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if you do not love me I shall not be loved
if I do not love you I shall not love


– Samuel Beckett


In the fact of your absence,
you are in some way here


– Karen Solie





An Evening Swim
1940



I was in the sea when the first bomb fell. Some way out, and floating on my back. Staring up into a cloudless sky. It was a Friday evening towards the end of June. As one of the planes banked to the south, over Mont Fiquet, I could make out stark black shapes on its wings. Swastikas. Fear swerved through me, dark and resonant, like a swarm of bees spilling from a hive. Upright suddenly, I trod water, my breathing rapid, panicky. Like everybody on the island, I had been dreading this moment. Now it had come. There were several planes, and they were flying high up, as if wary of anti-aircraft fire. Didn’t they know that all our troops had been evacuated and only civilians remained? A wave caught me, and I went under. The ocean seemed to shudder. When I came up again a column of smoke was rising, treacle-black, above the headland to the east.


I began to swim back to the shore. My limbs felt weak and uncoordinated, and even though the tide was going in it seemed to take a long time to make any progress. A knot of people huddled on the beach. Others were running towards the road. One of them tripped and fell, but nobody waited or even noticed. Claude had swum earlier. She would be upstairs, smoothing cream into her arms and legs. Edna, our housekeeper, would be preparing supper, a tumbler of neat whisky on the windowsill above the sink. Our cat would be sprawled on the terrace, the flagstones still warm from the sun – or perhaps, like me, he had been alarmed by the explosions, and had darted back into the house. It seemed wrong that the waves paid no attention to what was happening, but kept rolling shorewards, unrushed, almost lazy.


I was wading through the shallows when I heard another distant thump. It sounded half-hearted, but a fluttering had started in my stomach. Normally, I would dry myself on the beach, savouring the chill on my skin, the last of the light, the peace. Instead, I gathered up my shoes and my towel and hurried back towards the house, feeling clumsy, nauseous.


As I reached the slipway, two more planes swooped over the bay, much lower now, their engines throbbing, hoarse. I cowered beside an upturned rowing-boat. The chatter of machine-guns, splashes lifting into the air like a row of white weeds. I felt embarrassed, though, a forty-seven-year-old woman behaving like a child, and stood up quickly. I entered our garden through the side door. Claude was standing on the grass bank that overlooked the beach. The hose lay on the lawn behind her, water rushing from the nozzle. Dressed in a white bathing suit, she had one hand on her hip. In the other she held a lighted cigarette. She had the air of a general surveying a battlefield. They might have been her planes, her bombs.


‘Were you in the sea?’ she asked.


I nodded. ‘Yes.’


‘I thought you were upstairs.’


‘No.’


‘So you saw them?’


I nodded again.


‘I saw everything,’ she said. ‘I even saw the faces of the pilots.’


Her voice was calm, and she was giving off a kind of radiance. I had seen the look before, but couldn’t remember where or when. I stood below her on the lawn, my hair dripping. The short grass prickled between my toes.


‘I have a strange feeling, something like elation.’ She faced east, towards Noirmont. Smoke dirtied the pure blue sky. ‘I think it’s because we’re going to be tested.’


‘You don’t think we’ve been tested enough?’


‘Not like this.’


Earlier that month, we had heard rumours that Churchill was prepared to abandon the Channel Islands – they were too close to mainland France, too hard to defend – but there had been no mention of any such decision on the BBC. The news bulletins were full of bluster. The Nazis had reached the Seine, we were told, but ‘our boys’ would be waiting on the other side, and they would ‘give as good as they got’. The next thing we knew, Nazi motorcyclists were spotted on the Normandy coast, near Granville, and ‘our boys’ had retreated to Dunkirk. In mid-June, once the troops stationed on Jersey and Guernsey had been shipped back to England, the civilian population was offered the chance to evacuate. Long queues formed outside the Town Hall, and the telephone lines jammed as islanders asked each other for advice. It was a time for drastic measures. Two dogs and a macaw were found shot dead in a back garden in St Helier. A man arrived at the airport with a painting by Picasso under his arm. His wife was wearing a sable coat, even though the temperature was in the upper seventies. They had no other luggage. Half the population put their names down for evacuation – more than twenty thousand people – but the Bailiff, Alexander Coutanche, declared that he was staying, come what may, and in the end only six or seven thousand left. There followed a week when things seemed to return to normal. The sense of calm was abrupt and eerie – you could almost hear the grass growing on the lawns of all the empty houses – but we knew it wouldn’t last, and now the Nazis had bombed the island it was clear the occupation was only days away, or even hours.


‘Perhaps you were right,’ I said. ‘Perhaps it would have been more sensible to leave . . .’


Claude shook her head. ‘We already had that discussion – and anyway, it’s too late now. There aren’t any boats.’


‘I know. It’s just—’


She stepped down off the grass bank. ‘Come here.’ She took the towel and began to rub me dry. ‘You’re trembling.’


‘It’s probably just shock,’ I said. ‘I was in the sea when they came over.’


She wrapped the towel round my shoulders and led me back across the lawn. Once inside, she poured me a cognac. I swallowed it in one. Afterwards, we went out to the road and looked towards St Helier, but there was nothing to see except the black smoke drifting southwards on the summer breeze. The planes had gone. The skies were quiet.


Later, while we were having supper, the push and pull of the waves could be heard through the open window, and it was possible to believe that nothing had happened. Still, we sent Edna home early, telling her not to bother with the dishes.





A Marriage of Convenience
1909–1920



Our first meeting of any consequence was in the spring of 1909, in Nantes. She was still called Lucie then. She was fourteen and a half. Her father, Maurice Schwob, was Jewish, and he owned and edited Le Phare de la Loire, the biggest newspaper in Western France. Her mother was a Catholic. Madame Schwob was often ill, and spent most of her life in clinics. On the morning my mother took me to their apartment, on place du Commerce, a reason was given for Madame Schwob’s absence, but it sounded unconvincing, even to me, only drawing attention to the shame it was intended to conceal.


A maid showed us into a parlour cluttered with the ornate, ungainly furniture so favoured by bourgeois society at the time. It was still raining – it had rained all night – and the corners of the room lay in deep shadow; the space in which we stood felt rounded and bleary, like a crystal ball that was no longer being used. Lucie had been attending a school in England, my mother told me, but she was back now, and perhaps I could be a friend to her. Outside, trees gleamed black beneath a sombre sky.


The door opened, and Lucie stepped into the room, followed by her father, a solid man with an affable, lined face. Shorter than me, and slighter, Lucie seemed removed and ethereal, as if she existed in a different dimension from the rest of us, and yet I felt a jolt as our eyes met, the strong but subtle click of recognition. Words came with it, words that whispered inside my head. Ah yes. Of course. Lucie and I had played together as young children, but I had only the sketchiest memory of that. Some moments are so dazzling that they obliterate everything that came before. This new Lucie had a pale, almost luminous complexion and wavy, dark brown hair, and on her cheek, halfway between her provocative, determined mouth and the delicate curl of her left ear, was a smear of red that looked like jam. I imagined I could taste that jam, and her cheek beneath it, the raspberries picked during the summer and simmered in sugar, her skin creamy and cool. I couldn’t remember having such thoughts before, even about boys, and I found myself blushing, but the light in the room was so dim that I don’t think anybody noticed.


Lucie came forwards and spoke to me in English. ‘How do you do, Suzanne?’


We shook hands.


Her father sighed, then turned to my mother. ‘I’m afraid Lucie has become something of an Anglophile.’


‘Father,’ Lucie said, ‘I always was.’


She let go of my hand, but her eyes, which sloped downwards at the outer edges, remained fixed on mine. What did she see in me? I’m not sure. I was quiet. A little shy. My hair fell past my shoulders, and was parted in the middle. There were ink stains on my fingers. Later that morning, she told me I looked like a statue. No, not a statue. A caryatid. I was monumental, she said, unable to resist the play on words. Thinking I might be offended, perhaps, she hastened to add that she was paying me a compliment. There were more than two years between us – I was nearly seventeen – but I was aware of no difference in age. If anything, I felt younger. She had a kind of authority, even then – the extended hand, the steady gaze. I had never met anyone like her. Henri Michaux, who later became a friend of ours, put it best. In his novel, Un certain Plume, the head waiter places a lamb cutlet in front of the protagonist and, bending close to him, speaks in a voice that is mysterious and deep. That which you have on your plate, he says, does not appear on the menu.


The room darkened.


Over by the window, my mother was talking to Monsieur Schwob, a murmured conversation in which I thought I overheard the word ‘therapeutic’. Beyond them, in the square, the fierce, gravelly crashing of the rain. I was still staring at Lucie. I couldn’t take my eyes off her. My mouth was dry, and my heart was jumping. Later, Lucie would claim that she had felt the same. She said it was the first great moment of our lives.


Lucie attended the lycée, as I did, though she didn’t take many courses. She spent most of her time studying at home, under the supervision of a teacher hired by her father. Even so, she would often be waiting outside the entrance when school finished for the day. Back then, Nantes was known as ‘the Venice of the West’, and we wandered the streets for hours, losing ourselves in the maze of canals and waterways the city was famous for. We would stop at a small buvette or tap-room on quai Duguay-Trouin, which overlooked the point at which the Erdre emptied into the Loire. The walls were dark brown to shoulder-height and yellow higher up, and the iron-bound barrels behind the bar gave off the musky smell of oak and crushed grapes. The proprietor had a large placid face that seemed out of keeping with her sharp tongue and her sullen disposition. Here come the trouble-makers, she would say when we walked in, though all we ever did was sit in the corner, drinking café noir. Maybe she had sensed what lay ahead.


On one of our first afternoons alone together, Lucie asked me how I saw my future. I told her my passion was drawing, and that I was planning to study at the École des Beaux-Arts. Lucie’s ambition was to write.


‘My uncle Marcel was a writer,’ she told me. ‘I was very close to him. He died five years ago.’


‘I’m sorry.’


Her eyes drifted away from me, towards the window.


The curve of her throat, the slope of her nose. Something leapt inside me, like a flame.


‘He was a pervert.’ She looked at me sidelong. ‘Sometimes he dressed in women’s clothes.’


I already knew that Lucie liked to shock. The way to impress her, I thought, was to appear not to be impressed.


‘I’m descended from a poet,’ I told her.


‘Really?’


‘Yes. His name was François de Malherbe.’


She sat back. ‘Never heard of him.’


‘Well, I’d never heard of your uncle either,’ I said, ‘not until just now.’


‘That’s hard to believe.’


‘Why?’


‘He was friends with Oscar Wilde and Colette,’ she said. ‘He even wrote a play for Sarah Bernhardt.’


‘I’ve heard of them.’


Lucie looked at me, eyes glittering. ‘You’re very funny.’


No one had ever told me I was funny before. It’s difficult to convey quite how intoxicating that was.


It was autumn before I summoned up the courage to show Lucie my work. She stood beside me in my bedroom as I opened my portfolio and began to turn the pages. There were pencil sketches of half-naked female dancers, and ink drawings of the skeletons of leaves and fish, and also of mythical figures such as mermen, sirens and Egyptian gods.


She touched my arm. ‘Slow down. You’re going too fast.’


I stepped back and let her look.


‘They have confidence and grace,’ she said at last, ‘and there’s a natural feeling for design – a kind of stark simplicity.’ She turned to face me. ‘You know who they remind me of? Aubrey Beardsley.’


My heart seemed to expand. ‘I’ve always loved his work.’


‘You’re good, Suzanne. You’re really good.’


‘You sound surprised.’


‘It’s relief,’ she said. ‘You’re much better than I thought you’d be.’


She had a suggestion, she went on. As I probably knew, Beardsley had worked with Oscar Wilde, providing the illustrations for several of his books. What if we were to form a kind of partnership? Her words, my images. She would soon be starting work on something she was calling Vues et Visions, which would be incomplete, she now realised, without my drawings. I would be delighted to collaborate with her, I told her, but then I would have agreed to anything that might bring us closer.


Just then, we were distracted by loud voices in the corridor. My brother Jean appeared with Patrice, a friend from medical school. Two years older than me, Jean had dark eyes and a face that was pale and serene. He took after my mother, his looks more Spanish than French. Patrice was tall and spindly, all knuckles and elbows, with sticking-up red-blond hair.


‘Ah, my artistic sister,’ Jean said, ‘and Lucie, her unusual friend . . .’ As always when he talked to me, his tone of voice was affectionate but condescending.


Patrice asked if I would be coming to the dance at the weekend. I told him I wasn’t sure.


Jean spoke to Lucie. ‘Patrice has taken a fancy to Suzanne. I think he wants to marry her.’


‘Shut up, Jean, for God’s sake.’ Patrice was blushing.


‘Maybe Suzanne has other plans,’ Lucie said.


Jean smiled. ‘Like what?’


But Lucie had already turned away, and was seemingly engrossed in my work.


Later, Lucie and I put on coats and scarves and left the house. The streets were cold and still, the sky a soft yielding grey that seemed to promise snow. As a rule, Lucie did most of the talking. That afternoon, however, she stared at the ground, two frown lines between her eyebrows, as if she had been set a riddle she couldn’t solve. We crossed the railway tracks near the Gare de la Bourse and sat on a bench under the lime trees, overlooking the slow-moving river.


‘What do you think of Patrice?’ she said eventually.


‘He’s all right. I don’t know him very well.’ I paused. ‘Why do you ask?’


She shook her head. ‘No reason.’


‘So what are these other plans,’ I said a few moments later, ‘that I’m supposed to have?’


Lucie reached down and tied her shoelace.


‘All in good time,’ she said.


Spring came again. We cycled south, over the bridges and out of the city. Fog had rolled in from the coast, and a stealthy silence enveloped us. The creak of Lucie’s back wheel, the crunch of our tyres in the dust and grit. My breathing. Sometimes a house loomed out of the murk – the sharp angle of a roof, the low, mournful barking of a dog. We passed a row of poplars – elegant grey shapes, barely suggested. The landscape was subtle and elusive as a Japanese watercolour.


After riding for two hours, we left our bicycles in a ditch, and I followed Lucie along a track that curved between two hedgerows. Sometimes she glanced at me over her shoulder, and there was tension in her face, and also a kind of wonder. A dark wood rose ahead of us. She found a path that led off into the trees. A new silence, even stealthier. The floor of the wood was ankle-deep in mauve-blue flowers, their bitter, milky smell so strong that it brought me to a standstill.


‘The first time I saw bluebells was in England,’ Lucie said. ‘After Easter, they were everywhere. In France, they’re much more rare.’


‘I’ve never seen them before.’ I knelt down and touched one of the flowers. Its thick green stalk, its cluster of bells. ‘There are so many. It’s as if the ground’s covered with smoke.’


Lucie smiled.


We sat under a tree, our backs against the trunk. I asked her what England was like.


‘I love the English,’ she said. ‘They’re so tolerant. They allowed me to be myself.’ She gazed up into the foliage. ‘I think they have more imagination than the French.’


‘Are you sorry to be back?’


Her eyes slid sideways, finding mine. ‘Not any more.’


It was hard to know how to interpret what she had said. I was aware of her presence, like a sort of heat.


Later, as we moved deeper into the wood, she told me she had decided to change her name. From now on, she would be called Claude. She hadn’t told her father. It would only worry him. There wasn’t much, she said, that didn’t worry him.


‘Claude,’ I said, looking at her.


‘You don’t like it.’


‘I do. It’s just—’


‘It sounds like a man.’


‘Well – yes.’


‘That’s the whole idea. It’s important to challenge people’s preconceptions.’


The fog had thinned, but the light was fading. The scent of bluebells, already dense, seemed to have intensified.


Your identity should not be imposed on you, Lucie told me as we walked back through the trees. You have to create it yourself. Her cheeks had flushed, and her hands made star shapes in the darkening air. You have to make yourself, she said. You can’t let anyone else make you, least of all your family.


‘But they did make you,’ I said.


‘That’ – and she had a triumphant air, as if I had just fallen into a trap she had prepared for me – ‘is the savage irony of our predicament. That is the great paradox.’


She had a new surname as well, she went on – Courlis, like the bird – but she wasn’t happy with it. She would need another one. She would choose it soon. Stopping in her tracks, she looked at me. It might be good if I thought of a new name too, she said. Something that came from inside. Something I could properly inhabit. Something genuine.


We climbed on to our bicycles and set out for the city. The evening felt still. Becalmed. Lucie’s hair streamed behind her as she rode, brown against the deep green of the trees.


As we approached the outskirts of Nantes, a woman in a black dress rushed out of the gloom towards us. I pedalled faster, but she ran after me and gave me such a shove that I lost my balance and fell on to the road, my bicycle landing on top of me. I called out to Lucie, but she kept going. I watched, astonished, as she disappeared into the dark. The woman stood over me and laughed. It was peculiar laughter, like a series of inhalations. Beneath her dress, her feet were bare.


A man came up and took the woman by the arm. She offered no resistance. He said he was sorry, then asked if I was hurt. There were lines of worry round his eyes, and I knew this wasn’t the first time the woman had run out into the road.


I stood with my bicycle between us, like a barrier. One of my knees was grazed, the stocking torn, and my dress was covered with dust.


He apologised again, then spoke quietly to the woman and led her away.


Though shaken, I mounted my bicycle and rode on. I caught up with Lucie a few minutes later. She was sitting on a grass verge, hugging her knees.


‘You could have waited,’ I said.


She looked past me, down the road. ‘I’m sorry. I was frightened.’


‘So was I.’


‘You don’t understand,’ she said. ‘I thought it was my mother.’


On a warm summer afternoon, Claude took me to place du Bouffay, and we stood exactly where the guillotine had stood. During the Revolution, more than five thousand people had been executed in the square. Though the sun was pressing on our heads and shoulders, we shivered a little at the thought. An interesting fact about the guillotine, Claude said. The authorities had it painted red in an attempt to render the bloodshed less disturbing for those who came to watch. She spun in a slow circle, arms outspread. Three hundred years earlier, she went on, Gilles de Rais had been hung and burned in the very same place. Gilles de Rais, otherwise known as Bluebeard – guilty of the mutilation, rape and murder of one hundred and fifty children. A small bone stood out on her wrist, and her left eye flickered. Her neck was like a stalk. I asked if she had lost weight, and she said she had.


‘I’ve been starving myself,’ she told me.


‘You what?’


‘I’ve not been eating.’ Her chin tilted upwards a little. ‘I like the feeling. Also, it helps me with my writing.’


I felt as if somebody had taken hold of my heart and squeezed. I hadn’t known Claude for much longer than a year, but to me she looked ill.


Later, in a dark corner of our favourite buvette, I asked if her father knew.


‘He hasn’t noticed,’ she said. ‘He’s too busy, with the newspaper. But I think he smelled ether on me the other day. I’ve been inhaling ether.’ Her pupils dilated so suddenly that I seemed to be off balance and rushing towards her. ‘Have you ever done that?’


I shook my head.


‘I think I might be an etheromaniac. Isn’t that a wonderful word?’ She laughed one of her small, dry laughs. ‘The trouble is, it’s not very good for you, and your breath smells afterwards, sometimes for days.’ She made a face. ‘Paracelsus used it on chickens, apparently, as an anaesthetic.’


I glanced sideways, through the window. A black barge heaped with sand slid past. The barge had a name, but I couldn’t make it out. Gulls jostled in its wake.


‘You want to know what it’s like, Suzanne?’ she went on. ‘You float backwards, out of yourself – not smoothly, but jerkily, as if you’ve become mechanical. I saw my body from the outside. It looked like a doll that wasn’t being played with, a doll that someone had thrown down. All the life was with me, where I was. And that was all I was – pure energy.


‘Then I was adrift on a dark sea. The water was thick, like oil, and the waves were luxurious, hypnotic. Not waves at all, really, but undulations, like a sheet shaken out over a bed, or a curtain billowing, and there were waves inside me too, a welling of contentment, all my troubles gone . . .’


I brought my eyes back from the window.


‘Sometimes you pass out.’ Claude reached for my hand. ‘Do you want to try?’


‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘Perhaps.’


When she took her hand away I could feel the imprint of her, a warm shape cooling.


‘My father keeps looking at me,’ she said. ‘Staring – ’


The words flew out of her, one sentence tumbling over another. I worried she would spin out of control and break apart. I wasn’t supposed to worry, though. She hadn’t come to me for that. She had come to me for something else, something her family couldn’t give her.


But she was still talking.


‘ – afraid I had to exaggerate – you know, about how sensible you are. I had to make you sound – well – a bit boring, actually—’


‘Thanks very much.’


She grinned. ‘It’s not what I think. It’s just for him. I told him you steady me. Keep me level. I said that you were my salvation.’ She gave me an anxious look. ‘I hope I didn’t go too far.’


‘Salvation,’ I said. ‘It’s a big word.’


‘When it comes to you, no word is big enough.’ Her face acquired a sudden, strange nobility, as if she were about to sacrifice herself on my behalf. ‘There’s no world unless you’re in it.’


I didn’t speak, but a thought rose into my head, as hard to miss as a full moon. That’s how I feel too. About you. Sitting by the window, I seemed to experience Claude’s ether dream. I was cast loose on dark waters, powerful and unafraid. I floated free. And then, in a fingersnap, my new name came to me, the name that would be mentioned in the same breath as hers, and it flew straight from my brain into my mouth and out into the air.


‘Marcel Moore.’


‘What?’ Claude too, it seemed, had been in something of a trance.


I repeated what I had said. Marcel, after her uncle. I had never met him, but I admired him, both as a writer and as a spirit. And there was another factor. Marcel was a man’s name, and yet it sounded feminine. I liked the way it loitered between the genders, as if it couldn’t quite make up its mind.


Claude was nodding. ‘And Moore?’


‘It’s an English name.’


‘You wanted to set yourself apart . . .’


‘Yes.’ Though the truth was, I had chosen the name to appeal to the Anglophile in her. Also, she claimed she was related to George Moore, the Irish novelist.


‘How did you think of it?’


‘I don’t know. It just arrived.’


Claude leaned her elbows on the table, her slender forearms upright, and considered me. ‘Marcel Moore,’ she said. ‘That sounds like someone I could love.’


Claude’s family owned several properties, one of which was on the Atlantic coast, in Le Croisic. A traditional Breton house, with solid stone walls and pale blue shutters, it stood on the quayside, overlooking the harbour. From the wroughtiron balcony on the first floor you could watch the sardine fishermen unloading their catch or mending nets. In 1910, Claude and I went to Le Croisic on holiday. My brother Jean had been in the same class as Claude’s brother, Georges – their friendship was the reason our two families had become so close – but they chose not to come with us. Jean was intent on following my father into the medical profession, and he was busy studying. As for Georges, he had often cared for Claude when she was young – he had been like a mother to her, she told me, when their mother first fell ill – but he was about to be married, and no longer had much time for her. Their absence was a blessing. In Le Croisic, Claude and I could be alone together. If the sky was cloudy, I drew or painted at the kitchen table, while Claude curled up in a chair with books about Buddhism, or practised yoga on a reed mat in the yard. I tried to prepare food that she would eat. I cooked pale omelettes, using the whites of three eggs and only half a yolk. I steamed spears of asparagus. I made cups of hot chocolate, sweetened with muscovado sugar. When the weather was fine, we spent whole days sunbathing on secluded beaches. We turned a deep, dark gold. As I stretched out on the sand, the world shrank to a fragment of itself. All I was aware of was Claude beside me, her right hand resting on the hollow of her belly. The delicate mole near her armpit. A twist of wet brown hair . . . One afternoon, as I lay next to her, I turned my head until my lips almost touched her shoulder. Was she asleep, or was she only pretending, waiting to see what I would do? I longed to go further, but didn’t dare. Instead, I drew the smell of her skin into my lungs. I breathed her in. My heart rocked like a small boat caught in the wake of a larger one.


That winter, after days of heavy rain, the Loire burst its banks. Nantes had always been at the mercy of the river – there had been flooding in 1904, when I was eleven – but according to my father it felt more destructive than usual. A bridge was swept away, and since many of the city’s streets were under water the tram service had to be suspended. A drowned goat washed up on a neighbour’s doorstep. This was proof, my grandmother Olympe remarked, if proof were needed. The devil was at large. My father, a man of science, looked at me and rolled his eyes.


One Sunday in December, Claude picked me up from my house and we walked south, towards quai de la Fosse. On Île Feydeau, we had to use the rickety wooden walkways that had been erected as temporary pavements. She was in one of her heightened moods. Wild, vivid talk spilled out of her. She had been writing all night, she said. She’d hardly slept. In the middle of pont Maudit, we stopped and leaned on the parapet. Bending round the stone stanchions of the bridge, the brown, swollen river bristled with snapped-off branches and other debris. As I watched, a table floated past, legs in the air.


‘I almost died the other day,’ Claude said. ‘Our housekeeper found me on the bathroom floor.’


My breath caught in my throat. ‘What happened?’


‘I put some drops of ether in a glass of Château d’Yquem,’ she said, still staring at the swirling water. ‘I took too much.’ She gave me a look that was defiant and accusing. ‘It was deliberate.’


‘You tried to kill yourself?’ I found it hard to say the words.


She nodded. ‘Yes.’


‘But why?’


‘There’s not enough to keep me here.’


Turning away, she moved on across the bridge, towards Île Gloriette. I remained motionless for a few moments, then I ran after her.


‘You’ve got so much to look forward to,’ I said. ‘All your dreams—’


‘If only it was that simple.’


Île Gloriette was an industrial zone, its narrow high-sided streets lined with warehouses and factories built from smokeblackened brick. There was floodwater here too, but fewer walkways. Sometimes they gave out, and we were forced to double back. On rue Pélisson we came across a rowing-boat, tethered by a frayed rope to an iron ring in the wall. Claude looked both ways to see if there was anyone about, then stepped down into the boat. It tilted sharply, and she nearly overbalanced. Small waves fled towards the row of houses opposite.


She beckoned to me. ‘What are you waiting for?’


I hesitated.


‘Don’t worry,’ she said. ‘We’ll bring it back.’


I untied the rope and climbed in.


We rowed east, Claude sitting in the stern. When we spoke, our voices seemed to fill the empty streets, amplified by the water that surrounded us. Sometimes I saw a face in an upstairs window, pale as a lily trapped under a belljar. The island felt abandoned, sinister.


We passed a sign that said rue Monteil. Up ahead was the Lefèvre factory, where the famous biscuits – petit-beurre – were made, and the air was heavy with the sweet smell of wheat flour and evaporated milk. I wanted to know more about what Claude had told me. I wanted to believe she had been exaggerating, and that the whole thing had been an accident. I couldn’t find a way of asking, though. Instead, I resorted to a question that ran parallel.


‘What’s wrong with your mother?’


Claude squinted at the tapering brick chimneys of the factory. ‘They think she’s schizophrenic.’


I had never heard the word, even though my father was a doctor. Claude said it was relatively new. First used in a lecture by a Swiss psychiatrist called Eugen Bleuler, she said, schizophrenia was derived from the Greek words for ‘to split’ and ‘mind’. If she understood the condition correctly, schizophrenics were people whose thinking had become fragmented, and who tended to suffer from severe delusions and hallucinations.


‘Is it curable?’ I asked.


‘I’m not sure.’ She flung a fast, anxious glance in my direction. ‘You don’t think I’m like that, do you?’


I pulled on the oars. The water was black, and light from the setting sun broke up on the surface, like bits of a smashed red plate.


‘No,’ I said. ‘Of course not.’


‘Good.’


There was a whirr and clatter of wings as a pigeon flew low over our heads. We ducked down, our hands around our ears, then we looked at each other and laughed.


Some months later, when summer came, Claude and I took a train down to the Côte d’Azur. Claude’s grandmother, Madame Courbebaisse, lived in a village a few miles outside Toulon, and Claude had written to her, suggesting that we visit. Anything to get out of Nantes, she told me, what with her father constantly worrying about her, and Georges having moved into their apartment with his pregnant wife. I would like Le Pradet, she said. The house stood on five hectares of terraced land that was planted with oaks and pines, and the beach was only a short walk away.


‘And you’ll meet Toinette,’ she added casually.


‘Toinette?’


‘My mother.’


Something lurched inside me. Something tumbled. I wasn’t sure if I’d been hoping to meet Madame Schwob, or dreading it.


‘I thought she was in a clinic,’ I said.


Claude shrugged. ‘Sometimes they let her out. She’s staying in a rest home nearby.’


We arrived late in the evening, the trees motionless and black in a sky dense with stars, the air loud with the grating of cicadas. The next morning I woke early. I was in the drawingroom, waiting for Claude to come downstairs, when I heard ponderous footsteps in the passageway outside. I stayed where I was, by the window, my back to the garden. I tried to tell myself it was just Claude’s grandmother, but I already knew that she was light on her feet, and fidgety as a bat.


At last a woman appeared, large enough to fill the open doorway, and dressed in dark blue taffeta. Beneath her widebrimmed hat, her jaw was bullish, determined.


‘Lucie?’


I ought to have stood up and introduced myself, but I couldn’t speak, or even move. If I was ill-mannered, though, Madame Schwob didn’t seem to notice. Instead, she slowly advanced across the room, her feet and body at an angle to me, as if she were inching along a narrow ledge. I had no idea what was in her mind; it was possible that she viewed me as something unpleasant, even dangerous – a spider, for example, or a snake.


When she was within touching distance, she bent down and peered at me. I still hadn’t moved.


‘You’re not Lucie,’ she said.


‘I’m Suzanne,’ I said. ‘Lucie’s friend.’


Her gaze was attentive but veiled, and though I knew I was being scrutinised I also felt, oddly, as if I had not been seen.


She stepped back and glanced down at her hands. Frowning, she began to remove her gloves.


‘Can you sing?’ she asked.


I nodded. ‘Yes.’


‘Sing for me.’


She settled on a green divan, her gloves in her lap, and looked at me expectantly.


I was on my feet and about to begin when Madame Courbebaisse walked in. She spoke to her daughter in a low voice and took hold of her arm. Shaking her off, Madame Schwob started shouting abuse. I slipped out of the room.


Though Madame Schwob only appeared at the house towards the end of each day, there were many quarrels and altercations – Madame Courbebaisse seemed tormented by her daughter, who she referred to as ‘the lunatic’ – and in an attempt to lighten the atmosphere Claude and I dreamed up a series of entertainments. One evening, we put on a play Claude had written. We took the male leads, and cast girls from the village in the female roles. On another night, I sang songs made famous by Paul Delmet in the 1890s – Petit chagrin, Les Deux tulipes . . . Once the concert was over, Madame Schwob clapped with her fingers separated, like a child. Her eyes were glistening with tears. Was it happiness she was feeling, or regret, or was she nostalgic for a part of her life that there was no returning to, before the madness wrapped her in its folds?


1912. A spring afternoon in Nantes, the weather unseasonably hot. Claude and I sat in the Café de l’Europe, three doors down from where she lived. We had ordered a second iced coffee – or was it a third? As always, we were putting off the moment when we would have to say goodbye. Outside, the square was bleached white with sunlight, but the interior of the café was dark and cool. According to the newspapers, the attempts by Great Britain and Germany to reach an agreement about naval spending had foundered once again. The arms race was out of control.


‘The British will never back down.’ Claude pushed a lock of hair out of her eyes. ‘My father thinks there will be war.’


All the light from beyond the window seemed to have collected on Claude’s face. Her skin had its usual flawless pallor, and I could see the gold crazing in her irises. She looked at me and took a breath. She bit her bottom lip.


‘What is it?’ I asked.


‘I just realised something. I’m not sure how to say it, though.’


I smiled. ‘That can’t possibly be true. You always know how to say things.’


‘It’s going to sound strange.’


‘Tell me.’


‘I don’t feel that I exist unless you look at me.’ She seemed astonished then, as if what she had just said was some kind of revelation, one of those truths you only become fully aware of when you find the words for it. ‘When you’re not looking, it’s almost as if I disappear.’


I wondered if I could say what it was in my mind to say. I decided that I could. ‘In that case, I’ll never take my eyes off you.’


Her face held quite still. A single tiny movement, and the moment would evaporate. ‘Is that a promise?’


‘Yes.’


She lowered her eyes and smiled. Then she stood up. ‘There’s a place I want to show you.’


We left the café and walked to the offices of her father’s newspaper, Le Phare de la Loire. In the downstairs lobby, we met a young boy who told Claude that he had very much admired her recent theatre review. She thanked him, but didn’t stop to talk. As we climbed the stairs, I asked her who he was. Jacques Viot, she said. He wasn’t even fourteen yet, but he had real talent. She thought he would soon be writing for the paper.


On the first floor, we passed through a set of double-doors.


‘The library,’ she said.


The air had a sweet, pungent smell. The glue used in the binding of books must have softened in the heat. In the distance, I heard the muffled tapping of a typewriter.


‘I come here to read,’ Claude told me. ‘Late at night, when all the editors have gone home.’


I followed her down the aisles between the stacks. From the back of the library, it was possible to look into the empty apartment opposite. The wallpaper was the same in every room – a tangle of orange roses with black stems. The street was so narrow that I could almost have stepped from one building into the other. Light filtered down from a sky that could not be seen.


We were surrounded by scientific periodicals and monographs, all highly specialised, their pages musty, foxed. Claude read the titles out loud, one after the other, the language so obscure and technical that it sounded like an incantation or a spell, and then she knocked into me, almost clumsily, as if she had lost her footing. It seemed involuntary. An accident. But suddenly her mouth was close to mine, and my arms were round her waist, her small, urgent body pressed against me, her lips tasting of coffee.


‘I have longed for you,’ she murmured, ‘night after night. My longing poisoned me. It was like tetanus or septicemia. It got into my blood and made me ill. I was like someone who was dying – slowly dying.’ She reached out and touched the window, her forefinger leaving a faint print on the glass. ‘I never realised that something that wasn’t there could kill me. I didn’t know that could happen.’


‘I was dying too,’ I said.


‘Were you? Really? I thought you had no interest in me. I thought I was the only one who felt something.’


‘No interest in you?’ I laughed softly.


I told her what I remembered of our meeting three years before – the dim light in the room, the rain, the smear of jam.


‘I had jam on my face?’ she said.


‘Yes. Just here.’ I touched the place. ‘I felt the same thing you were feeling. Didn’t you notice?’ I stood back and looked at her. ‘You didn’t see me blushing?’


‘I thought I was making you uncomfortable. Because I was younger.’


My face burned, as before. ‘It wasn’t that.’


‘What was it, then?’


Before I could answer, she pressed her lips against my lips. I felt her tongue. Long, whirling moments. Our bodies seemed to want to merge. Incorporate each other.


The door to the library opened. I tensed, my mouth still close to hers. Footsteps approached. Claude’s father appeared at the end of the aisle. He looked startled.


‘I’m showing Suzanne the library,’ Claude told him.


‘I thought someone had broken in,’ he said. ‘An intruder . . .’


She smiled. ‘No, Father. It’s just us.’


Just us. That summer I thought about Claude all the time. I lost my appetite, and found it hard to sleep. When darkness fell, I walked along the quays for hours, past freighters loading and unloading. I often ended up under the pylon that supported the north end of the transporter bridge, leaning against the metal stanchion and listening to it creak and tick as it cooled after the thick heat of the day. A decade later, a Polish daredevil would die attempting a leap from the middle of the bridge into the river. His photograph appeared in all the newspapers – his tense, hopeful face, his wiry hair, a white skull-and-crossbones on the front of his black leotard. On those warm nights, there was a queasy, prickling sensation around my heart, like pins and needles, as if it had been numb and was coming back to life. But perhaps it had never been alive – not until then. If I looked at myself in the mirror, my eyes seemed to glitter with a hectic, other-worldly light. My mother was so concerned about me that she spoke to my father, and he summoned me to his office for an examination. Though my father still practised as a histopathologist, specialising in the study of disease in human tissues, he was also director of the École de Médecine. After conducting several tests, he satisfied himself that there was nothing wrong with me, but my brother had his own ideas.


‘I think she’s in love,’ Jean said one day, at breakfast.


I stared at my plate, my heart beating in my throat. How did he know? What did he know?


‘There’s a friend of mine,’ he went on, ‘who sends her poems . . .’


My father’s eyebrows lifted. ‘No daughter of mine is going to marry a poet. We already had one of them in the family. It was a disaster.’ But he was smiling.


‘He’s not a poet,’ Jean said. ‘He’s a doctor.’


‘That changes everything,’ my father said.


‘Which friend?’ my mother asked.


Jean shrugged. ‘Ask her.’


‘I’m not in love with Patrice,’ I said, ‘if that’s who you’re referring to.’


My family exchanged knowing looks. They thought I was lying.


From that moment on, Patrice became my alibi.


Every time I left the house, no matter what my destination was, I made place du Commerce part of my route, hoping for a glimpse of Claude. Once, as I passed through on a tram, I saw her leaving the Café de la Bourse, on the south-east corner of the square. She was wearing a sailor’s outfit, the trousers dark and loose, the blue-and-white collar on the tunic as wide as her shoulders, and she had a folded newspaper in her hand. Something shifted or dropped inside me, like a picture slipping in its frame. By then, we had already spent time in the bluebell wood again, this second visit far less chaste. Another time, we fell asleep in a field of ripe wheat. I had woken with Claude’s arm across my belly, a light rain falling miraculously from a sky that didn’t have a cloud in it.


The following spring, while exploring the countryside to the north-west of the city, we happened to cycle along a track that led to a disused quarry. Nearby was a small two-storey house with a garden so overgrown that the ground floor was hardly visible. Trees crowded in behind, making it feel overlooked but safe. We climbed in through a broken window and crept from room to room, but found no evidence of human habitation, only mouse-droppings, bird-lime, and a smell so dry and peppery that Claude began to sneeze. The stairs had rotted. Some of the floorboards too. Hanging from the ceiling in the room by the front door was a black metal chandelier with frosted green glass panes. Like something from a pirate ship, I thought. We made a bed of grass and weeds under the window and covered it with a pair of torn velvet curtains. Though we felt less exposed than we had in the woods or the field, there was still the fear that somebody might come, and we pulled a wardrobe across the door as a barricade. Claude christened the place La Maison sans Nom – the House without a Name. It became our refuge, a kind of home.


One afternoon, as we lay side by side in the green gloom, Claude asked if I would ever marry.


‘I suppose so,’ I said, ‘at some point. Doesn’t everyone?’


‘I don’t think my father wants me to.’


‘Why not?’


‘He’s worried I might have children and pass on my mother’s illness.’ One arm behind her head, she stared up at the chandelier. ‘He has never actually said so, but I know that’s what he’s thinking.’


‘That’s terrible, Claude.’


‘Not necessarily. A husband, children – maybe it’s not what I want. Maybe the whole thing’s a blessing in disguise—’ She broke off, then she said something strange. ‘Will you give me a year?’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Don’t do anything for a year. Don’t make any big decisions.’


Though I wasn’t sure what I was agreeing to, I nodded. ‘All right. But this has to remain a secret.’


‘This.’ She was mocking me gently. ‘Actually, there’s a part of me that wants people to know about us. I mean, I’m not ashamed. Are you ashamed?’


‘Of course not. But that’s not the point.’


‘So what is the point?’


I sighed. ‘Imagine what our parents would do if they found out.’


‘They’d probably send us to Bondy-la-Forêt or Amélie-les-Bains.’ Claude was grinning. But these were places where her mother had spent time.


‘That’s not funny.’ I stood up and began to straighten my clothes. ‘You have to be discreet. Can you do that?’ I looked at her across one shoulder. She was still sprawling on our makeshift bed, her shirt unbuttoned, the shallow slope of one breast showing.


‘Shut up and kiss me,’ she said.


Claude’s announcement in the Café de l’Europe had startled me – touched me too – but in a wider sense it amounted to a kind of provocation. She had implied that she didn’t need men in order to exist. All she needed was me. In the world in which we lived, though, women didn’t exist except in relation to men. If a woman stepped outside the confines of the behaviour assigned to her gender, it could be seen as a symptom of madness. Any subsequent efforts on the part of that woman to appear rational could be viewed as dissimulation – which was also, of course, a symptom of madness. If, in other words, she tried to prove she was sane, it would be taken as evidence that she was not. She would be locked up, and stay locked up. Psychiatric practice served a system that was overtly patriarchal, a system that Claude, a natural iconoclast, longed to overturn. The fact that she wasn’t allowed to articulate or even acknowledge her feelings frustrated her, and her mood would veer from one of reckless defiance to the deepest melancholy and despair.


One September evening I called at the apartment on place du Commerce with a copy of Dostoyevsky’s The Possessed that Claude had lent me. I hadn’t finished with the book; I just needed an excuse to see her. The front door opened to reveal Claude talking to her father in the entrance to his study. When she noticed me, she broke off in mid-sentence, ran down the hall and launched herself at me. In her enthusiasm, she seemed to take flight, and though she weighed almost nothing I staggered backwards, into the stairwell.


‘Lucie!’ her father called out. ‘You’ll knock poor Suzanne off her feet.’


But Claude was whispering, her warm breath in my ear. ‘I love you, I love you, I love you . . .’


Over her shoulder, I could see her father watching. I made a face to let him know I was embarrassed by Claude’s show of affection, but also powerless. He shook his head and disappeared into his study.


Claude was always testing the border between that which could be expressed and that which had to be concealed. She liked to exploit the fact that our feelings for each other lay beyond most people’s imaginations. This is Nantes, she said once. A sexual liaison between two women is unthinkable. She chuckled. It might be ironic, she went on, and it was certainly paradoxical, but there was a sense in which we were actually protected by convention. We were safer than we realised.


I wasn’t so sure.


‘Take a picture of me.’


We were upstairs in the little house in Le Croisic. It was a spring afternoon, and gold light from the harbour rippled across the ceiling. Claude lay on her back in bed, the sheet pulled up to just below her chin. She reminded me of someone who had been imprisoned or restrained. Was she thinking of Toinette? I picked up the Kodak camera she had borrowed from her father and opened it and stood beside the bed.


‘Not like that,’ she said.


I looked up from the viewfinder. ‘How then?’


‘You should be looking straight down from above. As if you were on the ceiling.’


I glanced at the ceiling.


She let out an exasperated sigh. ‘Stand on the bed and look down at me.’


I did as she said, my feet on either side of her.


‘How does it look?’ she asked.


‘Strong.’


‘Good. Take a picture. No, wait.’ She reached up and pulled her hair away from her face, arranging it in such a way that it fanned out on the pillow, all around her head, like a halo, like foliage. Like strange, dark flames.


I peered at her through the viewfinder, her head and shoulders trapped in the small tight frame. ‘That looks astonishing.’


‘You can take the picture now.’


She stared up at me, her eyes wide open, her lips slightly parted. Light fell across the right side of her face. The left side was in shadow. She managed to look both receptive and wary, but also undaunted, as if she were about to undergo an ordeal that might challenge her, but would never defeat her. I understood that the expression on her face didn’t necessarily have anything to do with me. It was a performance. At the same time, she told me that the photographs wouldn’t work if I were not behind the camera. My gaze had an impact on her, she said, like sun on skin. She seemed to flower under it. Then she smiled and said, ‘Or do I mean deflower?’


*


That year, Claude became so thin that even her father noticed. At his insistence, she saw a doctor, who viewed her weight loss as an illness, or even as an instance of deviant behaviour.


Not long afterwards, I was summoned to Monsieur Schwob’s office on place du Commerce. When I knocked on the door and entered, he glanced up from the letter he was writing and asked me to take a seat. His manner was sombre, but not unkind.


He held up a copy of his own newspaper. ‘Have you read any of Lucie’s articles?’


‘I’ve read them all,’ I said. ‘They’re excellent.’


Claude’s pieces on fashion and the performing arts were just like her – original and charming, every word salted with a mischievous and sometimes caustic wit.


‘In May, the Mercure de France will be running extracts from Vues et Visions,’ Monsieur Schwob said.


I nodded. ‘I’m hoping to provide her with illustrations at some point.’


‘I look forward to that. Your drawings are exquisite.’


I thanked him.


‘But that isn’t why I asked to see you.’ He put the paper down. ‘You spend a lot of time with Lucie, don’t you.’


‘Yes.’


‘Do you believe she’s in good health?’


I hesitated, choosing my words carefully. ‘She’s not like other people,’ I said. ‘She has always been delicate.’


‘I’m extremely concerned about her, Suzanne.’ Monsieur Schwob tugged at his moustache. ‘Sometimes I think the only answer is to put her in a maison de santé . . .’


He looked at me steadily. The wood-panelled walls of his office seemed to close around me. The window behind his head was watery, pale with the day.


‘I’m not sure she would benefit,’ I said at last.


He leaned forwards, one hand folded over the other, white cuffs protruding from dark sleeves. The clock on the wall ticked uncertainly but heavily, like an ancient heart.


‘There is one alternative,’ he said.


I stared at him until his amiable, creased face began to blur. I hardly dared to breathe.


‘I could send her away for a month or two,’ he said, ‘to a place where she could regain her strength. But she’s stubborn. I don’t think she would agree to go by herself.


‘She needs someone to travel with her,’ he went on, ‘and make sure she does what she’s supposed to do. Someone she trusts. Would you be prepared to take on such a role?’


‘Yes, of course.’
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