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F rom my childhood I have no happy memories. I 
 don’t mean to say that I never, in all  those years, felt 

any happiness or joy. But suffering is all- consuming: it 
somehow gets rid of anything that  doesn’t fit into its 
system.

Two boys appeared in the hallway, the first tall with 
red hair, and the second short with a hunchback. The 
tall redhead spat in my face How do you like that, punk.

The gob of spit dripped slowly down my cheek, thick 
and yellow, like the noisy mucus that obstructs the 
throats of old  people or  people who are ill, with a strong, 
sickening smell to it. Shrill, strident laughter from the 
two boys Look, right in his face, the  little pussy. It is dripping 
from my eye right  toward my lips, ready to enter my 
mouth. I  don’t dare wipe it off. I could; I’d only have to 
lift my sleeve. It  wouldn’t even take a second, a tiny 
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movement, to prevent the spit from coming into con-
tact with my lips, but I do nothing for fear of offending 
them, for fear of making them more agitated than they 
already are.

I  didn’t  really think  they’d do it. Which is not to say that 
violence was something new to me, far from it. As far back 
as I can remember I can see my drunk  father fighting 
with other drunk men leaving the café, breaking noses 
and teeth. Or, some man having looked too directly at 
my  mother and my  father,  under the influence, erupting 
Who the fuck do you think you are, asshole, looking at my 
wife like that. My  mother trying to calm him down Calm 
down, sweetheart, calm down to no avail. My  father’s 
buddies, who would in the end intervene— that’s the 
rule, what friends do, what it means to be a real buddy— 
jumping in to separate my  father and the other fellow, 
the victim of my  father’s inebriation whose face was now 
all beaten up. I would see my  father,  after one of our cats 
had a litter, take the newborn kittens and slip them into 
a plastic grocery bag and swing it against some cement 
edge  until the bag was filled with blood and the meowing 
had ceased. I had seen him butcher pigs in the yard, and 
drink the still- warm blood that he was collecting in order 
to make blood sausage (blood on his lips, his chin, his 
T- shirt) It’s the best, the blood you get from an animal right 
when it dies. The squeals of the  dying pig as my  father 
sliced its trachea could be heard throughout the village.
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I was ten years old. I was new at the school. When they 
appeared in the hallway I  didn’t know them. I  didn’t even 
know their first names, which was unusual in a small 
school like this one, barely two hundred students and 
where everyone got to know one another right away. 
They approached slowly, smiles on their  faces, nothing 
aggressive about them, so that at first I thought they 
 were just coming up to introduce themselves. But why 
would  these older kids be coming to speak to a newbie 
like me? The schoolyard obeyed the same rules as the 
rest of the world: the big guys kept away from the  little 
ones. My  mother would say much the same  thing when 
speaking about workers Us  little folks are nobodies, espe-
cially to the fat cats.

 There in the hallway they asked me who I was, if I was 
Bellegueule, the one everyone was talking about. They 
asked me the question that I would repeat to myself end-
lessly for months, for years,

 You’re the faggot, right?
By saying it they inscribed it on me permanently like 

stigmata,  those marks that the Greeks would carve with 
a red- hot iron or a knife into the bodies of deviant indi-
viduals,  people who posed a threat to their community. 
Impossible to rid myself of this. I was shocked, even 
though it was hardly the first time someone had said 
something like this to me. You never get used to insults.
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A feeling of powerlessness, a loss of ba lance. I smiled— 
and the word faggot that was echoing, exploding in my 
head, went on pulsing within me, matching the frequency 
of my heartbeat.

I was skinny, so they must have figured that my self- 
defense capabilities  were feeble or non ex is tent. At that 
age my parents frequently nicknamed me Bony and 
my  father was constantly repeating the same witticisms 
 You’re so skinny a breeze could blow you away. In the village, 
being overweight was viewed favorably. My  father and 
two  brothers  were obese, as were several  women in the 
 family, and  people often commented No point in  dying 
of hunger, being fat’s not the worst  thing that can happen 
to you.

(The following year, tired of all the ribbing from my 
 family about my size, I decided to put on weight. I got 
money from my aunt and used it to buy bags of potato 
chips  after school—my parents  wouldn’t have given me 
the money— and stuffed myself with them. Me, the per-
son who had refused to eat my  mother’s cooking when 
it was too greasy, precisely  because I  didn’t want to be-
come like my  father and my  brothers— which would 
leave her exasperated: It’s not like it’s gonna clog up your 
asshole— suddenly I would gobble up anything around 
me, like  those clouds of insects that can unexpectedly 
swoop down and consume  whole fields. I put on nearly 
fifty pounds in a single year.)
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At first they just pushed me with the tips of their fingers, 
not too roughly, still laughing, with the gob of spit still 
on my face, then harder and harder  until my head was 
banging against the wall of the hallway. I  didn’t say a 
word. One of them grabbed my arm while the other 
started kicking me, his smile fading, taking his job more 
and more seriously, a more and more concentrated ex-
pression on his face, an expression of anger and hate. 
I  remember: the kicks to my stomach, the pain of my 
head hitting the brick wall. That’s one part of scenes like 
this that  people  don’t think of: the physical pain, the 
body suffering all at once, bruised and wounded. What 
 people think of— faced with a scene such as this one, I 
mean: looking at it from the outside—is the humilia-
tion, the inability to understand, the fear, but they  don’t 
think of the physical pain.

The kicks to my stomach knocked the wind out of me 
and I  couldn’t catch my breath. I opened my mouth as 
wide as I could to let in some oxygen. I expanded my 
chest, but the air  wouldn’t go in, as if without warning 
my lungs had filled up with some dense kind of sap, with 
lead. They felt heavy all of a sudden. My body was shak-
ing, as if it had a mind of its own, as if I had no control 
over it. The way an aging body that is freeing itself from 
the mind, or is being abandoned by it, refuses to obey it. 
A body becoming a burden.




