiently present in the house to give President George a hard time. Even someone like him can’t be immune to their presence. Your only concern, which comes to you in a flash, is perfume—you wonder whether Eva put on perfume this morning. She put all her toiletries into the suitcase that she’s taken to the attic with her, but you’ve grown so accustomed to her perfume that you don’t know whether a stranger would pick it up on your sheets. There would still be time to act if this headcase has any nose.

			You concentrate on your work and leading your little team. Look at you—a site manager! You would never have imagined this!

			The acolyte comes out first, slightly pale. He clearly went no further than the living room. Only President George has stayed inside. All the other men are hard at work: in no time, they’ve put up the roof ladder, replaced the tiles on the barn, cut down the big branch and stacked the wood. Those who’ve picked up brooms and launched into clearing the studio are caught off guard by your painting. They reemerge looking shaken. They think it’s beautiful but terrifying, they compliment you. All the others go in to admire it, but not one of them identifies the ninth plague. It’s just as well, better they don’t know what’s coming next.

			The President reappears empty-handed. 

			“What happened to your head?”

			“A lightning strike.”

			“I saw you at the supermarket with children’s boots in your cart.”

			

			“Do I really need to explain who they were for? You’ve seen their bedrooms, you know they’re there.”

			“If you say so. All I saw was dusty, empty rooms.”

			“Well, they must be hiding or you’re short-sighted.”

			“O.K., guys, we need to keep going. On we go!”

			“Thanks for your help,” you mumble to the others.

			“We enjoyed it!” replies the youngest and friendliest of the group, putting a hand to your shoulder. “I’m a roofer, and I can tell you, you did a good job on your own. Respect!”

			“Will you stop for a beer on your way back?”

			“No, we’ll be taking the road. The guys who’ve been doing their regular jobs today will come pick us up by car because we’d never make it back on foot.”

			President George turns around to look at you as they’re leaving, he’s still skeptical. You can tell he despises you; he won’t give up and will keep his eye on you. But deep down you don’t care; this whole episode has slightly reconciled you to your own kind. They’re really not all that easily led, you tell yourself, or all that easy to control.

			But then, if they pass the drover’s cottage, that nutcase might make the connection and come back here with a vengeance. Eva’s car is still there . . . which means she and her daughter left on foot. He’ll remember them from the day you took aim at his dog. You should go get that car and park it at Fatiha’s place. At least you know that she’ll never shop you. But before you can move it . . . 

			 

			*

			 

			The attic wasn’t dark: some tiles had fallen off and part of the roofing felt had been torn by the storm, creating a hole near the gable, and this hole that had been opened up by the wind was letting the sunlight in. The tiniest shower was likely to damage the things Serge had stored up there. A few cardboard boxes were already sagging thanks to the hailstones.

			I had a weakness for attics and had loved ferreting through them since my childhood. But I was so frightened in this hiding place that I didn’t feel like exploring Serge’s past which was now within my reach. We made ourselves comfortable under the hole in the roof as if in full sunshine. Lucie managed to dig out an old ragdoll and was playing at hiding and not making a sound with it, reassuring the doll by rocking it in her arms and whispering stories to it. But as soon as the gang reached the yard, she stopped her quiet chatter and we listened out for every sound, huddled together in silence. We couldn’t make out what was being said, but we heard President George’s voice, then his footsteps inside the house. He stayed a long time on the second floor, opening the bedroom doors, the wardrobes, and passing under the trapdoor a terrifying number of times without spotting it. Every time he passed, I squeezed Lucie who squeezed her doll. At last he went back outside, but it wasn’t until the whole gang had left that we breathed normally again. Only then did I dare to open a trunk full of photos. In one of them, a glowing Serge had his arm around a stunning woman on the doorstep of the house. Serge was laughing when he came up to let us out, and I was careful to close the trunk again. But it was too late, that one picture of the happy couple on his doorstep had found a toehold inside me and was undermining me.

			 

			*

			 

			I always wore a wristwatch that my parents had given me for my sixteenth birthday, the only thing from them that I’d kept. It allowed me to reset Lucie’s watch, an old alarm clock of Serge’s that he’d stashed in a corner, and the kitchen clock which had probably not worked for years and whose batteries I replaced. It was crucial that we didn’t lose track of time.

			On three consecutive nights, I’d lit the oil lamp and woken Lucie at the time the wave struck. She described her dreams to me in detail and said she had fun steering them however she wanted. Afterward, she had no trouble getting back to sleep and seemed rested in the morning.

			

			When the time came, I slipped out of Serge’s bed to join Lucie, and spent the rest of the night with her. I often watched her while she slept before succumbing to sleep myself. We readopted the code that we’d invented when she was younger: she would squeeze her eyelids to let me know she was starting to dream. She did this every time, whether or not I was watching her. And if she heard the lullaby, we’d agreed that she would squeeze them twice. Before going back to sleep, she would tell me to meet her under the three trees in the garden or outside her old school at six in the evening, or on the tenth stair on the staircase—she was able to project herself wherever she wanted to be in a dream. I found it very hard to follow her: in my dreams, the three trees in Serge’s garden became a forest where I got lost trying to find her, a signaling problem diverted my train so I never made it to Paris, or I’d trip on the stairs and fall into an abyss. Despite my attempts to control my dreams, I missed all our meetups, and she would laugh in the morning when I described my hindrances. She encouraged me, saying I was sure to manage it soon, I was so nearly there, and she’d wait for me for as long as it took. She told me I was too tense and dreaming needed you to be really relaxed—my stress was turning everything into a nightmare. I was astonished by my own child.

			During the day she never ventured beyond the garden for fear of being caught by President George on the marshes.

			Serge still tired more quickly than usual, but he’d decided to ride over to the drover’s cottage that day to check what condition the trails were in and to see whether it would be possible to retrieve my car. The owner, whom I’d hardly seen, would eventually start worrying about my disappearance. Along the way, Serge would gauge the extent of the damage to the environment: he was worried that the lakes might have been polluted with run-off water after the hail and wanted to check that this land he loved so dearly hadn’t become a mass grave. I didn’t see what he would be able to do if it had, and thought it was stupid for him to venture out alone like that when his head was still bandaged.

			

			Lucie followed him as he led his horse through the garden. She wanted to go with him and, very unusually, had left her goslings in the enclosure so she was free to leave. She was so light that his big horse, Santiago, wouldn’t notice the difference if they rode double, but Serge was afraid they would come across too many bodies and wanted to spare her that spectacle. She persisted, saying she wasn’t afraid of anything since she’d buried her goslings’ brothers, and she needed to hate these dreams: it would help her stand up to them. She’d even told him, with all the authority of her eight years, that it wasn’t sensible for him to go alone, he was still weak. He laughed as he abandoned her at the three trees, and she came to a stop there with the dog, furious.

			I wanted to be sure Serge didn’t give in and I stopped watching them only when he left without her. Lucie would go no further. She sat herself down under one of those trees that had been planted on the right side of the world and spared by the hail. The dog lay down next to her.

			I was keen to make the most of Serge’s absence to join the woman up in the attic and explore the past that he was hiding from me. Perhaps I needed a shot of pain. He never asked me about my life with Pierre, about the how and the why of our break-up. I’d left and he knew that, but he never tried to find out what Lucie’s father was like, what he did in life, or how long we’d been together. Lucie never talked about Pierre either.

			I sometimes felt I was the only one of us who had a past.

			I’ve always loved attics and basements: going into them is like entering the entrails of a house. The things we’d rather forget—but still can’t quite bring ourselves to throw away—wait in purgatory in the dry heat of summer under the roof or in the dark, damp depths of a basement. These two places, two opposites, whisper stories from the past. I’d never had a family home and that condemned me to forgetting or to obsessing. People who have an old home to return to can go there to commune with their ghosts. The past is piled high in their attics, slowly drying out, gathering dust, and becoming veiled by cobwebs, but all it takes is a game of hide-and-seek for it to resurface and surrender its secrets. Cellars are also on the frontier with oblivion, but the things that people leave in them take on an organic smell and become laden with damp as they slowly rot. An attic is turned toward the sky and summer and the spiritual; a cellar toward the earth and winter and the visceral—memories are more deeply buried there and heavier, as if held prisoner. People don’t go down to a basement in the same way as they go up to an attic, with the same casualness, unless of course they’re just going down for wine or apples. These two parts of the house with their distinctive smells are a delight to me; you don’t find them straightaway, you have to know a house to get to them. The things that slumber there are in the process of being forgotten, on the very edges of consciousness, they are both distant and too close, there’s an intimacy to them quite unlike the intimacy of a bedroom or bathroom. An attic reveals people through the things they keep in this in-between space, the things they’re hanging onto despite life and death.

			I opened the trapdoor and unfolded the ladder.

			The photos in the boxes weren’t in any order, just thrown in haphazardly, and this disorderliness distorted time: Serge was six years old, then thirty, then sixteen, then six again, and the woman on the doorstep traveled through ages in the same arbitrary way, the two of them subject to the same temporal eddies. Like him, she lurched and jolted with these shifts in time, simultaneously always the same and yet different. Age blurred her, obscured her: I wished I could put the years in the correct order but, even leaping from one to another, I could feel her decline, I saw her grow sad and drawn and put on weight. In the most recent images, her smile was only ever forced, or she didn’t smile at all.

			It would probably have been better if I hadn’t been so inquisitive, if I’d left Serge’s past shut away in its box. It was terrible seeing him in this gorgeous woman’s arms—I compared myself to her and even though she was far less beautiful toward the end, she was still striking. Her eyes, her expressions, the way she held herself made her unique and appallingly attractive. Over the years her incandescence waned, the light in her became muted, her dazzle wreathed in shadows, but her sadness cloaked her in a mysterious elegance. I didn’t belong in that attic where she now lived.

			All of a sudden, the dog ran into the house barking and I hurried downstairs anxiously.

			 

			*

			 

			Pierre knows the exact location of the drover’s cottage and wants to get there on foot, but it’s very isolated and hard enough to access in normal conditions, the hotel owner Jacques told him with a grimace, not that he could place it exactly. This didn’t stop Pierre who left Saintes-Maries at dawn confident that he would reach his destination in four hours on foot, but he was soon lost. How to know where he is without GPS in this wild, unfamiliar place where every path has been wiped away by this weird hail that the sun can’t seem to melt?

			He set off happy and sure of himself with his little backpack, a bottle of water, and a snack that Jacques had kindly put together for him. He’s not a keen walker and never ventures out into nature alone. He lives in Paris, which he knows like the back of his hand, and this expedition feels to him like an adventure. He believes he’s prepared to take on anything out of love, and all in the too-big boots that Jacques has loaned him.

			He thought he wouldn’t need a map and boasted about his photographic memory, but soon forgot the route he’d plotted. First, he let himself be sidetracked by how beautiful and picturesque the landscape is, he admired this waterlogged world, savored the wind and the birdsong. He’s only gradually become aware of how strange the place is and has started to feel increasingly uneasy.

			Having walked for a few hours, he’s now lost and alone with no landmarks to go by in a hostile world. He feels like an outsider rejected by this vast flat and wet expanse. Even the flamingoes with their long thin legs, their huge red beaks and their little yellow eyes terrify him. These almost surreal, otherworldly, monstrous creatures whose “song” brought him here call to one another in this world that’s falling apart while he strays aimlessly over a rotting land overrun by water and riddled with reflections. His feet hurt and he wonders whether he’s going around in circles. Everything looks the same and water is a constant obstacle with its canals and lakes. He’s lost all notion of time and space. He tries to backtrack, but has left no tracks to go back over; he can’t work out where he’s going or where he’s come from. He doesn’t have a watch or a compass, he has nothing left to eat and hasn’t met a single person since he set out. He starts to think of himself as alone on earth after the apocalypse. What was he thinking! How could Eva have tolerated spending months with their daughter in a place like this, in this desolate world?

			He could weep from loneliness, he’s panicking and desperate to go home to his apartment. He didn’t know such an empty place could have so many hidden traps. He almost gets bogged down, loses one of his boots in the gray mud, and snatches it from the earth’s ravenous jaws, then stands back up, soaked. The sun isn’t so warm now; he’s shivering. But is it the cold making him shake like this?

			And then he spots someone on horseback in the distance and runs over toward him. He waves his arms and hollers like a shipwrecked sailor spotting a boat on the horizon. The man sees him and canters over the water toward him.

			Pierre is alone in the middle of nowhere on this horizontal land, confronting a stone-faced giant on his powerful white horse which is double its size because of its reflection in the lake. This only adds to his sense of unreality. The apparition is like a mirage. The man greets him from behind his red beard. His head is bandaged and this pale turban makes him even more striking. 

			Pierre admits that he’s lost and is trying to get back to Saintes-Maries-de-la-Mer. From up on his horse, the man tells him it won’t be easy, it’s several hours’ walk away, and he points to the large lake from which he himself has just come. If Pierre walks along its edge in that direction, he’ll come to a farmhouse and the people there will tell him which road to take; and if it’s too late, they’ll put him up for the night—they have a holiday cottage. If he had better footwear and was in less of a panic, he could get back in one go before nightfall. But given the state he was in, the man recommended he get some rest and set off again in the morning. It would be a dark night with no moon, and electric lights wouldn’t be working for a good while yet. Did he come prepared with a flashlight?

			No, Pierre never envisioned walking for such a long time.

			He would find the farmhouse, it was easy. No one ever really gets lost in the Camargue—you always end up finding a farm or a hotel. But you can get stuck in the mud and you can meet some strange people.

			But he’s gotten lost and wants to go back and sleep in his hotel room with its sea views. The giant abandons him with a laugh.

			Pierre watches him ride off and the colossus eventually disappears into a strange pink mist that flares up from the land in the distance, he wonders whether he dreamed him. All the same, he heads in the direction recommended by this dream.

			A plane flies over his head, making an extraordinary amount of noise. It’s flying so low that Pierre expects to see it crash right there in front of him on the hail-white dirt, but it continues on its way. There’s a plane in the sky so the real world, the world of humans, still exists, and this is sufficiently reassuring for him to forget about his feet. And he’s stopped shaking.

			 

		

	
		
			EIGHTH DREAM

		
			Aisha, age 10, Blida, Algeria, 
afternoon of May 3

		
			There it is, I can hear that harsh lullaby, I recognize it. It’s made use of the fact that I’m angry to show up. It’s hovering in the hodgepodge of our yard. If it’s here among the crumpled leaves dancing above me, then I must be dreaming, sleep must have grabbed me in the middle of the afternoon, and I didn’t even feel it coming.

			I am Aisha and I won’t let myself be carried away by this song that coils around me with its smell of white ivy. I know it’s all just a dream that I can twist however I like. I am Aisha, lost among the tall grasses with their cutting edges, a tiny Aisha in a shifting landscape of plants. They’re beautiful, so beautiful, these flowers as tall as trees and crowned with color, and the whole razzamatazz! I believe in it, like it was broad daylight. That’s because I went to sleep on a lazy afternoon, I’m taking a siesta in the sunshine, and to think I never nap! I’m alone and calm in this garden which is suddenly huge, spreading and dancing to the rhythm of the harsh lullaby. The world looks strange from down at ground level. I am Aisha with six legs and two antennae, and my haunches are so powerful that they project me up over the wind-battered grass whose buffeting cuffs the flowers, making their red petals rain down. With one leap, I reach the foliage of a thorn bush; my feet cling to it and I wrap myself around a branch. I’ve broken free of the earth which is too far below. And I’m so calm! So happy! The mother’s singing her lullaby which is as soft and sharp as a frosted lemon. It’s so easy launching myself into the air in a gentle wind that’s just passing through, heading who knows where to blend together the smells of other worlds it has already traveled.

			

			I can’t do anything with my body which might as well be dead over there on the far bank, on the side of wakefulness; it might as well be dead but is still breathing, my empty, sleeping self. Meanwhile, there’s nothing to constrain this bounding body gifted to me by the dream.

			The lullaby hardens me, its tempo accelerates, and “I” gradually falls away. That’s because there are so many of us in this heavenly garden, I can feel us all around, coming up from under the ground to reach the light, and this “we” fashioned from mud takes hold of me, it is a vaster, deeper “I”, it comprises all of us and thrills us with desires and pleasures to come. Hundreds, thousands of others haul themselves from the ground, under the astonished trees, and the sheer numbers of them excite us so much we crack open our old skins, time speeds up and we throw off our pale rags as we grow until we’re decked with dark patches, and quivering wings grow from our backs. 

			We need to stop so many of them coming, racing to be born from the soil, but I’m drawn to all these brand-new additions and no longer relish my insect solitude. Some of them join me on my thorn bush and “I” becomes diluted in a “we” teeming with longings, intoxicated with tantalizing promises.

			We are now one vast hunger and this “we” is expanding, this “we” is jubilant, we feel things together, want things together, we all set off in the same direction with no single commander directing this “we” that has no head but a myriad of feet.

			Now we are herd-like, easily led. We are an armed multitude with our clattering mandibles, and nothing can resist our progress. We deploy wings as noisy as engines and we fly off in a pink swarm, all driven by the same impulse, following nothing and no one, letting ourselves be carried by the wind as we flitter unscrupulously. We are a plague. Oh, what power! Our song is a chorus, a howl in the sky, we are a terrifying cloud that will collapse at twilight onto the fields and forest to devour them overnight.

			Having set off from ground level, we can now see the curvature of the earth because we have risen to such an altitude in this gigantic, shrieking swarm. What power! What splendor! What hunger! What extraordinary music we compose! An appalling hurl-burly in the azure of the sky! Solitude is far behind. Calm, individuality—we’ve abandoned all that along with our old skins in order to achieve the monstrous joy, the hysterical folly that carries us now.

			Soon we will reproduce to make us still more powerful. The earth is tiny compared to our enormity. Oh, the ecstasy! We follow the swarm’s current all day long. And soon we’ll descend on the fields and binge on everything we can consume, nothing will resist our greed. Our carapaces are turning yellow, we’re ready to couple, to multiply. We will lay our eggs in the moist soil to make the swarm grow larger still. We are a magnificent monster.

			There’s an old man here with his dog, crying as he watches us devour the garden he planted, a pathetic little vegetable plot, a few lettuces and some colorful flowers that we snatch in a single mouthful. He cries and I stop briefly to drink the salt of his tears, white rivulets against his dark skin.

			I am Aisha and I’m dreaming.

			I am Aisha, but Aisha is so small, she’s nothing and nobody, all that matters is “us”, Aisha no longer exists!

			I am Aisha and I want to find my mom. I want to leave this crowd that’s carrying me too far from home and sows tears in old men’s eyes. I want to be myself again despite the ecstasy, to escape the dream, not let myself be swallowed up. But it’s too late, there are too many of us already. Be quiet! No more thoughts! Follow the herd, flitter, give in to the pleasure of being so powerful! Do what all the others are doing, stop thinking and relish the burning intensity of now!

			No, I want to dominate my dream, I want it to be cold in there, too cold for us to fly any further. It’s my dream, I can sing my own song in it. The one Mom taught me. I am Aisha and I want to wake up and be back in my child’s mind and body, back with my vulnerable flesh and my simple pleasures, to escape the thrill of destruction. I am Aisha and I’m crying alongside the man for his tiny garden.

			And then a thrumming sound can be heard in the sky, my song is a vast white bird breaking into the swarm, cutting through it, dispersing it.

			It’s all just a dream, says the bird as it flies away, wake up, wake up quickly, before the eggs hatch! Nip this dream in the bud! Sing your mother’s song.

			 

		

	
		
			

			 


			There’s such a racket going on inside your head. You need to get home while you can still stay in the saddle. Don’t hang around here any longer. Your head’s spinning terribly.

			You start to canter home and then, out of nowhere, you see it, long before you reach the three trees, you see a pink cloud rise up and expand. You wonder whether it’s the lightning still influencing your mind. Clouds coming up from the soil, you’ve never seen that before. Mist, yes, but this is different, it’s a teeming mass invading the sky. It’s insects! You galop to get home, galop toward this rising swarm. The eighth plague has begun, it’s struck when children aren’t even sleeping, it’s no longer connected to their dreams, it’s happened in broad daylight. The dream has broken free of their sleep, it’s now self-generating, no longer reliant on little sleepers. You should have thought of this, now that the passage between worlds is open, the Phenomenon can manifest itself at any time. By night, by day . . . Who’s dreaming? Perhaps the earth itself, because the swarms are birthed from its depths, the world is begetting clouds of insects, and little Lucie can’t be anything to do with it, she never takes a nap.

			Your head’s spinning but your horse has set off at a galop and you can’t hold him now. Could you? He suddenly seems colossally powerful. Fatiha chose a mount to match your size, a huge horse strong enough to carry a giant like you. He’s galloping through the lake, and the water amplifies the irrational sensation that you’re flying. The two of you are conflated into one energy, you and the horse, your two bodies, your two breaths. Distance is nothing now and this moment is gigantic. You’ve never felt such power beneath you, you’re devouring the ground. You are in each of his strides and his gallop hurtles you toward the eighth plague. Nothing exists anymore besides this lightning speed, you are both yourself and the horse at the same time, you’re a centaur.

			A plane flies just overhead, making a terrifying noise. A low flying plane that plies open the pink swarm, flattening it back down to the ground, panicking you both still further. Unstoppable, you dive into the swarm, hundreds of locusts busy their wings around you, you knock into them, they knock into you, more and more collisions. The insects cling to your hair to his mane to your beard to your gleaming white coat to his jacket to the saddle, and you both close your eyes. You’ve shortened the reins to reassure Santiago, he needs to feel your hands to gather his courage and exhale his panic. He could collapse underneath you in this wild bolting. You want to talk to him but you’re afraid you’ll swallow some of the insects if you open your mouth. You’d rather say nothing, you’re so good at not talking, and you steady him with your legs, your seat, and your hands, while still urging him on toward home. You can see the three trees and it’s from there that the swarm is springing up, the source is there, at the end of your garden, and the locusts are still bombarding you as you gallop onward against the tide despite all these winged creatures knocking and bashing you, despite those that crunch under your hooves on the ground, those that cling to your ears. You’re nearly there and the horse is calmer now, he’s slowed to a trot, to a walk, he comes to a halt, you bring him to a halt, you’re not sure which it is, the two of you stop under the trees and see Lucie lying there. You jump to the ground beside her.

			She tells you she fell asleep and her dream ran away with her like a huge horse, but she managed to rein it in, to control it, she woke and defeated the swarm. She doesn’t understand why her body isn’t responding, she can’t move her arms or legs. She’s paralyzed, but happy. You watch the swarm move away and don’t tell her that there are still thousands of them the size of her fist, ready to devour everything, thousands of them flying toward Fatiha’s smallholding. You tell her she did well and put your arms around her.

			Eva comes running out. She didn’t see or hear anything until the dog came into the house to find her, barking.

			“I managed to get out of a dream, Mom. But now I can’t move!”

			Her mother tells her that this sometimes happens when people wake: the body thinks it’s still asleep, in the dream sleep phase. Our bodies are paralyzed during this phase and only our eyes move. She promises it won’t last. While Eva hugs and reassures her, Lucie explains how sleep just crept up on her with no warning.

			And then Lucie says that when she woke, she saw a man over there among the reeds. Eva soothes her: sleep paralysis often goes hand in hand with hallucinations on waking, people can see shadows, figures, they can even think they’re ghosts. It’s nothing.

			You’re more worried than she is. Where exactly did she see the man? Over there. What did he look like? Like the hunter who killed the goose.

			You get back into the saddle and head in the direction she’s pointing. If it was President George, it would be best to know because if it was him, they’ll have to run away. Unless you can track him down, catch up with him and, somehow or other, stop him talking. Your horse is covered in white foam and is breathing hard, you can’t push him any further. Poor thing! You keep to a walk, but you spot some footprints. Lucie wasn’t dreaming: the man was here, he saw her, and he knows.

			Where to go now to protect Lucie?

			You consider your fishing hut in the middle of the marshes. It’s camouflaged and no one knows about it apart from your children. There’s enough there to live on for a few days. That’s where the three of you should hide. Yes, you need to go there and cover your tracks.

			You return to Eva who’s waiting for you. Lucie has recovered the use of her skinny legs and is already running over to the enclosure to release her goslings. You take Eva in your arms, whispering that you love her, and tell her you need to leave as soon as possible. Then your bodies peel apart, and you take care of Santiago while Eva goes back to the house to listen to the radio, gauge the scale of this eighth plague and get together everything you need.

			 

			*

			 

			Gini and Miria didn’t leave Newfoundland straightaway. But they have seats on the first plane out of St. John’s and are crossing the Atlantic by day in the sumptuous lounge of a jet.

			Olivia, their hostess, has a colossal fortune and exquisite taste. She has inherited wealth but also a brilliant mind, she’s a businesswoman blessed with luck, and has been widowed several times, which is why she wears only white.

			She exhausted all her husbands, she tells Gini with a peel of laughter, and each bereavement increased her assets. She’s refused to have children—it’s too cruel to give them a dying world. She travels by plane, flying over this tiny little planet on her silk carpet. She “gazes at the curves of the globe from above”. Distances are nothing, but time is a scourge, and her time is running out. She knows she’s a serious predator, that she alone pollutes the world more than a small country does. But it’s already too late, the world is doomed, it won’t last much longer. She can’t understand that some people still reproduce when the end is so near. It must be that the species is clinging on to everything, and in spite of everything.

			She believes in nothing and when her looks have faded and she no longer enjoys anything, she’ll cut her wrists in the warmth of one of her swimming pools. At home in Italy, perhaps, in the house that her mother left without even saying goodbye when she, Olivia, was ten years old. Gone, pfft! Overnight, after a long illness that she’d hidden from her daughter by sending her away to extortionately expensive boarding schools.

			While Miria sleeps on the thick velvet of a sofa, Olivia opens up to Gini in all her cynicism, not sparing herself any more than she spares the world. She has a cutting mind, a razor-sharp tongue, and has a graceful way of describing her own unbearable flippancy, while also condemning it.

			After two hours in the air, Olivia gets up, sits down next to Gini and kisses him on the lips, then tells him beauty is the only thing that still gives her a bit of a buzz and he can fuck her if he’d like to, the door at the far end leads to a bedroom. Gini refuses, politely.

			She laughs again, pours herself another drink and returns to where she was sitting.

			Then she changes the subject to the Phenomenon. They’re living in extraordinary times, she’s so glad it’s happening in her lifetime and she’ll be intrigued to see the world submerged by locusts, then by darkness. As for what happens after that, she doesn’t give a damn: she’s an only child, a firstborn, she’ll be culled along with the others, she’ll be spared from having to take her own life. Deep down she knows that she’s always had a craving for oblivion, a “Desire for Annihilation” like the poem by Charles Baudelaire.

			“Adorable spring has lost its fragrance!

			And Time engulfs me minute by minute.”

			If Gini can resist her, then the first petals must already be starting to fall, she adds, laughing and still holding her coupe of champagne.

			“My charm no longer works, the spells I cast are wearing thin, it’s time I withdrew from the world. Unless you’re impotent.”

			“But what’s to say that it’s women I want, however beautiful they may be?”

			“And what’s to say that I’m not a man, if that’s what I decide?”

			 

			Miria eventually wakes from her long sleep.

			

			She says she dreamed of wild geese. Gini is sitting at a table, drinking a cup of tea, and Olivia is next to him, wearing an embroidered kimono dotted with white birds.

			Miria’s dream reminds Gini of his young neighbor on the flight and his farm called Wild Geese. Before leaving the piece of paper on his seat, Gini took a photo of the address on it.

			Olivia presses a button and asks whether Gini would like to use the screen which, by an ingenious little mechanism, flips out of the solid wood table in front of him. The plane’s satellite WiFi is working, he may as well make the most of it to locate the place. Wild Geese proves to be close to the Line, barely an hour’s drive from Marignane airport where she’s offered to drop them. She’ll provide a car and driver for them. But the last few kilometers have suffered the effects of the storm, the roads are unusable, and the farm is probably accessible only on foot. Miria says quietly that she can walk, that this farm is where she’s expected.

			Olivia gives the pilot the grid reference for Wild Geese and asks him to fly over the area as low as possible. The plane starts its descent. The Camargue spreads its lakes before them and the aircraft skims the ground still white with hailstones. The pilot’s voice comes through on the address system in the lounge: “The farm’s right there on the left.” But he doesn’t have time to avoid a pink cloud that’s sprung up out of nowhere. The plane plows through a swarm of locusts surging from the white landscape.

			“There’s singing down below,” Miria says, while the insects pelt against the plane’s nose and engines and windshield.

			 

			*

			 

			I’d given up on the local radio station and found another frequency that was just about audible. The little radio set was stunned, outraged as it sputtered and crackled with interference, trying not to be completely overwhelmed. The voices inside it were keen to sound professional but they too sometimes got carried away, like everyone else in the world, like the world itself. 

			Sleep was now foisting itself on children. Their latest dream produced clouds of locusts, huge swarms of winged insects that could descend from the sky as quickly as they flew up into it. They invaded towns and countryside everywhere but died within a day, causing only minor damage. Birds were feasting on them, people were sweeping them up in the streets or piling them up in their yards to give to their chickens, some even ended up being kebabbed. There were people saying that they were an essential source of protein, a sort of “manna from heaven.” The good news had spread: there was no need to be afraid of these insects, this eighth plague was just a daytime nightmare.

			But the mystery was still unsolved; children were being struck by instant catalepsy, falling like flies in the middle of the day. When this latest Phenomenon started, teachers in schools that had reopened found themselves confronted with classrooms of sleeping children just before the bell rang for recess. In childcare centers or on their mothers’ backs in the fields, toddlers nodded off at three in the afternoon. The Line had moved again: this dream had started one hundred meters further east.

			Even though we left in such a hurry, we unwound the tape measure to check for sure. One hundred meters, that was the exact distance between the tree under which Lucie had fallen asleep and the previous line that was still just indicated on the ground by a few more tenacious hailstones. These apparent coincidences were growing less and less random. Everything pointed to an inescapable fact that left me helpless: my child was weaving these dreams. My daughter was launching the plagues in her sleep, the world was being filled with what she saw in it while she slept, but she’d overcome her latest dream and all of humanity was celebrating because of her victory.

			At dawn the next day, Serge had set out on Santiago with Lucie and her three goslings. He’d already made several return trips to the fishing hut during the night, and now it was my turn to leave. We were heading further east, but now knew this wouldn’t change anything. When we were all at the hut, Serge would erase our tracks and then scatter them with his collection of peppers—the ones that were meant to add spice to his life and had been waiting for years for this moment, stashed in the corner of his kitchen. He would leave bird carcasses in the most appropriate places, then take off his boots and join us barefoot, having released Santiago who would automatically head home to Fatiha, therefore leading anyone following us to her house. He hoped this wouldn’t give his friends any cause for concern. But we had to be sure that we couldn’t be tracked down by whatever gang of people came along fired up by President George. They would have dogs.

			Riding Santiago, I watched Serge’s house recede as if it was in fact the house that was leaving me to follow its own path. I bid it a last goodbye, although I couldn’t have explained why. This time we really were heading into the wild.

			 

			*

			 

			Pierre has done as the giant said and spent the night in the holiday rental owned by a charming couple. The local radio in their dining room is spewing out its incompetent nonsense. The authorities are gathering children together in an attempt to limit the damage, but their parents are resisting this initiative and refusing to be separated from them. People everywhere are trying to find scapegoats: researchers, children, migrants, travelers, foreigners . . . The announcer on the station they’re listening to claims, in his grating voice, that he’s tracked down the Dream Bearer, a little girl whose dreams need to be gagged. He encourages his listeners to join him on a child hunt. If they don’t act now, next time it will be darkness over the land.

			His hosts are very worried about the next dream and are planning to practice living in the dark. They have candles, but would such small flames break through the darkness from these dreams? They intend to blindfold themselves and learn to live their lives blind. Yes, the only people who won’t suffer the effects of the next plague will be the blind! They almost envy them.

			Pierre talks to them about the drover’s cottage that’s available to rent but that he’s failed to find. They know it—it’s not far away. They sketch a little map for him over breakfast and he decides to go straightaway, while there’s still light to see by. His hosts offer him a pair of boots in his size, dry clothes, a candle, and a box of matches. No one knows when the darkness will strike. They hug him when he leaves—these people sure form bonds quickly! Unless it’s recent events making them behave like this: sharper emotions and streams of tears, a feeling of having to say a final farewell with every parting.

			Pierre doesn’t let the scenery distract him this time, striding purposefully in his green boots. He doesn’t lose the way and reaches the little house where his wife’s car is parked. He knew it, this is where they were, and where they might be again. He runs over and finds the door wide open, but he notices that it’s been forced and the house is empty. He finds crumbs of his family inside, books, clothes that he recognizes, his wife’s notebooks of dreams. Enough to make him weep. He sits down on the sofa to pull himself together and study this place where they’ve lived far away from him these last months—he’s very emotional. He now knows he’s getting close, that he’ll be with them soon. He needs to act quickly before the world goes dark. They haven’t taken the car, which means they can’t be far. He starts by eating some crispbreads, taking a while to spread butter onto them without snapping them. The process calms him; his own little way of regaining control. Then he rifles through the wardrobes looking for clues and eventually alights on the drawing that Lucie taped to the wall in Eva’s bedroom.

			This map so prettily sketched by his daughter slightly worries him: there’s a man in the bigger house, the one he needs to get to on the far side of the lake. The man has a red beard and he’s a giant. His name is written in blue crayon, a blue like the color of the sky, SERGE. The ungainly depiction reminds him of the man on horseback that he saw—or dreamed—when he was lost on the marshes.

			What’s this Serge doing in their lives? Pierre starts imagining all sorts of possibilities in order to break away from his chief anxiety, an anxiety that batters him and starts the crispbreads breaking again under his round-bladed knife. His wife can’t have replaced him so quickly, you can’t sweep aside a whole life in three months. He empties the packet, there’s only one crispbread left, just one, he won’t break it. He picks up his bag and, holding the drawing, sets out on the route that it indicates.

			The hailstones have finally melted away, the path is clear with only a few dead locusts to herald the end of the world. 

			The pencil-drawn trees appear in the distance.

			Pierre keeps going, thinking of nothing but Eva’s dark, dark eyes and all the years they lived together. He plows on, heading deeper and deeper into the past. With every step he goes backward, reliving their first meeting for the thousandth time, he rewinds his life to when they were students, he sees Eva giving birth and little Lucie, so little, tiny, in her arms. He’ll never hit her again, he can’t understand how he did.

			The house emerges from the depths of a garden which must have been beautiful before the storm, beautiful enough for a little girl to want to run around it and draw it.

			The door stands open. All the doors around here are already open before he gets to them. He goes in shouting, “Is there anybody here?” He’s shaking, tears spring up again, he’s going to be reunited with his family at last.

			But a man’s voice answers him, an unpleasant voice that he thinks he recognizes. Where’s he heard it? It’s not the bearded giant who’s running down the stairs. Before even seeing the man, Pierre knows it’s not him, his footfalls don’t have a steady enough rhythm. No, a short man in combat pants appears, a rifle slung across his chest. He introduces himself as President George. Who would ever give themselves a name like that!

			He talks as if Pierre has agreed to a meeting, as if he’s come here for some reason that President George alone knows—because Pierre himself has no idea what it is.

			“You came at the right time. The others have given up, that asshole screwed up the scent for the dogs by scattering pepper around his garden. Look at the state Odette’s in because of him!”

			He points to a spaniel lying in a corner of the kitchen next to two bowls, one full of water, the other brimming with kibble. She’s sneezing and whimpering, pawing at her snout.

			“The Algerian government are saying that their teams have found the Dream Bearer. A young girl who was on the exact right longitudes at the exact right times. She’s confessed and the authorities have said they’ll make sure she doesn’t dream anymore. The morons are reassured by that, they’ll believe anything so long as it suits them. But I know that’s just a smokescreen. Lies, yet again, more lies! It’s crazy having all these kids mess up the planet! You want a drink? Serge has some amazing wine in his cellar. What’s your name?”

			“Pierre.”

			“Well, Pierre, let’s go choose some wine together. Just watch the stairs, they’re lethal.”

			“You go choose. I’d rather take a look around the house.”

			“I already searched it. Serge has disappeared into the wild. We’ll go look for him as soon as Odette has recovered. We won’t let her sniff where he’s put pepper down. Odette’s an excellent hunting dog, she’ll track them down. President George never gives up.”

			Pierre looks around the house, asking himself so many questions that his brain scrambles. He needs to calm down so he can think. But there are several different stories muddled together in the rooms he visits. A Christmas scene that’s been preserved in aspic for years, two children’s bedrooms abandoned to the dust, Nils Holgersson, The Selfish Giant, and The Last of the Mohicans, old illustrated books that Eva dug out of their basement for Lucie just before she was born, a Bible, masses of dried leaves, a cardboard box lined with feathers, bird droppings in a double bed in a second-floor room. He reckons that Eva was here when she called him and that Lucie incubated some eggs when she was sick. He goes back downstairs and in the study he finds files that belong to his wife. President George calls him from the kitchen just as he’s about to go into the last bedroom. Pierre doesn’t answer, he’s picked up the vestiges of an opulent and sensual perfume that holds him on the threshold, reeling. President George startles him with a hearty slap on the back, it’s intended to be friendly but he utterly fails to respond to it. He regains his calm as he contemplates this jovial little man with his rifle over his shoulder. Pierre is lost on the threshold of this bedroom, devastated by the intimacy emanating from the place, by the mingling of different smells. He closes the door and follows President George to the kitchen. A glass of wine isn’t such a bad idea, after all, even with this weird guy whose voice he can’t place. He sits down opposite him, facing the case of wine that the hunter has brought up from the cellar.

			“I’ve put together a little selection of things to give you the choice and I’ve found a corkscrew and some glasses.”

			 

			*

			 

			The fishing hut was constructed entirely from plants; it stood with its back to the lake, hiding among the reeds and rushes near a small wood, and even its pontoon slipped just under the surface of the fresh water. Serge had built it from the materials around it. It was covered with a thatch of reed stems lined up and arranged in layered sheafs. This roof came all the way down to the ground like a long, flounced gray dress. He’d gathered bundles of fallen branches in the surrounding woods to make the two walls, one of which included an external door equipped with a mosquito net, the other an unglazed window also protected by metal mesh. The lake was a sheet of green lacquer, slumbering in a mood of calm that nothing seemed able to disturb. Even the wind was away blowing somewhere else. Only some red and blue dragonflies made concentric ripples when they alighted on the surface like dainty young ladies, and these circles widened gently. The plagues hadn’t ruined anything; the hut was intact and birds were singing all around it with an age-old serenity that no scourge would ever spoil. Nothing bad had happened so far: this little paradise lived like this for all time, convinced it was in no danger and everything would last. 

			Lucie’s goslings had immediately set about investigating the lake—they now sometimes ventured off without her—and had hidden somewhere along the banks. These shores were invisible because the frontier between land and water was so permeable, the plants made no distinction, taking root everywhere with equal success.

			Inside the hut was a table and four chairs that Serge had put together from the same wood as the walls, as he had the two large beds that took up all the remaining space. Even though my giant had brought sleeping bags and pillows, I wasn’t sure I would be able to sleep on those bare boards. But I would have to. The final feature was a rudimentary kitchenette with a gas bottle and a gas cooking ring, and two large basins on a worktop. Some shelves hidden behind a sheet of brown cloth housed the cutlery and other kitchen utensils. No mirror, no tap. Water—and reflections, too—could be found in the lake. I would boil it.

			I felt that nothing bad could happen to us here with Serge. Even if the place were cloaked in darkness, we would get through it together with one another’s touch.

			He hugged me close as we stood on the pontoon and I admired this Eden where my child seemed happy.

			We’d spent the night preparing for our escape and had finished the move in the morning. We were exhausted and relaxed. Lucie might fall asleep at any time, but Serge needed to get some sleep and to make the most of this lull; no one would find us in the next few hours. Yes, I’m going to sleep for a couple of hours, he told us. Lucie was also very keen to rest in the hut. I would keep watch, staying awake beside her despite how tired I was. We settled her on the more comfortable of the two beds, wrapped in a sleeping bag and with her head nestled in her feather pillow. I lay down beside her to watch over her. Serge kissed us both and asked Lucie if he could tie the end of the sky-blue yarn from his sweater around her wrist. His mother had made it for him in such a way that, if you pulled on this thread, the whole sleeve unraveled easily. He felt reassured knowing that—thanks to this precious thread—she would be attached to him, to us, to this hut that had no lock on the door. Whatever happened and even if I fell asleep despite my best efforts, he would be able to find her in the darkness if he put this azure-colored yarn around her wrist. It was best to take precautions even at the expense of losing a sleeve: these dreams had more than one trick up their sleeves. Lucie smiled at him and hugged him, agreeing to this leash on her little paw, and she asked him if we would have enough to eat in the hut.

			Serge told her he could fish, that we had this huge bag of rice, more pasta than we needed, and even a truck load of chocolate and apple juice.

			“And if we get really hungry, we’ll eat the geese!”

			Lucie howled and pelted him with her fists, and this tickled him so much that his deep laugh must have scared every animal around.

			Lucie could tell I was in danger of nodding off so, as she kissed me, she told me to meet her on the pontoon in our dreams. She told me not to stress, it was fine for me to sleep because she now knew how to take her dreams wherever she wanted, she’d defeated the locusts.

			And we fell asleep in the middle of the afternoon sheltered in the giant’s tiny hut.

			 

		

	
		
			NINTH DREAM

		 
			Lucie, age 8, France, May 4, 
in the afternoon

		
			I woke on my wooden bed. The sun was blazing and its rays filtered through the branches of the nearest tree and danced on the floor of the hut. They swayed to the movements of the leaves, climbing over the table and chairs, scaling the sloping ceiling.

			I wanted to go outside and walk along the pontoon. It was warm out. Eyes, Voice and Wings came to join me, surrounded by the music of this green haven where we lived. The song lulled us and there we were on this walkway in the depths of the woods, like in a cocoon, enjoying the smells and sounds, feeling the soft caress of the breeze that ruffled through our white feathers and blond hair. 

			A large animal loomed from between the reeds and bent over its own reflection to take long, slow gulps of water from the lake. A stag! A legendary animal that’s said to hide in our forests, but I’d never seen one close up before. Actually, in my mind, stags were hardly any more real than unicorns and dragons. When the stag raised his head, his antlers mingled with the tangle of tree branches, and we couldn’t tell where his body ended and the woods began. The stag was everything at once: a forest grew out of his forehead, his hooves were rooted in the clay, his shadow stretched over the ground, his reflection in the lake undulated against the blue of the sky that hovered there. The stag turned sharply from his drinking to stare at us.

			But we weren’t moving, not a muscle, and we were perfectly silent.

			We then realized that he was scared of us and that we were thinking about the past: the present, the moment we were in, had already been.

			But when? Long ago, when the agreement still stood.

			That time, the time we were living in, was done with, lost, destroyed. The hut in this green paradise and the stag and the smells—all that was behind us, but we could still feel its underground presence.

			I could feel the fear in that stag’s stare, and a black dot started to appear in his eyes, just like the dot that dead people get in their eyes. The dot spread like an ink stain, and we couldn’t get away from his dark stare, from the immense anxiety that was contaminating the woods and the green water of the lake and the blue of the sky. Everything was afraid of us. Caught up in the stag’s fear, the lake was turning brown and our feathers darkened under thick clouds. The terror was so powerful that we too were sucked into its shadow that had first developed in an animal’s eyes. We needed to run away. The fear had produced a huge black cloud just over our heads, a cloud preparing to descend on the earth, a gigantic curving shelf of shadows. A wave of cloud unfurling like a scroll.

			We walked through the reeds, walked alongside the sad song that led the way, walked under the black sky of a drowned world, walked until we were lost in space and time, walked without knowing where we were going, blindly. Toward what? We didn’t know, toward the cocoon we’d just left, the Eden that we’d lost so long ago already, yes, lost.

			Everything has already happened. In the past, we fled or were driven out. We always destroy our humble Edens. What strange creatures we are! Why must we cast shadows wherever we go when we so love beauty? But beauty has been and gone, it’s already gone, it’s always gone.

			We drifted aimlessly in the dark. Nothing beautiful left to see, nothing but the shadow in the stag’s gentle eyes, the shadow that had invaded everything as it radiated from the animal’s iris. How sad! We’re such magnificent animals and we’ve forgotten how to be satisfied!

			No, no, none of that is me thinking, I realize now that I’m dreaming, I need to get back to the present, nothing’s happened yet, everything’s still possible, none of it’s real. I’ve gotten lost in the darkness of my nightmare, gone astray. Everything has been erased and only my goslings are left: I can hear your soft piping in the dark. I don’t want to lose you, I love you. I can hear you, I understand you, we can fly away, you’re saying. The time has come. It’s very easy to fly in a dream, you just jump into the air and stay there. I launch myself, I’m following you.

			Our feet run and our wings beat, we leave the ground and soar above the darkness, this thick skin covering the earth. From the sky we can see the horrible fear moving westward.

			The ninth plague is draping the globe in black fabric, smothering it, dressing it up in mourning.

			 

		

	
		
			

			 


			Pierre takes a bottle from the crate and is about to read the label when everything suddenly goes dark. Someone switched off the sun.

			President George and Pierre soon understand what this means: the ninth plague has been launched across the world.

			The ugly voice spits out a sequence of expletives, cursing the sky, and Serge. President George would have been able to stop it, of course he’d have made sure the kid didn’t want to sleep.

			Pierre isn’t listening to him; he’s rifling through his jacket pocket for the box of matches and the candle that his hosts gave him just in case.

			He concentrates on what he’s doing: using the tips of his fingers, he ensures he opens the box the right way up, then carefully takes out a match in the pitch dark, while trying not to drop all the others. By feel alone, he identifies the swollen tip and strikes it against the rough side of the box, but nothing happens. There’s no spark, no flame, no light. He holds the match at eye level between his thumb and forefinger. He definitely heard the noise that the little red tip makes as it catches fire, that characteristic Pshhhttt, but he can’t see anything; he can’t make sense of it and ends up burning his fingers.

			How to imagine the terror of a man confronted with a match flame that he’s holding in his own hand, and he knows it’s burning but it can’t cut through the darkness?

			The air must have instantly become opaque. The darkness isn’t simply nighttime in the middle of the day, it’s some form of matter that won’t allow any light through. It’s physically impossible, but everything’s been impossible for some time now, everything is surprising. He realizes that there’s nothing they can do to fight this scourge, they’ll have to accept it, not panic, be patient, and wait for this irrational shadow to disperse. Three days and three nights, that’s what it says in the Bible.

			Three days and three nights to spend with this guy who’s insulting the whole world, someone he would never normally have wanted to spend time with, or even meet. A narrow-minded man, an idiot who’s hollering like a condemned soul and whom Pierre will have to tolerate for seventy-two hours. Hell won’t be the darkness itself, but this long period alone with President George.

			Pierre picks up the bottle that he put down on the table. Feeling his way, he finds the corkscrew and, still working blind, opens the bottle. Might as well get drunk, it’ll make the time pass faster, then he can go sleep, he’ll be able to find a bed; he remembers the layout of the house which, thank goodness, he visited while it was still light. The blind live in the dark, and he’ll cope all the better for knowing this is only temporary.

			He offers to pour President George a glass of wine and tells him that he tried to light a candle, but there was no beating this particular type of darkness. Then President George—ridiculous name, Pierre just thinks of him as that other guy—presses the button for the flashlight on his keyring, with no success. Fear grips him by the throat: president he may be, but his toneless voice grows even more shrill. All because of that asshole Serge, he’ll have to live here until this darkness disperses.

			He would like a drink, yes. It’ll comfort him.

			Pierre asks him to move his glass closer and hears the foot of the glass being dragged over the wooden table. He tries not to make any sharp movements to avoid knocking it and breaking it. There we are, he’s found it. He takes it by the rim and holds it up quite high so that he doesn’t have to tilt the bottle too much, repeating this process several times and using his index finger to check that the bowl of the glass is full before setting it down in front of President George. Then he pours himself a glass. While he drinks, Pierre accepts this temporary blindness and thinks about what he could use as a cane. He noticed a long stick by the fireplace in this kitchen whose configuration he can picture; he’ll try to find it later. He put his backpack down at his feet earlier and now takes out the snack and breaks into it. He offers half his sandwich to his insufferable companion. President George is touched by this gesture—he finds it reassuring. He thanks Pierre and after some fumbling, catches hold of the offering that Pierre is holding out for him, saying that it’s his pleasure to share it with him, that’s where the French word copain, a pal, comes from: co-pain, shared bread.

			That’s a point, what are they going to eat? Man cannot live on wine alone! President George exclaims with a full mouth, before thinking that Serge has been stocking up, he has a gas cooker, and they’ll find a way to cook some pasta. But Pierre disagrees with this: he’d rather avoid playing with fire. If something catches light, they won’t be able to see it and the whole house will go up in smoke; he figured this out when he nearly dropped the burning match. President George remembers from his thorough search of the house that the cupboard behind him is full of cookies and candy, junk food that that asshole Serge bought for the kid. They’ll have enough to keep them going. He’s getting used to the situation and they’re not all that hungry for now so they can make do with drinking and having a friendly chat. He suggests telling each other their life stories and announces that, in his case, there’s plenty of material, he could go on for days with anecdotes and adventures. So long as he has someone listening to him, he can cope with anything; in fact, that’s why he’s happy sitting at his mic for the local radio station.

			Pierre instantly remembers where he’s heard this squeaky voice: on his hosts’ radio this morning. He realizes, with a feeling of dread, that he’s sitting opposite the guy who was launching a child hunt over the airwaves, and that the child in question is his child, it’s Lucie. 

			But he hasn’t said anything about himself yet, he hasn’t revealed why he’s here. The Other Guy doesn’t know that Pierre is the father of the little girl he’s insulting so fulsomely between slugs of wine. Drinking is erasing his fear of the dark.

			Pierre gets the feeling he’s to be spared no suffering—being stuck with someone like this is really the worst thing he could imagine. He drinks to hear as little as possible of the endless obscenities being described to him by this man whom he now knows is the enemy. You’d have to be deaf to put up with this, deaf rather than blind. Meanwhile, the Other laughs as he keeps up his tide of words, his confidence growing, it turns out he feels freer in the dark, in the intimacy it produces. Pierre wonders whether this headcase still has his rifle across his chest. He doesn’t remember seeing him put it down.

			He keeps drinking and the Other drinks even more as he describes in detail his life as a womanizer. They have a crate of wine and a corkscrew: enough to last them many hours.

			 

			*

			 

			You wake in total darkness. You can feel that the sleeve of your sweater has almost completely gone, and the stitches are still unraveling.

			You immediately grasp that Lucie has set out into the darkness of her dream.

			You kiss Eva and whisper that you’re leaving her there while you go to search for Lucie. But she panics and says she didn’t manage to get to the pontoon in her dream because the front door was stuck. She really tried, though, she tried, just like she does every time! You reach for your flashlight which you left beside you and turn it on with no result: nothing can dispel the darkness. Eva wants to come with you to find her daughter, she wants to follow the thread with you. You can’t dissuade her and you understand how she feels.

			By feeling your way around the hut, you attach the end of the yarn from your other sleeve to one of the roof beams so that you’ll be able to find your way back in the dark. The dog whimpers and presses up to our legs but you’d rather leave him here and not lose him outside. You take Eva’s hand and give her a broken fishing net to use as a cane with her free hand, and the two of you set out into the darkness, closing the door behind you.

			Your past is writhing at the far end of the woolen thread, you can feel it flailing like a fish on a line; but it’s not you who’s bringing it up to the surface, no, it’s dragging you down to the depths, it emerges briefly, scales shimmering, then dives back down on the end of this blue line. Right here and now Lucie has vanished, the woods and marshes have vanished, swallowed up by the shadows, and you can’t see anything, nothing. Here, Eva is clinging to your arm. You can’t hold her slender hand and feel its warmth, you can’t squeeze it tight because your other sleeve is weaving the path back as it in turn unravels.

			The two of you fumble your way through the absolute blackness, you are the people in the painting, and you yourself try to keep the past and the future tethered to the end of this fine woolen thread without breaking it.

			You walk on and the thread leads you to the deepest pool of water, and the water flows into your head. Water is pouring into the darkness of the present.

			You work your way backward through time and it takes you back to Marielle, to that Christmas morning when she wanted to leave and take the children with her. To get out, to leave you! Abandoning you on Christmas day when the two of you had put the presents under the tree the night before and closed the living room door as you did every year. You mustn’t go into the living room until morning to avoid disturbing Santa Claus.

			You can picture Marielle sitting on the small green velvet sofa in the kitchen with a glass in her hand, the thousandth of the evening, you can picture her looking at you and you can hear her smile. She was laughing, blind drunk, she laughed and her laughter hurt you; you went up to bed without her. Never guessing what she would do, you went up to sleep and to forget, because she’d told you in between two glasses and just before her appalling, hysterical laugh: “I don’t love you anymore. I don’t want to live here with you any longer.” That was all, she’d spat out these two statements and you didn’t think, you couldn’t imagine that she was experiencing something she couldn’t handle, you just thought: “She has someone else in her life and she’s happier with him than with me,” not understanding that she’d been reclaimed by the madness that you’d chosen to ignore when it had reared its head a second time. You slept that night while she went on drinking alone in the kitchen, drinking the dark night right through until dawn. Then she woke the children who followed her meekly. What did she tell them to make them go with her and not look under the Christmas tree, not even go into the living room, when they were so impatient to see their presents? She’d put them into the back of her car in their pajamas, probably still half asleep. She’d carefully strapped Arsène into his car seat and put Esther onto her booster seat with her puppy in her arms. Then she left. You were no longer really asleep at this point, you’d heard doors slamming, you went over to the window just before the car started up, and you raced, naked, down the stairs, stopping only to throw on your sheepskin coat which had the key to your pickup in the pocket. You drove like a madman along the dirt road to catch up with them, hurtling along the trail beside the irrigation ditch, thinking that the frost had slightly hardened the mud so you wouldn’t get stuck, you knew that—by taking this shortcut—you could cut them off by the little bridge, but you hadn’t thought about the deep pool, no, you’d only been thinking about catching up with them. You parked your car across the road and stepped out, you didn’t have time to do anything else, just get out of your pickup and see the car coming toward you, and you told yourself it was daytime, she would stop to avoid running into you, she had plenty of time to brake.

			You’d accepted everything Marielle had insisted on so far. You’d left the city because it frightened her, you’d moved to this isolated place with Esther, to protect her, according to Marielle. She hadn’t wanted her child to risk any kind of nastiness by living surrounded by people. At first, this isolated house had soothed her fears, then Arsène was born and you thought that Marielle had recovered. But after a few years, her madness claimed her again. A fear of everything, and this time most likely a fear of you too, although you didn’t even know why, you couldn’t work out what you’d said, what you’d done.

			Where was she planning to take them that Christmas morning? Why had she torn them out of their beds like that? She’d refused to have any treatment, to see a doctor, and you hadn’t insisted, you’d failed to control her capricious behavior or the bottles of whisky that she hid in cupboards all over the house, in the garden, on the marshes. Everything you did, you did out of love, and even that morning when you blocked her way to make her stop the fucking car, to stop her raving, blind drunk with your children on board . . . 

			You thought she would brake, but no! And the car swerved to one side, rolled over and dived into the bottomless pool that had no business being there, but there’d been so much rain in the last two weeks that the ground hadn’t absorbed all the water, the irrigation ditches and canals poured into this deepest hole. And you hadn’t spotted the danger, you’d waited in front of the bridge, standing right in the middle of the road, naked under your coat, you thought she’d brake to avoid you despite the alcohol, but you couldn’t take anymore and some part of you deep down had snapped and was telling you it all had to stop, and life, too; it told you that your life, their lives, none of it meant anything if there was no love left.

			You saw the car fly off the road, turn over and fall into the pool as if she’d been aiming for it. You threw off your coat and dived in after them, naked, to haul them out. The water was clear and freezing cold, you could see them inside the car, but Marielle had locked the doors and you couldn’t open them. She was unconscious with her head down and her face slumped against the window. Arsène was in his car seat, crying, not even thinking to press the red button to release himself, which he already knew how to do. Esther was completely upside down and wasn’t moving, still clutching the puppy to her, both children panic-stricken in the back, too young and too petrified to undo the seatbelts that Marielle had somehow thought to do up in her delirium, and the car had only two doors, at the front, and the rear windows didn’t even open. But why did she run away that particular day? Why had she left? Why did you race along that shortcut to bar their way? Why did you think you could stop them?

			Looking through the window, as if from another dimension, you watched them drown in their sealed goldfish bowl. And Marielle opened her eyes when the water submerged her, and you thought she would unlock the doors, open a window, but no, she simply looked at you and smiled, not moving, and you’d run out of air—just like her—but you didn’t want to leave her and you smacked the window, trying to break it with the paltry stone you’d found on the banks, you smacked that window! Out of air, you unwillingly came back to the surface to breathe. You should have stayed down there, clinging to your stone, stayed down in the depths and died with them.

			Your family, your loved ones, it’s all stirring on the other end of the blue woolen thread that you’re working your way along to save this other child who set out into the darkness, perhaps toward that same pool. You must find her.

			Your family, your loved ones, engulfed. How can you still be alive?

			You can redeem yourself and save Lucie, on the end of this woolen thread. You can hear Eva, hear her howls as she screams her daughter’s name.

			You too howled when you came back to the surface, you howled and you couldn’t think what to do next, your body was frozen and you had no cell phone. You thought of the screwdriver and ran, shivering, to fetch it from the pickup, and you dived back down to use it as a lever on a window. The glass snapped but you couldn’t take any more, no, you couldn’t take any more. It was then that your neighbors came along the trail and they called for help and stopped you diving back in. Fatiha wrapped you in a blanket and rubbed you to warm you up, to bring you back to life. Laurent dived into the deep pool, but he couldn’t cope with the cold, he just managed to scoop up the puppy that Esther had released, and he pushed it into your arms. Their son Noah also dived in, and he brought up Marielle, but not the children, it was too hard to get inside the car to reach the children, not the children, he didn’t manage to get them out the icy water. And Marielle was dead, but they still gave her CPR and mouth-to-mouth while they waited for the ambulance, they kissed and massaged your dead wife, and you descended into the darkness with the puppy in your arms, the same darkness that you’re walking through today, with this thread in your hand to save this other child who isn’t yours, but whom you’ve already pulled from the black waters, already saved once, and carried across the marshes on your back.

			That child and this woman clinging to you make you want to live and whatever happens, you don’t want to lose them, you don’t want to lose yourself by diving back into the dark waters of your past. 

			And then the thread takes an abrupt upward turn, rising into the air like the string of a kite!

			Is she flying? Is Lucie flying? Has the world turned on its head? Everything is upside down in this darkness. You’ve both stopped moving under this taut thread. You’re afraid it will break, you give it some slack and then pull gently to tell Lucie that you’re down here on the earth, on the other end, and that the two of you are still holding her, wherever she may be, you’re supporting her and you love her. Then the thread slackens and you do your best to wind it into a ball, trying not to tangle it as you used to when you were a child. You don’t know how many meters there are left between you and Lucie, but you can hear the young geese honking nearby. 

			The kite has fallen back to the ground with no noise other than a soft rustle of wings, and at the very end of this blue thread, the thread with which, many years ago, your mother made you your armor of diamonds, you and Eva are reunited with Lucie, an unharmed Lucie who’s awed to have flown with her geese, to have touched the sky, to have had wings.

			

			The three of you are happy despite the darkness. The world can be as dark as it likes, nothing can take this joy away from you.

			 

			*

			 

			With all the drinking, Pierre eventually feels like talking as well.

			This darkness is stirring up his past, it’s resurfacing, the shadows are making him see images. He can picture himself with his daughter, can hear her crying and, hidden in these impenetrable shadows, he feels a need to speak, like someone in a confessional. He can feel that the darkness is pushing him to this. And, in a brief silence when the Other is uncorking the fourth bottle, he in turn begins talking about his life, lying a little, of course; he knows what he mustn’t say. He says he was down here for the weekend, he’d escaped to the country for some breathing space and then was stuck here when the storm broke, he blurts out that his wife left him three months ago because he used to hit their kid.

			Why the hell did he do that? The Other asks.

			She always found some way to wind him up: she didn’t obey fast enough, she lied, answered back, shouted, cried, drove him nuts. Every time, he promised himself he wouldn’t do it again, he promised her too, but it was no good, she always ended up making his blood boil, he was so stressed by his life that the punches and the harsh words came out of their own accord.

			“Did you enjoy beating her?”

			“Of course not!”

			“It’s possible to like it, you know, making other people suffer.”

			“It was like I had to do it. I wasn’t mine to control.”

			“Did it soothe you when you hit her?”

			“The exact opposite, I got even angrier. Sometimes I’d end up punching the walls. I used to injure my hands.”

			“As soon as I could walk, my father beat me, insulted me, and humiliated me,” President George admits. “I was a slouch, then a dunce, and he wanted me to succeed. He used to say, ‘You need to be more scared of me than of the rest of the world.’ But however much he beat me up, I was never scared of him. Although, objectively, I should have been. And, at the end of the day, I didn’t go to college. Much later, when we were hunting boar together, he told me he wanted to achieve something through me, but basically it wasn’t exactly surprising that I was a failure like him, that he’d done to me exactly what his dad had done to him, and the apple never falls far from the tree. But I’m not as dumb as him, I decided not to have children and I’ve known there was something off about me ever since those days, since those beatings I took as a kid. I told him that the person beating me was the beaten child that he once was, this weak, terrified kid who never got what it was about and was just fighting back. He cried, my dad did, like a brat. So I shot the boar and set myself free. From then on I felt light, I got into doing radio and life smiled on me. So, how were things with your dad when you were a kid?”

			“Bad, obviously. But that doesn’t mean I’m destined to do the same.”

			“No, of course not. It depends on character, experiences, the people you meet, and also the child you used to be, if that child tinkered with the parameters, if he somehow built an acceptable childhood for himself in spite of the beatings, if he came up with a different story for himself, or even if he managed to comfort his parents, or idealize them. But I didn’t know how and I think if I had a daughter who yelled and lied and did stuff I told her not to, I wouldn’t be able to stop myself smashing her face like I smash inanimate objects when they don’t do what I want.”

			“My wife also had a complicated childhood, and she’s always kept her cool. Lucie took Eva away from me. The moment she was born, she stole the place where I belonged in Eva arms and I couldn’t work out where to put myself. I loved that baby and I hated her too. I wanted my wife all to myself, I was so scared of losing her, anything that got too close to her was a threat to me. That’s my real problem, I’m no good at living. If I don’t have her, I don’t exist.”

			“Wait, don’t go anywhere, I need to relieve myself. It won’t be easy aiming at the toilet bowl when everything’s black, including me. I think it would be better to go to the front doorstep but not stray too far. If I get lost, I’ll call and you can come find me.”

			Pierre thinks there’s something endearing about this guy after all. The alcohol or perhaps the darkness is nudging him toward seeing him as a brother in misfortune. He’ll dissuade him from this child hunt. One thing’s for sure, the guy’s not as crazy as he seems. Pierre finds him unsettling. When he hears him return, he asks where the cookies are. The Other opens the cupboard, curses as he slings some things to the floor and then brings over some packets that he rips open haphazardly.

			“What do you want to do to this kid you’re looking for?” Pierre asks.

			“If the death of a single child can stop the massacre of all the others, I think we shouldn’t hesitate,” President George replies.

			“But you don’t even know if the others really will die, or if she’s the one triggering these dreams.”

			“The drover’s cottage where she lived, then this house, then the tree she fell asleep under last time all exactly match the Line where the dreams started, and I saw her dreaming on the day the locusts struck. It was nuts watching her bring those critters out of the ground by singing! The kid’s some kind of witch! I’m a firstborn and I’m not ready to die yet, plus I get no more sentimental about kids than older people. If she needs liquidating to save the world, I’m on it and I won’t chicken out.”

			“But if she’s innocent, you’d be killing a little eight-year-old girl for nothing.”

			“Well then, I’ll go to hell! Either way, if it’s not her, she’ll be taken with all the rest when the next plague hits.”

			“You wouldn’t be able to shoot an angel-faced little kid. It’s not that easy to kill a person.”

			

			“You don’t get it, I’ve done it before. A person, a wild boar, it’s not that different, except for the tears.”

			“I think I drank too much and I need to go lie down.”

			“I’m going to take care of Odette. Poor thing, I can’t hear her, she must be terrified. You can take the downstairs bedroom if you like.”

			“No thanks, there’s a smell in there I can’t take. I’ll sleep upstairs.”

			“With the bird shit?”

			“Yes, I prefer that to the smell hovering in that downstairs room. In the state I’m in, I couldn’t give a damn about sleeping in shit.”

			Pierre struggles to get to his feet. This man wants to kill his child and he himself is dead drunk, he wants to throw up. He staggers and grabs the stick he spotted earlier. He could use it against the guy, crack his skull, except no, he’d miss in the dark. He’ll deal with this later, right now he’s a waste of space, even his anger can’t stay on its feet, everything’s spinning. He goes upstairs, finds the bed and lies down. He can’t think, too much alcohol in his blood; he needs to recover.

			When he wakes, his head hurts but he has a grip on himself. He has no idea what time it is, doesn’t know whether it’s day or night or how long he’s been in this darkness, but he remembers that the man downstairs, the murderer, has made up his mind to kill Lucie and he’ll be on her trail again as soon as the shadows disperse. The guy’s rifle is the sort that can bring down a wild boar. Pierre decides he won’t drink anymore, he’ll pretend to and will egg the Other on to get hopelessly drunk, then, when he’s lost all his faculties, he’ll tie him up. But with what? He saw a roll of heavy adhesive tape on the desk when he looked at this bedroom—that should do it. He fumbles about for it in the dark and puts it in his pocket. He drinks some water from the tap in the bathroom, splashes it over his face and goes back down to take on this man.

			When Pierre comes into the kitchen with his stick, the Other greets him, saying he was waiting to have breakfast with him. A glass of red can take the place of coffee, but he’s dug out some dried sausage and some sliced bread. As Pierre sits back down on the same chair as yesterday, he can feel fragments under his boots; the Other must have shattered something that didn’t do as it was told, and he’s so talkative, even first thing in the morning. But is it morning?

			The guy slept in Serge’s bedroom and found a pair of women’s panties in the sheets, little lacy things and yes, he caught a whiff of that perfume that’s headier in the dark. He’d already spotted signs of a woman’s presence when he searched the house, but hadn’t noticed this smell until Pierre mentioned it, his sense of smell must be fading as he gets older. That’s so annoying! Then he says that he met them three months ago on the marshes, the mother and daughter.

			“That was probably the first time Serge saw them. The oh-so-inconsolable widower scooped up the pretty little blond. What a catch! Weird to think that that tight-lipped guy is screwing her.”

			Everything the Other says stresses Pierre. He’s being served up his nightmare when he’s fully awake. Picturing Eva with that guy . . . 

			“Are you not drinking?” President George asks.

			Roving his hands over the table, Pierre locates the sausage and the knife, draws them closer and concentrates on cutting a few slices. It’s like with the crispbreads, it calms him a little. He takes a slice of bread and finds the glass of red wine. Then he notices there’s a small chain wound around the stem of his glass.

			“I found that on Serge’s nightstand. Three pendants attached to a chain, three letters that are most likely made of gold, three letters that spell a name, you can make them out with your fingers. You try, it’s kind of funny reading by feeling!”

			EVA. It’s the pendant that Pierre gave her a long time ago.

			He said his wife’s name yesterday, without even realizing it. Yes, he said it for sure, and the Other’s not all that stupid. Never underestimate the enemy. The Other knows who he’s dealing with.

			“So you lied to me, you didn’t come to get away from it all. That’s ugly, lying to a friend. I was pretty teed off when I realized, I broke a bottle and finished off the last two. We’ll have to go down to the cellar for more.”

			“I can do without.”

			“I can’t. And then I cooled down. I tried to understand, to understand you. What would you have done to your wife if you’d found her here in Serge’s bed with her little lacy panties off?”

			“I don’t know and I don’t want to know.”

			“Well, I know. I think you’d have killed her. Given what you admitted to me yesterday. There’s no other way for your story to end.”

			“I’m not a murderer.”

			“Not yet. But that sort of thing can come out of nowhere. And you’d have killed your daughter too, despite her angel face. You’d have punished her for choosing a daddy who doesn’t beat her. Why did you lie to me?”

			Pierre doesn’t know how to reply. The Other is still drunk, he can tell from the way he’s speaking, his words are spongy. That’s the only advantage he has over him: he, Pierre, has stopped drinking. He assumes that the Other knows that he’ll do anything to save his daughter, that as a father he has no choice. He’ll want to kill me before I kill him, he thinks.

			“If my wife and daughter live with Serge, I’ll kill the three of them. But I’m not sure I’d have the stomach for it.”

			“Don’t stress, my friend, I’ll help you. Come on! I really like you, even if you did find it hard telling me your secret. Let’s go get some wine! You come with me this time! We can bring more up!”

			If he could see his expression, Pierre would know what the Other was thinking, but steeped in darkness, he can’t be sure of anything. If he refuses this invitation, the Other will know he’s the enemy, but if he accepts, maybe the headcase will decide to keep his drinking companion so he can continue with his life story. The guy’s not a father, he thinks he knows but he doesn’t know a thing. Pierre picks up the knife he used for the sausage and gets to his feet, saying, “I’ll come with you.”

			Using his stick, he walks around the table; shards of glass crunch under his boots. The Other is waiting for him and gives him a friendly pat on the shoulder. 

			“The door’s here,” he says, “but watch out for the steps. I’ll go first, I know the way, lean on my shoulder. Off we go, my friend!”

			So Pierre puts his hands on the Other’s shoulders and then shoves him down the staircase with all his strength. President George shrieks and Pierre can hear his body tumbling down the stairs, then his head striking stone. He closes the door to the cellar, feels around for a lock and key, finds them, and turns the key.

			The dog howls frantically beside him, he’d forgotten about her. He strokes her to calm her, but she bites hold of his left hand and won’t let go. He takes the knife from his pocket and lashes out at her until she falls silent.

			Now he’s a murderer, sitting on the floor in the dark. He sobs.

			 

			*

			 

			Miria and Gini walked for a long time and reached Fatiha’s house late in the afternoon. Fatiha couldn’t believe her eyes when she saw these two Native Americans on her doorstep. She invited them in right away, the old woman looked exhausted and Fatiha immediately saw in her the chouwafa of her childhood.

			Gini talked about Fatiha’s son Noé whom he’d met on the plane in Newfoundland, and he told her Noé would be staying over there for a few days more. Fatiha thanked them—she hadn’t dared hope to have news of her son, to know that he was alive. She told them they were welcome at Wild Geese. Gini explained why they were there: Miria’s vision coupled with Fatiha’s incredible prescience which had anticipated the hail before anyone else. To Gini’s considerable surprise, Miria then spoke in French for the first time: “The Dream Bearer is here, nearby.” Fatiha didn’t mention Serge and she ensured that Laurent didn’t either. She’d promised her friend she would say nothing. And even if the girl that Serge had living with him, the little girl with the goslings, was the child they were looking for, she planned to ask how Serge felt before disclosing her existence.

			Everything went dark the next day, right in the middle of lunch when the family had gathered around the big table in the dining room.

			They stayed together, confined to this house that was spacious enough to accommodate the whole clan: Gini, Miria, the grandparents, the parents, and their eldest son with his pregnant wife. Those three days passed in perfect harmony. So much so, in fact, that Fatiha eventually told her wonderful guests that there was a little girl living with her neighbor, a child who went everywhere with three goslings at her heels. Miria nodded her head in the darkness to acknowledge that this was the child. Fatiha heard only her silence, but it was an eloquent silence.

			Over those three days of darkness, the family listened to the radio a lot, not the terrible local station that had stopped broadcasting, but another station whose staff had managed to stay on air in the dark. They were further east and had had twenty-four hours to prepare for the impending shadows. Two blind journalists who worked there had taken up residence on the premises and readied the studios so they could live there for as long as it took. This radio station allowed Fatiha’s household to maintain a link with the rest of the human race and, crucially, to keep track of time. That radio team was of great comfort to people who found themselves alone and terrified in the dark. Their voices and musical choices were soothing. Battery powered radios told them that, yet again, this latest scourge could be connected to scientific experiments: the United States claimed to have made advances in their bid to create a blackbody. This matter, which absorbs all light by trapping photons, could be used—amongst other things—to camouflage warplanes. In the wake of one of their experiments, the whole planet had been plunged into ultra-black.

			And now the two confident and reassuring presenters are even providing a countdown for any listeners who were among the first to be struck by the darkness, a countdown marking their final few seconds in the shadows.

			Three, two, one, zero!

			The darkness instantly disperses over Wild Geese, and the sun is at its height.

			It’s dazzling, even through closed eyelids.

			Dazzling to be confronted with the rediscovered world, and the joy they experience when they can see again is so powerful that it takes them a while to recover from the emotion. For some time, they are all eyes. They stand motionless at windows, gazing at the countryside, admiring the world and its colors. Then they fall into one another’s arms, hugging and crying.

			Despite these raptures, Miria doesn’t forget her search. Laurent goes to see his livestock which all stayed out to pasture. He finds Santiago who has headed home to Wild Geese alone, and brings him back to the farmhouse with three other horses. The animals don’t seem awed or unsettled by the return of daylight.

			Miria tells him that the darkness affected humans alone.

			 

			*

			 

			Pierre stayed sitting on the floor for a long time, by the locked door to the cellar and the dog’s dead body, listening out for a sound, a gasp, a cry, a word from the man he’d thrown from the top of a flight of stone steps. But no sound came up from the depths of the cellar, no groan came to reassure him or rack his nerves. He had no idea what he would have done if the Other had called for help.

			He’d killed a man and a dog!

			

			In the space of a few seconds, he’d become a murderer.

			Become? No, a voice was quick to reply, an age-old voice surging from his own dark depths. An accusing voice: “You killed her.” And then everything was diluted into the darkness of his life and he stopped thinking about it. He stopped thinking. He became darkness.

			After an endlessly long time, he unfurled his thin body which had grown rusty from what he’d done and from staying still so long. He sat at the kitchen table and gorged on kids’ cookies and waffles with an ogrish compulsion, and when there were none left, he went upstairs to lie on the goose droppings and slept in the silent darkness. He didn’t even dream.

			Now he wakes and light is streaming through the slats of the shutters.

			He sees his hands, smeared with dried blood. In the almost blinding half-light, he gets up and goes to the ensuite bathroom to look at his inexpressive face in the mirror, then he takes a shower and studies his naked body under the flow of water. An unfamiliar body. All he can feel is the cold water whipping him. He searches through Serge’s closets and a suitcase of his wife’s, trying to find something clean to wear. Everything’s either too big or too small for him. He uses scissors to cut the bottom off some outsized sweatpants and pulls the cord at the waist as tight as it will go, then puts on a huge T-shirt and finds a jacket that Eva stole from him years ago.

			He goes down to the kitchen and discovers the chaos he left there: empty wine bottles, packets of cookies, and the dog. He picks up the knife, washes it and puts it in his pocket. He also takes Eva’s pendant and puts it around his neck before heading out, without really knowing where to go. Then he hears a sound and hides in Serge’s studio just in time to avoid being seen by the three people on horseback who come cantering into the yard.

			 

			*

			 

			

			Miria asked to ride Santiago. The sight of this old lady riding bareback on that great horse is something Fatiha will always treasure.

			The two women and Gini canter over to Serge’s house.

			Miria accepts Gini’s help to dismount and stands studying the house but doesn’t enter. She is motionless, apparently searching for some clue in the air, then she walks further into the garden, puts a hand to the ground, brings it back to her mouth and tastes it. Pepper! She smiles. She’s looking for signs, however subtle they may be; she’s always been an exceptional tracker. She’s had the eye and the sense of smell for it since childhood. But on this occasion it really matters and time is running out.

			Fatiha calls out to Serge just in case. No response.

			Miria has found the beginning of their trail; she knows which direction to take and insists on setting out alone with Santiago. Gini refuses to let her. She won’t back down. She won’t get through with him, she needs to go alone! But how will she communicate with them? She doesn’t speak French. The old woman smiles. She never forgets anything and has learned the rudiments of French in these last few days. He must wait for her on this side of the world, he can’t go to the other side, he should go back to Wild Geese with Fatiha. And whatever happens, he should keep following the path of harmony. She tells them to leave and return tomorrow.

			She waits for them to go and then, holding her horse by the bridle, she starts to sing in a language that Pierre—who’s still hiding in the studio—doesn’t understand. 

			The old woman is now on all fours sniffing the trail, and as Pierre watches her, he realizes that if he follows her, he’ll find his wife.

			Miria reads the tiniest signs around her: hairs from Santiago’s mane snagged on a branch, tall grass that’s been flattened, poorly erased hoof prints, the remains of droppings, blond hair caught in brambles, grey or white feathers, broken twigs. She also trusts Santiago who remembers the way and knows what she wants from him. She focuses on physical signs and her eyes miss nothing. She’s led by her sensitivity to what’s written on the land, her ability to decipher this partly erased text, and some oversights on Serge’s part. But this isn’t enough: she also sings and prays and intuits the way.

			The place where the giant is hiding the child doesn’t like revealing its whereabouts. It usually scrambles any clues that might lead to it; the location disguises itself, knows how to keep quiet and be forgotten. The wind re-erects grass flattened by a passing horse, the stream erases footprints, dislodged moss grows back immediately, the woods close back over gaps.

			How was Serge able to tame this sacred place? Perhaps he has the gift of no longer being a man when he steps into the wild world. She imagines what he is like: he speaks sparingly, asks for nothing, and knows how to make do and live in harmony. Although she’s never met him, Miria respects the man she’s tracking. She’s found the imprint of his bare foot and is amazed that he’s such a big man and yet still manages to melt into the underbrush. She knows he went barefoot so that dogs couldn’t follow the smell of the soles of his boots. She’s almost as impatient to meet him as she is to find the child.

			Entirely focused on the trail, she doesn’t keep an eye out behind her and doesn’t notice that she herself is being followed at a fair distance by a man. And then she becomes aware of his presence. She hides and waits for him.

			Pierre blunders on in a slight daze, wearing his mismatched clothes and green boots. He yelps with fear when Miria looms out of the scrub at him. With the kitchen knife in his hand, he asks her if she means to hurt the child. She understands the question and says no, she’s here to help. He puts his weapon away in his pocket and then Miria has her own question for him: who is he? I’m her father, he tells her. Satisfied, she leads Santiago out of the thicket, gestures for Pierre to follow her and resumes her tracking.

			Pierre remembers hearing about this Dream Bearer, and about Gini and the medicine woman. If the whole world’s looking for his child, then Lucie really is somehow connected to the plagues. His baby, his tiny girl could be the source of these dreams and the violence they roll out around the world. He feels scared and wonders whether he’s responsible for all this, whether his own violence and all the times he beat her have damaged Lucie. He feels guilty, he’s never been able to master his anger. He’s been unfair as a father: could his unwarranted rage be lashing out at the world and inflicting scourges?

			Together they enter the cocoon of greenery protected by the woods.

			“Wait here! Don’t let anyone see you,” Miria whispers.

			She continues along the pontoon alone and enters the wooden hut. In one corner lies a great tangled ball of blue wool. This is where they’re living! But she can’t just wait here for them, the last dream is coming, they must be found. They’re not covering their tracks here on this side; they’ll be easier to follow.

			 

			*

			 

			The three of you spent the three days of darkness reveling in one another’s company, intoxicating yourselves on the fragrances from the woods and the flowers that grow there; you tasted the waters of an invisible source that you located by ear; you sang together, choosing whatever songs came to mind and inventing others; you listened to the music of the wind and the whispering of the grasses, to reverberations and the sounds of insects and animal footfalls; you managed to light a flame, to contain it, and appreciate its warmth; you cooked your pasta and vegetables; you mixed in spices that you recognized by smell, and played games identifying them; you delighted your taste buds with tiny snippets; you stroked tree bark, the surface of the lake, the dog’s coat, and the goslings’ feathers; you bathed alongside the young geese; you slept on the pontoon surrounded by the sounds of water; you managed, despite the darkness, to differentiate day and night—the animals didn’t behave in the same way, and you’d worked out that this impenetrable shadow didn’t exist for the animals. 

			

			And when your sight was restored, you hollered with joy and thanked the sun; you admired colors and glints of light and shadows; and you went out onto the marshes to watch the geese take flight.

			Sitting on the grass that grows in this place, you turn to kiss Eva, and Lucie complains that you’re not watching her goslings. They need encouragement. You both promise her that you’re supporting them with all your hearts, that you too are beating wings. You laugh at the sight of Lucie going on and on waving her arms up and down in front of the young geese that run after her but never leave the ground. They somehow flew during the darkness, but they seem to have forgotten how to. You remember that Lucie herself flew, although that’s inexplicable, and she doesn’t seem about to do it again either.

			And then you hear a woman singing.

			 

			*

			 

			Miria finds the three of them on an expanse of grass that peters out into marshland. The child is running with the dog to encourage her geese to fly. Serge and Eva are sitting on the grass, watching and laughing. They make a beautiful sight, their happiness is dazzling, they’re so glad to be in daylight again that they’ve forgotten they’re being hunted, forgotten that time is marching on and that the dream is nearly upon them. It won’t be long before Lucie falls asleep.

			When Miria appears, they freeze. Speaking in perfect French, the old woman tells them that the dream is coming and she has traveled over the ocean to help. She looks mostly at Serge, she looks at him as if they know each other. He remembers Gini and deduces who she is, understands the fact that it would be best to obey her, that she knows more about dreams than they do.

			Miria tells them again that the dream is coming, she can feel it, she knows it, the last dream that could carry off children, or the eldest child in every family, or perhaps all humankind, this dream that brings death with it, but life too, yes, life.

			She calls Lucie and looks right at her without smiling, but there are more words in her eyes than anyone could ever say. Lucie listens attentively to this gaze, what it is telling her, what she must do. In this dream she will meet her mother right here. Lucie says that her mother never manages to meet her in her dreams, she’s no good at surrendering herself to it, she never makes it to the place they’ve agreed. Miria promises her that, this time, she’ll be there, that she, Miria, will provide the connection between their two sleep states, her hands will be the bridge that Eva can take to join Lucie. These are the roles that they are on this earth to play.

			Lucie isn’t scared of this last plague, she’s thought about it all and knows what do, how to respond. She can now control her dreams and tells Miria so, or thinks it to herself. Then, like her mother, she obeys this woman, obeys her gentle voice and her silvery eyes, obeys her thoughts, because nothing is really said out loud.

			Eva settles herself on the ground, leaning against the old woman’s left arm and knee, supported by her; and Lucie sits between her mother’s legs, on the grass. They are slotted together and also in Miria’s arms.

			Miria can see the mother’s and the child’s heads, and beyond them the marshes and the geese cropping grass. Her left arm is wrapped around Eva and her right hand strokes Lucie’s hair.

			In their sleep they hear her talk. Eva needs to know that it’s dangerous for an adult to enter a child’s dream: it’s so easy to get lost there, overwhelmed by the beauty, the fear, the violence, and the cruelty that hold sway there. Their dreams are aquiver with images that have unsuspected power and sometimes the adult is unable to escape, to disentangle themselves from the dream, to wake up.

			Miria asks Serge to sit close to Eva and to take her hand. He will hold the thread that will bring her back, that will stop her getting lost in her daughter’s dream, being mired in it. The thread isn’t made of blue wool this time, it is his touch, the ultimate way to find a route back, to keep a part of oneself in real life.

			With no warning, Lucie succumbs to sleep and the dream immediately comes to her and makes her eyes move, while Miria sings softly in Eva’s ear as she too falls asleep with her daughter between her legs.

			 

			*

			 

			On the fringes of the Garden of Eden, Pierre remembers the thought that he buried in the cellar, in the dungeons of his memory: “I am a murderer.”

			Miria has led an assassin into paradise!

			This wonderful place seems to him to be nestled in the palm of a hand, it can be held in the crook of two giant hands, sheltered, sustained by a gentle caress. The sun, the blue of the sky, and the green of the woods and the pondweeds intermingle on the surface of the water. He’s never seen anything so peaceful, so simple, so beautiful. This setting makes his sadness all the greater. The woods, the lake, the very dragonflies ignore him. And that’s because he doesn’t exist, he’s merely a spectator. All of it—the setting, the pontoon, the hut—is the happiness that his wife and Serge share. A tenderness in which he doesn’t belong.

			And now he’s on the walkway with the kitchen knife in his hand, now he advances through the reed bed and crouches under the tall stalks around the edges of the expanse of grass where his wife and that man are sitting, leaning against each other. Miria walks over to them and he doesn’t listen to what they say; he’s right there, so close, but he doesn’t exist.

			He is a murderer. There’s nothing to guarantee that the Other would have killed his child. There’s an infinite distance between the spoken word and the act itself. 

			And yet words can destroy, damage, wound. Perhaps his father’s words fashioned him when he was a child, when he was too young to defend himself; perhaps those words spoken so long ago condemned him to be this murderer, the one that he is today, that he has always been, ever since he was born and his mother died, ever since she died as she brought him into the world. Death, life, it’s all bound together and it all comes apart. It’s all intertwined. Could he be a different version of himself? Can he break away from his father’s words? And bear to know that Eva is happy with another man, to no longer exist?

			And that’s when he sees him, hiding among the reeds: the Other is there aiming his rifle which could kill a wild boar. The Other is on the edge of that expanse as green as a meadow, well and truly alive.

			Pierre never went into that cellar, he didn’t know that there was another way out, a door that led out into the garden between the rose bushes stripped bare by the storm. The Other came to, still dazed from his fall, and he waited motionless and silent in the dark. He’d lost his rifle in the fall. Without it he didn’t feel up to the challenge of continuing the fight. He didn’t wail out his pain, but stayed there, lying in the cellar’s damp smell, like an animal feigning death. He too fell asleep and was stirred by daylight filtering through the basement windows. The Other emerged from his brutish sleep, came through that second door, the garden door, with those words going around inside his head, words that were not yet acts. Keeping his distance, he followed Pierre who was following Miria. He didn’t even notice the cocoon of greenery when he crossed it, the hand closed over to hide paradise as he drew near, and now here he is in the reeds, training his rifle on the other man’s wife and child who are sitting one against the other on the grass, here he is aiming at Eva’s back, here he is perfectly ready to turn words into actions.

			He imagines killing both with one cartridge, mother and daughter. 

			And Pierre has nothing but his little kitchen knife in his hand. He doesn’t move, doesn’t show himself, doesn’t yell. Pierre doesn’t exist.

			 

		

	
		
			TENTH DREAM

		 
			Lucie, somewhere, a May 7 sometime

		
			I’m sitting on the grass under a sky so intensely blue it makes me want to dive into it. I can hear the lullaby, but I refuse to be “us”. This time I don’t want to be lots of people. If this dream brings death, then it wants a sacrifice, and I refuse to share it. I am Lucie.

			Over all these dreams, I’ve combined myself with the water of many rivers, feeling them flow through me; I’ve blown with the wind and suffered with the earth, I’ve understood the power of the elements that have power over us; every creature has come to rest inside me, and I shared its joys and sorrows; I’ve appreciated the scope of my senses, sight, smell, taste, touch, I’ve listened too and sung about creation without forgetting myself; I’ve felt what others are feeling while still being me; the dreams have given me opportunities to be a bird, a frog, a mosquito, a stag, a locust, and a wolf. But I’ve always had all of this inside me, and far better than any of this, I’ve had love. I love this earth as a child loves their mother, or a mother her child, and this love is enough to make me want to live, despite all the cruelty—yours and ours. Despite death which will come for me, death which is tied to my birth.

			The lullaby falls silent.

			Some wild geese fly swiftly across this fading day. 

			Mom is here in my dream and I’m nestled in her arms.

			She says: It’s that blue time of day.

			She did it, she met me. I press my cool cheek to hers and she can hear the birds better through my breathing.

			 

			Yes, I can hear the birds better because of you, my child.

			We stay like this for a moment, looking with the same eyes, dreaming the same dream, gazing at the clouds, and we fly up toward the geese passing overhead.

			We’ve abandoned our bodies as if throwing off clothes on a beach before launching ourselves into the water, and we have become geese in the sky, intoxicated by the mistral wind. Together we play with the thermals, sharing in the pleasure of flying, our feathers pressing against the air. We look down over the lake-filled landscape and the lead goose shows us the way. We are not one single bird, we are the big V-shape etched against a blue background, a wild communion, a breath . . . 

			From up here I can see Pierre, motionless in a corner of the dream, hiding in the reeds.

			A shot rings out.

			A bullet hits me, plucks me from the sky. My chest explodes.

			I’m falling . . . 

			As the scenery tilts hectically, I see Pierre hurl himself at a man who’s reloading his rifle.

			I’m falling . . . 

			I hear another gunshot when Pierre is on top of the other man, brandishing a knife. They’re killing each other, disappearing among the reeds now spattered with blood. Pierre!

			I’m falling . . . 

			Nothing is moving among the reeds now. Not the knife, nor the rifle. Pierre has killed the man who killed him.

			As I fall, I cling to the color of the sky, to Miria’s words, to Serge’s hand, to the thread of his touch, I cling to anything I can, images that appear in my mind, illustrations from books that I loved as a child. Am I dreaming while I’m dying? Is Lucie also suffering? I can hear Miria encouraging me, telling me to come back, and Serge whispering that he won’t let go of the thread, I try to breathe surrounded by that twilight blue, but it’s impossible to obey their voices, to go back through the eye of the needle, it’s too small, I try to force the door with all my strength, to get back to Serge and Lucie, my eyes lost in the dark blue of the sky as it closes over, lost . . . 

			And I hear . . . my daughter screaming amid a beating of wings. I know that she’s alive, that when the bullet hit me in the back, it didn’t travel through me, that my heart, so full of love for her, stopped it . . . 

			 

			With the loud explosion of the gunshot, Lucie’s three geese flew away.

			Miria saw them take to the skies between my legs, it looked to her as if they were racing to escape from my body along with our pain to reach the twilight blue of the May sky.

			 

		

	
		
			

			∞

		
		 
		
		

	
		
			

			 


			A giant is carrying a child on the blue vault of his wide shoulders. He’s taking her somewhere, somewhere timeless, in an oasis of greenery where a small pool nestles. Stags come to drink here unafraid, wild geese alight on these green waters, fish with golden scales snatch insects resting on their surface.

			Every night in their dreams the child and the giant are reunited with the woman they love. She never fails to meet them. As soon as they’re asleep, she joins them.

			Eva is a dream to them, a dream that isn’t erased on waking.

			 

			The man no longer has a “desire for annihilation.”
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