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II 

 

When Adèle woke up early the next morning with swollen eyes, 

a knot in her stomach and a fuzzy head the television was still on. She 

tried to remember what had just happened. She thought back to the 

screams in the night, the men and women leaving the Bataclan bleeding, 

shattered, the attack, the terrorists who had been killed, the injured, the 

ambulances, the barriers. 

 

The first faces were already appearing on the screen to share 

their stories: relatives asking for help, looking for their friends, children, 

parents, loved ones, lost on the night of 13 November, a night which 

seemed interminable, especially as the telephone, its number shown 

clearly on the screen, went unanswered. The victims were spread across 

every hospital and several morgues, and some names were not yet 
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known because it isn’t compulsory yet to carry ID when you go to a 

concert. Plus bags had been lost, couples separated. People had been 

wondering around, dialing the same number over and over again in vain, 

more than a thousand calls lost in the night. Some tried the hospitals, 

giving a detailed description of the person they were looking for: a 

tattoo on the left arm, very long (really, really long) light brown hair, a 

chipped tooth, a birth mark at the bottom of their back. Or they called 

friends. To find out if they had any news. 

 

Towards midday a message flashed up at the bottom of the 

screen: families and friends of the victims should go to the École 

militaire where they would be given news as soon as possible. 

 

Adèle was about to go into the kitchen to get a coffee and 

something to eat when she saw another face appear, a photo held in 

trembling hands, a mother asking for news about her son. She knew this 

face, not very well but still, she had liked looking at it from afar at the 

little bar he came to almost every evening where she had worked last 

summer before being fired, partly because of him. All she could 

remember was that he was called Matteo, a name which, like his Italian 

accent, was guttural, husky and slightly exotic. That was why she always 

looked at him when she brought him a beer. He smiled, finally he did 

smile, but she had to admit that she didn’t know if he was smiling at her 

or if smiling was just part of an accomplished form of politeness. He was 

smiling in the photo too, full-faced, tanned, messy hair. She wanted to 

press pause, look at him again, understand what had happened to him, 
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if his body was there, broken, injured or lifeless, just down the road. If 

his voice had been among the screams she had heard in the distance 

when her window was still open. But the flow of images could not be 

stopped. They had moved on already: a semi-circle of journalists 

positioned in the small square outside the Ministry of the Interior, a 

forest of microphones and cameras watching one another and telling 

each other to wait; outside closed gates, the odd car with blacked out 

windows entering or leaving from time to time; outside the cafes where 

the first accounts were being shared, the bravery or madness of those 

who dare to speak straight away, the bravery or madness of those who 

dare ask the question straight away. 

 

Adèle wasn’t really listening anymore. She was obsessed with this series 

of events which could not be just a coincidence: her apartment just up 

the road from the Bataclan, that concert she so nearly went to, the 

screams and the sirens which had invaded her living room to such an 

extent that she had needed to close the window to protect herself, that 

fear which wouldn’t leave her and Matteo’s face on the screen, a vision 

as fleeting as it was indelible. Too many signs. You have to pay attention 

to signs. If you ignore them they haunt you, they come back at night and 

take on terrifying forms. 

 

Without really thinking about it, she told herself that she had to 

go over there, to the École militaire, where victims’ relatives would be 

welcomed, she had to understand why she was so upset when she was 

nice and warm, with the windows closed. The sirens weren’t outside 
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anymore, she had confined them to her little television screen. She had 

to understand why she had this terrible feeling of anxiety which was 

crushing her chest so she couldn’t catch her breath. 

 

Once she had made up her mind everything happened very 

quickly. Adèle put on the clothes she found on the floor, no coffee or 

shower in the end, and she left. She could get to the École militaire on 

the Métro, Line 8, which was nearby. As stations flashed past, her 

confusion about what she was doing increased alongside her desire to 

find Matteo, a desire which became stronger and more focused. She 

sensed confusedly, without really knowing it, without having consciously 

wanted it, that this desire gave her the right look which would allow her 

to gain entry to the tragedy and exit it later on. 

 

[…] 

 

Francesca 

 

“I don’t really know what to tell you about that evening at her 

apartment. Everything was so difficult. I was on the edge of a black, 

empty, bottomless abyss. I was only holding on because until I had seen 

my son it couldn’t be true, a mistake, maybe there was a mistake in the 

panic, names mixed up or mistaken identification. We wouldn’t know 

until the next day at best. Every hour, every minute, every second added 

to our torture and there we were, in a stranger’s home. We didn’t really 

know where we were, we’d followed her without asking any questions. 
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We saw nothing, either of the journey or her apartment. I couldn’t even 

tell you what it looked like, I couldn’t close my eyes or open them, I no 

longer had any feeling, nothing mattered to me. I do remember that 

Adèle became easier to cope with. She finally stopped talking, just the 

minimum, no more superfluous words. She settled us in her bedroom 

and left us alone. Then she prepared a meal, which we didn’t touch, 

with tea, which we drank, and then she went out again. She needed to 

see those places again. We definitely did not want to see them. Nothing 

real should be forced upon us as long as we hadn’t seen Matteo’s body. 

At the same time, family and friends had to be contacted, calls 

answered, the story told, condolences received, words to describe our 

suffering found without breaking down. Parisian friends had suggested 

coming to see us, spending the evening, the night with us, bringing 

something to eat – I didn’t understand why they were so desperate to 

feed us just when we couldn’t eat anything at all; in any case, we were 

at Adèle’s, not at home. We weren’t going to organize a vigil in the 

home of a stranger especially when they weren’t even there. But mainly 

we just didn’t want to see anyone. When she got back Adèle told us that 

we could go to the morgue the next day, late afternoon. That we would 

have to “formally identify” him - those are the words she used, terrible 

words which revived that tiny, empty hope we had almost managed to 

eradicate and against which we were fighting in order to avoid 

experiencing the shock of the news twice. At the École militaire they had 

told us that there was no doubt about it: it was him, he had a Métro 

season ticket in his pocket with his name and he was easily identifiable: 

“the face has not been touched” – do you understand the force of those 
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words, spoken just like that, without expression, in that dismal room 

they had taken us to for a few minutes. Those horrible words, meant to 

reassure us no doubt, but which have been crashing around inside my 

head from one side to the other ever since, torturing me like those little 

drops of water they drip onto the foreheads of Japanese torture victims. 

“The face has not been touched”, except that he wasn’t breathing 

anymore, he was already cold and frozen, his face deathly pale, soon to 

become livid. Those words which haunted me as soon as I tried to close 

my eyes. Under my eyelids all I saw was the hole where the concert hall 

used to be with piled up bodies and, in the middle, my son’s body, his 

undamaged face just highlighting the other inquiries which had taken his 

life. Did he suffer, did he understand, was he afraid? I couldn’t bear the 

idea of his pain, I wanted to know, know everything to suffer with him, 

to take him into my body again, inside my stomach, to go back to 

protect him from the world. 

 

Towards midnight I got up to get something to drink. Adèle was 

sitting on the windowsill of the open window in the living room, looking 

out at the other side of the courtyard. She seemed to be somewhere 

else. I should have said thank you but no words would come out. She 

was the one who broke the silence in the end. She asked me to tell her 

about Matteo when he was a child. It was so insensitive, I couldn’t talk 

about him, not until I’d seen him. I couldn’t do anything though, not 

even sleep, and she was so insistent I ended up telling her. The first 

words were extraordinarily painful and then I let myself slip into my 

memories like the water of a calm lake where we surrender and drown. I 
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confided in her for hours, speaking aloud with my eyes closed: the birth 

of that chubby baby who threw himself onto my breasts at all hours of 

the day; the little boy who made Campo dei Fiori his playground, 

approaching local café owners and old ladies even when he was very 

young so they would give him sweets. Then later, paying for drinks with 

the small drawings he sketched throughout the day; his long absences to 

visit museums and churches, entire nights spent in the nightclubs of 

Trastevere; my nocturnal worries when, waking up suddenly at 4 

o’clock, I’d realize he wasn’t home; my determination not to call him 

even though sleep would only return when he did; his dream of studying 

at Beaux-Arts de Paris; his obsessive diligence in learning French; his first 

very figurative pictures which gave way to installations like eggs in a 

cage or wire forests; his departure for France, followed by weekly 

postcards, always with a drawing which extended the pretty, 

meticulously chosen stamps. I talked about Matteo for so long, hours 

probably, until dawn came. He was with us as my words fought against 

the silence of the night. I couldn’t seem to stop and, if I paused, she 

filled the space with another question. 

 

Finally, as dawn gave way to day and the first lights could be 

seen through the windows opposite, she rose and told me: “I have to 

show you something.” 

 

[…] 


