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Аннотация
A man lives in total solitude in an abandoned mountain village. But each night, at the same hour, a mysterious distant light appears on the far side of the valley and disturbs his isolation. What is it? Someone in another deserted village? A forgotten street lamp? An alien being? Finally the man is driven to discover its source. He finds a young boy who also lives alone, in a house in the middle of the forest. But who really is this child? The answer at the secret heart of this novel is both uncanny and profoundly touching. Antonio Moresco's "Little Prince" is a moving meditation on life and the universe we inhabit. Moresco reflects on the solitude and pain of existence, but also on what we share with all around us, living and dead.


Antonio Moresco
Distant Light
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I have come here to disappear, in this desolate and abandoned village where I’m the sole inhabitant.
The sun has just gone down behind the ridge. The light is fading. At this moment I’m sitting a few yards from my small house, before a steep wooded drop. I’m watching the world about to be engulfed by the darkness. My body is perfectly still, on a metal chair whose legs are sinking lower and lower into the ground, yet every so often I catch my breath, as though I’m on a swing with ropes fixed to a point infinitely far away in the universe.
The sky is crossed by the last swallows that fly here and there like arrows. They swoop past my head, plunging headfirst into massive spheres of insects suspended between sky and earth. I feel the gust of their wings on my temples. Before me I see distinctly the black body of a larger and fleshier insect as it disappears into the mouth of a swallow that was chasing it with beak wide open, screeching. Such is the silence that I can even hear the clang of its body in continued suffering being crunched and dismembered inside the body of the other animal as it swoops up rapturous into the sky.
I remain for some time sitting here. The light fades little by little, this whole plant world grows darker and darker before my eyes. The cries of night animals start to rise up from every corner, invisible in the black foliage.
No sign of human life.
Only that, as the darkness grows even thicker and the first stars come out, on the other side of this steep narrow gorge, on a flatter part of the facing ridge, hollowed into the woodland like a saddle, each night, every night, always at the same hour, a little light suddenly appears.
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“What light could that be? Who’s switching it on?” I wonder as I walk along the cobbled streets of this small village where no one is left. “A light filtering from some isolated cottage in the woods? The light of some remaining streetlamp in another village abandoned like this one, but obviously still connected to the power supply, switched on automatically, always at the same time?”
All that can be heard is the sound of my footsteps echoing in the streets. I glimpse a flight of uneven stone steps, the broken door of a stable, ruined slate roofs collapsed and overgrown with creepers, from which emerge the tops of fig or bay trees growing among the rubble, two stone troughs full of water, street doors of bright peeling paint.
“Where am I?” I ask myself. “What am I seeing? Does this unearthly place I see before me really exist? Even if no one apart from me, in the whole universe, knows it exists or knows that at this moment there’s a man entirely alone who is moving about among these derelict stones over which the vegetal torment of the creepers never stops for a single moment, night or day.”
I turn into a lane that leads down to a small cemetery. When the moon is out you can clearly see in its spectral light, as though it were day, the edge of the road invaded by vegetation, the crags from which you can hear the sound of rushing water cutting its bed through the resounding ravines of the rain-sodden mountains and, in the gorges, the great outlines of trees that stand out against the sky. Only at night, in the moonlight, can you really understand what the trees are, these columns of wood and froth that stretch out toward the empty space of the sky.
If there’s no moon, you have to grope your way in the dark, under the disquieting celestial vault riddled with a myriad of uninhabited stars and traces of light.
One night, walking down this same lane, just after a bend where the darkness is even denser, I heard a faint noise among the foliage. I turned to look. There were two badgers, staring at me, the white rings around their eyes almost like reflectors in the dark. I stopped in amazement. One of the two badgers hurried across the lane, completing a movement it had probably already begun before seeing me appear. The other stayed still and kept staring at me, terrified by this human presence on its territory.
I too stayed still, to give it time to cross and to reach the first badger already on the other side. But it didn’t move. It kept staring at me with its large white-ringed eyes, still at the side of the road, exposed, so terrified that it couldn’t even hide in the foliage.
“Come on!” I encouraged it quietly. “Cross the road! There’s someone waiting for you on the other side. I’ll stay here, don’t worry, I won’t hurt you.”
But the badger didn’t move. I stayed looking at those two white circles in the dark. Then I took a few steps back to widen the distance between us and to reassure it. But it seemed stuck there. I moved back even more. It wasn’t enough. I went back round the bend so it couldn’t see me any longer and might decide to cross. I leaned round every so often to look, to see whether it had finally made up its mind. But those large white rings were still there and, in the middle of the rings, two gleaming eyes staring toward me, feeling my presence in the dark.
That night I’d had to return to the village so that the badger, hearing the sound of my feet moving further and further away, might decide at last to join the other badger waiting hidden in the bushes.
Tonight all is black, there is no moon. I walk down this lane as far as the last bend after which, all of a sudden, little lamps can be seen glowing in the cemetery. I carry on down, looking from a distance at this small galaxy of lights in the darkness. I reach a locked gate. I gaze in at the small lamps in front of the tombs, their color an indefinable shade of orange and red, flickering intensely in the darkness of this moonless night. “These little lamps must also be switched on automatically …” I tell myself. “But why is there a cemetery so close to this deserted village? Who is buried here, in the earth and in those vaults? Where do they come from? Men, women, even children it seems, judging from those mounds of earth that are shorter than the others and the small photographs barely illuminated by those little lamps …”
I return to my house, along the black lane, beneath that chaos of stars. Beside the stone troughs I see the dark stubby outline of a toad that has perhaps come out from an old iron grill under which I hear the gurgle of water, and it clambers away on hearing my footsteps.
I go into the house, closing the gate, even though there’s no one about. I drink two glassfuls of water in the kitchen. I climb the short flight of wooden stairs. I enter my bedroom, undress, put on my pajamas. I get into the small bed that creaks a little when I stretch out. My ears buzz in the total absence of sound. I stay like this for some time, with my eyes wide open in the dark. I’m not sure for how long. Perhaps I’m already half asleep when I seem to hear creaking from below: small sharp noises, perhaps the wood of the furniture and the drawers that contract and expand in the darkness.
I get up, climb down the small steps, wander about downstairs, switch on the light to check that everything’s in order and that no one’s come in, even though I know there’s nobody here. I also go and check the toilet. I pull the chain since there’s a small drip caused by the valve that doesn’t close properly, which in the silence and darkness of the night seems louder.
I return to bed. I’m about to go back to sleep. But there are other tiny noises, this time from above, from the space between the ceiling and the roof. Animals, even quite large ones, manage to get in through the roof tiles or by the chimney: not just birds but also four-legged creatures which then wander around up there in the dark, over my head.
I switch on the light and get out of bed again. I take the torch, prop the ladder against the wall and climb up. I open the hatch, coughing from the dust that comes down. I look from below into that dark space full of still objects, planks, sheets of polythene under a dusting of plaster, looking almost like stone.
I shine the torch here and there but can see nothing. No eyes fixing me in the dark.
I return to bed and switch off the light on the nightstand. But I get up again straight away: I’m not sure whether I’ve closed the wooden shutter at the window. I take a few barefoot steps across the floorboards. I look out for a moment over the black tree-covered mountains and take one last look at that little light shining on the other side of the gorge, in the darkness.
“What can that light be?” I ask myself again.
I shut the window and go back to bed. After a while I fall asleep.
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My day starts early.
I wash, dress. I go and open the windows. I gaze out for a while at this whole plant world, as motionless as an apparition. The little light is no longer there. Just these mountains covered with woods as far as the eye can see. They drop down steeply, scoured by gullies and crevices that are barely visible behind the thick veil of foliage, like a primeval landscape shaped by thumb strokes. All that can be distinguished, looking carefully in that direction, is a tiny speck, lighter in color, barely visible through the trees.
“Could it be a small house?” I wonder. “But who would live up there, in the middle of the woods?”
I have something to eat. I wash my dirty linen in a plastic bowl in the shallow stone sink. I hang it outside on a line stretched between two stripped poles I’d found lying by a path when I arrived here. I wash the dishes once a day, in the evening, in this stone house, surrounded by absolute silence.
In front, lower down, on the wood-clad precipice, there’s a chestnut tree that’s half alive and half dead. The top of it soars up naked and white over the green of the trees, petrified, while the rest of it is a vigorous mass of foliage. There are many others like it, mostly chestnuts I think. Some are almost entirely dead, and they stand out in the woodland with their spectral appearance. Yet, from various points of these fossil trunks, in season, sprout two or three branches laden to breaking with chestnuts.
Sometimes I stop in front of one of these trees and look at it.
“But how do you live like that?” I ask it. “For humans it’s not possible: either they’re alive or they’re dead. Or so it seems at least …”
It gives no answer.
I stroke its smooth stripped, petrified surface. Then that living part, covered with leaves. I imagine the river of sap that runs turbulent beneath the bark, skirting the dead part and then flowing into the new branch that reaches up toward the sky, invented by its very own pressure.
And in various steep points where the earth has slipped, there are roots of living trees growing over strata of naked rock or completely out of the ground, hanging in the void. Great trees squashed against the base of a boulder that run level along the ground and then turn their crowns upward. Small trunks that have grown one beside the other and have then been swallowed up by another. Trunks that rise like snakes up larger trees and coil into their branches. And nearby, trees dying, suffocated by suckers or by a cloud of ivy and other creepers that climb skyward to entangle them in their lethal embrace. Mosses and lichens swathe slanting columns of wood, great protruding rocks with their shrouds of velvet and glass. Other strands of vegetation like dry lianas that hang down from the tangle of top branches in the trees. Or they rise up from below, who knows, for it’s hard to say where they start, whether from the ground or from the tops of the trees, or perhaps from neither, since there’s not only the top and the bottom. Perhaps they start in the middle, in the air, and then sprout forth as tiny plant structures seeking life and seeking death. And then there’s all this savage undergrowth and these thousands and thousands of plant forms that grasp and fight each other, thousands and thousands of rootlets and thousands of other forms urged on by their chemical turgidity, still formless, which then erupt like armies from the ground with their naked bodies still devoid of bark, devise their first mechanisms for respiration and metabolism with the air and start to climb upward in a furious and mute tangle of forms born from seeds carried by the wind or by other missiles that proliferate in the rotting stomach of the world and begin their struggle to move upward, toward the light.
“Why is there all this evil undergrowth,” I wonder, “that tries to engulf and smother and suffocate the larger trees? Why all this wretched and desperate cruelty that disfigures everything? Why all this teeming of bodies striving to sap other bodies, sucking them with their thousands and thousands of rampaging roots and their tiny, wild suckers, to siphon off their chemical power, to create new plant forces capable of annihilating everything, of massacring everything. Where can I go where I won’t have to see any more of this slaughter, this blind and relentless torsion they call life?
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I had an encounter today.
In the early afternoon, after eating, I took my stick and went out. I walked through the alleyways and up the steps and under the low bare arches of this deserted village. Here and there, along the side of the lane, are stones jutting out that were once used as steps for climbing up to the small vegetable plots above, planks impregnated with lime and half broken, abandoned flower pots, invaded by relentless lichwort or other plants and other forms carried by the wind. In one spot, over a low wall where there must once have been a vine, the large indefinable leaves of vegetables gone wild spread along the ground and then spill over with tendrils searching for anchorage. Nearby there’s an old metal bathtub filled with soil that must once have been used as a flowerbed and is now full of nettles and skeins of suffocated plants.
I turned onto a winding path that skirts the gorge, rutted in the middle by small furrows hollowed out by the water that runs down from the mountain. Beside it are hedges coiled with brambles on which fractious wasps settle while small yellow butterflies flit clumsily in the sky. Here and there barbed wire can be seen buried in the ground, trampled by wild boar in their roaming through the woods, put up who knows how long ago, when the village was still inhabited. But there’s a spot where the space opens out, a small clearing beside the path, reached by stepping over a section of broken down wire fence. From there you can see how far the mountain vegetation and woods extend, where there’s no sign of human life as far as the eye can see. Except for the other side, exactly the other side, of the gorge, the spot where when it grows dark I see that little light come on.
I’ve looked long at it. I’ve observed that small lighter-colored speck, perhaps the corner of a stone house hidden on all sides by trees.
“Who knows if someone lives there?” I wondered again, resuming my walk along the path.
But there’s no sign of any road there. Who knows, perhaps there’s a path through the thick woods that you can’t see from here. It’s always possible. From this side of the gorge it’s hard to see, but perhaps there’s someone living there, who can say … One day, for example, I decided to go to a small village I’d never been to before, around twenty kilometers from here. Only one person lives there, a retired soldier, or so they told me in a village further down where I go from time to time to buy something to eat, driving down in a car that I keep in an abandoned stable at the edge of the village.
I got there, arriving at a small open space below a derelict chapel, driving slowly because what was left of the road was uneven and worn away by rain and snow. I stopped, looked around, with the engine still running. A moment later a pack of angry dogs appeared from somewhere in the village, barking furiously, launching themselves against the car. Up on their hind legs, they beat furiously against the doors. I could hear the thudding noise of their claws against the bodywork and the windows, I saw their disfigured heads all around, barking madly, their fangs covered with drool and their tongues. It was impossible to open the door with that pack of dogs besieging it and that furious mass of muscle pressing in from every side. I couldn’t get out. I put the car in gear and started moving slowly forward, making my way through all those frantic dogs that continued to jump up, even onto the hood with their noses against the windshield, even onto the roof, as though one of them was trying to attack me from above, at the risk of ending up beneath my wheels as I edged forward slowly among that mass of gnashing heads and claws. Meanwhile the only inhabitant of that abandoned and derelict village was perhaps somewhere I couldn’t see, behind an archway or at a window, watching his ferocious hounds attacking and chasing off this other man who had ventured onto his territory.
The path dropped down a little. I continued on, whirling my walking stick every so often over my head and shoulders to fend off horseflies and other insects that came to buzz around the only living person wandering through their world. The stick is slightly crooked, made of cherry wood I think: I found it one day propped against a tree. Someone must have worked it, who knows when, stripping all its bark with a knife, except for a section at the top, at the handle.
Without warning, after a shady bend in the path where there were several puddles that hadn’t completely dried up, I saw a large dark dog in front of me, sitting in the middle of the path, still, motionless, waiting for me.
I stopped at once.
The dog gazed at me in silence, still blocking the way. It must have heard my footsteps a long way off and stayed there like that, waiting for me.
I too gazed at it in silence, without moving, without breathing, all the more so because I realized this great beast was one of those breeds of dog they train for fighting, a Rottweiler.
I couldn’t continue on as the dog was blocking my path, still watching me in silence. I couldn’t chase it away with my stick as I didn’t know how it might react to such a violent gesture.
So I turned round and began to go back the way I’d come. Without speeding up too much, so as not to give the idea I was running away and thus arousing its fury. But without moving too slowly either, since I was far from home, alone, at the mercy of that dog.
I took the first few steps without turning round. I couldn’t hear anything behind me. Perhaps the dog had stayed there, motionless, sitting in the middle of the path where it had blocked my way, and was watching me as I walked off, with its black eyes in the middle of its great fierce head.
But after a while, as I was turning a bend thinking I had left it behind, I began to hear a light regular sound behind me.
I turned my head slightly.
The dog was following.
It was walking slowly, in perfect silence. I heard its heavy breathing behind me.
I carried on walking, increasing my pace but without seeming to do so. The dog was still behind me, I could hear it from its breathing, I could see it when I turned my head. My house was at least half an hour away, and I continued walking with that large fighting dog following me in silence, in that enormous green solitude that stretched as far as the eye could see.
“Who knows why it was there in the middle of the path, waiting for me?” I asked myself. “Who knows why it’s now following me? Who knows why it doesn’t make some small sound, why it doesn’t bark, and just follows me in perfect silence with that heavy relentless step? What can be going on in that great, fierce, inscrutable head?”
All the more since I knew how these dogs behaved. I had read about them in the past, in newspapers, in reports about attacks on men, women and children who had been killed or disfigured by their bites. They don’t bark, they give no sign of agitation, it’s impossible to know what they’re thinking. Then, with no warning, they jump at you and sink their teeth into your hands, arms, throat, face, they chew your flesh, your bones. They don’t stop until they’ve torn you to pieces, or somebody else comes along to beat them off, shooting them in the head.
But here there was nobody.
I walked on in silence, with that great fierce dog behind me. I turned round slightly every so often. The dog was always there, at the same distance. It continued to follow me with its relentless step, swaying slightly.
At one point, on a tight bend, turning back rather longer, I could get a better look. Not just its enormous silent head but also its massive muscular body, its whole figure, from the side.
Its legs were crooked, very crooked. Something more than crooked, I thought …
I caught my breath.
“It’s had all four legs smashed!” I suddenly realized. “Perhaps it has come from one of the inhabited villages lower down, from someone who keeps their dogs wild so that nobody dares approach their house. Someone must have smashed its legs with a shovel, perhaps after it had attacked a man, a woman, a child. It must have dragged itself up here where there’s nobody, on its broken legs, so that it couldn’t be found.”
Now that I had turned my head a little longer, I thought that I could actually see, on one of its hind legs, a jagged bone protruding a little from the skin when it bent its leg to take a step. Nothing jutted from the other three, though, as if the bones had now healed enough to somehow support it.
I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t know whether to carry on or to stop and stroke the great head of that injured animal. But its absolute silence frightened me. No complaint, no whimper, not the slightest sound came from the body of that tortured animal. Only that deep, rasping breath as it continued to follow me on its shattered bones. I had no idea what would happen if I held my hand out toward its head, toward its drooling mouth and teeth. What it was thinking. Perhaps, in its mute anger, its hatred, it might have thought I wanted to approach it to hurt it, and it might have sunk its teeth into me out of despair, out of distress.
And so I carried on walking for more than half an hour with that large maimed dog behind me, in that immense vegetal solitude. When I came across some sudden upward slopes or, immediately after, some steep descent, I thought the dog wouldn’t be able to follow me, that its body would be too heavy for its legs to cope with such gradients. But it didn’t give up, it was always there, without complaint, without a sound, always at the same distance, relentless as a machine.
“But how does it manage to walk for so long on those shattered bones?” I asked. “How is it possible that no sound comes from its body racked by such tremendous pain?”
At certain moments I lost the sound of its steps behind me. “It can’t manage it!” I said to myself. “It must have stopped!” And yet, a few seconds later, passing round another bend, once again I could see its limping body, still there behind me, its eyes continuing to watch me silently in its great drooling head.
At a certain point, all of a sudden, I felt something pressing against my legs from behind. It was the head of the dog that had caught up with me on a downward slope and was nudging me with its wet nose.
I speeded up without giving the idea that I was doing so, so as not to trigger his suppressed anger, gradually tightening the muscles throughout my body and not just my legs, a short distance away from the mighty muscle fibers of that other body, its shoulders, its neck, its great legs that bound and held its shattered bones, preventing them from protruding.
At last I got back to the small village. I walked a little further along the deserted lane and could hear the relentless sound of its steps behind me and its claws as they struck the cobbles. When I stopped in front of my small house, as I opened the gate I could hear that the dog had also stopped. It sat down on the ground behind me, waiting to come in.
I took a few steps forward. The dog started walking silently behind me. I suddenly then moved back. We caught each other’s eyes as I reached the open gate and went in, closing it behind me.
The dog also moved back. It sat down again on the ground, on the other side of the gate. It watched me in silence, without a groan, silent, with the black marks of its eyes in its great muscular head full of bones and teeth.
“Now it’s going to stay there, holding me hostage!” I thought. “It won’t move until I open the gate and let it come in.”
And yet when night fell and I went out once again to walk in the dark, the dog had gone.
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Sometimes I stop and I talk to animals, insects, trees, all the mighty vegetation that springs up everywhere as far as the skyline.
To wasps that drop angrily onto the gaping cracks in the figs rotting on the trees, thrusting their rostrate heads into the crevices full of putrefying seeds and juice. Going up close, perhaps too close, so that one day I was stung on the hand by a wasp. I felt its barbed sting penetrating the tender flesh between one finger and the next.
“But why are you always so angry” I ask. “Why do you drop headfirst into the pulp of unpicked fruit that’s rotting on the trees in this deserted unearthly place? So that sometimes, when I split one open to eat it, I find one of you inside, and you fly off in a rage, covered all over with dead liquids and the juices in which you were wallowing. Where do you live, where do you go to sleep? What happens, day and night, in your savage nests?”
But they never answer.
To toads, when I catch sight of one motionless, filthy, half-submerged beneath a veil of earth, with its fat body entirely covered with larvae, in a spot where there must once have been a vegetable plot, since there are still tangles of growth that produce unrecognizable vegetables.
“But what sort of life do you have?” I ask them. “Buried in the earth with your stores of fat larvae that you gorge down there in the dark. Your bodies like a soft leathery bag bursting at the seams, closed off by the earth and the darkness.”
But they never answer.
To aerial roots, which spread here and there and catch everything that comes in range, high up there, rotting leaves, pollen and spores that fly blindly in the air, perhaps even miniscule bodies of flying insects with many wings and antennae. They transform them into nutriment for a plant that sometimes isn’t there, doesn’t exist, still has yet to be invented.
“Why are you born up there and not on the ground?” I ask, I shout, to make myself heard up there, in this silent green vastness that returns the echo of my voice. “Were you really born up there, right from the beginning, or did you too come from the earth like all the other roots and then, who knows why, began to move higher and higher, until you ended up there in space? Or did you come down from up there, from space, where perhaps there are miniscule roots that fall like an invisible rain from the sky, until one of them reaches the top of some plant and clings to it, and begins sapping everything up there within its range, before starting to descend gradually to the ground, and then to penetrate the earth, under the horizon line, in that sodden mass of a thousand other ferocious roots and miniscule animals with no eyes that devour everything, to then climb up again, little by little, upward, along the tormented trunks of trees, over their torn bark, higher and higher, as far as the sky?”
But they never answer.
The swallows, on the other hand, they do answer!
Sometimes, when I see them darting past over the point where the lane narrows, where there are two stone troughs full of water, coming down from above, diving, frenzied, swooping low, close to the ground, at unimaginable speed, and then skimming over the troughs to snatch a little water in that brief instant in their beaks, all alone in that unearthly place, I wave my arms at them, yelling:
“But you’re crazy!”
“Yes, yes! We’re crazy!” those tiny animals reply, beside themselves, still flitting low over the lane and skimming the surface of the water, like darts, screeching.
I start laughing with excitement, alone.
“Isn’t there a psychiatrist for swallows?”
“Yes, but he’s crazy too!”
“So how are you going to get cured?”
“Like this!” they answer, plunging their heads into the water and then soaring higher and higher, into the sky, fanning my temples and my eyes with their wings, their beaks.
Then, when the sun goes down behind the ridge and it begins to grow dark, and all this plant world becomes invisible and black like a great nocturnal sponge, on the other side, there in the distance, every night, always at the same hour, that little light suddenly appears.
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Just now, while I was in bed, deep in my first sleep, I was woken by a tremor.
It often happens, because this is an earthquake area. Sometimes I don’t even waken fully, but even in my sleep, or half asleep, I can still feel the vibrations that arrive here on the surface from the movement of underground faults that shake my bed, the walls of the house, the room, the few pieces of furniture inside it, the whole empty village where I live, but also the ground, the trees, the animals in their deep burrows, those night creatures that move about silently in search of their prey, and perhaps also those flying in the air searching the dark land with their round eyes for something alive, and perhaps from up there they feel even the air shaking.
Sometimes, when the tremors are stronger, I get out of bed, go out barefoot, and walk in the quaking village as far as an open space a short way from my house. I look around to see if the derelict houses are still standing or if they’ve collapsed. In the morning, when the light returns, I see broken tiles here and there, strewn across the stone streets, fallen from the collapsing roof of some ruin. I wander around my small house checking the walls to see if there are any cracks: it seems impossible that nothing could have happened to its structure under the effect of so many tremors. I climb a ladder onto the roof, adjust the roof tiles that have been moved by the earthquake or by the scrabbling of all those birds and four-legged animals that find their way into the attic space at night, between my room and the roof, that I can hear walking around above my head when I’m half asleep or when I’m lying with my eyes wide open in the dark.
At other times I don’t get up at all, when I’m in my first sleep and can’t rouse myself. I hardly feel the succession of quakes, one after the other, the dizziness, the sense of nausea and slight loss of consciousness in my body as it continues lying there, half asleep and half awake, while everything vibrates around me, and deep down great dark masses and walls of earth and marble crash against each other.
Tonight I got up and checked the walls and around the doors to make sure no cracks had appeared. I also went down to look at the small vaulted cellar where I keep the wood. Then I came here, with a blanket over my shoulders because it’s cold at night even though it’s summer, to sit on this metal chair with thin legs that sink lower and lower into the ground, in front of the stone balustrade that looks out over the steep drop. Before leaving the house I took an old pair of binoculars I brought here with me but have never used, since there’s nothing to see, only this impenetrable expanse of green froth that covers the world as far as the eye can see.
I point them toward the little light. I rotate the rather worn knob to focus them, since the light seems to get wider and narrower as though I were looking at it through water. But I can’t see it clearly, perhaps because my eyelashes get in the way, perhaps because my eyes are still full of sleep and are covered with that liquid film that distorts shapes and blurs lights. It’s hard to tell what the light is, even harder than when looking at it with the naked eye. It’s hard to say whether it’s a light coming from a window or a low street lamp hanging from a wire. And yet it seems to get brighter, it seems to pulsate.
“What can that light be?” I ask myself once again. “Why does it sometimes look larger and brighter, and then straight after seem to grow smaller and smaller until it fades away? Could it be something else? Could it be some luminous phenomenon caused by magnetic activity of telluric origin?”
There’s not a sound, no cry from any nocturnal creature on the ground or in the air. They must all be motionless, who knows where, petrified, now that the earthquake has caused the earth and the sky to vibrate under their feet and wings.
“I must go there …” I tell myself again, still gazing at that little light with the blanket over my shoulders. “There has to be some road, some path, to get up there!”
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This morning I took the car out of the stable. I drove down the long series of bends as far as the nearest inhabited village, where I go once a week to buy something to eat, along that winding and deserted lane from which the bones of uninhabited houses stick out here and there, with wooden shutters closed and broken, that suddenly narrow the roadway. Then, a little further on, the first signs of life, a dog curled up by a front door watching my car pass with one eye shut, an old man working in a vegetable garden, small flocks of sheep and goats, completely black, grazing on a steep sloping meadow, a horse and its young foal that stop grazing when they hear the car, raising their heads and swishing their tails.
I reached the village and parked the car. I went to the small shop that sells things to eat and drink, farm equipment, ironmongery, seeds, newspapers … Inside there’s a suffocating smell of cat because the old woman who looks after the shop collects stray cats. They sleep here and there, perched on sacks of seed and other goods, or walk about rubbing themselves against the legs of the infrequent customers.
Two men were in there looking at a shovel before buying it. Another younger fat man with a beard and long frizzy blond hair and a kind of fluorescent jacket stood in one corner smiling, doing nothing, buying nothing. Perhaps he was the old woman’s half-witted son or grandson and was just passing the time.
While I was at the counter putting the things I’d bought into two plastic bags, I tried casually asking, in a loud voice so that the other customers could hear, whether there was by any chance anyone living up on that ridge where I could see the little light at night.
They became interested straight away. They asked me exactly where it was. I replied as best I could, since it couldn’t be seen from the village, so that I couldn’t go out of the shop and point to it. I tried to explain which gorge it was and what point of the ridge I was talking about.
“Is anyone going to live up there, in a place like that?” asked one of the two customers, shaking his head.
“Never heard of it! There’s just woods up there!” replied the other, returning to inspect the shovel which he held in the air like a lance.
“But what sort of light? What kind of light?” the first man asked again.
“Bah … I can’t work out whether it comes from the window of a house or from a streetlamp …”
“A streetlamp? There are no streetlamps up there. No one lives there.”
“So it must be something else,” I said just to end the conversation and finally get out of that place infected by the stink of cat.
I finished paying and made my way toward the door.
“Then it must be a UFO!” I heard someone say behind me.
I turned round.
It was the fat boy in the fluorescent jacket.
I looked at him. He was still there in the same corner, doing nothing, continuing to smile or laugh with his lips closed. His broad mouth was barely visible between his thick wild moustache and beard.
“What’s that? Are you joking?” I asked.
But he remained standing there, with his mouth stretched in that idiotic grin.
“No. Why?” he said eventually, still laughing.
I turned again toward the other customers.
“There’s someone who reckons UFOs have been seen around here,” explained one of the two. “There’s even an expert on such things, in a village near here. You can always go and talk to him. It won’t cost you anything to ask …”
He told me the name of the village and explained how to get there.
I left that hole, before the strong stench made me vomit. I loaded the bags into the car and drove off. Along the road I looked at the vegetal outlines of the mountain precipices, almost without seeing them, so blocked out they were against the daylight.
“I’ll go tomorrow!” I said to myself all at once.
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I went. This morning I took the car out again and got to the village where the man with the shovel had directed me.
It’s not far from here, twenty minutes or so along narrow switchback roads, asphalted here and there and worn away with deep ruts. At various points the branches of trees and the limbs of long thorny brambles beat against the windows and the windshield. But then the lane widens and reaches a small village where a few people still live. Before entering a tiny square where there were a couple of cars and a truck loaded up with sacks of lime, a cement mixer and other equipment, parked in front of a small house at the top of a slope, in an area newly scythed, I saw an Arab woman with a veil over her head and face who was piling hay with a pitchfork.
I had seen other people in still-inhabited villages lower down. Women and men who had come from distant parts of the world to these empty villages and hamlets where houses and ruins cost little.
I got out of the car and looked around. There were two old women sitting on a wooden bench, their faces parched by the sun and full of wrinkles, their heads shaved, who stood staring at me.
I went up to them and said I was looking for a man who was interested in alien presences.
At first they didn’t understand. I had to repeat myself two or three times, using my hands and arms to help me.
One of the two was constantly shaking her head as though she had Parkinson’s.
“You know … extraterrestrials, beings from other worlds, lights in the sky …” I insisted.
At last they understood. They pointed out where I could find him, talking both together and interrupting each other in their harsh, shrill dialect.
I set off in search of the place. I had to go out of the village and drive up a switchback. Every so often, flattened on the asphalt, were the outlines of squashed frogs or snakes, since vehicles could still pass and there was another last hamlet higher up. You could see the odd cow or goat grazing on the strips of land between the tight curves.
I arrived at some open ground, excavated a few meters below the level of the road, where a man in large gumboots was shoveling a mound of manure.
“No, that can’t be him!” I thought to myself.
The man looked up when he saw me. He stood there with his shovel in the air, still full of manure that he was piling into a wheelbarrow after having dug it from the mound.
I tried to explain who I was looking for. But he couldn’t hear me. I shouted louder, since we were a certain distance apart.
The man dropped the manure into the wheelbarrow and stuck the shovel into its open face where he’d been working. The remainder of the mound lay overgrown with grass and taller vegetation.
With an abrupt wave, he gestured me to come closer.
I began to climb down toward the terrace. A dog suddenly appeared from somewhere, ran toward me and started jumping at my legs, as if to prevent me from going further. Meanwhile the man, still standing by the manure heap, repeated his abrupt wave.
I carried on down, with the dog attached to one of my legs. When I reached the bottom, the man took a stick from the ground and beat the dog two or three times so that it let go immediately.
There was a great stench of manure and piss, and a swarm of flies that you had to keep away by waving both hands.
I looked at the man, who was standing quite still in front of me. He was also looking at me. He was wearing trousers caked with manure and a filthy t-shirt torn at the chest. He was younger than he had seemed from a distance, completely bald but with a crown of long blondish hair that went down to his shoulders, protruding ears, pointed chin, his mouth slightly open with its corners turned upward.
I tried to say something: why I was there, whether he was the person who was interested in alien presences. I also mentioned the little light.
The man carried on looking at me without replying, he didn’t even seem able to reply. Except that, from time to time, he gave a husky or sudden shrill sound that didn’t even seem human, while the dog continued watching us from a distance, turning its head first to look at me and then its master.
“What am I doing here?” I began thinking. “He can’t even speak!”
All of a sudden the man signaled for me to follow him, and set off toward the entrance to a stone and timber building that must have been a cattle stall.
I followed, walking across ground covered with rotting manure, still swatting flies with my hand, and kept my eyes on his skinny back. He waddled in baggy trousers tied around the waist with string, stiff as armor, and from his bald head hung long straight greasy hair.
We entered the cattle stall. Three or four cows turned their great heads in unison toward us. They studied us for a while before turning back to carry on chewing.
The man stopped at a bench cluttered with frayed ropes and buckets. He lifted a thick dirty torn blanket that covered something. A second later, to my enormous surprise, I saw a computer monitor in front of me. One of those LCD ones, ultra thin.
The man looked for the keyboard which had ended up beneath the tangle of ropes. He sat on a small one-legged milking stool and switched on the computer.
I watched him, hardly breathing, standing behind him, behind his young bald egg-shaped head that shook a little because his manure-covered hands had already begun tapping at the keyboard.
“Where do you say you see it, that little light?” he suddenly asked, without turning, still tapping away.
I was astonished, for this man until just a moment before had made only grunts, had seemed unable to speak, and yet now, in front of his computer, he was talking easily, though with a strange accent that wasn’t from these parts, like that of someone who’d come from Albania, from the Balkans.
“There are some,” I thought, bewildered, “who also come here from Slav countries, from Romania, from the Ukraine, or from Macedonia, from Montenegro, from Albania, to these abandoned areas where they work as shepherds or tend cattle. Sometimes they set fire to woodland to extend their grazing land, and then they’re chased away and take their flocks somewhere else in the area …”
The man now turned toward me. He had opened an image full of small luminous dots that pulsated on the dark screen. He was pointing to it with his hand.
“It’s a map of all the sightings in this area,” he told me in his suddenly fluent tongue, with that strange accent of his. “I keep it updated. I’ve monitored the whole territory. There are continual sightings here, alien presences …”
“Well … I don’t know …” I tried to tell him. “It’s not certain it’s that … All I’m saying is there’s a little light that comes on in a place where there shouldn’t be anyone …”
The man looked at me, his head turned, still sitting on his stool, his eyes light in color, almost white, and the corners of his mouth still turned upward in a fixed, immovable smile.
“What’s it like, this light?” he asked.
“It’s difficult to say … It’s not exactly a light, it’s just a glimmer … But sometimes it seems to shine more brightly in the dark, to get bigger, to expand. Or perhaps it’s just an optical effect, just something that happens on the retina of the eye when you carry on looking at it in the pitch darkness at night …”
He showed me the map of the area with the luminous dots of sightings, and asked me to indicate exactly where I saw the little light.
I had some difficulty finding the spot. But then, with the help of the names of certain mountains and villages, and following the lines of some of the higher ridges above the small gorge, I succeeded.
He began talking again as he continued typing on the keyboard and making rapid movements of the mouse over that bench covered with clutter of every kind, in order to insert a new luminous dot in the grid at the exact point I had indicated.
“There you are, it’s here!” he said at last with a sigh that resembled joy, putting his dirty finger on that dark area of the screen where there was now a luminous dot.
He turned and looked at me with excitement.
“There’s never been any contact there!” he said “It’s the first time it’s happened!”
“I can’t be sure that’s what it is …” I tried to tell him again.
But he wasn’t interested, and continued on his own way.
“All the other luminous dots are sightings, sometimes repeated … contacts. This area is much visited by extraterrestrials. There are no military bases, no transmitters here. They come down here because there are uninhabited areas, they’ve nothing to worry about, they’re not going to be hunted out by magnetometers, cameras, radar, gravimeters, lasers, parabolic microphones, spectrum analyzers … When there’s a new sighting people come straight to me. Farmers, hunters, shepherds, people cutting wood in front of their houses at night, old women who live alone, standing all the time at their balcony railings or windows, even when it’s dark, they watch everything, they see everything. These are my lookouts, scattered over the whole area. Me as well, here, when I’m out at night herding the animals back to the stall …”
He was interrupted by the cow closest to us swishing its tail against the computer, trying to fend off horseflies. The man struck the tail with his hand to move it away, so it wouldn’t damage the screen.
“Come with me!” he said suddenly. He got off the stool, covered the screen with the old blanket and left the stall. He put two fingers in his mouth and whistled. The dog ran up, its tongue hanging out. It jumped on its hind legs, leaping up from the ground, barking.
“Come! Come!” continued the man, or boy — difficult to say how old he was.
He climbed up a slope. His feet waggled in his large gumboots.
I began to follow him while the dog rushed ahead, as far as a herd of goats grazing a short distance away.
The man kept talking, or rather shouting, since in his agitation he had started once again to make those incomprehensible noises that didn’t seem human.
We arrived in the middle of the herd. The dog had begun racing around the edge, barking loudly and jumping up at one of the goats, nipping its leg, so that the herd would close up. You could hear their bells ringing out as they moved here and there to escape the joyous fury of the dog.
There was also one male goat with long curved horns, alone, on its hind legs, nibbling at the bottom leaves of a tree.
The man stopped.
“They’ve seen too!” he suddenly said, in a language once again comprehensible, human.
“Seen what?” I asked.
“Them.”
“Who?”
“The extraterrestrials! The aliens!”
I looked at him. He also looked at me, with his light gray, almost white eyes and his mouth with its turned-up corners.
“I’ve seen them too!” He added.
I looked at him, saying nothing, in the midst of the barking and noise of goat bells, while the billy goat carried on nibbling leaves, with its front legs leaning on the trunk of the tree.
“Them too …” he repeated pointing to the goats, and seemed unable to speak from excitement.
“Them what?” I asked again, as I didn’t understand what he was trying to say.
He swallowed two or three times, then relaxed.
“One night …” he continued, his voice suddenly fluent, “as I was coming down a path with the goats, taking them back to the stall, I saw a light I’d never seen before, coming up from a ravine. ‘What could it be?’ I wondered, because we’re on a fault line here and sometimes there are geoluminescencent phenomena caused by energy emitted by the earth’s surface. The goats started running down to the ravine, drawn by that light in the darkness. When I arrived and looked out over the edge of the precipice, I saw beneath me a dazzling globe of light. I shut my eyes, worried it was going to blind me. It was enormous. It was suspended just above the ground like a vast egg of light with no shell. I covered my eyes with my hand, but I could see all the same. It seemed as though that blinding light was continually relighting itself even though it was already alight, as though something was opening up inside all that light, from which another light was coming out. The goats were running faster and faster down the slope, toward that door of light which had opened up inside the light. They rushed in, one after the other. Even the dog that was following them went in, even the billy goat. You couldn’t hear the sound of their bells any more. I started running after the herd, to try to get them back. But when I got closer, the door of light suddenly closed. The egg rose up into the air, with all that light that was too bright to look at. Then it disappeared, not gradually but all of a sudden, as though it was sucked into something else you couldn’t see, which was there but you couldn’t see it.”
“What could have happened? Where could it have gone?” I tried to ask, since the man had stopped speaking and was looking at me, waiting for me to say something.
“Well … who knows … a movement in hyperspace, a wormhole, teleporting …”
I looked at him amazed, looked at that young bald man who spoke with a thick foreign accent, who one moment had been uttering grunts yet a moment later, when he started talking about alien presences, began expressing himself fluently, as though he were two completely different people.
“What do I do now?” he continued. “I felt desperate as I went back to the stall, with no herd, no billy goat, no dog … The following night I returned … The egg of light was no longer there, but my herd and my dog were there waiting for me. The dog barked with joy when it saw me arrive. The herd rushed up to me with their bells ringing away. Everyone knows, they’re stupid beasts, goats. If they’re stupid, then they’re beasts …”
Meanwhile he pointed to the herd, which continued running zigzag here and there under the assaults of the dog that wanted to show its master, perhaps also me, how clever it was, while the billy goat, unconcerned, a little way off, carried on nibbling, still on its hind legs and stretching its body and neck to reach the higher leaves.
“What’d happened? Why did they return them to me?” the man was asking. “Where had they taken them? Are they still the same goats?”
We looked at each other in silence. The billy goat suddenly stopped grazing, returned onto its four legs and began running along the path, taking incredibly high, nimble leaps on its cloven hooves, raising its back and arching its body, and it didn’t seem possible that such a large animal could move so lightly.
As I left, the man hailed me from a distance with his usual grunts.
“There’s nothing! There’s nothing!” I told myself as I drove down those narrow deserted curves that slowly took me back to where I live. “There’s just this desperate teeming, from every part, of life and death through time, through space, this desperate daydreaming …”
Now I’m here. It’s pitch black. It’s late at night. I’m gazing at that little light.
“I’m going to go!” I suddenly tell myself. “I’m going to see what’s there!”
I get up from the metal chair, go and close the shutters, hear them creak on their hinges, in this deserted place where there’s not a living soul. I undress, stretch out on the bed that squeaks a little each time I move. I lie there with my eyes wide open in the dark, waiting for sleep.
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This morning, rain, hail, wind. It’s impossible to get there. I looked out the window for a long time at that tumult of water and ice falling violently from the sky. The wind raged, roof tiles flew, large jagged hailstones struck the windows almost smashing them. I had to close the shutters, leaning out while those hard cold missiles lashed and cut at my hands, my arms, my head.
When I was able to get out, everywhere was covered with pieces of ice. I took the ladder and climbed onto the roof to put the tiles back in place. I walked a little in the village, stopped to look at the flowers growing here and there, now all beaten down and ruined. Including three white lilies that were flowering in an old cooking pot full of earth, next to some stone steps, that I’d been carefully watching, stopping each day to examine and sniff their open calyxes. The lilies here flower late, not in May but in June, even late June. For several days their long stems swayed under the weight of their large white petals, their stamens laden with yellow pollen. All around was a sweet perfume, from the moment when the first closed buds had begun to turn white and open.
And now they are there, crushed, their petals ruined, their stems broken, the yellow powder of the pollen spilt over what is left of the torn white corollas.
“What disaster! What horror!” I say, moving away so as not to look. “To be in a hailstorm at the exact moment of flowering! After all that vast strange chemical activity in the bulbs underground, through winter, spring, and then that sudden and almost miraculous soaring of long shoots, straight as swords, and then those swellings that begin to appear here and there and which makes them bend under their new weight, and then their lightning-quick opening in just a few hours. By the evening they have closed again, and reopen the following morning, spreading their fragrance … The mechanical process of blooming can no longer be slowed down, can no longer be stopped, and then, all of a sudden, the lash of cold freezing rain, all those pieces of ice that suddenly beat down from the sky against those white calyxes that had only just been invented …”
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A day has passed. During the night the wind blew away the black clouds that hung everywhere and the sky cleared.
I went to get the car. I drove it out of the narrow stable whose walls and beams are still impregnated with the smell of animals that used to live here.
“How am I going to find that place?” I wondered as I drove down the asphalt road to the bottom of the gorge and then climbed up the other side for some distance, looking for a small road or at least a path that might take me as close as possible to the point on the ridge where I see that little light glimmering at night.
I drove slowly. There was one curve after another, so tight that they gave a slight feeling of dizziness. I looked up at the top corner of the windshield so as not to lose sight of the likely point of the ridge and the woods from where that small light filters out at night. A few birds crossed the road from time to time, flying low, almost level with the windshield, to see who was entering their realm.
All of a sudden, after a series of even narrower curves and with the asphalt all cracked and eroded, I thought I glimpsed the opening of a lane, little more than a path. But I saw it too late, being so narrow and half-hidden by vegetation that I’d driven past it.
I braked, reversed for ten meters or so, turned into the path and then stopped.
I got out, trying to figure out whether I could carry on by car or had to go on foot.
I looked around. The path was hemmed in by vegetation which had invaded much of the pathway itself. But the surface was fairly wide and there were even small patches of asphalt here and there, broken by grass and brambles, showing that this was once a small lane. From above came the short alarm calls of squirrels.
I got back into the car. I peered out for a while through the glass of the windshield at the unknown world I was about to enter, not knowing what to do, whether to start the engine or go on foot, especially as I didn’t even know if the path really did lead to the point on the ridge where that little light came from.
I turned the ignition and put the car in gear. It began moving slowly forward over that narrow strip of road. In that absolute vegetal silence, small cries could be heard from high up in the tops of trees, from the sky, and the sound of branches snapping under the wheels, branches of low shrubs and brambles full of thorns that ran over the ground across the path.
I carried on like this for a while, at walking pace. Every so often the lane opened slightly, passing beneath larger trees where no grass grew, and then began to climb amid the two swathes of woodland that pressed once more against the hood of the car.
I switched on the headlights, even though it was day, since it was so dark at certain points that I could hardly see.
A fox crossed the path, its long tail down as it ran. It turned its head, dazzled by the lights, before disappearing once more into the undergrowth.
The path continued to climb toward the ridge. There were moments when the vegetation cleared and the sun filtered in. Suddenly in front of me I saw a small bridge of timbers thrown across a stream that ran frothing and whistling between the stones. I crossed slowly, my wheels almost at its edges. I carried on climbing, though I had no idea where I was going, or whether it was possible to get back down that narrow track, whether there was some place where I could maneuver and turn round.
Then the track came to a dead end. Several large trees had broken and fallen down, blocking the lane diagonally. It was impossible to go on by car.
I stopped, got out, looked around at the small space across which those great trunks lay, now stripped of their bark. Long sharp splinters jutted out where they had been broken, perhaps by lightning, perhaps by the wind, perhaps from their own weight.
I clambered over them and went on foot along the path that continued on, now even narrower. I didn’t seem to be very far from the ridge, if it was the same one that I could see from my house, if I wasn’t somewhere completely different, in the middle of those mountains full of gullies, cliffs, and gorges.
I wasn’t very far, in fact I was already on top of the ridge, since the path had stopped rising. I was now walking slowly, but the shape of the landscape was invisible, nothing could be seen, just trees, vegetation and brambles that pressed in from every side, crossing the path with their vegetal tentacles, their hooks, their rootlets, and their pincers.
Yet there were still signs of a path that led somewhere. I even glimpsed lengths of barbed wire pushed over and buried in the ground, a few broken discolored bricks and a few stones, suggesting there must once have been a house or a ruin for animals.
I carried on walking. The light from the outside world was blocked out, the sky invisible, the ridge completely overhung with trees.
All at once, still in the thick vegetation, a small stone house suddenly appeared in front of me.
I stopped.
“Here it is! I’ve found it,” I told myself, my heart pounding. “This must be where that little light is coming from, the one I see from my house at night when I’m sitting on the metal chair and looking out from the other side of the gorge. From a lamp at the front door, from one of the windows …”
But there were no windows, no doors. Just blank stone walls that enclosed it on each side.
“How is it possible! What kind of house is this?” I thought.
Then I realized I was at the rear, that I needed to go round to the other side to find the entrance.
I walked around it, arriving at the front.
There was a door, and it was open.
Inside, in the kitchen, there was a boy in short trousers, his head shaved. Under his little arms he was holding a cloud of sheets he was about to put into a tub.
I stopped in enormous surprise.
He also stopped, the cloud of sheets still under his little arms.
We looked at each other in silence. The boy had large round gazing eyes. In his mouth I could see a small broken tooth.
“And who are you?” I tried asking.
He didn’t answer.
He carried on gazing at me with his large round eyes. His small shaved head could barely be seen behind the cloud of sheets.
“What are you doing? The washing?” I stammered again, not knowing what to say.
“Yes,” he answered in a small voice, after a moment’s hesitation.
“Why are you doing the washing?”
At once he began to blush.
“I wet the bed!” he said, lowering his head in shame. “I’m always having to wash the sheets, so they don’t smell.”
I was still looking at him, hardly breathing.
“You wash them yourself?”
“Yes.”
“Doesn’t your mother wash them?” I asked.
“I have no mother.”
“And your dad?”
“I have no dad either.”
“You live by yourself, in the middle of the woods?” I asked astonished. “You have no parents?”
“No.”
I was standing, stock-still, in front of the door.
“Are you the one who keeps the light switched on at night?” I asked.
He paused for a moment in silence.
“Yes!” he said lowering his head.
“Why?”
“I’m frightened of the dark.”
I remained there, stock-still, in front of the door, while the little boy began looking at me again with the cloud of sheets pressed against his cheek.
“Do you want me to help you?” I tried asking.
“No, thank you,” he replied, with his small voice.
I didn’t know what else to say. The boy was standing hunched in front of me, leaning a little under the weight of the sheets.
“Is there anything I can do?” I asked him once more.
“No,” he answered.
I wanted to ask if I could come in but realized it was better not to, especially since the child had moved, turned round, dropped the bundle of sheets into the washtub full of soapy water and was kneading them with his little hands.
“Sorry, I’ve a lot to do right now …” he said politely.
I turned round and began walking back, round the house and along the path through the woods, to where I had left the car, listening to the stones crunching and twigs snapping under my feet.
I arrived back to where the broken trunks were, and clambered over them. I got into the car and started the engine.
“Yes, I’ve found it!” I said to myself, driving slowly back along that narrow path crossed by brambles that lashed against the windshield and the doors with their long limbs full of thorns. “That’s where the little light comes from! From that window up there on the first floor, over the kitchen … It obviously manages to filter through the trees, from some point where the branches are further apart, the foliage not so dense, on the other side of the gorge. Switched on by that little boy who lives all alone in the middle of the woods, in those short trousers from which those spindly legs stick out. But how strange … It’s quite a long time since boys went round in short trousers!”
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It is night now. Several days have gone by since I went there. I look at that little light, knowing now where it comes from, sitting behind this low stone balustrade, while the clear moonless sky is filled with stars, and not very far away can be heard the cries of night animals and birds of prey and the occasional grunts of wild boar moving about in the thick undergrowth.
“And perhaps,” I marvel, “perhaps that boy can also see the light from my house up there, at night, on the other side of the gorge, in the middle of all this darkness as far as the eye can see, of all the darkness of the world, in the same way that I can see his. I forgot to ask him if he can see it …”
This morning I wanted to go back to see the Albanian who is interested in alien presences, to tell him I’d discovered where that light comes from, that extraterrestrials had nothing to do with it. Not least because I had to go down to fill up with gas in a village not far from his, where there’s a gas pump in front of a yard, and an old man who spends all his time tormenting his few black teeth with a small wooden ice cream spoon. If he sees someone stop at the pump, he leaves the vineyard where he’s been working and comes and serves you.
I told him everything as soon as he’d stopped making those guttural sounds and sudden abrupt grunts on seeing me scrambling down the small slope full of manure and fetid puddles.
“You see?” I said. “It’s got nothing to do with extraterrestrials, aliens, movements in hyperspace, time warps … It’s a child, simply a child …”
He looked at me puzzled, and yet, due to the particular shape of his mouth, he seemed to be smiling.
“Ah … a child … You say it’s a child?”
“Yes, sure, it’s a child!”
Two or three times he shook his head, from which his two large ears stuck out, and his crown of straight greasy hair that hung down like spaghetti.
“A child living alone, in the woods … And you don’t think it’s strange? It seems normal to you?”
“Yes … or rather no. It surprised me as well.”
“What sort of child?” he asked, shaking his head again, with that fixed smile. “Is he really from this world?”
“But I saw him! He’s a little boy, I promise you!”
“You see, aliens aren’t like what they show you in the movies! They can also take on a completely human appearance. Indistinguishable from the others. Who knows how many are already here, among us!”
I looked at him. He was smiling at me, though I don’t know whether he was smiling or not. The goat bells could be heard close by. The dog was jumping up and barking.
Even though it’s late, I’m still sitting here, looking at that little light that flickers on the other ridge. The night is cloudless, stars loom in every part of this immense hollow space that dwarfs me. I’ve zipped up my sweatshirt and put the hood up over my head as it’s beginning to get cold at night, in this place surrounded on all sides by trees and vegetation. Even my legs are rather numb, since I’ve been sitting here a long time looking at that little light, while that child will be asleep in his little stone house in the middle of the woods, alone.
I get up from the metal chair and stretch my legs. It’s late but I’m not tired.
I go out of the gate and automatically close it behind me, even though there’s no one here and I could leave it open. I walk toward the small cemetery below, with all those reddish lamps that flicker in the night. Through the village I carry on walking down the lane. All that can be heard are my footsteps under this immense dark and forgotten space full of avalanches of stars. On certain nights, when the season is right — which is now — there are hundreds, thousands of fireflies along the side of the road. They swarm about the thick dark foliage, with their myriad of tiny lights that flash on and off intermittently. It’s like walking in an enchanted land. I’m careful not to tread on those that cross the dark path, flying close to the ground, and make sure my legs and arms don’t hit those that float before me as if to show me the way. Sometimes I take one of them in the palm of my hand and look at its poor little body transfigured by that light that filters out from its soft parts, through its tiny viscera.
“Ah … you’re still here! You’re here still!” I try telling them, among all that dark swarming with lights. “So you haven’t been wiped out by the hail storm! Where were you hiding while those hailstones were raining down from the sky and smashing everything? They stop at nothing, not even at the most beautiful scented flowers! Where do you hide in the daytime, when no one can see you? You too will have small holes, small underground burrows, somewhere to hide when it’s light, when the sky fills up with hail! But how do you manage to light up like that? What’s inside your poor little insect bodies? What power do you have to light up and transfigure yourselves like this, to produce such a light that can even be seen far away, and flash on and off constantly, for hours and hours? I know, it’s a mating signal. But why have only you, of all insects, invented such a signal? How have you done it? Where has that tiny, desperate invention come from, that little light. And why, if you then disappear straight after, wiped out, not to be seen again for the rest of the year, if you live just a few weeks, come out from who knows where and thousands of you begin flying around pulsating in the darkness of this night that surrounds us? Why? Why have you invented this inconceivable thing? Why do you attract each other like this, in the darkness, in the few moments when you’re in this world you cannot see? To carry on reproducing? But why? So that other beings like you can carry on reproducing and flying about for a few weeks, for a few moments, in this enormous darkness that surrounds us?”
But they don’t know. And if they do, they don’t answer.
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It’s raining again, pouring. There’s no chance of going out. I take the opportunity to do some laundry that was piled up in the basket, even though it can’t be dried outside. I’ll hang it on the drying rack here inside the house.
I go and split some wood in the cellar. I light a fire in the hearth. When it’s going well, I move the laundry and put it in front of it, so that it will dry more quickly. Not too close, away from those clouds of sparks that fly out from the logs as they turn to ashes.
Sitting on a chair with sawn-down legs, I watch the fire as it coils around the logs, its color continually changing. It whistles for a while and then suddenly explodes into a thousand great sparks, flaring up to lick the pinnacle of wood shards and bark. From outside, anybody who happened to be watching would see smoke rising from the chimney, the only one among the chimneys still there on the roofs of these empty and derelict houses.
I cook some pasta, drain it and eat it, sitting at the end of the small empty table, looking out the open glazed door, watching the rain that keeps falling heavily on the grass in front.
Some time has passed. I’ve washed the dishes, taken a cloth and cleaned the top of the cooker which was all marked, defrosted the fridge, chipping off the sheets of ice with a scraper, mopped up the pool of water that had formed in front of it and put the food back in, used some bleach to remove some patches of mold that had formed over the walls, then went and threw the garbage in a hole.
A short while ago, as I was doing these things, I heard a sudden clatter coming from the road. I ran outside to look, since no one ever passes here.
I stopped in front of the door.
A group of horsemen, all wrapped in transparent plastic capes to protect them from the rain, were going along the lane mounted on their tall horses.
I waved to greet them since they were the first people I’d seen here from when I first arrived. They responded in silence, from high up, with a nod of their heads under the hoods of their capes dripping with rain, while their horses cantered on, their hooves clattering on the stones in the lane. Under the transparent cover of their capes you could clearly see their clothes. Among them was also a woman, a girl it seemed, wearing jeans and boots.
Once they had gone I looked out from the gate. They had stopped at the two stone troughs. The horses had their heads in the water and were drinking. They seemed enormous in the small narrow space of the lane.
Then they moved on. They went under the arch, and then you could hear the clatter of the hooves even louder as they passed through the village and finally disappeared.
“There’s a horse fair!” I said to myself. “In one of the villages lower down. Every year, I think … They’ll be going there on their mounts. They must have wanted to take the longer route, through the woods and deserted villages, along paths they didn’t know …”
My heart was racing. I had to get some fresh air. I walked for some time, striding out, even though it was raining heavily, sheltering as best I could under an old umbrella that had spokes sticking out of it. I turned onto the path where the horsemen had come from. There were deep hoof prints in the muddy ground, already full of water. There were also puddles and trickles of water newly formed by the heavy rain running down from the mountains. Small streams, in fact, that flowed along the middle of the path forming a transparent veil of ripples in freshly made furrows or in others that seemed to be tire marks from a motocross bike, made by who knows who, who knows when, since I’ve never heard the sounds of motors, not even in the distance.
“That’s how streams, torrents, rivers are formed …” I said with excitement. “Masses of water that gradually grow and gather force, attracting and absorbing other smaller masses of water that flow down the steep mountain, while others are lost here and there without the strength to turn themselves into streams, into torrents, into rivers. Rivulets apparently all the same, formed like this, in some unknown place, in the middle of nowhere where no one sees them, which then come out in the open when they are already large, rushing, and scour their beds in the mountain gorges, in the valleys, and then in the great plains, and no one can stop them any longer …”
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I went again to the boy. When I arrived, after I’d driven slowly, at walking pace, along that narrow path submerged in vegetation, and crossed the small timber bridge that juddered under the weight of the car, and clambered over the broken trunks, and after I’d walked around the blank wall of the small stone house — little more than a ruin that had perhaps once been an animal stall with a hay loft above it like almost all the houses in these parts — the boy was washing the dishes, standing on an upturned crate to reach the tap.
When he heard my footsteps in front of the door, he turned his little shaved head toward me, looked at me with his round eyes, his mouth open with his broken tooth sticking out. Then he turned back and carried on washing the dishes.
“You want me to help you?” I asked, to break the ice.
“No, thanks, I’m used to doing it myself,” he replied politely.
I was standing at the door since I didn’t know whether I could go in. I watched the child’s little hands washing the plates and cutlery in the stone sink, carefully cleaning between each of the soapy tines of the forks, rinsing the plates until he felt they were perfectly polished and made that squeaky sound under his fingers, his head bent forward, ignoring my presence.
I looked around. There was a sheet hung out to dry, on a cord stretched between two forked sticks, along with several smaller items: tee shirts, underpants, socks. A little further away there was another small house that I hadn’t noticed the first time, lower, half derelict, almost hidden in the trees.
“Does anyone live there?” I tried asking the child, pointing to the other house.
“No,” he answered.
He had finally finished rinsing the dishes and was drying them one by one with a cloth before lining them up on the plate rack, rising on the tips of his toes to reach it with his little hands.
“Isn’t there anyone who helps you?” I asked him, still standing at the door.
“No,” he replied.
“And you cook for yourself as well?”
“Yes, of course!”
“What do you cook?”
“Oh … I cook pasta, I cut up vegetables, grate cheese …”
I was watching him, watching him as he continued putting the plates away, trying one by one to find the groove in which to place them, stretching as far as he could with his little body, standing on the crate, his shaved head straining as high as possible so as to see.
“But you’re always alone!” I couldn’t help saying.
He didn’t answer. There were many plates, suggesting that he hadn’t washed them for some while. He continued putting them away, concentrating, absorbed. He put the cutlery into their container, separating spoons, forks, knives.
“But does he really belong to this world?” I wondered.
He had finished putting the plates away. He got down from the crate and carefully dried his hands, rubbing the cloth well between each of his fingers.
“And your hair?” it occurred to me to ask. “Who cuts your hair?”
“I cut my hair myself!” he replied.
“Really? And how?”
“With the electric trimmer!”
“Ha! I don’t believe it!”
He became excited. I saw him turn and run toward the wooden stairs that went up to the first floor, with their steep rungs that he had difficulty climbing with his short legs.
The sound of his footsteps could be heard running over the floor boards above.
He climbed back down holding something black and came almost to the doorway to show me.
I bent over to look at it, without crossing the threshold, since he hadn’t invited me in.
In his open hand, the boy was showing me a long electric trimmer with a single head.
“This kind of razor hasn’t been in use for a long time! How did you get it?”
“I found it here,” he answered.
I looked at it closely, from a meter away or not much more, since he’d come right to the door and I too had moved forward a little to take a proper look at it.
“And how do you manage to use it? I asked.
“Like this!” he replied, beginning to move the trimmer, still switched off, over his small head, making the noise of the motor with his mouth.
Then he stopped and suddenly took a step back. I don’t know why, but I took a step back as well.
I stayed there for a while, saying nothing, while the child ran back upstairs to return the trimmer.
I looked around, waiting for him to return. There was a small colored ball under the broken bench by the door.
“He plays games then!” I thought. “Now and then, alone …”
The little boy returned but he didn’t come back to the door. He began rummaging with both hands inside a schoolbag. He pulled out two exercise books, two pens, a pencil, a pencil-sharpener and two erasers. He put them all on the table and sat down in front of them.
He opened an exercise book.
“What are you doing?” I asked, from the other side of the door.
“I’m doing my homework!” he answered.
I looked at him in great astonishment.
“Why? You go to school?”
“Sure!” he replied, opening another exercise book.
He began moving his pencil the exercise book, taking no more notice of me.
I didn’t know what to say or do.
The child had begun sharpening his pencil, carefully studying the slit along the blade where the powdered graphite came out so as to stop just a moment before the point broke.
“Can I come in? I tried asking.
“Sorry,” he answered with his little voice, “but I’ve got my homework to do now.”
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And so, every two or three days, when I go there, I sit on the small broken bench by the door so as not to remain standing up all the time, while the boy works away at his chores, washing his clothes, or the dishes or the floor, pushing a rag back and forth on the end of a worn-down brush.
“So you go to school then …” I say, to start a conversation.
“Yes, sure!” he replies, continuing to scrub the kitchen floor with the rag.
“But what school do you go to? Because sometimes I come in the morning and you’re here.”
“To night school.”
“There’s a night school around here?”
“Yes, down in the village.”
“And you go the whole way on foot, by yourself, in the woods?”
“Of course!”
“Do you want me to take you?”
“No thank you, I’m used to it.”
I say nothing. I watch him, leaning forward from the bench so that I can look inside the kitchen, while the little boy carries on pushing his improvised scrubbing brush, his face red with exertion, stopping every now and then to answer my questions.
“And the light?” I ask again, after a while. “When do you switch the light on? Why do I always see it switched on at the same time, from my house?”
“I switch it on as soon as I get back from night school.”
I fall silent again. Even from where I am, I can hear the noise of his little breath under the effort.
“And what do you do about the animals,” it occurs to me to ask, after a while. “You’re in the middle of the woods … How do you keep the animals away?”
He stops for a moment or two, and comes up to the door to answer.
“I bang some lids!” he tells me, looking at me with his round eyes. “I take two lids from the cooking pans and bang them loud to frighten them and keep them away!”
I smile.
“I do that as well, sometimes …” I reply. “At night, when I hear them making noises too close to the house …”
I go silent again. I can hear the child has stopped washing the kitchen floor, has gone to rinse the cloth in the stone sink and has propped the worn-down brush nearby.
“Do you want me to help you do your homework?” I ask, when I see he has pulled his exercise books out of his schoolbag and has gone to sit at the table.
“No, thanks, I have to do it myself.”
He says nothing else for a while. I sit there in silence so as not to disturb him. From where I am, I can see him with his little shaved head bent over his exercise book, concentrating, with the tip of his tongue between his teeth. The only sound, anywhere, is the buzzing of insects thrusting head first into the fragrant rot of the blossom.
“How strange … how strange …” it occurs to me. “Those schoolbags you hold with a handle aren’t used any more, I reckon … Children these days go to school with shoulder bags, like backpacks …”
I get back to the car to go home and, when I’m already out of the wood and have turned onto the asphalt road and am driving down to the bottom of the gorge, where it’s not so steep and there are several mown fields, I see men in overalls who over the last few days have been burning the straw with flame throwers. They walk along the remaining strips, brandishing long tubes from which blue flames hiss out. An acrid smoke rises from the heaps already turned to ash.
I can’t be sure, but I seem to detect something odd about the behavior of the swallows. They still carry on darting through the sky as before, while I’m sitting there on the metal chair, in the last light of the day. And they still swoop down, madly following insects, flying almost into my face with their beaks open and shrieking and then soaring up to certain areas high up where there are many other swallows flying around in such a frenzy that it’s hard to see how they can pass so close to each without ever colliding. But at the same time I seem to notice something different in their behavior, even though they carry on as always with their crazy life and keep it well hidden. As if they were here and at the same time they were here no longer. Something imperceptibly different in their way of filling the sky with their shrieking and swooping, as though they also had something else to do, something else to say.
“What are you up to?” I shouted out a short while ago.
“Can’t you see? We’re flying!” they replied.
“Yes, yes, I can see that!” I shouted again. “But you’re doing something else! You’re flying like I’ve never seen you flying before …”
“We always fly like you’ve never seen us fly before!”
I watched them for a while longer, watching in silence, hardly breathing. The whole sky was streaked by those mad darts which yet don’t fly like darts but swerve, thrust, suddenly go in the opposite direction, shrieking.
“What medical terms would they use to describe your hyperkinetic nature, your mental state: motor neurosis, hysteria, schizophrenia …?” I shouted out again at one of them that had come down lower than the others.
“In the meantime take this!” it replied.
A moment later I was hit on the forehead by a splatter from the tiny pulsating orifice between the feathers of that mad little body in flight.
The sky grew steadily darker. Then, suddenly, from the opposite side of the gorge, along the line of the other ridge, that little light came on in the dark.
“There! He’s back from school …” I say. “He’s just got home, he’s gone straight to switch the light on, after walking through the woods in the dark, all alone …”
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I wasn’t wrong. Something enormous is happening in the sky, in those tiny brains of just a few grams that cross the space like darts, in all that teeming of wings that ruffle the atmosphere.
The swallows are preparing to migrate.
They appear as though life is carrying on as normal. They fly around madly, as usual, shrieking away. They streak across the sky with their beaks open, shoveling insects. They appear as always from their thousand invisible nests, up in the air, in rusty leaking gutters, in the holes between the stones and the collapsing roofs of this village over which they have taken possession, away from the world. Adult swallows, and others only just born and learning to take their first short mad flights, swoop down as usual and skim across the water in the troughs, almost smashing themselves against its stone edges. And yet, and yet … there’s a new frenzy, a new agitation, a greater disturbance in their behavior. They gather at points far up in the sky, shrieking even louder. Who knows what they are saying? Who knows what’s going on among those clouds of tiny bodies in flight? What’s sparked it all off? How do they first start gathering high up there, in the first flocks that circle in ever greater numbers over these deserted ruins soon to be abandoned, perhaps without any of them even knowing it? More and more of them swoop madly down over the troughs, as though they were building up reserves of water for the great long journey who knows where, emerging like darts from the low archway and from the curve in the road and diving down to skim the water with their open beaks, shrieking, splashing the smooth surface with the tips of their frantic wings. Who knows if they know where they’re going? Whether at least one of them knows and is able to tell the others, or whether they decide on the route once they’re on their way, in those first immense circles full of myriads of tiny brains of a few grams that cross the sky in every part of the world, so dense that it is hard to understand how all those wings in there can move?
They perch in greater numbers on the edges of old derelict houses, on the roofs and the few remaining old wires. Then they rise up again in flight. It seems they’re going back to daily life, it seems as though nothing has changed, that there’s no plan to leave, that it’s been delayed for who knows what reason, for some imperceptible change of temperature and air composition that they alone have fast detected, living so high up in the sky. It seems still early to go. It’s still summer. And yet, the day after, all this incredible restlessness resumes. New and even larger flocks gather, once again they start flying raggedly here and there to attract other swallows that are still alone. But they break up again immediately after, and in a few seconds each goes off in a different direction. But higher up, still higher up, other flocks are reforming. And then more still. Until suddenly the first great boundless teeming clouds of screeching swallows head off on that mad journey, not even knowing where they’re going.
Up there they knew it before anyone else, that something on the land has changed, that something enormous is going on, that summer is coming to an end, that the sky and the land will soon no longer be the same, that fall, winter will begin.
This morning, when I went to take the car from the stable, I saw a layer of swallows blackening everything, on the few wires and on the roofs, on the tops of the dry canes still sticking in the ground where vegetable plots had once been, as though they were all there to say goodbye to me before they flew off.
I drove down slowly so that I could take another look at them. I reached the village, then took a walk along its narrow streets, not thinking of anything. I arrived at the shop. This time there was no one there. Just the old woman who was shifting some sacks of seed. I took some pasta, some potatoes, a few tins, choosing those with tops that were less rusty. Every now and then I held my hand over my nose for the stench. A pair of fat cats, overfed by the old woman, came out from who knows where on hearing the sound of my feet in the empty shop. They started rubbing against my legs, their stomachs swollen like balloons. When it came to paying and putting what I had bought into a plastic bag I’d brought with me, I tried asking the old woman whether there was a school in the village.
“Oh yes,” she replied in dialect, “there’s a school alright.”
“A night school …” I added after a while, as I was putting away the change.
She looked surprised.
“What’s a night school?” She asked.
“You know … where the kids go in the evening rather than in the day!”
“Never heard of it!” she replied. “I’ve lived here all my life and I’ve never heard of it! I’ve always seen the children leaving in the day.”
She must have had a very itchy scalp, as she began scratching herself with the point of a knitting needle.
“Could you tell me where this school is?” I added.
She walked out of the shop in her slippers and showed me the way to get there.
It didn’t take me long to reach it. The school is long and low, L-shaped with just a ground floor and first floor, hemmed in by other houses, almost all of stone. It’s a building of a certain importance compared to the other buildings, with plastered walls, built perhaps a century ago when the village had more people and there were more children. It looks as though it’s been parachuted here from who knows where.
I stopped at the main entrance door and looked up. The large first-floor windows were all open, but it was hard to tell whether there were classrooms inside.
Suddenly I saw a small dark shape darting across and realized that a child in a black smock had rushed past one of the windows.
I felt my breathing stop.
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Last night there was another earthquake. Not just one tremor but several, one after the other in waves, each lasting ten seconds or so.
I had just fallen asleep, after having lain awake in the dark for a long time, my eyes closed, not thinking of anything. But sleep hadn’t come. At least it seemed like that, because we can never be sure what’s going on in our mind in those states before sleep, when we fall for a few moments into a kind of catalepsy and then immediately afterwards we’re once again completely present, back from someplace where we’d ended up, even if we hadn’t known where. Who knows whether there are explorers who push so deep into unknown territories that then, when they turn back, they no longer remember where they were?
A few seconds after I had finally gone to sleep — or at least that’s how it seemed, since time no longer exists when we’re like that, in that state — the bed began to shake beneath me. There was a disturbing light rumble, the kind of rumble where you can’t work out whether you’re really feeling it or whether it’s a sensation you have of the enormous crashing of rocks and earth going on at that same moment in the lithosphere.
I opened my eyes, if I didn’t already have them open. The tremors continued unremittingly, one after the other, in that enormous silence. No anxious shouts of people woken in their sleep, no lights suddenly coming on, no noise of feet, of people running out into the night, half naked, in dressing gowns, with blankets thrown across their shoulders. Just me, unseen, in an unlit room, staring into the darkness, in this deserted place, feeling the vibrations against my spine of the beast moving beneath the earth’s crust, with that slight sense of dizziness and nausea and loss of consciousness.
I turned and huddled on one side, since that way I seemed to feel the tremors less. I pulled the sheet up over my head. The tremors stopped for a while, for a few seconds, a few minutes, perhaps more, it’s hard to say, I had no notion of time. Then they started again. One of them was longer than the others: at one point I could hear the bed and the bedside cupboard creaking. It came from below, from the kitchen, a vibrating sound, louder and louder, perhaps the plates and the cups rattling against each other on the draining rack.
“It’s all coming down now!” I thought, huddling even more tightly on my side and covering my head instinctively with one arm.
I imagined the first rumblings of the house as it ruptured, its stone blocks with barely any mortar separating from each other and breaking apart, the roof tiles coming loose and falling, the first lengths of wooden beam coming down and hitting me on the head, smashing my ribs, the bones of my pelvis, my legs, my jaws, my teeth, breaking my skull with that poor brain matter inside still thinking and suffering in its desperate prison of broken bones and stones. I could barely breathe for the dust and with my lungs flattened beneath my broken ribcage. I was dying alone, in that sarcophagus of debris, far from everything, unseen, forgotten, unable to move beneath the weight of the collapsing house, who knows for how long, unbeknown to anyone in those faraway cities of the world illuminated in the night as far as the eye could see, breathing still with difficulty, with my brain half crushed, down there, who knows for how long, unable even to wet my lips in that terrible dehydration and thirst.
And yet, gradually, the tremors subsided. They stopped completely.
I waited a little longer, because sometimes it all seems to be over and then another more powerful, final one arrives. When I realized they really had finished, I turned on my back once more and tried to breathe more deeply, my eyes wide open in the dark.
I got up. I walked barefoot toward the window and in the darkness heard the sounds of my small bones that clicked as they touched the floorboards. I opened the window and also the small wooden shutter on the outside. I looked for a while at the peaks of the mountains and the black woods all around. Even the sky was black. Not a sound of night animals. Total silence. The whole world dazed after the violent tremors that even the animals felt, there amid the black foliage, hiding in their nests, even those miniscule, blind creatures and even the trees, even the roots that are the first to bear that terrible subterranean upheaval, their terminal filaments reaching far down, smaller and smaller, with those invisible inverted cerebral sensors that feel before anything else the whole world turning upside down.
I looked toward the other ridge.
The little light was still there, as though nothing had happened. It was filtering through the woods, in the night, in the darkness.
“I wonder if he felt the earthquake too!” I thought.
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Today, the boy let me in for the first time.
I arrived there in the early afternoon. I wound up the windows before getting out of the car — I had left them open last time, and when I’d come back to drive off I’d seen a fairly large animal, probably a fox, on its hind legs, stretching up with its pointed nose level with the window and looking inside.
It had disappeared in a flash when it heard me coming, with its long tail amidst the undergrowth.
I approached the house, reached the door and looked inside.
The boy wasn’t there.
I didn’t know what to do. I couldn’t call him as I didn’t even know his name.
The door was open but I didn’t feel I could go in without being asked.
I sat down on the broken bench beside the door and waited.
After a while I heard a light sound of feet coming down the wooden stairs, slowly, one by one, since the steps were a long way apart for his little legs.
I stood up and turned toward the door.
Step by step, the boy arrived at the bottom of the stairs. When he saw me his eyes opened wide and he came almost running toward me. He arrived almost at the doorway, then stopped.
He looked at me. His eyes were red, as though he’d been crying.
“What’s the matter?” I asked.
He said nothing. But he was shaking slightly, uncertain whether to tell me something or keep quiet.
Then he turned. He went and took an abrasive sponge from the sink, poured a few drops of detergent on it and set about cleaning the oven.
He worked away inside with both hands, and I could hear him scrubbing with the rough side of the sponge and then cleaning away the soap with the other.
“You use the oven as well?” I asked in surprise, standing at the open door.
“Yes, of course!” he replied, on all fours in front of the oven, with his head in the open space of the door.
“What do you make?”
“Oh, lots of things …”
His little voice arrived rather indistinctly from inside.
“That’s impossible!” I blurted.
The little boy pulled his head out from the oven.
He looked offended.
“And what do you make, for example?” I asked him again.
“Today I did a potato pie!” he exclaimed.
“I don’t believe it!” I blurted again.
The little boy got up and went to the dresser. He lifted an open napkin covering a plate.
Beneath it was a pie.
He took the plate and brought it toward me, holding it in his little hands.
“Do you want to try some?” he asked.
And so I went in.
I took one step inside, barely breathing. I looked about me, in that kitchen where everything was so tidy: the table clear, the dishes washed and all neatly lined up on the draining rack, the cutlery standing in the cutlery basket so that it would dry properly, a cloth folded over the back of one of the wooden chairs, another hanging from a small nail near the sink.
He put the plate with the pie on the edge of the table.
“See how good it is!” he added.
I bent down to look at it. One slice was missing, which the boy must have eaten.
Taking a knife that was nearby, I cut a slice and lifted a piece to my mouth.
I began eating it slowly, with an enormous thrill. I felt its texture in my mouth, crumbling between my teeth, against my palate and my tongue.
“It’s very good!” I said eventually.
“You see?” he replied, content.
I looked about me once again, in the kitchen. Around a corner there was also a fireplace, which couldn’t be seen from outside, and pieces of wood piled up by it and a box full of bundles of broken twigs.
“You have a fireplace as well!” I said. “And you light it?”
“Sure!” he said. “When it’s cold.”
His answer was clear enough, but I could see he had something else on his mind, he was thinking about something else from which I had distracted him on arriving.
“Will you let me see your house?” I asked.
He remained silent for a moment.
“Alright …” he said eventually, with a sigh.
He turned and began to climb the wooden stairs, lifting high the little legs that stuck out of his shorts so he could reach each step as he went up.
I followed him without a word, and watched his back and his little shaved head in front of me that moved in silence up the stairs.
We reached the floor above.
There was a single large room that was lower around the sides, where the roof sloped, a small metal bed with sheets neatly folded back, with a pair of slippers by it, wooden floorboards, a wooden nightstand by the bed. Nothing else.
“Just one room …” I murmured. “Perhaps it was a hay loft at one time …”
“A man stored chestnuts here, they told me.”
I glanced at the boy.
“Who told you?”
He didn’t answer.
I looked around, in that large bare room.
“There’s not even a toilet!”
The little boy made a gesture with his hand.
“I go in the woods,” he replied.
I heard the sound of my feet on the floorboards as I moved across to the small window, the only one in the room.
I looked out. All I could see was that green vastness, uninhabited and covered with trees. There was no sign of my village. But looking more carefully on the other side of the gorge I could make out one corner of my little house sticking out of the vegetation.
I turned to the boy.
“You can see it as well, when it’s dark, the little light from that house over there in the distance?”
He hesitated a moment before answering.
“Yes” he said, eventually, in a whisper.
I felt a slight shudder, in that large empty room, in front of the boy who watched me in silence, looking up at me with his round swollen eyes.
“There, now you’ve seen everything!” he said quietly, before turning round and starting toward the staircase.
I followed him. We reached the top, he in front and me behind. He went down slowly, his small legs climbing down the steep steps, at a slight angle, supporting himself with his hand against the wall.
Once we were back in the kitchen, the boy pulled his exercise books from his schoolbag without saying a word, opened them on the table and sat down before them.
I didn’t know what to do, whether to stay or whether this was a sign that I ought to go.
I watched him as he opened his exercise book, his head bent, his eyes still rather red and swollen, running the palm of his little hand over it several times from the bottom upward.
“You’re always alone!” I couldn’t stop myself exclaiming.
“I’m used to it,” he replied without lifting his head.
He began to sharpen a pencil, more and more slowly, biting his lips as he was doing so.
“Yesterday they put me behind the blackboard!” he suddenly exclaimed, uncontrollably.
I was standing rigid.
“So that’s why it took him so long to come downstairs when I arrived!” I thought. “He was crying, ashamed, up there in the big room, alone …”
I sank down onto the other chair, close by.
“And why did they put you behind the blackboard?”
He remained silent for a while. He was trembling.
“I never understand anything! I never learn anything!” he exclaimed again, and I could see he was clenching his teeth and biting his lips so as not to cry in front of me. “I can never do the homework!”
“So let me help you!”
He shook his head two or three times without looking at me.
“No, it’s no use! The teacher knows if you haven’t done it yourself!”
I was watching him, watching him as he gritted his teeth in despair.
There was a long silence.
“They told me in the village that there’s only the day school …” I stammered, all at once, in a low voice.
The little boy looked up at me.
“That’s for the other children …” he answered, looking at me, fixing me with his round, wide eyes.
“The other children? What children?”
He hesitated for a moment before answering.
“The ones still alive.”
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There’s a bird somewhere down below, in the woods in front of my house, that sounds like a door creaking.
At first, I couldn’t work out what it was, where that strange noise was coming from, like an old door that creaks slowly, very slowly, on its rusty hinges when you open it, but with each creak quite separate from the others, except that it came from the woods, where there are no hinges, no doors.
Then, I don’t know how, I realized it was the sound of an animal, of a bird.
I hear it every now and then. I heard it a short while ago, and then I asked, speaking out in the middle of all this silence:
“And you, what kind of bird are you?”
It made no reply, but I imagined instead that it did reply:
“I’m the creaky door bird.”
“But why don’t I ever see you? I search among the foliage when I hear your sound, but I don’t see you …”
“Isn’t it just the same with creaky doors? You turn round and look and no one’s ever there.”
“But someone will have made them creak, even if they’ve then quickly hidden themselves so they can’t be seen!”
“Sometimes there’s no one, it’s just the wind.”
“So you’re the wind then?”
“No, I’m the door that’s made to creak by the wind.”
“So why do I sometimes hear you even when there’s no wind?”
“I’m the bird that also makes the wind creak.”
The swallows have left. Their shrieks are no longer to be heard in the sky after the sun has gone behind the ridge, in the very last moments of light, when they used to launch themselves for the last time onto their pasture of insects and other tiny lives suspended above the horizon line, before disappearing into their nests among the blocks of stone and on the roofs, before the bats came out from the cracks in the ruins and launched themselves in turn onto their meal, in the dark sky, with their wide-open, tooth-filled mouths. I waited for their arrival, once the swallows had disappeared one by one from the sky, and this meant it was also time for me to go back inside and eat my simple meal alone, in this deserted place.
The bats are now arriving earlier, it seems, perhaps because the days are getting shorter and it’s getting dark sooner.
I stay there for a while watching them, sitting on the metal chair, the soles of my shoes against the low balustrade, my knees bent. I watch their shapes which emerge from the darkness in their crooked flight. They’re always going in the wrong direction, especially those smaller ones that have just been born and start learning to fly with the membranes of their wings of skin. They come right up close and, just when it seems they’re going to hit me on the head, they suddenly veer away, continuing their asymmetrical flight, blind, in the darkness, and then they come straight back at you again, like rags coming at your face.
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Yesterday evening, when it was dark, instead of going indoors to get something to eat, I took the car and went down to the village.
I drove slowly, with the headlights on, the windows down. After one of the curves I saw the cemetery lamps that flickered in the dark. The night was black. There was a slight breeze. A bird flapped its wings loudly in the undergrowth, perhaps woken with a start by the sound of the motor in that absolute silence. There must have been a covering of swollen black clouds in the sky, since there were no stars to be seen.
I carried on down, coasting in neutral every so often on the long descents. An animal crossing the road only spotted my car at the last moment as I was going silently down and suddenly turned its head toward the headlights, dazzled.
No other cars were about. I turned onto the larger road that led to the village. The few houses had their shutters closed, no light filtered out. They would all have been inside eating, or in front of the television, or getting ready for bed, since people in places like this go to sleep early.
I arrived in the village. I parked the car in the open space just as you enter. I got out and walked a little. I’d never been here at this hour. There was no one in the narrow lanes wedged between the stone houses. Nor even in the larger street that crossed the village from side to side. The only bar was also closed. All that could be heard, every now and then, was the sound of the odd television set coming from one or other of the shuttered windows, and a tenuous glow filtered through the cracks, while all the others were silent, switched off, the occupants already in their beds in the darkness.
I turned the corner and went under an archway. I took a few more steps, then stopped dead, my heart beating fast.
The school was in complete darkness. No light came from its large windows on either the ground or the upper floor.
“And yet, if there are lessons going on there, there ought to be some light …” I thought. “The windows have no shutters, perhaps they’re covered from inside with thick curtains that a janitor closes when it gets dark, once the lessons have finished, as he passes down the corridor one last time before closing up the school …”
I stood there rigid, my mind a blank, hardly breathing.
The building was completely dark, not even the smallest light or the smallest sound came from inside.
I couldn’t manage a single step, to get back to where I’d left the car, to walk through the deserted village. I remained there, still, rigid, not knowing what to do, in that place faintly lit by a streetlamp that swung in the wind in the middle of the street.
I don’t know how much time went by like this. I only knew that, all of a sudden, just as I was finally about to turn and retrace my steps, or so it seemed, unless the thought had merely passed through my mind, I felt something, like a small rush of air behind me.
I turned back toward the school. But I could see nothing.
The silence was such that I could hear the slight hum of the bulb in the streetlamp above my head.
A few moments later it seemed as though the front door was opening slowly, noiselessly, in the dark.
I don’t know why, but instinctively I stepped aside, so no one would catch sight of me. I went and stood around the corner of the building opposite, from where I could see without being seen.
The door was now completely open, but no one came out.
There was still that enormous silence. Something was rattling somewhere, up above, perhaps the streetlamp in the breeze.
I peered out from around the corner, from where I could see a large part of the double doors of the main entrance that were completely open, the whole school building still in darkness, even the ground floor, even the corridor there must have been beyond the entrance.
Then, all of a sudden, a slight sound of footsteps could be heard coming from very far away.
A few moments later, several children started coming out of the door, one after the other, in silence, with their black smocks and their schoolbags.
My legs were trembling slightly, I watched them, hardly breathing, hidden round the corner in the dark, as they came out of the doorway and walked down the few steps that brought them level with the street. I tried to make out the shaved head of the boy in the midst of the others.
A few more came out. I thought that was all, but another two emerged.
Then no more.
“He’s not there!” I thought, at last.
And yet, when it seemed as though there was no one else, he too appeared.
The door closed immediately behind him, without a sound.
Each of the children went off in their own direction, none of them exchanging a word, or any gesture of goodbye.
I was about to come out from the corner where I’d been hiding, to go up to the boy, to take his schoolbag and take him back to his little house far away in the middle of the woods. But then I stopped myself, since he’d already said no to me when I’d offered before.
“What world is this?” I wondered as I watched the children walking alone in the dark, with their little bare legs sticking out below their smocks, and their schoolbags. “Where, while everyone’s asleep, there are dead children who come out of night classes in silence, alone, and no one knows about it, and no one sees them. They find no one standing there at the door, they don’t even look up in the dark because they know there’s no one waiting for them. They go off alone, who knows where … That boy will now cross the deserted village, will take the lane up as far as the beginning of the ridge, then the other narrower path overgrown with vegetation and brambles which climbs through the woods, deep in the night, in the darkness, alone, and will reach his little house, and switch on that little light … How sad it is for dead children like that when they leave dark schools, at night, alone! But then … isn’t it just as sad for those alive?”
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It’s getting colder. I begin to feel the air much more, against my face. Even the light is colder — clearer and colder. Something’s also happening to the animals, big and small, on the ground and in the air. I notice it when I’m sitting looking out above this steep drop in the evening or at night, or when I’m walking along the paths in the woods. I seem to be hearing different sounds, a sort of bustle, among the leaves of the trees overhead that are beginning to lose their greenness and dry up, behind the bramble bushes from which come the patter of paws or little padded feet that run away at the sound of my footsteps, but at the last moment, as though they were busy with other tasks, so absorbed in their thoughts that they’re only aware of my presence when it’s almost too late. And slow, eerie, grunts from points very close.
I still go every two or three days to visit the boy. I stop the car in the usual place, by the broken tree trunks. I go into his house without saying a word. Sometimes I take a few things I’ve bought, in a plastic bag that he then uses for the garbage. He hasn’t said no.
“Do you want to stop and eat with me?” he asked unexpectedly this morning when I arrived.
I’d gone there rather earlier than usual because I couldn’t manage to do anything else, I couldn’t manage to be anywhere else.
This time it was me who hesitated. I was about to say no, but then I saw the boy smiling at me for the first time.
I could see that small broken tooth between his lips that were always slightly open — perhaps he didn’t breathe so well through his nose due to his adenoids.
“How did you break that tooth?” I happened to ask, just like that, though it had nothing to do with anything.
“In a fight!” he replied, raising his little head in a gesture of pride.
I stood there, rigid, without responding.
I didn’t know what to say. I kept silent. The boy also looked at me in silence, with his round, serious, anxious eyes.
“Who’s cooking?” I then asked, with a smile, to break the long silence.
“Me! Me!” exclaimed the boy, running toward the cooker and the sink.
He began pulling the vegetables out of the bag that I’d brought, washed them under the tap, standing on the upturned crate, and immediately began slicing them, rapidly, holding them firmly with the hand that wasn’t holding the knife.
I sat on the chair, facing him, not saying a word. I watched his little hands in amazement and his little nails that moved back at lightning speed as the knife advanced, cutting more and more pieces of vegetable. And then as he filled the pot beneath the tap, holding it with more and more difficulty as it gradually filled with water and its weight grew, standing on the upturned crate to reach the level of the sink, and then as he put the pasta in as soon as the water had started to boil, quite a long time later, because water up here takes longer to boil.
“What’s your name?” I blurted out.
All at once he became serious.
“I don’t know,” he answered, shaking his little head.
“What do you mean?”
He turned and looked at me, helpless.
“I can’t seem to remember.”
“But you must have a name!”
“I don’t know.”
But I realized he was still thinking, that he had something else to add.”
After a while, he turned and looked at me again.
“My schoolmates call me Putty” he suddenly said.
“Why?”
He shook his head again.
“I don’t know.”
Then, for a while, I just watched him as he was preparing the food in front of the sink and at the cooker, standing on the crate, with his back to me.
I got up, since it was almost ready and it was time to set the table.
“The tablecloth is there!” he said, pointing to one of the drawers. “I’ve only just washed and ironed it.”
“Really? You iron as well?”
“Of course!”
“What with?”
“I found an old iron here.”
I took the tablecloth from the drawer, all neatly folded and ironed. I opened it, spread it over the table and put two napkins in front of the two places. I took dishes, cutlery, and glasses, reaching over the boy’s head to get to the plate rack while he was dressing the salad in a plastic bowl.
“Try the pasta as well, to see if it’s done!” he said, as he bit a strand of spaghetti that he’d pulled from the pot with a fork.
I took some too, and chewed it.
“Yes, it’s done!” I said.
He switched off the gas, lifted up the full pot, with difficulty, holding the handle with both hands above his head. He turned toward the sink where the colander was ready.
I went up to him. I took the colander, lifted it up, turned the steaming mass of spaghetti into it, holding the pot as well, and then dropped the spaghetti into another bowl that was already there on the cooker.
The boy then took a large piece of butter that he’d cut with a fork from a block he’d taken out of the fridge. He began grating cheese over it with a small narrow grater, the kind normally used for nutmeg.
I stirred the pasta, to melt the butter and the cheese, and placed the bowl in the middle of the table.
We sat down. We began serving ourselves with a large fork with long wide prongs that the boy had pulled from the cutlery drawer.
He finished putting the pasta into his dish, I into mine. There was still a little left in the bowl.
“Take it!” he said. “It’s too much for me. I’m only small.”
We began rolling the spaghetti with our forks.
Neither of us spoke. All that could be heard, in the silence, was the light sound of chewing. I was just aware of the boy’s head, eating intently. He seemed pleased, I thought.
“It’s good!” I said eventually.
He lowered his head a little and blushed.
From time to time you could hear the sound of water as we filled our glasses from a bottle that the boy had filled from the tap and had placed in the middle of the table before we’d sat down.
We stayed like this for a while, with the empty dishes in front of us. Then the boy took them to the sink. We put some salad onto our plates and began to eat it.
I watched the boy as he chewed the salad and used his fingers every now and then to wipe away the tiny streaks of oil that were escaping from his lips. He also looked at me every now and then without lifting his head.
You could hear the sound of the old refrigerator, the kind that still had a handle, which went off every now and then, and then came back on again without warning, vibrating a bit, as though with a small shiver.
“How did you die?” I asked him, in a low voice, a whisper.
The boy lowered his head and let out a sigh.
“I killed myself,” he replied, also in a low voice, a whisper.
“Why” I tried asking him.
“They hurt me,” was all he said, frowning, without raising his head.
I remained completely silent, rigid, for a moment.
“Yes, I know, this is a terrible world to live in …” I heard myself saying.
The night is black. The sky is still full of black clouds. There’s no sign of the stars, no sign of the sky, as I go down that small twisting road that passes the cemetery. There aren’t even any fireflies, their brief season has ended. You can just about see the enormous black outlines of the trees silhouetted against the clouds. There’s no sound of night animals, of those small birds of prey that lie hidden among the undergrowth and let out, who knows why, that cry of theirs when they hear the noise of my footsteps in the dark. On one side, just beyond a small metal barrier that they’ve put up, who knows when, there’s a steep drop over which power cables pass, taking electricity to the villages below, looping down between one pylon and the next, over a narrow strip of cleared woodland.
I walk and walk so as to feel this movement of bones and muscles that continues onward in the dark. And nerves and tendons and connective tissues and vertebrae. And the brain matter that sends the signals that trigger this movement which seems involuntary to me, as though it were happening somewhere else. As though it were going forward by itself, without needing to receive any impulses, while the brain is elsewhere, inaccessible, alone, infinitely distant, and limits itself to registering other impulses that have occurred who knows why, who knows when, on a separate track of memory, already long past or not yet activated.
I turn another curve and emerge from an area of denser woodland. I suddenly see before me that small colony of lamps that flicker in the night.
I move still closer. I arrive at the gate, closed with a simple piece of twisted wire that can easily be undone. I stop in front of it. I gaze for a while at the lamps on the vaults and at the small space in the middle with those mounds of earth that have no grave stones and no names.
I undo the wire fastening and go inside the small cemetery. I take a few steps between those mounds of earth circled by lamps.
“Could that child, could he too, be buried here?” I wonder all of a sudden, startled. “Could all those buried here be suicides?”
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A little sunshine has appeared. If I look out from the window of the room where I sleep, I can see the chestnut wood below is losing its leaves, that pale petrified point that soars up, high above the branches still alive, over the mantle of leaves that are gradually curling up. That tip is now rushing ahead, and the rest of the tree following it. It’s the same in other parts of the wood, where in early spring those pale limbs stripped of their bark were all the more prominent while all around, on other branches, tender green leaves were starting to bud. Along the sides of various footpaths there are whole trunks or enormous bases of trunks felled and cut, with roots severed and turned to marble, looking like blocks of stone.
There is something, at one point along the path that you can see from here, which glints unbearably when the sunlight catches it at a certain angle, so strong that it hurts your eyes to look at. I know what it is. It’s the metal base of a bed fixed to the remains of a fencepost with two rudimentary hinges and used as an entrance gate in a place where there must once have been a vegetable plot. Its steel frame has obviously not yet been attacked by rust. At a certain time of the day, at a certain angle of the sun, it sends out piercing rays of light, so strong that you have to look away.
“Who knows who once slept on it?” I find myself thinking. “When this village was still inhabited, when that bedspring still lay suspended on a metal or wooden frame and supported a mattress that got more and more matted, whose wool was perhaps taken out and carded from time to time, or perhaps not, perhaps the wool carder didn’t come up to villages like this, perhaps there weren’t enough people to justify the journey, with that machine full of nails that turned in opposite directions and tore apart the matted wool … Someone who slept alone each night on the mattress as it grew harder and harder, during the cold winter months, in the upper floor of one these houses that have now become ruins overgrown with vegetation where the bats come to hibernate, hanging from the beams, where the hay was once kept and the animals lived on the floor below, in the cattle stall, with those three broken stone steps up which the cows clambered, sliding on their hooves, spurred on by the yells of someone behind who was beating their rumps with his hand and pushing them hard to get them in. Houses with no heating because the fireplace was on the floor below, the fire had gone out, there were just a few cold black embers in it by then. Or some old woman left on her own. Or, before that, a younger couple. And the man would lie on the woman, on that same bedspring, entering her half asleep and numb with cold, not even washed because the water would freeze at night, with a woolen shawl over her nightdress pulled up to her hips, he with his work sweater riddled with holes that he wore even at night, ever faster inside the body of the woman who carried on sleeping, her breath now and then growing heavier, more rasping, perhaps because of the man’s weight on her body or perhaps because she was snoring, and then the spring would creak a little more loudly, and at the end, both of them with the blankets pulled up to their heads so as to stay warm. And like that each night, every night, while something grew in the darkness inside the belly of that woman half asleep and numb with cold, on these bedsprings that are now used here and there as gates for abandoned vegetable plots, some desperate little being with its tiny tail made its way up her vaginal canal to be the first to break the membrane of one of the eggs that teemed blindly inside the blind matter of her flesh, to give life to new bodies and to new little tailed beings and to new eggs in the midst of all that vegetal desperation and that coldness. Why? For what reason? Like those shoots that are everywhere and climb up the sides of trees almost suffocating them, always higher, higher, their leaves arriving almost at the top of the tree around which they have grown until they have imprisoned it. The same thing that also happens for the beings of our own species. All these lives that become entrapped with each other, this continual creation of colonies to occupy more and more portions of territory and to take it from others. Why? Why? To perpetuate our own DNA? But if then, after only four or five generations, a blink in time, nothing of our chromosomal inheritance and our original DNA is left in new beings that have come to life, after four or five generations they will perpetuate nothing of their DNA in the new beings they have brought to life! I don’t know about the trees, the brambles, the cruel lichwort that invades everything and always looks exactly the same, identical leaves, the same stems with their strange reddish color that snap immediately as soon as you pull them up, while meantime the remainder of the plant carries on sprouting relentlessly, producing always the same columns of wood that rise up toward the light. Whereas individuals of our own species all look different from each other, or are different in appearance only, or we imagine them to be like that when in fact we are looking at them through the distorting diaphragm of the atmosphere, behind the dense black veil rippled by the wind, and from the contours of their faces we seek to interpret what is happening in the dark funnel of their lives, like when we see that sudden splash of sea spume that rises up close to the shore from the waves of the black sea, of night …”
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Today I surprised the boy while he was praying.
I arrived there in the afternoon. I stopped the car in the usual place, climbed over the fallen tree trunks and walked round the blank wall of the little house, as far as the open door.
I looked in. But there was no one.
“Are you there?” I called quietly, in that great silence.
No reply.
So I went in. I took a few steps into the kitchen. I went to look round the corner where the fireplace is.
No one.
I sat on a chair, sat there waiting, just in case the boy had gone out to do his business in the woods and would then return.
But he didn’t come back.
There was absolute silence.
I sat there for a while. I got up to leave. But before going out of the door, it occurred to me to go and have a look upstairs.
I began to climb the wooden staircase, going up very quietly, cautiously, trying not to make a noise, I don’t know why.
When I got to the top and turned the corner and looked into the big room above, I immediately saw the boy.
He was kneeling down, on the bare floorboards, by his little iron bed, with his hands together.
I froze.
The boy was so absorbed that he still hadn’t realized I was there.
“What are you doing?” I asked, quietly.
Only then did he notice me.
He looked up quickly, gazed at me in surprise, with his round eyes.
“I’m praying,” he replied.
“Who are you praying to?”
“Nobody.”
“So why are you praying?”
“This is what they’ve taught me.”
A little later, when we were both back in the kitchen and the boy had put his exercise books onto the table to do his homework and had opened them flat, rubbing his hand up and down the spine and pressing hard, and I was sitting nearby, about to leave, it suddenly occurred to me to ask him:
“But what do they teach you at school? What subjects do you study?”
“I don’t know.”
“Can I see?” I asked, stretching my hand a little toward the exercise book.
He let me take it. I turned the pages. They were full of words written large and drawings with colored pencils. At the bottom were crosses and low marks written down in red by the teacher. Very low marks: three, four, one, even a zero.
“I’ve lots of them!” he said.
He got up from the chair, and ran to get some more exercise books from the dresser.
He brought them to me. I began leafing through them, starting from those at the bottom of the pile.
I opened the first. I could hardly believe it: the curves of each letter had been formed on badly-drawn rows of little sticks, not even upright, splattered all over the place with enormous blotches of ink.
“But do they still teach you to write your letters on sticks?” I said amazed.
“Not anymore!” he replied. “That’s an old exercise book.”
I looked at him. He looked at me too, in that absolute silence, in that house in the middle of the woods. I suddenly noticed that his chin was quivering, as though he was about to cry, and his large round eyes were filled with a veil of tears.
“What’s the matter?” I asked him, closing the book.
“I’m no good at school!” he said, lowering his eyes. “I can’t learn anything! The teacher’s always giving me bad marks! The others make fun of me!”
“Maybe you can’t see very well!” I tried saying to cheer him up. “Maybe you can’t see the blackboard very well. It happens sometimes …”
He shook his head, trying not to cry in front of me.
“I don’t know! I don’t know! I can’t see the blackboard, I can’t see anything!”
“Do you want me to go and see the teacher?” I asked.
He looked at me again wide-eyed.
“Oh no, no!” he replied in terror.
I remained there a little longer, while the boy did his homework. I heard him sighing every now and then in that deep silence. He was writing, with the tip of his tongue between his teeth and with his face almost touching the book.
When I left the house and reached the car, parked in the woods on the other side of those large fallen trees, a moment before I got inside I saw the driver’s door had been dented.
I was shocked.
“What could have happened?” I thought in amazement, opening the door and closing it again to see whether it still worked.
The window was intact but the lower part of the door was dented and pushed in, as though something enormous had crashed heavily against it.
“What could have happened?” I thought, confused. “There’s no one here, in this deserted place. It must have been an animal, but a large animal, a wild boar … It must have struck it as it ran down the slope from the woods, it must have seen the car at the last moment, or perhaps it didn’t see it at all. It must have been unable to swerve away, it must have crashed against it as it thrust forward with its muscular shoulders, covered with bristles, its great head and snout with those tusks sticking out, before managing to change direction, grunting in great pain in the thick darkness of the wood …”
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Last night, standing stock still behind the corner of that group of houses in the deserted and sleeping village, in that stretch of road barely lit by the streetlamp that rasps as it sways with each gust of wind, I waited for the main door in the dark frontage to open, and for the dead children to come out one by one from the school.
“It ought to be open by now!” I thought, since time was passing but the door hadn’t opened.
Just the light rasp of that street lamp in the silence of the village deep in sleep.
“Sometimes it happens …” I told myself, “when children haven’t behaved themselves, and the teacher makes them stay for another ten minutes, even though the time for the end of the lesson has passed, even though the children are impatient to leave their desks and rush out …”
Finally the door opened. The children left, with their black smocks, their schoolbags.
They walked off in silence, without saying goodbye, each going his own way.
When they had all left, I came out from behind the corner, almost running to get to the door before it closed again.
I crossed the small street diagonally.
The entrance was still open, but it seemed as though the double doors were already moving.
In the darkness, you couldn’t see who was closing them.
I almost ran up the few steps and went inside, my heart racing, into the darkness.
You couldn’t see anything, there was just that faint light that seeped in from the streetlamp outside, whose weak beam reached just as far as the hall inside, revealing the outline of an old teacher’s desk opposite the entrance, with flights of steps on either side and a metal railing.
“I’m closing. What do you want?” I heard a voice saying, in the darkness, in a quiet, kindly manner.
I turned round. In the half-light I glimpsed the outline of a short, stocky man wearing a work coat.
“It must be the janitor …” I thought.
“What do you want?” the voice asked me again, though amiably.
“I’d like to talk to the teacher,” I said, approaching him in the darkness.
“Which teacher?”
“Why do you ask? How many are there?”
“There are two: one for the morning and one for the night school.”
“The one for the night school.”
“He’s already gone.”
“But I was there outside! No one else left, apart from the children!”
“The teachers leave from the door at the back.”
I moved further forward toward the janitor. Now that my eyes were growing a little more accustomed to the dark, I could make out his head: it was large, bald, cheerful, an old rustic face.
“What do you want to talk to the teacher about?” he asked me again.
“I wanted to ask him about a dead child.”
“Which dead child?” he asked smiling in the dark. “All the children in the night school are dead.”
“I don’t know his name. He doesn’t know it either. He must have forgotten it. He says his school friends call him Putty.”
The man studied me from close up, in the dark, with his broad lopsided head, his poor eyes squinting slightly to see me better.
“Ah, yes, yes! Putty!” he smiled.
A moment later he continued to close the entrance doors.
“I really have to shut now,” he said. “But you can stay a while, if you want. The teacher isn’t here, but you can talk to me, though I’m just the janitor.”
He closed the entrance completely. The darkness wasn’t so heavy now. The only light coming in was from a small half-moon pane of glass over the entrance.
“It’s not surprising that the boy says he can’t see anything!” I suddenly thought, now that the janitor had completely shut the doors, locking them with two small bolts that went into the floor, and then with another larger bolt and the lock, turning the key and counting the number of turns under his breath so he wouldn’t forget any of them.
He put the large key into his work coat pocket.
“Come with me!” he said eventually, taking me under the arm. “I’ll show you the school.”
“But I can’t see anything!” I said.
“You can see, you can see …” he said kindly, as we climbed a flight of steps. “You just have to let your eyes get used to the darkness. Then it’s really not so dark … There’s always some light from outside, from the streetlamp, which comes through the curtains from the gaps between them, between the two parts that never completely close, even though we try really hard two or three times to draw them across, trying to get them to join completely….”
He was panting slightly as he climbed the steps holding my arm.
“I shouldn’t be doing this job anymore,” he said meanwhile. “I’ve been doing it for such a long time that I’d be sorry to stop … I’ve been here since I wasn’t much more than a lad. Sometimes I used to play with the children. When the bell rang and they saw me going along the corridor they used to run after me, they used to pull me all over the place with their little arms …”
We arrived upstairs and turned into the dark corridor, along which I thought I could see the doors of the classrooms from what little light filtered in from between the edges of the curtains not completely drawn.
I glanced at him now and then as he carried on walking, holding me by the arm.
He stopped for a moment before he began speaking again.
“Janitor here! Janitor there! They used to call me from the classrooms when the inkwells needed filling up, in those wooden desks they used to have, all riddled with compass holes. It was always running out, I was always having to rush about with that tin canister full of ink, refilling the inkwells again. They sat there watching, biting their lips so as not to laugh, nudging each other, while the ink came out of the spout and refilled those glass inkwells they used to have in the middle of the desk, on the top edge. Which hadn’t really run out at all. It was them, they filled the inkwells with bits of blotting paper to make them dry up faster, so they could have fun watching me arrive with the tin to fill them up again. They used to dip their pens into that sludge of ink and blotting paper, there were always those bits of fluff in the words they wrote in their exercise books, they tried to pick them off with their fingers before they started writing again, from the tip of the nib, they even used to pull the nib out of its holder to pick them off more easily, they always had their fingers all black with ink. They would change the nibs, pulling them out of their little boxes. There were copper, steel, gold nibs, and different shapes: some like a tower, a lance, a stick … Every child had his own favorites. That’s exactly what they used to be called: the tower, the lance, the stick … They used to go to the stationer and they’d say, give me a lance, or three sticks, two towers … And the stationer would go and get the right box. Janitor, janitor! The ink is finished! they’d yell out from the classrooms, with their little voices. And I’d go running … At that time I was the morning janitor, when I first came here. Well, I mean, let’s say … when I was alive.”
This time I was the one who stopped. But his hand pressed my arm more firmly, affectionately, as we continued walking along the corridor.
I could hear a slight noise, from his mouth. I turned toward him. Now that my eyes had become more accustomed to the darkness, I saw that he was waggling the top plate of his denture up and down with his tongue, either out of habit or because it was bothering him.
“I ask you, how could I have stopped?” he continued. “I like having children around me! So I carried on as the janitor …”
We had reached a bend in the corridor, which continued on with numerous other small doors, behind which you could imagine blackboards, desks.
“Which is that boy’s classroom?” I tried asking the dead janitor, in the darkness.
“You mean Putty? I’ll show you … There, it was that one! But the desks and blackboard are no longer the same, of course …”
I stopped in front of the door.
“Why do you say it was? I’m talking about now! About the little boy who comes to the night school now!”
He made no reply. I could hear the sound of his hand, the one that wasn’t holding my arm, which was scratching his large bald head, in the dark.
“He was a strange boy …” he continued. “I don’t know why, but he was strange. He always kept himself to himself, you never knew what he was thinking. Is he a child? Is he really a child? I used to wonder. Not because he didn’t behave like a child but, quite the opposite, because he was more of a child than the others. He was so much of a child that he didn’t even seem like a child. He was always by himself, even though he wanted to make friends, to play with the others, when they wanted him. But he wasn’t very good at playing. He didn’t seem to be playing. He went too far. It seemed as though he couldn’t even join in and yet, at the same time, he used to throw himself into the game so much that it didn’t seem just a game for him but a question of life and death. He used to tire quickly, his face turned bright burning red, he sweated more than the others. When he threw himself into a game he couldn’t stop, the others used to shake him by the shoulders to make him understand the game had come to an end, but he didn’t understand, he couldn’t accept it. They would go off and leave him alone. You know … you get to know children well, seeing so many of them, living among them …”
We had now reached the end of this last stretch of corridor. We turned back.
“He wasn’t very good at school. He used to get bad marks. Sometimes the teacher would throw exercise books at him, would put him behind the blackboard …”
“Yes, it’s true! He put him behind the blackboard!”
“I used to see him as I went along the corridor, passing the open doors …” continued the janitor, who was so absorbed in his story that he didn’t seem to have heard me, “because the blackboards were put at an angle at the far end of the classrooms. When I passed, he used to lift his head which he kept bowed, we’d catch each other’s eye, he’d look at me with those eyes of his, so large, and all full of tears …”
“Yes, yes …” I murmured.
“But there was one thing that no one could beat him at … During playtime, every now and then, they played a game. Though, in a way, I don’t know whether it was a game. Anyway, when the bell rang they all ran to that point there, look, where the corridor widens slightly by the toilets. At that time there was a large carpenter’s bench, the kind that has a wooden vise. I don’t know who’d put it there, what it was doing there … The children ran there to eat the sandwiches they’d brought from home or the focaccia they’d bought before they arrived from the baker’s that used to be just by the school, which they’d take out of its greasy wrapping. Others would eat some fruit, or nothing at all, because they were getting ready for the fight …”
We’d stopped moving, I think, and I was staring at the large bald head of the janitor, in the darkness.
“The game was like this: one boy jumped onto the shoulders of another stronger boy who gripped his legs with his arms, and the one on top fought against another who was also riding on his mount. The two horses ran into each other and collided. Each of the riders tried to grab the other rider with his hands and unsaddle him, knock him to the ground, either just him or with the horse as well. The whole trick was not to get caught, but to be the first to grab the other rider by the arms or the head and send him flying to the ground, ideally backwards, when there was a good coordination between the rider and the horse and the horse was giving support from below while his rider was fighting. That boy was transformed when he climbed on the shoulders of another boy who was the horse and the fighting began, he became unbeatable. Once he knocked another rider to the ground with such force, grabbed him so firmly by the ear that he pulled a piece off and they had to stitch it back on. Another time, the only time I ever saw him fall, he finished upside down against the vise on the carpenter’s bench and broke a tooth …”
“Yes, yes, it’s true, he’s got a broken tooth!”
“But he didn’t touch the ground, he remained hanging upside down from his horse, who kept a firm grip on his feet with his arms. Then he pulled himself up, got back into his saddle and launched himself furiously at the other rider, knocking him to the ground.”
I think that by now we had started walking again, because I could no longer see that large head and that broad, kindly face in front of me. He was still holding me, his hand pressing my arm firmly every so often and then relaxing, then pressing harder with emotion at certain points of the story.
“Why did they call him Putty?” I tried asking him.
The janitor smiled in the dark, or so it seemed.
“Because he used to eat the putty!” he replied. “At that time, the panes of glass in the windows were fixed into the frame with putty. When a broken pane had to be changed, or when it rattled a bit because the putty had gone dry and was falling out, the glazier came and fixed it. He pulled out a ball of putty from his leather bag, broke it into smaller pieces and spread it carefully along the frame with a spatula so that the glass was firm. But the putty soon disappeared. The glazier was continually being called out to put in new putty, otherwise the glass would rattle and there was always the risk of it breaking when the windows were being opened and closed. It never had time to dry. When it was still fresh, you could always see little fingerprints on the surface that had been smoothed out by the knife, because the children enjoyed taking out pieces to make little balls or other things. But he, no, he used to take it and eat it. That’s why they called him Putty!”
He laughed a little. In the darkness I could just about see the upper plate of his dentures hanging slightly loose from his gums.
“Did anyone come to meet him, when he left?” I suddenly asked.
He paused for a moment, thinking.
“Sometimes an animal used to come to meet him.”
“An animal? What animal?”
“It looked like a dog, but I don’t know whether it was a dog … It sat there in front of the entrance, on the other side of the road, waiting for him. I used to see it when I opened the door, there, perfectly still, with its ears sticking up, watching closely. When they began coming out, its head would move back and forth all the time so as to spot him among the other children. They went off together, him and that kind of dog, walking side by side, in silence.
“But no one else ever came to meet him? Only an animal?” I asked again, too loudly perhaps.
He remained silent for a few moments.
“Sometimes there was also a person who came to meet him …”
“Oh yes? A person? And who was that?”
I wasn’t sure whether he replied, I couldn’t hear. He seemed to turn toward me and to gaze at me with wide-open eyes, lifting both of his hands to his head, in the dark.
We were probably walking down the stairs because, every now and then, there was no ground beneath my feet, between one step and another.
We eventually arrived at the small door at the rear. The janitor opened it. I could hear him saying goodbye, with his kindly voice, in the thickest darkness. Before leaving, I had the feeling that he stroked me on the back of my neck, from behind, high up, with his large hand, in the dark.
As I was returning home in the car, deep in the night, on one curve a large insect was squashed against the windshield. I saw it thrown from its meandering course, blinded by the headlights, a moment before it collided against the wall of the car racing through the dark. Then the trail of its innards that oozed yellow over the glass.
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“Who knows if the sky has another sky above it?” I ask myself as I sit looking out from the precipice. “The sky that I can see from here at least, from this gorge, above this group of houses and abandoned ruins. Who knows if the light itself isn’t inside another light? And what kind of light is it, if it’s a light you can’t see? Even if you can’t see the light, what else can you see? Who knows if the matter the universe is made of, at least the little we’re able to perceive in the sea of dark matter and energy, isn’t inside another infinitely larger matter, and the dark matter and energy aren’t also inside an infinitely larger darkness? Who knows if the curvature of space and time, if there is a curvature, if there is space, if there is time, aren’t also themselves inside a larger curvature, a larger space, a larger time, that comes first, that hasn’t yet come? Who knows why things have ended up like this, in this world? Could it be like this everywhere, if there is an everywhere, in this maelstrom of little lights that pierce the darkness in this cold night and in the deepest obscurity? Could there be someone watching us, from one of those planets that orbit round those masses of blazing gas that appear to us from far away like white stars, as that man thinks, the one I went to see in the cattle stall, surrounded by those animals that had been spirited away into hyperspace? What could life be like for them? Why would they have gone travelling off into the universe in that egg of light without a shell? Can their life be as unhappy as ours? And do pain and evil also bring some distraction for them, at least for a few moments, from unhappiness? Do they too have that short, cruel dream that has been called love? Could that also be inside something that exists somewhere else? Does someone else exist in the middle of all these spheres of gas that burn in the deepest obscurity and these conglomerations that cool and calcify, with their mineral surfaces full of wounds and gashes, in the middle of all these dead experimental masses crammed into this vertigo that we have called space? Alpha Centauri, the star closest to our sun, is four light years away. The Large Magellanic Cloud, the galaxy closest to our galaxy, is a hundred and sixty-five thousand light years away from our solar system. And I am here, sitting on this metal chair that sinks lower and lower into the ground, in this place far away from the world, about the same distance from everything and from space and from time and from my life and from my death …”
Sometimes I think there are no more living people in the rest of the world. But there are. Because today, while there was still some daylight, suddenly looking up, I saw that the clear blueness was crossed from side to side by a perfectly straight white streak that stretched out in the sky, traced by an airplane so far away that you couldn’t even hear its roar in the vastness of space.
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The world is changing in front of my eyes. The ground gets ever colder. The leaves are curling up, falling. A few of them remain dangling here and there from the stump of a branch. The trees are barer and barer. There’s no longer any distinction between the living and the dead.
I walk on a carpet of charred leaves that crackle under my feet. They completely cover the paths, I feel the cracking of their veins and of their lifeless tissues disintegrating under the weight of my vertical body as it presses on the ground. There are almost no more sounds in the wood. The animals have left or are preparing to hibernate. They dig their little holes in the cold ground which begins to freeze at night and is already being covered by the first light flurries of snow which leaves its white veil, dissolving in the first sun of the day. They dig headfirst with their claws, their teeth, to get deeper down into the ground, where there is still some warmth.
This morning, in a ruined house, I surprised a group of bats in hibernation. I was walking along the empty streets, among these walls covered with creepers and this dry vegetation and these trees that have grown between the stones, among small flights of loose steps that go up to the doors of derelict houses. I passed in front of a ruin I’d never been into before. It’s strange how this place is so small and yet I still don’t know it all. With my foot I pushed the door with its now broken hinges. It opened. I went in. It was completely dark inside, since there wasn’t even a window. Just stone walls and a wooden ceiling high up. All of a sudden I saw a great number of bats in front of me, hanging upside down, staring at me with their bulging eyes. There must have been some light then — at least the light coming from the door I’d just opened, even though it seemed dark in there, unless it was coming directly from the circles of their terror-stricken eyes, woken from their hibernation. It was an instant. The casings of their whole bodies which until a moment before were upside down, wrapped in the membranes of their black wings of skin, hooked with their claws onto the old beams and wall ledges, had suddenly launched into flight, terrified, searching for a way out. I flung myself against a wall. Their frantic black bodies were crashing against the walls and the ceiling. Then they found the gap in the doorway from which I’d come and, hurling themselves against me from every direction, they flew out in a whirl of naked wings and eyes.
Before going to sleep I peered for a long time at that little light. It has been shining much more brightly for some time, it seems, because the air is colder, the sky is clearer.
I changed the bed sheets and the pillowcase. I put on the heavier blanket. Over it I carefully folded back the upper sheet. I also turned down the corner of the blanket and sheet on one side, before getting undressed and putting on my heavier pajamas that I had pulled out of the wooden chest of drawers which creaks slightly from the change of temperature. In this way I would find everything ready for me when I undressed for bed and climbed in, as though that act had not been done by me, as though someone else who doesn’t exist had done it for me as a secret act of kindness.
Now it is night. I’m lying here staring, it seems, into the dark. I can’t say whether I’m awake or asleep. Just now there were some earth tremors. But faint. Slight vibrations that rose up from the deep. But so slight, so slight that I can’t say whether they have woken me up or sent me to sleep.
I think I even smiled a little, recognizing their sweet voice in the dark.
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The boy invited me to eat with him again today.
I left early, but got there late as it had started snowing and the road up to the ridge was covered with a white shroud and I had to go slowly, carefully, so that the wheels didn’t slide on the downward slopes and in the ruts, and even more so on the path that went through the woods and over the narrow timber bridge made slippery with the thin coating of snow.
When I arrived, the boy was at the door, looking out, as though waiting for me.
I pulled down the hood of my parka before going in, and brushed the snow off my shoulders with my hand to avoid taking it into the house.
He ran inside, happy, or at least he seemed to be.
He went to the plate rack, climbed on the crate and pulled down a saucepan.
“Do you want to stay to eat?” he asked, once I was inside, and I took off my coat and shook it a little, by the door.
“Yes, but I’ll do the cooking this time!”
He didn’t object.
“Alright!” he said calmly.
He let me take over at the cooker and went to sit on the bottom step of the wooden staircase.
I looked at him.
“Your knees are red. Are you sure you’re not cold in those short trousers?”
“No, no,” he replied. “I’m used to it.”
I put my bag of shopping down by the sink.
The boy, still sitting on the staircase, watched me silently with his round eyes as I pulled from the bag the things I had bought in the village.
I too looked at him every now and then, turning my head, as I stood at the cooker.
I stirred the rice with a spoon so that it didn’t stick to the saucepan before adding the water and the ingredients that I had bought.
The boy carried on watching me in silence, sitting on his step.
“Do you like eggs?” I asked.
“Yes, a lot!” he replied.
I broke four of them, two for me and two for him, on the edge of the saucepan where the butter was melting.
The boy got up. He took a freshly washed and ironed tablecloth and began setting the table, climbing onto the crate to take down some dishes and cutlery.
I switched off the rice and poured it steaming into the bowl. I grated some cheese over it and began stirring it with a spoon. It was still steaming as I served it on the plates. The boy looked on eagerly, making the gesture of licking his lips.
We began eating, first the rice, then the eggs. The boy cut them in half with his fork, to watch the yoke as it ran onto the plate. Afterwards, I pulled some oranges from the bag, as a surprise.
“I love oranges!” the boy exclaimed when he saw them.
I watched him as he peeled them with his little fingers and using his nails to help.
“What have you done to your hands?” I asked, since they looked as though they’d been damaged.
His little nails were chipped, his palms full of blisters and small cuts, his fingertips grazed.
“I’m doing some work,” he replied.
“What work?”
He dropped his head and smiled, at least that was how it seemed, or perhaps he was just biting his lips.
“I’m tidying up that little house in front …” he answered after a while.
There was a nice smell of oranges in the kitchen.
“I’m clearing out the rubble, the stones,” he continued. “I’m scrubbing down the floorboards …”
“Why are you doing it?” I asked, barely able to breathe.
He blushed a little and made no answer.
The panes of glass in the door were covered with a thick veil of water droplets.
Neither of us spoke.
“I’ll light the fire!” he suddenly exclaimed, jumping down from the chair.
I got up as well and began clearing the table. I folded the tablecloth and napkins and put them back into the drawer. I put the garbage into the plastic bag under the sink. I began to wash the few dishes, the two pans and the knives and forks.
Meanwhile the boy had cleared the ashes and dead embers from the back of the fireplace with a dustpan, taken some small bundles of twigs, arranged them in a pyramid and pushed some crumpled paper bags beneath them.
When I’d finished washing the dishes, I went over too. He was putting two larger logs on top of the pile.
Before lighting the paper with a match, he ran to get the two chairs that were still at the table, one by one, holding then up with the strength of his little arms. He put them in front of the fireplace.
He made me sit on one of them. Then he lit the fire.
The flames rose quickly from the crumpled paper bags to the first bundles of twigs which were already starting to crackle. Then still higher, until they lapped around the two logs full of loose filaments and splinters, carrying with it a little smoke that disappeared up the chimney.
He too sat down, on the other chair.
“Let’s watch the fire!” he said.
We remained sitting by the fireplace for I don’t know how long, next to each other, because you can watch a fire for hours and hours and never get bored. It never stays still. The twigs crackle, snap, you see their little incandescent skeleton for an instant while the flames climb upward, begin to eat away at the inner parts of the larger pieces of wood, with that sound that resembles a sigh, constantly change color, turn blue, even green, merge into a larger knot with other little flames that rise here and there from the stack, starting from below, hissing, suddenly sending out clouds of sparks that hurtle far, as if from an explosion.
We drew back from time to time so that the sparks wouldn’t hit us in the face. The fire was now burning noisily. It had already enveloped the whole pile and seemed to want to demolish it. The flames leapt up into the chimney. Meanwhile, outside, up above, there was a lone smoking chimney pot, on the top of the empty ridge, in the middle of the woods.
We got up without saying a word each time a log dropped on its side and suffocated the flame, taking it with two fingers at the point where it hadn’t yet caught fire, or with the fire tongs, to rebuild the pile and create gaps in which the fire could find oxygen and flare up again. Gradually we put on more logs as the first ones burned down and the flames needed new fuel. The boy in one way, I in another, because each person has a different way of conversing with fire. Then we went back to our seats and watched the blaze in silence.
There was a good warmth. The panes of glass dripped with condensation. I noticed beside me the boy’s head leaning slightly forward, his face lit up by the glow that came from the fireplace, his large eyes gazing intently into the flame.
We remained side by side for quite some time, not saying a word, while that little room grew warmer and warmer. Time passed. It began to get dark. I even seemed to doze off for a few moments, from time to time, in front of the fire which carried on burning new portions of the wood and of the world, over the large embers that pulsated in the half-light.
“Why are you fixing up that little house?” I remembered to ask him again, all of a sudden, stirring from a brief moment of drowsiness during which I could still see everything.
He remained silent, looking into the fire.
“That little house you are cleaning up, who is it for?” I asked again, with a shudder.
“For you,” he answered.
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It’s really winter now. Everywhere is white with snow, as far as the eye can see. The mountains, the ridges, the footpaths, the bramble hedges, the ruins with collapsing slate roofs, the great immobile trees from which white powder falls when I pass beneath them walking in my rubber boots. The sky is also white. No more animal cries are heard, on the ground, in the air. Absolute silence.
This morning — I’m not sure why — I put snow chains on the car and drove to the village where that man lives with the animals, while the snow is still fresh, before it freezes and makes the wheels slide.
The snow swished and gave out that sound of soft catastrophe as the myriad structures of crystals, each different from the other, were annihilated and agglutinated under the press of the car tires.
I got as far as that village, advancing slowly, round the white curves, with windows down, in absolute silence, in the white world. The fresh snow that had not yet hardened chafed beneath the wheels. All I could see before me were expanses of white and it was barely possible to work out where the roads ended and the rest of the world began.
There was no one in that small open space by the church. All the houses were closed up, just the odd chimney here and there that smoked.
I stopped the car. I reached that place on foot. But there was no one there. The mountain of manure was completely white. I walked down the short slope, wearing rubber boots, trying not to slip, and entered the cattle stall: it was empty. There were no animals, no computer screen on the bench, not even the bench was there. No goats, no dog, no billy goat. Nothing.
“He might have gone to spend the winter somewhere else,” I told myself. “He could have gone looking for other pastures. Or perhaps they’ve all climbed into one of those egg-shaped spaceships. They could be travelling who knows where …”
Even the little cemetery is white. I went down just now, walking slowly along the lane. You can only just see the light of the lamps filtering from under their caps of snow.
It stopped snowing for a short while, then started again. Now I’m sitting on the metal chair. I’m watching the little light on the other ridge. You can only just see that light too. It filters from a point of the wood that’s been wiped out, in the space crossed by a white vortex of snow.
“And then one day another little light will come on beside it …” I think, with surprise. “There will be two little lights instead of one. And I’ll watch them from here and I’ll say: ‘There, this terrible solitude is over. The penance is over!’ ”
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This morning I found a dead moth between the mosquito net and the windowpane, where it had obviously become trapped without my noticing.
I’m not sure it was actually a moth, it looked like one of those little winged creatures that sometimes fly around the house, from who knows where, like the clothes moths that form invisibly in drawers, from those larvae deposited in wool that grow by incorporating its threads and then, at a certain point, emerge from obscurity and begin a new winged life. Small, invisible, troublesome animals that sometimes flap against your head in the dark, while you’re asleep, but which during their brief life undergo unimaginable metamorphoses.
In any event, it was one of those moths. But much, much bigger.
I opened the window, took it by one of its dead wings and went to throw it in the toilet. I flushed, but it didn’t go down. I waited for the cistern to fill up and flushed again. But it was obviously too light. It continued flying about in there, in the bottom of the toilet, in the whirl of water.
It went on like that all day. I went back every now and then to see if the moth was there still, if it had finally broken up. But it was still there, floating on the water, extremely light but indestructible. Not a single fragment of its wings that looked so fragile had come apart. I urinated in the toilet, hitting it with the stream, from above. But it didn’t break up. I flushed again, the moth began whirling around once again at the bottom. As soon as the water stopped flushing down, the moth was still there, floating on the surface with its open, dead wings: indestructible, intact.
It’s still snowing outside. There’s an immense silence. Everything is white. You can hardly see the rest of the village and its ruins. The roads are closed, blotted out. It’s impossible to go outside because there’s no way of seeing where the paths end and the precipices begin. There’s also a heavy layer of snow weighing down on the roof of my little house, even its walls are almost hidden because the flakes arrive in flurries, brought by the wind, and stick to the stones, completely covering even the creepers, the dry shrubs and small trees that grow straight out of the walls, emerging from the gaps where they have taken root in the tiny seam of crumbling lime or even where there’s nothing. It’s hard to tell whether it’s the plant world that is working its way into the house or, on the contrary, whether it’s the house that is projecting itself outwards.
The ridge opposite is all white with snow too. I spent a long time looking, as soon as it was dark, to see if I could still spot the little light. But I couldn’t see anything, I can’t see anything, only the soft gleam of the snow illuminated by the celestial vault that covers everything in the deepest darkness.
Before going to sleep, I went to look inside the toilet one last time. The moth was still there. I pulled the chain once more. It whirled around as the water went down. Then it reappeared, with its wings spread wide, immobilized at the point of maximum span.
I bent down, put my hand into toilet and pulled it out of the water. With the other hand I tore off a few pieces of toilet paper and wrapped them two or three times around the moth’s stiff little body so as to give it some weight.
I pulled the chain one last time.
Only then, wrapped in its shroud, was the moth finally swallowed up.
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You can hear nothing. You can see nothing. The mountains, the sky, the woods, the precipices, the footpaths, the cobbled streets, the ruins and the few empty houses, the cable that crosses the village and still brings power to my house, who knows why, who knows where from, the balustrade, the metal chair with sunken legs in front of the steep white drop, the plant masses that emerge from the walls, all bent down under the weight of the snow … Plant forms also emerge from the walls of the other houses and ruins, actual trees and horizontal shrubs that sink their roots between the stones, sucking nutriment from their hard heart, while bushes grow out, dangling in the void, pushing their tissues and their fibers and their sap directly into space. There are ruins completely covered by them, you can’t tell if they are houses or slanting trees launching themselves into the void. The creepers have completely enveloped them beneath their blanket, from which small curved branches emerge that struggle to break out and free themselves from their terrible embrace.
When the winter ends, these old walls and these stones are covered with cruel new leaves and flowers. Clouds of newborn insects hum around them, come back to thrust themselves into their deep gashes, they enter once again upside down into the wounds of the figs growing on the walls and twisting upward to reach the light, into the wounds of the wild apple and peach trees with their small riddled and tormented fruits. Then the fruits go dry, shrivel, fall, stay for a while attached to the ever-barer branches. The leaves fall too, cover the collapsing roofs, the roots press beneath the frozen slates to snatch a little sap from that mineral world suspended in space.
Plants go on dying and being reborn, dying again, everything inside the same circle of created pain. Their cells continue to struggle away desperately, continue silently reproducing and duplicating themselves, and they will carry on like this even when humans are no longer here, when they have disappeared from the face of this little planet lost in the galaxies, there will be just this whole torment of cells that struggle away and reproduce, for as long as some light still arrives from our little star. They will carry on relentlessly breaking and pulling apart the walls between whose stones their roots are clinging, the floors, the ceilings, they will burst out through the gaps in the broken windows, they will smash the few panes of glass still intact with their irresistible soft vegetal pressure, sending out ahead their tender waving pedicels into space in search of a place to land, they will smash and bring down roofs, they will overrun the paths, lanes, roads, emerging with their miniscule shoots looking up to space for the first time. They will split open the inner structure of matter they meet along their way, they will find their way with their own atomic emptiness into its atomic emptiness, they will make the empty space whirl with those residues of electrically-charged particles that float in the void. They will demolish houses, roads, motorways far away from here, in some other part of the world, great deserted cities full of skyscrapers and towers, they will crash through window panes, garage doors, silently they will burst pipes, lift drain covers, with their vegetal torment and their soundless pressure, through car bodies, gas pumps, great glass shopping centers on the outskirts of cities. They will launch their vegetal pillars over skyscrapers, will rise over the roofs of skyscrapers with their furthest soft tentacles, will feel out new structures and new places to land in space. New reshaped cities, new visions of cities devoured by vegetation will reach the horizontal liquid masses of the seas, of the oceans, launching their tentacles ever further to reach the forests sleeping under their mute waters in deepest obscurity, to rouse them from their sleep and cover the world.
I spent the whole day getting ready. But first I tidied the house. I washed the floors, made the bed, threw away the ashes from the fireplace. I washed the plates, cleaned the top of the cooker, inside the oven, the door handles, the panes of glass in the few windows. I also washed myself and put on clean clothes.
Before going up to bed, I banged the saucepan lids for a long time to scare away any animals.
Now it is dark. But the sky is still white from the snow that continues whirling over the earth. I watched it a short while ago from the little window of my room. All dark and white.
Beside me I have all I need. I won’t set the alarm, tonight.
It’s hard to say what I’m doing …
All is ready.
There, now it’s night. Now it’s night.
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What’s going on?
I can hear thuds.
But far, far away.
I’ve been listening to them for some time, from where I am.
But where am I? Why can’t I wake up?
Time has passed.
I can still hear those thuds. Someone’s knocking at the door of my house. But from far away, from very far away.
Who is it hammering so hard on my door?
I’m frightened, but I can’t move, I can’t wake up.
Why is it so hard for me to wake up?
I fall back to sleep again, though I was already asleep and I was hearing that sound of thuds in my sleep.
Again, again. Those dreadful thuds arriving here, from far away, from very far away.
Terrifying.
It’s all dark. It’s all black.
And yet there are still those thuds. Louder, even louder. There’s someone who won’t give up banging at my door, so far away.
I’d like to try and wake up, if I’m asleep, to get out of bed and go and open it. But I can’t. I’m drifting back to sleep and listening to that far away banging in my sleep.
There’s a voice now, shouting, shouting.
Shouting to open up.
I open my eyes. Though perhaps I already had them open.
I don’t know whether I’m asleep or awake. I seem to be lifting my head from the pillow and trying to get out of bed.
I look around, still sleepy, half dazed.
I reach across to the nightstand. I switch on the light. But I can’t see, I can’t see anything.
I try to pull myself up, to sit up.
I feel the bed, the chair by the bed, while that banging and those shouts continue coming from far away, from very far away.
Under my toes I can feel my short trousers lying in a heap.
I slip them on, standing on the frozen floorboards, propped against the wall so I wouldn’t fall over.
I put my socks on, my shoes, still sleepy, half-dazed.
I take a few paces toward the wooden stairs. I start to climb down, very slowly, one step at a time, since my legs are short and the steps are high, very high.
I’m in the kitchen.
I go toward the door, walking over the freshly washed floor while those shouts, those thuds continue, ever closer.
I look around, though I can’t seem to see anything, the table tidy, the top of the cooker, the shiny handles, the clean fireplace.
Finally I reach the door.
I open it.
I open the wooden shutters, which are vibrating with the banging.
There’s a man in front of me.
He suddenly stops when he sees me.
I stop too.
The hood of his parka is down and he is brushing the snow from his shoulders.
“Why did it take you so long to open?” he asks.
“I couldn’t manage to get up.”
He looks at me.
I look at him too.
“What’s happened?” he asks again, quietly, in a whisper.
“I’ve killed myself.”
He carries on looking at me in astonishment, in silence.
“Come!” he says, all of a sudden.
“But it’s the middle of the night! There’s a blizzard!”
“Come!”
“But we can’t see the paths! We can’t go anywhere!” We can’t see a thing!”
“Come!”
I hold out my little hand.
He takes it in his large hand.
“Where are we going?” I ask him.
“I don’t know.”
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