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			A mon père, parti trop tôt, pour m’avoir transmis l’amour de l’aventure.

			   

			A ma mère, pour m’avoir transmis l’amour des livres.

			   

			A mon frère, pour m’avoir transmis l’amour des mondes intérieurs.

			   

			A Bea Joy.

			   

			To my father, who left too soon, for having passed to me the love of adventure.

			   

			To my mother, for having passed to me the love of books.

			   

			To my brother, for having passed to me a love of inner worlds.

			   

			To Bea Joy. 
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			— Je ne me souviens plus de son visage: 

			j’ai honte de l’avouer.

			   .

			I saw my first dead body on November 9, 2013. He was five. He was lying in the rubble of a demolished church that had entombed eight of its faithful in Tacloban City, the ville-martyr of this impoverished region in the Philippines where a violent typhoon had hit only a day before.

			 The road towards the church wound around its dead—around my first death—and my eyes were witness to post-apocalyptic scenes. A man had a gaping wound, an empty look; children in tears, separated from their parents, perhaps forever, staggered with mucus dripping from their noses onto the Cupid’s bow of their lips. We—journalists covering the typhoon’s aftermath—arrived straight from the tarmac to a scene of horror: zombies, silence, rain.

			 I’m ashamed to confess that I don’t remember his face. Were his features calm and serene, or did death trap them in pain, in surprise, in his failure to comprehend? I’ve searched my memories and I still cannot say. All I remember are the little brown feet yet to be tinged by death, and the ash from the ruins that covered them. And, his mother’s cry.

			 She stood alone, off to the side. A woman, ordinarily strong—one could sense this even through her pain—who without doubt had fought for herself and her family with her chin up and her head unbowed; a warrior, suddenly defeated by the death of her son. The tears of this mother, standing with arms dangling by her side, streamed down her cheeks and furrowed into my memory. She was beating her head against a wall with unbearable violence; perhaps she sought to ease the pain in her soul.

			 As a young journalist who had landed in this gutted church with my sneakers still white and my camera’s batteries still new, I saw this mother and realized that filming the damage from the typhoon would tear my heart forever.

			 So I placed my camera on the floor. In the midst of a handful of reporters whose embarrassed looks were trained on their shoes, I took this mother, her violence and her infinite sadness in my arms and with my body I tried to absorb this immense wave of shock that had fallen on her, that had fallen on us.

		

		
			q

		

		
			  

			The Philippines 2013: Typhoon Haiyan

		

		
			   

			— Il n’y a guère de poésie 

			dans un typhon.

			   

			The heat in Tacloban was stifling and clammy. It was November 2013, and we had disembarked from the military plane just after Typhoon Haiyan. A thick silence settled among the passengers—most Filipino military personnel along with a few journalists. I thought there had been an error. We were supposed to land at Tacloban airport. But in front of us was a field of ruins, kilometres of gaping walls, cars whose roofs had been torn off and fallen trees. I did not understand. Were we supposed to land in the middle of this, in the middle of nothing? Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the sign for Philippine Airlines, bobbing in the empty expanse. This rubble was all that remained from the airport, which had been toppled over like a house of cards by a capricious child. 

			A few hours after Haiyan’s devastating onslaught on the Philippines, I rushed out of Hong Kong, grabbing my camera and passport and throwing a few things into a makeshift bag. It was a Friday night at an hour when most were cracking open their first beers. The next morning, after arriving in Manila, I negotiated a seat aboard one of the first Philippine military planes headed to the scene of the disaster, just as the Hong Kong revelers were slowly staggering back to their homes, eyes blurry and feet exhausted by excess. 

			More than 6,000 people died from Haiyan, most by drowning. The homes of tens of thousands were destroyed in just a few days. For weeks afterwards, bodies piled up by the curbs, limbs now stiff, awkward poses, stomachs swollen and skin gone blue. Relatives—those that had survived—held up umbrellas to protect the bodies from further indignities. Over the course of my week in the Philippines, I met armies of these umbrellas, often punctured with holes, but brandished as a middle finger defying the sky, claiming, even in death, a right to modesty. Some were held by children, who clung to these funereal umbrellas as they would to their mothers’ skirts. 

			The process of covering a typhoon requires a careful balance, a certain responsibility—there are moments of grace and unexpected beauty, but reality is mostly grim and dire. As a video journalist, I need to find a narrative that adds meaning and context; filming these scenes requires a process—a poetic composition of what I see, what I film, what is edited and what is told. 

			   

			After I arrived in Tacloban and following a moment of hesitation, I turned my camera on and began to record these scenes of extreme distress around me.

			Reality caught up very quickly: I had to search for electricity in order to charge my mobile phone, to send my video. I asked a soldier if he knew where a generator was located. He smiled and asked for my phone number, eyeing me up. Disheveled, my clothes drenched with rain and sweat, it took me a minute to realize that he was making a thinly veiled advance. In some other context, the incongruity would have been amusing, but in this moment, it was disturbing. I spent the week without so much as looking at myself once in the mirror, to the point where, upon arriving at a hotel in Manila, my reflection in the mirror startled me. Having spent days entrenched in rubble and corpses, I had nearly forgotten the face that stared back at me. 

			I finally succeeded in convincing a Philippine army officer to let me use their generator. Communications had been cut and journalists were using satellite devices to transmit reports and communicate with the outside world. Filipino refugees would ask us to help them contact their relatives, many of them who lived abroad. My colleagues and I would discreetly let them use our very expensive Internet connection so they could hastily answer Facebook messages with a heartbreaking laconic “I’m alive”—as much a cry from the heart as a piece of news. 

			I remember the rain on the first night. A few dozen journalists and victims took refuge in a small, narrow room, the remains of an airport building with broken windows that allowed the beating rain to whip our faces throughout the night. A baby cried. I spoke with the mother to pass the time. Cut off from the world between sunset and dawn, there was nothing else to do. She told me how, once her house was flooded, she and her family were forced to hold onto the roof. As she felt her arms running out of strength, she thought of letting herself fall into the water so that her husband could focus on saving their child, rather than his wife. Their ordeal, however, had ended well. I played with the baby before realizing that this story would make a good video. I grabbed my camera and began to film. For a moment I had become confused: overwhelmed by the intensity of her story and by the simplicity of this mother’s confession, I had forgotten to do my job.

			It is dark, I am surrounded by men and, fully dressed, I lie down on a table to try and recuperate. A tin of sardines crosses my mind. We sleep with our shoes on because the ground is carpeted with insects. My table companions sleep with their arms folded across their chests like vampires, as if they feared inadvertently touching me during this short night. This gesture moves me; babies cry, the elements rage around us. The typhoon draws its last breath. 

			   

			* * *

			   

			— Face à la misère, il y a une tentation omnprésente de vouloir jouer aux héros ou aux saints.

			   

			Of course there weren’t any toilets. Everyone—refugees, journalists, aid workers, the military—we all relieved ourselves in a wasteland teeming with excrement. The smell turned my stomach. I only went there at night as there were no places out of sight during the day.

			But this intimacy was synonymous with impunity. We would sleep with our cameras and laptops to prevent theft. Looting was common. Even during the day, I saw lines of people carrying televisions and electronic devices under their arms, stolen from hotels, restaurants and homes. This petty larceny was risible; there wasn’t even any electricity to connect these devices, or a roof to put them under. I passed by a beer factory that had been vandalised, and witnessed the obscene: thirst had turned babies into adults. Children, some having just learned to walk, emptied their first cans of alcohol. 

			These chaotic scenes were all enveloped by the same smell. On the first day, my nose could not identify this heavy, sickly saccharine scent. But the disgusting mixture of rot and slightly sweet eggs was the smell of death. I’ll never forget it: with each difficult report, my memory detects the smell of death before I see it. The stale water of faded flowers gives off the same vengeful odour, that of beauty disfigured by the ultimate ugliness of what is no more. 

			I arrived with two bottles of water and immediately gave one to a child who was visibly dehydrated. I almost regretted it the next day after, lips cracking from the blazing sun, I spent six hours walking along broken roads to reach a village that had been cut off from relief. 

			We arrived at this isolated place; its residents had written a huge sign in the sand, hoping to attract the attention of the helicopters. A Filipino approached me. He wanted to give testimony and he took me to the terrace of what was his house to show me the extent of the damage to the village. In a soft voice, he let go in front of my camera: “It’s been here for years. And then it is all gone. There is nothing left.” He smiled, resigned. 

			I was no longer thirsty. 

			   

			* * *

			   

			A few days later, rescue workers and journalists forced me to eat my first meal. Shock, horror and fatigue had suppressed my appetite and had kept me going. I had refused food; today, I understand it was a misplaced reticence. It was impossible not to feel guilty about eating when so many others were deprived, even if my eating would make all the difference for me and my going without would change nothing for them. I was in this hell to document it and show the world what was happening and the work required preserving one’s strength. There remained, nonetheless, an omnipresent temptation to play hero and saint, but neither of these roles was where I was most useful. 

			All the same, there were moments where I could not do my job. One time, it was while filming a team of rescue workers putting corpses into body bags. One of the workers beckoned me over. A fellow photographer caught my eye and with a discrete look, he made me understand that I shouldn’t look. But I saw all the same: a wicker basket, the silky forehead of a baby. Dead. I put my camera on the ground. I had reached my limit. 

			There were parentheses of lightness in the middle of this grave situation. On the third day, I saw a baby being delivered. A woman in her twenties gave birth to her first child, while lying on a makeshift mattress in an impromptu clinic on the grounds of a destroyed airport that was covered in glass and rusty nails. 

			The emotion triggered by the arrival of this little miracle being left me, and still leaves me, speechless. Despite the army doctor’s concerns about the mother’s health, she survived. She named her daughter Bea Joy. Pictures of Bea circled the globe, a burst of light amid all the deadly reports. There is a fierce public appetite for these stories, stories of a baby born in turmoil, of a survivor freed from the rubble days later. There is a desire to believe that life, despite everything, wins over fate. 

			A year later I received an email with photos of Bea Joy blowing out her first birthday candle in a United Nations tent. Sitting behind my computer at the office, having returned to the normalcy of my life in Hong Kong, I thought of these photos: life continuing, slowly and courageously, even after the journalists had left and the cameras had been turned off. Bea lived in a makeshift camp and her parents survived off the barest of humanitarian aid, but they were alive all the same. As I heard the tapping of my colleagues’ keyboards, I quietly wiped away a tear. 

			Another moment of happiness: some journalists got wind of a water pump in the army camp. With two male colleagues, who were also ready for anything after going several days without a shower—and if only to rid the smell of death that permeated our clothes—we went in search of the pump. We came across dozens of soldiers washing themselves. Upon seeing me, the only woman in this military environment, the soldiers shrieked and scampered away... leaving only my colleagues and me to enjoy the pump in all its tranquility. 

			This exception aside, my presence usually induced more hope than terror. It was sometimes difficult to bear. Wherever I went, Filipinos would stop me. They wanted me to film them, to help them broadcast a message to show both the world and their families scattered around the globe: “Mom, I’m alive!” I tried to explain that I could not send so many images, that my video needed to be short in order for it to send quickly, that my camera didn’t have enough batteries or that my computer did not have enough memory. But they insisted. And then, what could I do about those tear-filled eyes, those eyes that saw something in me that exceeded me, that crushed me? Death in the soul; I executed myself. I filmed them, and when my battery was low, I pretended to film them. They thanked me effusively and they left, relieved. 

			No, truly, there is no poetry in the telling of a typhoon. 
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			Ukraine 2014: The War

		

		
			   

			— Un souvenir me revient: j’ai cinq ans et j’enfile les talons de ma mère.

			   

			The first time I set foot in the war zone, a Ukrainian soldier chastely kissed my cheek before confiding he was excited to tell his mother that he had kissed a Frenchwoman. A few minutes later, just beside me, his fellow soldiers were perched on a tank, firing shots in the air to disperse residents who were opposed to their presence. The ringing from the shots caused me to lose hearing in one ear for a full 24 hours. 

			Such is the absurdity of reporting on a military conflict. Everything and anything can happen at the same time, defying all the melodramatic conventions seen in war films. Blushing teenagers barely out of childhood are able to pull the trigger if it’s in the service of their flag. 

			In the spring of 2014, I packed my bags and atop them placed a tourist’s guide to Ukraine and a Russian-English dictionary. These two oeuvres neatly summarized my familiarity with the country I was about to spend one month in: non-existent. 

			For months, the situation in Ukraine had been intensifying. In the south, following a controversial referendum, Crimea had proclaimed that it was part of Russia. In April, 2014 pro-Russian supporters in the eastern part of the country were also threatening to secede and pledge allegiance to Russia. Whenever I’m offered the opportunity to cover these types of situations, I don’t hesitate. But this time, I also didn’t really understand what it meant: I had never previously covered a war zone. The words from the French photographer Robert Capa came to mind: “I hope to be unemployed as a war photographer for the rest of my life.” 

			Despite this stated wish, there was no lack of work. I arrived in eastern Ukraine, weighted and heavy. In addition to my camera equipment, I carried from Kiev several bullet-proof vests for my colleagues who were already in the field, as well as one for myself. I tried on the vest in the office and the results were inconclusive: the vests were all too big for my 160cm frame. Holes gaped from under the armpits; it felt like I was wearing a disguise. A memory: I was five years old and wearing my mother’s heels. 

			In Slavyansk, a city that had fallen into the hands of pro-Russian rebels, it wasn’t always necessary to wear a bullet-proof vest. There were moments of serenity: cows grazed in the fields; babushkas, flowered kerchiefs knotted around their heads, sat on benches and gossiped; market stalls overflowed with charcuterie and fruit. This normalcy was disconcerting. I learned a few Russian and Ukrainian words, I ate the local cuisine, I made friends. At times, we forgot we were covering a war. 

			One detail, however, reminded me of the reality of the conflict: there were no children in the streets. Only once did I see some kids playing in a vacant lot.

			   

			* * *

			   .

			In Ukraine, I learned, violence gives no notice. Violence invites itself into daily life with the brutishness of a guest kicking down the front door. My colleagues and I spent a sunny day interviewing residents before returning to our rooms, our hearts warmed by these happy encounters. Then we learned that a little boy was killed earlier in the day, just steps from our hotel. At that time, we had been sharing beers and peanuts with locals in the park of a nearby residence. 

			I was often in the wrong place. I’d hear about attacks after the fact and my videos captured only the bullet holes in the walls, the shattered glass on the ground, incinerated buses and empty bullet casings. But twice I found myself in the middle of an attack: the best place for my job and the worst possible place for my own safety. 

			The first time was the day I arrived in Slavyansk. The situation was extremely tense: the city had been completely abandoned by the authorities and was under rebel control. There was no order and chaos reigned. It took several days to get there. We were stopped at checkpoints several times and forced to turn around. Finally, I managed to reach the city. My colleagues dropped me off before leaving—they needed to return to another city that was not yet in the rebel hands, while I needed to find a journalist who was already in Slavyansk. As my colleagues drove away, I read the look on their faces: a mix of both relief and guilt to be leaving this cursed city. I was a woman, I had no experience; my bulletproof vest was too big. 

			My colleague saw all of this straight away. From the moment we met, he was affable and remained so for the entire time we were stationed together, to the point where he became a good friend both during our assignment and afterward. Without him, my experience would not have been the same. But during our first meeting, I also read in his eyes and on his pale face a fear for me and for the new responsibility that had just fallen on his shoulders.

			Suddenly, gunshots rang out from close range. They came from the center of town. “This never happens,” my colleague said. “They’ve never fired from so close.” The sniper fire lasted for several long minutes. Our heads lowered, we quickly moved in the opposite direction without a word, our bodies skimming the walls and jumping at the slightest sound. 

			Throughout our stay in Slavyansk, we moved like wild animals: soft steps, an ear tuned to the noise of danger. The next week, as we sat in a restaurant in a safe zone, the sound of a blast made our bodies go stiff; alert, we were ready to dive under the table. We raised our eyes to the sparkling sky and our shoulders relaxed as we exchanged a nervous laugh. We had confused fireworks with mortar fire. 

			The second time I found myself in the middle of an attack, we were in a hurry. Observers from the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe that had been taken hostage by rebels had just been freed and we were rushing to arrive in time to cover their release. 

			Our driver, Roman, was a mixture of efficiency and good manners. He commanded his vehicle perfectly, telling jokes, talking about his two young sons, and bemoaning the rebels at the checkpoints. While en route to cover the hostage release, we suddenly saw thick, black smoke rising. We approached a checkpoint; a truck was blocking the road. Roman stopped, we got out of the car in our helmets and vests and tried to find a way to pass. 

			I felt a whoosh close to my face, as if a dart had brushed my cheek. Not far from me, a passerby crumpled. It took a few long seconds to understand that he had been shot, perhaps by one of the bullets that had flown past me. 

			My colleague and I bolted and flattened ourselves against the side of a wall. What was happening? Behind a wall and protected by our safety equipment, we slowed down and caught our breath. 

			I began to film. Work helped me to focus and make sense of what was around us. Mortar shots exploded and then hissed. In the distance, the Ukrainian tanks advanced. The country’s army wanted to retake this rebel post and we, along with a few other civilians clutching their shopping in their hands, were caught in the middle of the fighting. 

			I don’t remember what went through my mind at that point. I did not see my life passing by my eyes. I did not stop in front of the tanks; my body was not paralyzed by fear. I do remember the sound of my heavy breathing and the weight of my bulletproof vest. I remember my knuckles white from holding my camera. I remember telling myself I needed to exercise more. 

			And then, my colleague and I counted. 

			Every 10 seconds, after mortar fire rang out, we ran, half-crouching, to try and distance ourselves from the conflict zone as much as possible. 

			On the road, we saw a car with its door open, a man with a stomach injury who was half-collapsed in the passenger seat. My colleague and I looked at each other briefly. Without saying a word, my colleague took the man’s arms and I his legs. We dragged him under the cover of a tree. But he didn’t survive. Maybe when we found him, he was already dead. 

			What should we have done? It was necessary to be able to look in the mirror the next day. Three people died that day, all of them civilians. 

			   

			That evening, we ate with other journalists. The food was delicious, the wine—from Georgia, I think—was excellent. With a glass in hand, my eyes fell on a blood stain on my colleague’s trousers, surely the blood of the man we had failed to save just hours earlier. 

			Roman, our hero of a driver who stayed in his car, who could have left us to surrender to our fate, probably saved our lives by waiting to pick us up a half hour after the violence began. He died in a car accident a few months later when he was driving to pick up some colleagues. I still have a picture of him on my cell phone, one taken on the day of the checkpoint attack. He was on the telephone, giving me a big sign with his arm, a reassuring smile on his face as I sent my video, my own breath still short, my own hands still trembling. 

			His photograph reminds me of the face of ordinary bravery which manifests itself every day without ever making headlines. 

			The American war correspondent Marie Colvin, who died covering the siege of Homs in Syria in 2012, wrote in the The Guardian: “You can’t get that information without going to places where people are being shot at, and others are shooting at you. The real difficulty is having enough faith in humanity to believe that enough people be they government, military or the man on the street, will care when your file reaches the printed page, the website or the TV screen.”

			A final frustration: the microphone on my camera became unplugged as we ran. All of my videos had lost the distressing sounds of mortar fire. I risked my life for a mute video. And Roman saved us, only to die a few months later. 

			   

			* * *

			   

			— Sous les gilets pare-balles enfilés tous les jours, il restait tout de même un peu de place pour de la douceur.

			   

			My memory is filled with other encounters. A local resident walked towards me as a I was filming, his hands curled into a tight ball. He opened his fist and handed me a bullet casing: “A souvenir,” he said, before moving away, the shadow of a smile on his lips. Today, the socket is placed on a piece of furniture in my living room. It reminds me of Ukraine, of the war, of the kindness of people, and the humour dented by bombs. 

			One night, a photographer braved curfew and, wearing a bulletproof vest, crossed several streets guarded by snipers to bring me beers. We spent several hours discussing our favourite photographers, pretending we could ignore the walls as they trembled from nearby mortar fire. 

			Another time, I joined a group of photographers going to the front line. My feet moved, but I went nowhere; a colleague had been holding me by my backpack. He told me I was the same age as his daughter and my annoyance melted instantly. In hostile terrain, without knowledge or mastery of the language, any attention is greeted with gratitude. 

			[image: ]

			And then there was one meeting, on the front line where this same colleague and I were facing a pro-Russian rebel—a giant with a hard face and a Kalashnikov in his hand. My colleague tried to break the ice: he asked in Russian if the rebel was going to shoot us. The rebel looked at us and then responded, impassively, while cocking his chin, his fingers all the while on the trigger: “I will not shoot her.” A half-relief. His response softened the atmosphere and my colleague even took a photo of me posing beside the rebel. This photo is also still on my phone. The rebel, colossus, with his AK-47 in his hand, and me, a smiling pixie with a camera in mine. 

			Under the bulletproof vests we wore daily, there was still room for kindness. 
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			Nepal 2015 and Sri Lanka 2017:

			Earthquake and Floods 

		

		
			   

			— La routine existe, même pour les désastres.

			   

			In The Fruits of the Earth, André Gide wrote: “Let the importance lie in your eyes, not in the things you look at.” Every time that I’m on an airplane, on my way to cover a natural disaster, my camera under the seat in front of me, I repeat this phrase to myself: that my eyes do not tire of these streaks of horizon bristling with rubble, that I do not become used to these scenes of great distress. 

			In Asia, the forces of nature are not mild. After the typhoon in the Philippines, I went to Nepal, which was devastated by violent earthquakes in the spring of 2015, and then to the flooding in Sri Lanka in May, 2017. I also covered train accidents and collapsing bridges in India. 

			Even during disasters, there’s a routine. First, film the demolished houses, hospitals and morgues: those milestones of human life. Then, talk with rescue workers and military personnel for official reactions, while hoping for a story of a miracle—like that of Bea Joy in the Philippines. My journalistic order unfolds like this, while attempting to avoid cynicism. All tragedies can be condensed into a single line in an article which is absentmindedly skimmed over. The reaction to my reporting is often: “Really? There was an earthquake in Nepal? How many dead?”

			I take a deep breath and I tell them about Nepal. I tell them about the dead. I tell them about a woman, bedridden in the hospital, screaming in pain or grief until a man beside her gently clapped a hand over her mouth. Years later, I don’t remember the number of victims but I remember the sidelong glance of her eyes, her swallowed sobs and a sadness that shriveled as it strove to express itself. 

			Each country has its own mechanism to deal with tragedy. In the Philippines, I was frequently asked by locals to film their misfortune. In Nepal, the majority did not want their grief made public and I worked by apologizing. There were looks that I met and others I avoided.

			 

			That day, I kept my head down. Standing atop the rubble, I followed rescue workers as they cleared the ruins of a house. They worked like ants. According to neighbours, a teenage girl was trapped under the rubble. The excavators attacked the rocks as delicately as possible, exhuming fragments of lives from under the stones: a television, family photographs in broken frames, diplomas that had been displayed proudly for decades and were now crumpled under the boots of the rescue workers... A few meters away, relatives waited as they held a photograph of the missing girl. The stone and the hours paraded in front of us; we held our breath, a single question on our minds—would we find a girl or a body?

			The rescue workers pulled out a body, covered in a white sheet. 

			I filmed the scene from afar—an awkward, clumsy shot. I did not dare to approach the family; they fell into one another, their grief abolishing the borders of the bodies. Some journalists might have tried to interview them and they would not have been wrong to have done so: this family’s pain might have shaped opinions around the world and broken the rule of the number of dead per kilometre. The further away the dead, the less they affect us. But I didn’t have the courage to go and speak to the family and to allow their pain to make sense. Some questions are heavier than others to ask; their answers can pierce the soul. 

			   

			* * *

			   

			He was just another boy, bedridden in a makeshift tent in Kathmandu. Beside him, a volunteer clown from Israel—a red nose, a curly mop of hair—was making a little Nepalese girl with a sutured eyebrow laugh. In a neighbouring tent, a newborn slept peacefully and I remember contemplating for a long few minutes the stubborn life that had been born in turmoil. 

			The clown tried to distract the boy, drowning in his blue hospital gown and with a huge bandage that covered the side of his shaven head. But the boy did not react; his gaze was empty. Embarrassed, the volunteer clown redeployed his balloons in front of the amazed eyes of the little girl in the next bed; a better public. I asked a caregiver about the boy’s story. He had been trapped under the rubble for days before rescue workers found him and brought him here. No family had been to see him; maybe they had not survived. From the moment the boy had arrived, he had not said a word. 

			I took one shot, but the banality of it didn’t capture the emotions that he stirred in me. Viewers would see but a boy lying in a hospital bed between two collapsed houses; their reaction would be indifference. And yet, in front of me, I had a little boy: breathing, but who had given up living. His eyes called out, but my camera could not capture him. 

			I remained by the boy’s bedside for a long time, leaving only at nightfall. We looked at one another, our silences filling the room after the clown had departed. I didn’t know what I was waiting for—maybe a sign of hope on his face that would’ve allowed me to sleep without being haunted by his memory. But nothing. His eyes remained immured in his past, like two stars that had softly fallen from the Nepalese sky. 

			   

			* * *

			   

			Podrán cortar todas las flores,  pero no podrán detener la primavera.

			(They can cut all the flowers, but they cannot stop the Spring.)

			— Pablo Neruda

			   

			May 2017: I filmed the floods in the province of Kalutara, in central Sri Lanka. The French writer and filmmaker Chris Marker once defined humour as “the politeness of despair”. The warmth and easy laugh of the Sri Lankans took me by surprise. 

			The streets had become waterways. I was in a boat with army officers and from our boat a ladder extended up to a man who was evacuating his apartment. He perched precariously on the ladder and as he descended barefoot, he saw me filming him and stopped half-way down. With a bright smile he asked if I was enjoying my time in his country. Surprised by his concern, by the tightrope of a ladder he descended, abandoning his house and a flooded life behind him, it took me a few seconds to return his smile. 

			He was not the only one. Often when I filmed, locals would laugh, talk to me and ask me with an infinite kindness in their eyes if it was my first time in Sri Lanka (it was, I would reply, and I really liked their country; answers that stretched smiles even wider). It gave me the impression of being a tourist rather than a journalist. 

			I have tremendous respect for these people, barefoot and in shorts, as they waded in dirty water that came up to their navels. It takes a lot of courage to worry about a complete stranger in these circumstances.
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			Bangladesh 2017: Rohingya Refugee Camps

		

		
			   

			— Une chose qu’on ne laisse pas derrière soi, 

			c’est son histoire familiale.

			   

			I miss the light of Bangladesh. It was my final day in the refugee camps for the Rohingya, a Muslim minority who have—and continue to be—driven out of the neighbouring and mostly Buddhist Myanmar. The sun kissed the hillsides, the sea, the people, my face; it was sweet and beautiful. Destitute Rohingya children chased after kites they had made. With my tripod stored in the trunk of the car, I looked at the sun as it began to set on my last day in these refugee camps, my final twilight in a country that had moved me so much. This Friday had perhaps been one of my best days of reporting. 

			 Let’s start at the beginning. 

			 

			Two months earlier, in September 2017, thousands of Rohingya refugees began crossing the border daily to seek refuge in Bangladesh. A militant Rohingya group had attacked police posts in Myanmar and thousands of Rohingya were persecuted by the army in retaliation. More than half a million refugees arrived from Myanmar by foot or boat, babies in arms and bundles on backs. 

			I traveled to the town of Cox’s Bazar in southern Bangladesh to document these long lines of human haemorrhage. After days of walking, the refugees would pile into makeshift tents made of plastic sheeting, often during heavy rains. Many of them were injured. 

			A man approached me. He moved slowly and walked with a stick; someone uncovered a piece of dirty fabric that covered his left shoulder. There was a gaping hole above his chest. He told me that a Burmese soldier shot him as he fled to the border. The bullet went through his body, just above his heart. 

			There are some people that are almost reassuring to hate. On the border between the two countries, rich Bangladeshis arrived suddenly, dressed in pristine white kurtas with sunglasses perched on their noses. They came to distribute rice, but above all, they came to have their photo taken. They forced an elderly Rohingya woman to get up and down, taunting her with a bag of rice until they had taken a photo that pleased them. Exhausted and unable to speak the language, the old woman painfully obliged, showing a docility and resignation that I would find on the faces of many refugees. 

			I was not spared by these Sunday “volunteers” either—they photographed me, asked me to pose with them for a selfie. I refused and when I lost both my temper and my shoe (in a puddle of mud), I became even more irritated. With rain and sweat pouring down my face I shouted at them. 

			I was also filming these refugees, but my intentions could not have been more different. This uninhibited exploitation of misery and this self-serving charity repelled me. 

			The refugees saw me rant against these selfie-takers and they did not understand what was happening. All they wanted were these sacks of rice and if they had to get up three times to get them, so be it. The rich Bangladeshis also did not understand my anger. They grumbled all while uploading photos to Facebook—photos of them smiling and posing with refugees, whose fingers were clenched around sacks of rice. 

			One Australian humanitarian who passed his time bellowing at Rohingya refugees was also revolting. The dictionary definition of white-saviour syndrome, he moved around the camps draped in his own contentment as though he had just finished a cardiac massage for humanity. With a flick of his hand, he dismissed the amassing refugees like they were flies. This is how a profession can be noble but the man much less so, diminished by his vanity at being the planet’s saviour. 

			He was present at a party that evening on the roof of my hotel. How can I describe the incongruity of this evening—one of alcohol and music competing to erase the abnormality of a day spent amid human distress? Fridays are the rest day in predominantly Muslim Bangladesh. Thursday night is therefore the equivalent of Saturday night fever. Aid workers who were in Bangladesh for months danced to the music. I admired their commitment and their ability to maintain a healthy distance. 

			I’m not sure I would’ve been able to do the same. Partying could wait; for such a short period, I didn’t feel the need to inject empty socializing into my daily life. It was much easier for me to put my own life on hold during these trips rather than having my life folded with me in my baggage. 

			   

			One thing I don’t leave behind is my family history. The United Nations has described the systematic manner in which the Burmese army has raped, killed, looted, burned and destroyed as “a classic example of ethnic cleansing”. 

			Here, I was transported to Cambodia in the 1970s. I was not yet born, my parents were teenagers who did not yet know each other and they were fleeing the same conflict—the genocide by the Khmer Rouge and its millions of victims. Half a century ago my family also jumped across borders and although I have lived with this reality for my entire life, it was in Bangladesh where it suddenly took me by the throat with a violence I had previously not experienced. 

			I looked at these lines of refugees and superimposed the faces of my loved ones on those wrinkled, line-ridden faces, those faces of elders with white beards and shoulders that sank when they told me about the babies who were thrown into flames and slaughtered with knives. A pregnant woman with an enormous belly climbed over bamboo beams in flip flops sodden from the humidity and mud. A child cried with snot running down his chin and no one paid attention to him. He screamed and I didn’t understand what he said. A Rohingya man with a little boy on his shoulders disembarked from a boat. He told me how the army fired on his relatives, killing some of them, and how a boat capsized with other members of his family on board. In the confusion of this flight, he found only this boy, his sole remaining child, who clung to his shoulders.

			I struggle to describe the horrors of these forced removals from one’s native land. Perhaps it was Gide who did so unwittingly in his The Fruits of the Earth: “Horrible departures in the half-light before dawn. The soul and the flesh shiver. Vertigo. We search for what we can still carry.” Departures, he wrote, carry “the foretaste of death.”

			Most of my family survived the Khmer genocide. The family history I know is a story of survivors, told by those whose scars have healed, whose lives have been rebuilt. For the first time in Bangladesh, I discovered another story, this one of stillborn paragraphs from those who died trying to save their lives. 

			Azizul, aged 15, lied in a hospital bed screaming and suffering. In fleeing Myanmar with his family, he stepped on a landmine. A thin sheet covered his lower half, where his legs had been blown off. His mother kept vigil and I interviewed her over his delirium and screams of pain. She said he was asking for a sweet drink but that she did not have enough money to buy one for her dying son, whom she was losing little by little. One of my colleagues slipped her some local currency. We left the hospital and returned to the hotel and, without saying a word, went to our respective rooms. I held my tears in front of this mother, but now behind closed doors, I cried alone. 

			A couple of hours after our visit, Azizul died. 

			[image: ]

			In the camps, the hardest work remained for those who survived. The refugees did not speak the local Bengali, but their own dialect, Arakani. They had no money and only a few meager possessions that were drenched by the rains. Most of the refugees were women and half-naked children. I saw some drinking water from rice fields that were soiled with excrement. When I met refugee women whose stomachs were swollen with future lives—not yet born, yet already condemned—I would tell myself that I am also a daughter of refugees. But we were separated by a gulf and another one opened within me. What were their chances of getting an education, of integrating into their host country and getting out of these tents and this misery?

			Faced with this mise en abyme of what could have been my life, I filmed furiously for weeks to show the world what happens when the madness of mankind throws hundreds of thousands of lives out on the road and traumatizes them forever. 

			My ears will always be filled with Azizul’s cry, an echo of the genocide that upset my life even before it began. 

			And yet, I miss the light of Bangladesh.
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			India 2015-2018: Daily Adventures 

		

		
			   

			— En Inde plus qu’ailleurs, 

			j’ai saisi le pouvoir de ma caméra.

			   

			Hubert Beuve-Méry, the founder of the French newspaper Le Monde, defined journalism as “contact and distance”. I have lived in India since 2015, a country where the notion of personal space does not apply and distance is often challenging to implement. Contact, however... on the subway, women draped in embroidered veils rest their heads on my shoulders with an unsettling naturalness; on the train, children brush their noses against my book as they try to decipher mysterious characters. During religious festivals, demonstrations and political gatherings men aged 15 to 75 grab my butt without any qualms. 

			In many ways, these past three years in India have taught me more about endurance and survival instincts than my time spent in war zones. Like Albert Camus, I have, in the middle of winter, found within myself an invincible summer. Perhaps this is why India will always be a special place for me. 

			It’s undeniable, India hardens one—she allows her hennaed hand to be kissed before turning it for a brutal slap back to reality. Remembering the French philosopher Pascal’s dictum that humanity’s misfortune stems from an inability to know how to sit quietly in a room, my teenage room and its creature comforts seem far away from these crowded and dusty markets where rickshaws, street vendors, beggars and cows jostle me to a rhythmic cacophony that is in counterpoint to the tranquil melody of my childhood. 

			Where to start? With the 18 hours that I spent on a crowded train where the number of cockroaches exceeded the number of passengers? I had to sleep (or try to) with my headphones in my ears, lest one of them tried to crawl into my brain. With my forays into Maoist territory in the east, my foot still fragile from a recent fracture, while sitting astride the local police chief’s motorbike, sweating as he swerved to avoid possible land mines? I have also filmed rat eaters and snake hunters; I have walked on the floors of the dirtiest village in India and the so-called cleanest city in Asia. I have set my tripod up in slums with narrow alleys crisscrossed with pestilential gullies, in a dump encircled by vultures, in the central corridors of the Indian presidential palace adorned with velvet sofas, and at the heart of the marble palace of a princess who is both a descendent from Maharajahs and a collector of dinosaur fossils.

			The air chokes me, the sun burns me, the spices spare my stomach (but not those of my visitors) and the waiter in this traditional restaurant insists on drawing a tilak on my forehead with red powder before allowing me in. This country does nothing by halves and to live here means to dive in head first. I have no regrets. On the back of a motorcycle inhaling miles of dusty Indian countryside, I experience an intoxicating freedom. On the road, I pass Indian clichés: cows, camels, nomads and multi-coloured saris. Just by living here, my own clothes become more colourful: I opt for brighter hues and shimmering scarves. My clothing choices still seem relatively restrained here, but in my rare visits to Europe they suddenly explode and I am struck by the sombre shades of black, grey and blue worn by the pedestrians around me. My camera has become habituated to these assaults of colour in India and would be uninspired in front of these desaturated scenes. 

			India has taught me a sense of detail. A colleague and I went to a refuge for cows; just before we went through the door, he confided that he nearly wore his leather shoes before remembering that wearing the hide from this sacred animal would probably not be welcomed in this sanctuary. Laughing—and a little relieved—we crossed into the refuge. 

			India has also alerted me to the force of alternative realities. Educated people with flawless English have sworn to me that cigarettes do not harm the lungs, that yoga and sugar cane juice make it possible to rid the body of particulates of pollution, or that cow’s urine protects against radioactivity. 

			In India, more than anywhere else, I have realised the power of my camera which has allowed me to open doors to places, fantasized or despised, where I am not supposed to be. I’m very fortunate. 

			There is a State in India that literally shines brightly. In Jharkhand, the soil is littered with mica, a shimmery material that is used to manufacture cosmetics. The mica mines closed decades ago, but children continue to sift the earth to collect these precious particles and sell them for the equivalent of half a dollar a day. After driving on these glittering paths for hours, they appeared to us at a junction, girls and teenagers for the most part who ran off upon seeing my colleagues and me. But then, with hesitant, muffled steps and their shining fists clenched, they returned, suspicious as wolves. 

			I interviewed one of them. Lalita was seven years old with a stubborn look and a proud chin; she had never heard a school bell ring. She spoke Hindi with my colleague and me; I caught snatches of the conversation. She told us about entire days spent crouching, her eyes scrutinizing the ground, her hands bent like miniature excavators ploughing the earth to fill the trays in front of her. Each day she filled three. 

			There was a moment where I could no longer focus on her face. The camera hadn’t failed me, but I found I was crying. My colleague was as well. Lalita looked at us, her brows furrowing slightly, her eyes dry. I wonder if she has ever wept over her fate. She fidgeted and waited for us to end the interview before returning to collect the glitter that adorns the eyes of girls on the other side of the world. 

			When I think about my job and why I do it, I often think about Lalita. Some people I’ve interviewed keep a souvenir from our shoot. The presence of my camera in remote villages in India or in the Democratic Republic of Congo, for example, has often sparked laughter and offers a welcome distraction. Children stick their noses against my lens and touch the legs of my tripod, women giggle and cover their faces with their scarves, men stare at my screen over my shoulder and even old people, from afar, crane their necks. I try to maintain this freshness, even if there isn’t much time and footage accumulates. After all, in exchange for their time and kindness I can strive to make this day a little special for them. 

			But Lalita did not care for my camera. She did not need us or our tears, and her life probably did not deviate from its path following our reporting. Did her beautiful, resigned face thaw the hearts of people beyond my colleague and me? It’s this question that keeps me going. 

			I began in journalism under the naive illusion that I could change the world. Over these past few years, I’ve come to understand that it’s the world that has changed me. Rubbing elbows with extreme human distress and experiencing the coldness of death and the immensity of loss pushes me to savour the small miracles of each encounter, as distressing as it might be. Like the American photographer Annie Leibovitz, I am not afraid to fall in love with the people you can see in my pictures. Camera in hand, I have both filmed and cherished the contours of these lined, chubby, wrinkled, soiled and sweaty faces. I am in love with the smiles that sometimes appears on their faces and I am grateful for the hope that they inspire in me. 
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			Wrap

		

		
			   

			I have lived overseas for years and English has become my primary writing language. I took up the habit of writing poems, literary reviews and articles in this language that has always fascinated me but has never really been mine. When my grandfather sank into the disease that is Alzheimer’s and when my father died suddenly, I turned to English to write cathartic poems, my grief reduced to a few published pages and confined to the borders of a foreign language. My Chinese dialect, which I do not write and speak only rarely, but which I hold onto sentimentally, allows me to build relationships with my family in all four corners of the globe. It’s perhaps the most powerful thing that connects us today—a language which has been deployed around the world like an oral family tree. By contrast, French, a language I know better and which I consider my mother tongue, has often been too intimate for me and my vocabulary has skimmed too close to my heart. It is English that has offered me the required distance in which I have sought refuge, like a cocoon. I tame and evict pain by writing it down on paper in this other language, as though it was someone else who was suffering. 

			When my publisher proposed I write this book, he suggested that I write in French with an English translation to be undertaken afterwards. To fill these pages, I resurrected memories and narrated them—many for the first time—in my mother tongue. This experience affected me more than I had expected it to. Writing this book in my own language, which I had even physically fled when I left France, was like dragging me out of the chrysalis where I had confined my feelings and my questions of identity. A few years ago, I could not have written this book in French. 

			In writing these final lines, I thought of the conclusion to Joyce Carol Oates’s Wonderland: “The melancholy we feel when completing a novel is akin to the melancholy we feel when, by the inexorable process of time, we are expelled forever from home.” But the exact opposite is what has happened to me. This is the greatest gift of my profession: travelling around the world has allowed me to end this long, linguistic fugue, and find a way back to the language in which I had first learned to formulate my emotions.

		

		
			Agnès Bun is a video journalist working for Agence France-Presse. This is her first book.
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			Translator Melanie Ho is the author of Journey to the West: He Hui, a Chinese soprano in the world of Italian opera, also from Abbreviated Press.

		

		
			The Abbreviated Press re-imagines the publishing model for the Internet age, envisaging a collaborative effort between writers, editors and publisher while focusing on prose works of 4,000-15,000 words. The Abbreviated Press offers three imprints: Abbreviations for short fiction; Abbreviated Thoughts for historical, political, cultural, social and philosophical essays; and Abbreviated Passages for narrative non-fiction, including travelogues, memoir and biography.
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