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            Praise for A Man’s Place


            ‘An unsentimental portrait of a man loved as a parent, admired as an individual but, because of habits and education, heartbreakingly apart. Moving and memorable.’

            — Kirkus

            ‘An affecting portrait of a man whose own peasant upbringing typified the adage that a child should never be better educated than his parents.’

            — Publishers Weekly

            Praise for A Girl’s Story


            ‘Ernaux is an unusual memoirist: she distrusts her memory… Ernaux does not so much reveal the past – she does not pretend to have any authoritative access to it – as unpack it.’

            — Madeleine Schwartz, New Yorker

            ‘Ernaux has inherited de Beauvoir’s role of chronicler to a generation.’

            — Margaret Drabble, New Statesman

            ‘An exquisite elegy’

            — Irish Times

            ‘For all that A Girl’s Story is intoxicatingly specific about time and place, it is also a story that belongs to any number of selfconsciously clever girls with appetite and no nous, who must, like Ernaux, reckon with the entanglements of sexism and sexuality. But it is above all personal. In reclaiming the girl she was, Ernaux becomes her own Orpheus.’

            — Spectator4

            ‘Revisiting painful periods is hardly new territory for writers, but Ernaux distills a particular power from the exercise.’

            — The New York Times

            Praise for The Years


            ‘The Years is a revolution, not only in the art of auto-biography but in art itself. Annie Ernaux’s book blends memories, dreams, facts and meditations into a unique evocation of the times in which we lived, and live.’

            — John Banville, author of Mrs Osmond

            ‘The author of one of the most important oeuvres in French literature, Annie Ernaux’s work is as powerful as it is devastating, as subtle as it is seething.’

            — Édouard Louis, author of The End of Eddy

            ‘Ravishing and almost oracular with insight, Ernaux’s prose performs an extraordinary dance between collective and intimate, “big” history and private experience. The Years is a philosophical meditation paced as a rollercoaster ride through the decades. How we spend ourselves too quickly, how we reach for meaning but evade it, how to live, how to remember – these are Ernaux’s themes. I am desperate for more.’

            — Kapka Kassabova, author of Border

            ‘The technique is like nothing I’ve ever seen before. She illuminates a person through the culture that poured through her; it’s about time and being situated in a certain place in history and how time and place make a person. It’s incredible.’

            — Sheila Heti, author of Motherhood5

            Praise for Happening


            ‘The experience of living simultaneously on the inside and outside of your own body is very particular to the female experience I think – and not only in relation to pregnancy but in myriad other ways too. I like the measured, unforgiving way she works her way through the logic, or illogic, of that. I find her work extraordinary.’

            — Eimear McBride, The White Review

            ‘Universal, primeval and courageous, Happening is a fiercely dislocating, profoundly relevant work – as much of art as of human experience. It should be compulsory reading.’

            — Catherine Taylor, Financial Times

            ‘Ernaux’s work is important. Not just because of her subject matter, but because of the way she hands it over: the subtle contradictions; her dispassionate stoicism, mixed with savagery; her detailed telling, mixed with spare, fragmented text.’

            — Niamh Donnelly, Irish Times

            ‘One of the most powerful memoirs I have ever read.’

            — Nicholas Lezard, Dhaka Tribune

            ‘Administers a punch beyond its slim size … An essential document of trauma which deserves to be widely read.’

            — Xenobe Purvis, Review 31

            ‘Happening is gripping and painfully inevitable to read – like a thriller. I felt close to Annie Duchesne, in her aloneness, in a way I’ve rarely felt close to a character in a book. Women will be grateful to Ernaux for her wisdom, concision, and commitment to writing about death and life.’

            — Daisy Hildyard, author of The Second Body6
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            ‘May I venture an explanation: writing is the ultimate recourse for those who have betrayed.’

            —Yūko Tsushima
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             A Man’s Place

         

         The practical test for my CAPES1 examination took place at a lycée in Lyon, in the Croix-Rousse area. A new lycée, with potted plants in the buildings for the teaching and administrative staff, and a library fitted with a sand-coloured carpet. I waited there until they came to fetch me for my practical, which involved giving a lesson in front of an inspector and two assessors, both distinguished lecturers in French. A woman was marking papers haughtily, without a flicker of hesitation. All I had to do was sail through the following hour and I would be allowed to do the same as she did for the rest of my life. I explained twenty-five lines – referenced by number – taken from Balzac’s novel Le Père Goriot to a class of sixth-formers from the maths stream. Afterwards, in the headmaster’s office, the inspector said to me disapprovingly: ‘You really dragged your pupils along, didn’t you.’ He was sitting between the two assessors, a man and a short-sighted woman with pink shoes. And me, opposite. For fifteen minutes he showered me with criticism, praise and advice, and I barely listened, wondering if all this meant I had passed. Suddenly, in unison, the three of them stood up, looking solemn. I too rose to my feet hurriedly. The inspector held out his hand to me. Then, looking straight at me, he said: ‘Congratulations, Madame.’ The others repeated ‘Congratulations’ and shook hands with me, but the woman did it with a smile.

         I kept thinking about this scene while I was walking to the bus stop, with anger and something resembling 12shame. The same evening, I wrote to my parents telling them I was now a qualified teacher. My mother wrote back saying they were very happy for me. 

         
             

         

         
             

         

         
             

         

         
             

         

         
             

         

         My father died exactly two months later, to the day. He was sixty-seven years old and he and my mother had been running a grocery store and café in a quiet area of Y— (Seine-Maritime), not far from the train station. He had intended to retire the following year. Quite often, and just for a moment, I can’t recollect which came first: that windy April in Lyon when I stood waiting at the Croix-Rousse bus stop, or that stifling month of June, the month of his death.

         
             

         

         
             

         

         
             

         

         It was a Sunday, in the early afternoon.

         
             

         

         
             

         

         
             

         

         My mother appeared at the top of the stairs. She was dabbing her eyes with the napkin she must have taken with her when she went upstairs after lunch. She said in a blank voice: ‘It’s all over.’ I have no recollection of the minutes that followed. All I remember are my father’s eyes, staring at something behind me, in the distance, and the curled lips exposing his gums. I believe I asked my mother to shut his eyes. Also standing around the bed were my mother’s sister and her husband. They offered to help us wash and shave the body before it grew 13stiff. My mother suggested that we dress him in the suit he had bought for my wedding three years previously. There was an air of simplicity about the whole scene, no crying or shouting, just my mother’s red eyes and the frozen rictus on her face. Our movements were calm and orderly, accompanied by simple words. My uncle and aunt kept saying, ‘He made a quick job of it,’ or, ‘Doesn’t he look different.’ My mother spoke to my father as if he were still alive, or inhabited by a form of life apart, like a newborn baby. Several times she affectionately called him: ‘My poor little man.’

         After my father had been shaved, my uncle straightened the body and held it up so that we could remove the shirt he had been wearing for the last few days and change it for a clean one. His head hung forward on his bare chest, mottled with tiny veins. For the first time in my life I saw my father’s penis. My mother covered it up quickly with the clean shirt-tails, joking a little bit: ‘Hide your misery, my poor man!’ When the body had been washed, my father’s hands were joined together around a rosary. I can’t remember whether it was my aunt or my mother who said, ‘He looks nicer like that,’ meaning more decent, more presentable. I closed the shutters and woke up my son who was having an afternoon nap in the next room. ‘Grandpa’s having a snooze.’

         
             

         

         
             

         

         
             

         

         Notified by my uncle, the family in Y— came round. They went upstairs with my mother and me and stood in front of the bed, silent for a moment, and then talked in hushed voices about my father’s illness and his sudden death. When they came downstairs, we gave them something to drink in the café.14

         
             

         

         
             

         

         
             

         

         I don’t remember the doctor who was called in to sign the death certificate. Within a few hours, my father’s face had changed beyond all recognition. Towards the end of the afternoon, I happened to be in the room on my own. The sunlight filtered through the shutters onto the linoleum floor. He was no longer my father. His sunken features seemed to have developed into one large nose. In his dark-blue suit, which hung loosely around his body, he looked like a bird lying on its back. The face he’d had just after his death – that of a man with wide, staring eyes – had already disappeared. I would never see that face again either.

         
             

         

         
             

         

         
             

         

         We started to think about the burial, the funeral directors, the mass, the death notices, our mourning clothes. I felt that these preparations had nothing to do with my father. They concerned a ceremony which for some reason he would be unable to attend. My mother was extremely agitated and she told me that the night before he died, my father, who could no longer speak, had reached towards her in an attempt to kiss her. She added: ‘You know, he was a handsome lad in his youth.’

         
             

         

         
             

         

         
             

         

         The smell set in on the Monday. It was something I hadn’t imagined. First faint, then overpowering, the stench of flowers left to rot in a vase of stagnant water.

         My mother closed the business just for the funeral. Otherwise she would have lost customers and she 15couldn’t afford to do that. The body of my dead father was lying upstairs while she served pastis and red wine downstairs. In distinguished society, grief at the loss of a loved one is expressed through tears, silence and dignity. The social conventions observed by my mother, and for that matter the rest of the neighbourhood, had nothing to do with dignity. Between my father’s death on the Sunday and his burial the following Wednesday, the regulars would sit down and comment on the news laconically, in low voices, ‘He went out like a light,’ or else affect a cheerful attitude, ‘So the boss really let himself go!’ They told us how they felt when they had heard the news, ‘It knocked me for six, it did,’ or ‘I didn’t know what to think.’ They wanted my mother to know that she was not alone in her grief, an act of courtesy on their part. Many customers recalled the last time they had seen him alive and in good health, searching their memories for all the details of that last encounter, the exact time and place, what the weather had been like, the words they had spoken. Such a painstaking description of a time when being alive was taken for granted showed what a terrible shock my father’s death had been for them. They also asked to see ‘the boss’ out of politeness. My mother didn’t agree to all of the requests. She distinguished between the good customers, prompted by genuine feelings of sympathy, and the bad ones, whose sole motive was curiosity. Just about all of the regular customers were allowed to pay their last respects to my father. The wife of a foreman who lived nearby was turned down because he had always loathed her, her and her tight, puckered lips.

         The undertakers came on the Monday. The stairway leading from the kitchen to the bedrooms turned out to be too narrow for the coffin. The body had to be 16wrapped in a plastic bag and dragged, rather than carried, to the coffin which lay downstairs in the middle of the café, closed for an hour. It was a laborious operation, punctuated by the men’s comments on the best way to proceed, how to negotiate the corners and so on.

         There was a dip in the pillow where his head had rested since Sunday. We hadn’t cleaned the room while the body was still there. My father’s clothes were lying on the chair where he had left them. I unzipped his overall pocket and took out a wad of bank notes, the previous Wednesday’s takings. I threw away the medicine and put his clothes with the dirty laundry.

         The day before the burial we cooked a side of veal for the meal which was to follow the ceremony. It would have been thoughtless to send the people who do you the honour of attending a funeral home with an empty stomach. My husband arrived in the evening, suntanned, embarrassed by a bereavement in which he had no part. He seemed more out of place then than he had ever been. We slept in the only double bed, the one in which my father had died.

         
             

         

         
             

         

         
             

         

         In church there were quite a few people from our neighbourhood, housewives and also factory hands who had taken an hour off work. Naturally, none of the ‘high-ranking’ officials with whom my father had dealt over the years made the effort, and neither did the other shopkeepers. He didn’t belong to anything, just paid his yearly contribution to the tradesmen’s union without taking part. In his funeral oration, the priest spoke of ‘an honest, hard-working life’ and ‘a man who had never done anyone any harm.’17

         Then there were the handshakes. Owing to a mistake made by the sacristan – unless it was a stratagem devised to increase the number mourners – everyone who had shaken hands with us came round a second time. The second round of handshakes took place quickly and in silence. At the graveside, when the coffin was lowered into the pit, swaying between the ropes, my mother burst into tears as she had done at my wedding during mass.

         
             

         

         We held the funeral lunch in the café, where the tables had been set up in rows. After a difficult start, the conversation began to flow. The child, well-rested after a nap, went from one guest to the next, offering a flower, some pebbles, whatever he could find in the garden. My father’s brother, who was sitting at the far end of the room, leaned over and shouted in my direction: ‘Remember when your father used to take you to school on his bike?’ He had the same voice as my father. The guests left around five o’clock. We put the tables away in silence. My husband took the train home that evening.

         I stayed on with my mother for a few days, to settle the usual formalities which occur after someone has died: registering the death at the town hall, paying the funeral directors, replying to messages of sympathy. Ordering new visiting cards, widow of the late A— D—. It was a blank, empty period, devoid of thought. On several occasions, as I was walking down the street, ‘I’m a grown-up now.’ (My mother used to say to me, because of my periods, ‘You’re a big girl now.’)

         We collected my father’s clothes so that we could give them to people who might need them. The jacket he wore every day was hanging up in the storeroom. In it I found his wallet. There was some money, his driving 18licence and, in the part which folds back, a photograph slipped inside a newspaper cutting. An old photograph with serrated edges. It showed a group of workers all wearing caps, arranged in three rows, staring straight at the camera. The sort of photograph one found in history books to ‘illustrate’ an industrial strike or the Front Populaire. I spotted my father in the back row, looking serious, almost worried. Many were laughing. The newspaper cutting gave the results of the entrance exam to the teachers’ training college in Rouen, listed in order of merit. The second name was mine.

         My mother gradually calmed down. She continued to serve the customers as before. Living on her own, she developed sunken features. She took to visiting the cemetery early every morning before she opened the shop.

         
             

         

         
             

         

         
             

         

         On the train journey home that Sunday, I tried to keep my son entertained so that he would behave himself. People travelling first-class have no time for noise and restless children. I suddenly realized with astonishment: ‘Now I really am bourgeois,’ and ‘It’s too late.’

         Later that summer, while I was waiting for news of my first job, I thought to myself: ‘One day I shall have to explain all this.’ What I meant was, to write about my father, his life and the distance which had come between us during my adolescence. Although it had something to do with class, it was different, indefinable. Like fractured love.
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