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The trip 
 
 
I am waiting for my flight. Outside the hall, I see planes take off  and, a few seconds later, disappear behind the 
clouds. The airport is quiet. I stayed at a nearby hotel yesterday night. To my surprise, it was a pleasant experience. 
The hotel too was quiet. Up the street, I could go for a long walk in the woods. In front of  a building was a Con-
corde landing gear to admire in a glass cube. Three tons, close to five metres high – a sound-breaking statue of  
sorts under a canopy of  tender foliage.  
 
Earlier in the day, still in Toulon, I had found an old dead man lying on the street a few metres away from the train 
station, a few minutes before departure, His eyes and mouth were wide open. I could see a small red wound on his 
tongue. He had small brown eyes and an emaciated face. He was lying on his back, his arms and legs stretching 
down from the doorstep where he had collapsed. In this position, he looked like a formidable dancer arching on 
the floor, occupying the space offered to him, as graceful as a spider dancing the dance of  life. 
 
Once dead, the old man – bright shirt with pink and yellow, my favourite colours – was already spreading a precari-
ous web of  impressions and memories, presence and nothingness. He travelled with me – in my thoughts and in 
the secretive archives one would like to annihilate – all the way to Paris, on the train, watching me. I would have 
liked to speak. The train was full – summer tourists getting back north. Across me sat a very young couple – he, 
soft-spoken; she, large and tall, her tiny eyes looking serious. Next to me was a young woman in a flowery dress. I 
had plenty of  time to read the satirical newspaper my brother-in-law had passed on to me before the trip. 
 
The plane will soon be ready for take-off. We see its back on the TV-screen. I desperately feel hunger and look for-
ward to lunch in an hour or so. It’ll be three in the afternoon at that time. I do not like flying, do suffer from travel 
sickness, but I also enjoy that no one can reach us and there is plenty of  time to do nothing. 



 
 
I now watch the safety video – a good one that makes me smile, followed by a sad song to wish goodbye to 
Paris with the obligatory view from the Eiffel Tower. 
 
Now is take-off; I stop writing for a minute, as I like to watch on the screen. I can hear the crew’s conversation. 
One member is called Jean-Seb. 
 
Take-off. The old dead man is travelling with me – and with him, the narrow streets of  Toulon, the bright col-
ours of  their walls, the sunshine, people in the morning, the Mediterranean at the end of  the street, and, above, 
the exquisite façade of  La Frontale, a housing complex built by Jean de Mailly in the 1950s. Before entering the 
clouds, we see the forest around the airport. Although the old dead man is accompanying me and I do not see 
how it could be otherwise, I also cannot keep my thoughts off  my stomach craving food. 
 
I think of  my parents and whether they’ll be alive when I come back in December; of  my garden, its deserted 
flowers lacking water, the white feral cat that cleans it of  all animal life and who ‘adores’ me, say my nieces. I 
never touch the cat, but let him approach me. He follows me cautiously through the garden and lies on its back 
next to me when I sit down. He is a meagre thing, not always clean; he has sharp tiny teeth. 
 
We are now above the clouds. Sunshine floods the cabin on my side. As my neighbour has already fallen asleep, 
I let down the window blind. The corner where we sit, just behind the exit door, now has a clinical look – whit-
ish grey and unobtrusive blue. I like this. My feet have found support on the partition wall facing me; they 
stretch higher than my thighs. 
 
The sleeping man next to me – an Anglophone, friendly – makes me think all the more about the dead old man 
yesterday. It is as if  he were sitting by me in an inexorable sleep. He must have been at least fifty years older 
than my next-seat neighbour, but this discrepancy changes nothing to the reality of  it – two unconscious men 
not moving. 



 
 
I open the window blind briefly; under us the norther beaches, a few splotchy islands – rocks, really - , the rivers mean-
dering to the coast, their beds almost dry, their blue replaced by pale ochers. One can see the radiant deepness under the 
ocean. The clouds make a tapestry above the water. I pull down the blind. For a few seconds, my eyes are ablaze with 
sunshine; they accommodate slowly; food is coming. 
 
 
Eating rhubarb 
 
 
Rhubarb belongs in my thoughts to the family of  quinces – fruit praised by adults; they seem to grow up north where it 
always rains and where September is awash with fluvial greenery and purple berries. 
 
They belong to kitchens and smell of  warm sugar; they are placed among those wondrous golden apples we used to pick 
– with the owner’s permission – in one of  the rare orchards where we grew up, below the Chapel of  the mistletoe, by a 
narrow, dark mountain stream, by the fish farm whose dark reservoirs frightened us. 
 
Some apples we ate; others we used barely sweetened in compotes and pastry. Most we kept for the winter months. We 
would first make sure they were firm and wiped them clean, jettisoning any remembrance from the orchard – no lichen, 
no leaves; no insects either. We would then cover the attic floor with old newspapers and would carefully place the apples 
there, separated from one another. Should an apple start rotting, its decay would not spread to its neighbours. We then 
closed the door and waited for winter. 
 
When the time came, our father would send one of  us – usually me – to the attic every evening at the end of  dinner to 
pick a few apples from the dry darkness that enveloped them. To do so, we were handed a fruit bowl with a clean dish-
cloth in it. We were asked not to stay too long in the attic and to close its door carefully before coming back to the kitch-
en. 



 
 
I was terrified at the thought of  going to the attic, up cold, poorly lit stairs. The attic itself  had an intimate warmth 
smelling of  earth and September sunshine. There was a fragile life about to be cut into pieces and eaten. I felt like an 
ogre and thought of  adventures I liked to read afternoons. 
 
I am just thinking I wished to be able to sleep as long as earlier in life, then remember that, as a child, I often read until 
the morning hours, turning the light back on once I knew my mother would no longer check on us. I then had to fight 
sleepiness at school in the morning. Despite the glaring lights in the classroom, I enjoyed those placid mornings when 
everyone, not just I, looked tired. 
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