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While some couples grapple with difficulties 
in their relationship, others choose to risk their 
lives by shaking up the politics of the State. 
But what happens when those people run into 
each other by sheer chance? The narrator goes 
to squat at a friend’s apartment, whose keys 
he has been given, only to find others have 
already taken up that right. There he meets 
real squatters, two men, a woman and a child, 
members of the Voïna group*.
Sharing a night with these colourful characters, 
the narrator evokes with extreme subtlety his 
few hours spent with the most radical branch 
of contemporary art. He breaks in through 
the back door, zooms in with the vigour of 
a telephoto lens: from the hairs of a beard 
stranded in the kitchen sink to the pixellized 
squirrel decorating the little boy’s tee-shirt. 
Arthur Larrue uses the actions of that group as 

a pretext to write a kind of thriller both funny 
and breathtaking, a night rich in twists and 
turns and shady characters, from the deranged 
neighbour to the inspector in charge of the 
“War” dossier.

*Voïna (‘War’ in Russian). As fiendish as Pussy 
Riot (whose member, NadejaTolokonnikova, 
took part in Voïna) and no less blasphemous 
vis-à-vis the repressive politics of the State—
they painted a giant phallus on the bridge 
facing the KGB offices in St Petersburg, 
organised an orgy in one of the rooms of the 
National Museum of Biology in Moscow and 
hung immigrant workers, Jewish people 
and gays in a supermarket—this anarchist 
group of artists has been waging, since 2007, 
a merciless war against a fascistic, xeno— 
and homo-phobic State. 

1

‘It doesn’t matter at all …’
Esther was standing naked in the middle of the room. She had shouted 

other things before that; she was trembling with rage. I didn’t respond. I was 
staring at details of her doll-like body, until I saw her as simply an empty husk. 
The fold of flesh beneath her breasts, the crack of her smooth and plump sex.

I imagined throwing myself on her and ripping out her heart. That heart 
would have the dimensions and colour of a boiled beetroot, I thought. A beet-
root that would bleed abundantly and would stain my nails purple. With that 
image in mind, what she was saying was no longer of any importance. She went 
to sit on the edge of the bath to apply red varnish to her toenails. I remained 
motionless, I stopped thinking about anything, I forgot the boiled beetroot. 
Then we went to bed, her body glued against mine, she repeated the same 
thing, and once again I failed to respond.

‘It doesn’t matter at all, does it?’
Opposite the bed, I could see the night through the window. St Peters-

burg’s lights were wavering because of the rain. It was dark and blurred. The 
city seemed to transform into mist, the buildings to be drowned in miasmas. 
A morbid attraction made me restless. I felt like dissolving and being diluted 
within, like an alcoholic dissolves and is diluted into drinks to see what will be 
left of him after the liquefaction of his organism. To see what solid remains of 
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oneself after having drowned in the night.
That was it. She spoke for a last time but I no longer cared, I was staring at 

the darkness and the murky lights.
‘Tell me please, tell me it doesn’t matter …’
She fell asleep and I parted from her. Her warm buttocks had been against 

my back. The wet cold fell on me as soon as I stood up. I left the light off. My 
eyes had grown accustomed to the dark. She was sleeping in a zigzag position, 
her right hand slid beneath the pillow and her mouth half-opened. The moon 
fell on the sheets, making them shine. All was very quiet and muted. I had that 
bed waiting for me on the other side of town. My friend TamrikoBamriko had 
left it for me.

TamrikoBamriko was a Georgian duchess, the daughter of a boxer and 
herself a violinist in a Jewish orchestra. Alexandre Dumas had calculated that 
there were as many aristocrats in Georgia as there were men on horses, but that 
didn’t take anything away from the nobility of TamrikoBamriko. Her apart-
ment was situated in a neo-Gothic red brick building, with pushchairs in the 
stairwell and houseplants weeping from the windows. I had already been in 
that apartment the year before for a dinner TamrikoBamriko had cooked, cori-
ander thrown in everything. I was going back tonight in a taxi caught in front 
of Esther’s door. The journey cost me two hundred and fifty roubles.

‘You can go there whenever you want, it’s big and empty …’
The street smelt of benzene and fried food. The sky was lead grey and swal-

lowed the rusty roofs like some kind of huge toad whose flabby skin would 
distend into improbable proportions. I was incapable of getting away from 
Esther’s image. Everything I saw reminded me of her and represented a part 
of her body or the tone of her voice. That distortion weighed down at the back 
of my head, like some form of abscess. I could see her in the clouds and hear 
her laughter in the hooting horns. The fraction of the car window I had opened 
channelled the cold onto my neck. It stank of tobacco, I needed fresh air. The 
driver was chain-smoking, he didn’t throw out his dog-ends but piled them 
in an ashtray, never to be emptied. That scraggy man, with deep wrinkles and 
sunken eyes, cast sidelong glances at me. I probably puzzled him, with my mel-
ancholic way of sticking my forehead to the window and blowing little wavelets 
in the condensation. We were driving through Lomonossov Street, a green 
net hanging down to retain a collapsing front wall. Big blue screens had been 
erected in front of the pink arcades to signal the site was to be renovated, but 
the site and the screens must have been forgotten for rust and corrosion were 
eating away at them. One must live, I told myself, not become trapped. The 
main thing is to leave her, sharp.

The radio was playing a meaningless pop tune, the gear lever was decorated 
with a chrysanthemum frozen in a Plexiglas cylinder, the Kazan Virgin’s oval 
head was taped to the dashboard. I stared at her, and she stared back. I had 



59

Arthur Larrue

Going to War

thrown three jumpers in a big yellow canvas bag. Those idiots retained the 
stubborn shadow of Esther in their stitches; she had the habit of putting them 
on to slouch around. I used to lick her skin to rouse its scent, it drove me crazy 
and I spent hours smelling her like an insect in love with a flower. I caressed 
her belly through a moth hole, she emitted little sharp cries that she shut off 
with her teeth. I hated her.

‘Are the bridges raised?’
‘We’ll soon know.’
‘I must get to Mir Street, I’m staying there …’
‘At this hour sometimes they are raised, sometimes …’
Esther had a cat who was jealous of me. I never knew if it was her or him who 

scratched my bag when we made love. I used to send him flying to the other side 
of the room by grabbing him around his ribcage, but he came back stealthily. 
He was a pedigree tom, black with white stripes above the eyes, and almost 
hairless ears. He miaowed each time we whistled or called his name. I was 
very proud of my wounds. Esther disinfected them with a cotton bud dipped 
in antiseptic lotion, told me, laughing, not to move, then sat down behind me, 
wrapping her legs around my belly. Her treatment made my blood pale pink. 
She mended her lover in order to torture him again. I was her toy, her thing, 
she used to say her man. Hers was a terrible nature, but it was sugar-coated. She 
didn’t give an order without attaching one of her moon-like smiles.

‘You must reassure me, I must never ever doubt your love, or else …’
She liked military marches played by four hands on the piano, Gothic 

novels, menthol cigarettes, zoos. TamrikoBamriko’s apartment was situated 
on Petrogradskaya, north of Esther’s, on the other side of the Neva. We were 
level with Souvorov’s statue. A tramp was warming his feet at the flame of the 
war memorial in the Field of Mars, I could see his silhouette wavering in the 
gas. The taxi stopped in front of Trinity Bridge, which was in the process of 
being raised. We could no longer go that way. A militiaman was erecting metal 
barriers with orange crossbars, lining them up one after another, taking his 
time. The driver took the opportunity to teach me a lesson, it seems that driv-
ing exhilarates.

‘Is there a timetable?’
‘A timetable?’
‘Yeah, a timetable for the raising of the bridges, so that you know when you 

can …’
‘You’re a foreigner, right, German perhaps, Danish?’
‘French ...’
‘Ah, France is pretty, no?’
‘Yes, it’s very pretty.’
‘Do you live long there?’
‘One hundred and twenty, even more with vitamins …’
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‘You live well and long! Ah …’
‘So what?’
‘In Russia, we kick the bucket early, but we are never bored.’
‘Hence that idea of looking for an open bridge...’
‘Or a closed one …’
‘I’m just tired, mister, and unhappy.’
‘A woman?’
‘Yes.’
‘A Russian?’
‘Yes.’
‘Our women are there to make us suffer, you should have taken something 

else!’
‘…’
‘Are you really that unhappy? In winter, a woman is useful and comfortable, 

she keeps you warm, you shouldn’t leave her when we are so close to snow, you 
will miss her even more …’

‘…’
‘What to do? Do you want us to plunge into the Neva?’
We crossed by another bridge without saying another word. At Tamriko 

Mamriko’s, the lift was out of order,I had six floors to climb. My sheepskin 
jacket weighed six kilos, it made me sweat but gave me a healthy look. I had 
lost all the tan acquired in a summer spent with Esther, one month had been 
enough and the texture of my skin had regained that nasty yellow typical of 
St Petersburg.

‘Nikolai Gogol described it as a haemorrhoidal skin tone but we can’t 
claim a medical link between haemorrhoids and a flagging face, though one 
can reasonably assume that the suffering caused by one provokes a nervous 
exhaustion that may affect the other—I had a spot on my right cheek.’

Memories burnt my eyes. A scene came up. Under the sun, Esther was lis-
tening to the lapping of the sea. She was telling me about an octopus that lived 
at the third right pole of the pontoon of the Paressouso where she was lying.

‘You will recognize its den by the shells it has arranged in front of its door. It 
is an octopus collector of shells,” the child told me. “Here’s a bamboo stick to 
force it out. Octopuses are very playful and this one likes fencing. When it cuts 
and thrusts at you, catch it by one of its tentacles, and pull it from the water so 
that I can see it. It will be very slimy, but out of love for me, ignore your feeling 
of disgust. Here’s the mask and snorkel …’

The kid who was lingering between the pointed poles under repair had 
tipped her off, he was painting the upturned shells lined up on the sand like 
cups. I think he told her his secret because he wanted her to like him. Esther was 
blond, she had green eyes, the salt from the sea flavoured her skin. When I bit 
her it left crystals on my tongue that made my teeth crunch. She was constantly 
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worshipping the sun,swooning beneath it from midday to half eight at night, 
spreading her fingers so as to burn the least little bit of white skin. I declared 
the line of her knickers the most beautiful frontier in the world but she replied 
that she wanted to nap.

‘I read the future in your buttocks, Esther …’
‘Octopuses are eight times more intelligent than us. Eight, one for each 

tentacle. They chose not to rule the world in order to collect shells. I love you. 
Dive. I’m going to have a nap …’


