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My mother never gave me her hand … She always helped me on and off pavements by pinching my frock or coat very lightly at the spot where the armhole provides a grip. It humiliated me. I felt I was inside the body of an old horse with my carter dragging me along by one ear … One afternoon, as a gleaming carriage sped past, splattering the leaden summer with its reflections, I pushed the hand away right in the middle of the road. She pinched the cloth even tighter and lifted me off the ground like a chicken being carried by one wing. I went limp. I refused to move. My mother noticed my tears.


‘You try to get yourself killed and now you cry!’ It was she who was killing me.


She always dressed me first. When I was ready I had to turn round and round in front of her. She appraised me. I stopped turning. Like a painter stepping back from his easel then returning to it, she advanced upon me, toned down the sheen of a satin bow by retying the loops inside out, arranged my curls further forward on my cheeks, then sat me up on a straw-bottomed chair.


She had pulled up my dress and petticoat behind. But when I fidgeted, to ease the discomfort of the fibres embedding themselves in my flesh, she fixed me with her eyes. They were blue and hard. In my mind, I tore off the ribbon and the broderie anglaise dress. I ran off to splash about round the water pump, to join the gang that was always lurking there to douse the dignity of passers-by. But it was in my mind only … She used to like to put on her hat when she was still dressed only in her drawers, with her high boots laced up to just below her knees. She would swim towards the mirror, then retreat again, wholly absorbed in her own face and the immense pancake that swayed above her invisible chignon. Then came the fantastic ritual of the veil. But first she had to select one, from a box that contained a whole sea of tulle. The veil had either to soften or to emphasise her features.


‘What do you think of this one?’


I said I thought it was pretty, gazing at the delicate grey trellis and the tiny bees, even more unreal than the veil itself, with which it had been decorated.


‘I want to know what you think of it in relation to me.’


In relation to her, I thought nothing.


She handed me a tray covered with hairpins. I held them out to her clumsily, because of my clammy fingers.


At last I was allowed to get down. Pearly handbag and sunshade in one hand, she seduced the mirror. It was the dress rehearsal. For implacable as she was in the matter of dress, she would sometimes take off an entire grey ensemble and replace it with a black one; or sometimes the strictly tailored jacket with its frothy jabot would be forced to abdicate in favour of a summer dress.


One day we saw an old man coming towards us. He crossed to the other side of the street. He didn’t look very pleased, either with us or with himself.


‘That man is your grandfather.’


‘I haven’t got a grandfather.’


‘I’ve just told you you have!’


‘I haven’t got a grandfather, I’ve never seen him.’


‘Just be quiet!’


I didn’t argue, but I thought to myself that a real grandfather isn’t the sort of man who hypocritically changes pavements when he sees you. I saw him again one day when I was sent out to buy bread. He looked at me out of the corner of his eye, like an animal caught doing something wrong. I didn’t tell my mother.


In early September, the Place Poterne, which was out on the dismal fringe of our town, became the centre of attraction: it was the site of the great mop or fair.


While the stalls and roundabouts were being erected my mother retired into pitch-darkness for a rest cure. She would go to bed at five in the afternoon. Her book, How to Stay Beautiful, was never out of her hands. She took great care not to talk or become agitated. She drank clear soup or mineral water and ate fruit. All of which delighted me, because it meant I could spend every evening with my grandmother. On our way to the Place Poterne she stopped at the best sweetshop. She bought boiled sweets, the sort that took a long time to dissolve, so that we could suck them while we watched the fair being put up. Occasionally, she would walk a little way away from me down an overgrown path. She took hold of her long skirt in the middle, pulled it slightly forward away from her, and standing there quite straight relieved herself with the majesty of a horse. Apart from the sound of the flowing liquid you would have thought she was posing for her picture to be painted. When we got home she offered a boiled sweet to her daughter, who refused it.


‘Go and lie down. It keeps you young.’


Feeling sufficiently young as it was, my grandmother set about fashioning a chausson aux pommes. With all the caution of someone intent on blowing up a whole city, she slid her arm into a cupboard and withdrew it holding a bottle of anisette. She soaked two lumps of sugar in her glass for me and we huddled together in delightful conspiracy. Ringed by darkness, we consumed half of her remarkable chausson. I could recognise my grandmother herself in that plain, light pastry of hers. She had the touch.


For economy’s sake, she blew out the mantle lamp and lit the little fan-tailed one, then wrapped my legs up in the piece of flannel she used for ironing on. All I needed to do then was let my head fall forward on to the table. The oilcloth covering the table was cold. She sensed this, and moved my cheek over to the warm spot where the chausson had stood, hot from the oven.


‘You never knew my sister Fanie. What a pity. Her fingers, they were like a fairy’s. Her head, well there was nothing wrong with that. But her heart, I don’t know how to put it … they’d married her off to a pork butcher. That’s what killed her. At night, when it was freezing hard, she had to help him, she had to hold the pig. A piece of thistledown, Fanie was. A piece of thistledown who gave him six children … She caught a chill. You’re not cold, are you? Tighten the cords of your cape. She could see she was dying. It appears that makes you die quicker. People used to come for miles to admire her work.’


‘What did she do?’


‘Embroidery and trimming. She’d designed the trimming for an actress’s dress. The actress’s manager had invited Fanie to his park. She told me all about it: “Just imagine, Fidéline … ”’


There was someone moving about. I signalled to my grandmother to be quiet.


‘Nonsense! Your mother is keeping herself young.’ And she continued: ‘“ … Fidéline, imagine a park, beautiful grass all neatly kept, clumps of hydrangeas. You know, I felt I was disturbing it all with the noise of my new boots. Imagine a terrace, tables, chairs, cakes, freshly made tea … I could see the steam … ” But I don’t remember it all any more,’ my grandmother murmured. ‘It’s such a long time now since she died. When they brought your grandfather back she was living with me.’


‘I haven’t got a grandfather.’


‘You had one though. Of course he’s dead now.’


‘He’s not dead, because I met him.’


‘Ah, I see! … That one’s not your real grandfather. My husband was.’


I gave up.


‘Tell me some more about Fanie.’


‘The doctor knew straight away that she was doomed, and that she wasn’t just an ordinary patient. He came every day. He allowed her to pay him, because he didn’t want to offend her, but the next day he would bring her books, catalogues, partridges … He used to tell her: “You think too much. Stop thinking.” They were always bursting into laughter, because they were in love with one another as well. He held her hand all through the end. They caught his pony out in the fields. He never drove past the pork butcher’s after that. He used to take the lane round the graveyard, standing up in his little cart. He could see her grave, with the flowers I always put on it.’


This time there was really someone moving about in my mother’s room. We were afraid.


She flung open the door. A hurricane.


‘Get off to bed,’ she told me, with her hard blue look.


I went, but I left the door open. That way I felt I was still in contact with my grandmother, I felt we were still protecting one another from a distance.


The quarrel gathered, then broke. My mother reproached her about the anisette, about the chausson, about the lateness of the hour. The bottle and the remains of the pastry were still lying on the sideboard.


My grandmother began to cough. She no longer made any attempt to defend herself. I wept as I got undressed, weighed down by the thought that she was unhappy because of the sweet things she liked to eat, the sweet things she liked to whisper in the dark … My bed depressed me, so I slipped into hers. I listened. The silence and the darkness had disarmed them. They were weeping. That filled me with distaste for my own tears. My mother kept saying between her sobs:


‘We’ll never get anywhere, anywhere!’


I ran out and threw myself into her arms. She pushed me away:


‘Look at your bare feet on the tiled floor! You’re just trying to kill me with worry!’


The hard blue look flashed out again as she said it. I left the room and went to sleep. When I opened my eyes I saw a dark patch moving on the ceiling. My grandmother was coming into the bedroom holding the big lamp. In her long nightdress she looked like an ageless village priest. I laughed out loud, I muffled my laughter against her.


I raised my head. Her gaze was a vast gentle pool. Her gaze was the fulfilment of my every wish.


Her greying hair, her serene face fascinated me. It seemed to me that she was floating a little above the bedside rug, that she had been lowered down to us on a gossamer thread.


She laid my head down on her fleshless shoulder, felt my feet, pulled the clothes up over our mouths, turned down the lamp. I was shaken by another explosion of laughter.


Again, the door opened:


‘Get into your own bed!’


My mother did not even come through the doorway. I was awed by this order given from so far away; but I didn’t stir. My grandmother squeezed my fingers. We had become two tiny fleas. To ease the situation, I said:


‘There’s a smell of burning … ’


She wasn’t to be tricked. She came over:


‘Get into your own bed! Your grandmother is ill. You’re tiring her. It’s infectious. Do you hear me: it’s infectious! Don’t you think you’re delicate enough as it is? I’m waiting.’


This time I didn’t move because she filled me with despair.


Finally, I wriggled my way out of my grandmother’s bed and into my own.


She patted my eiderdown.


‘Your hair’s gone dull. It must be brushed tomorrow. Two hundred strokes.’


And quick as the swish of a cane she was gone.


In the darkness, I interrogated my grandmother as she fidgeted about in her bed and plumped up her pillows.


‘How did he die then, that grandfather?’


‘He wasn’t “that” grandfather. He was your grandfather! He sold cattle. He drank. A heifer killed him. When I heard, I made signs to Fanie to close all the doors and windows. I asked her … Ought I to tell you? I asked her to sing me a little song. I’d been set free.’


We plunged into sleep.





You looked at him and kept on looking. By dint of its continual gliding beneath the water, towing the big bags of tobacco, his body had acquired the nonchalance of a reed. So supple were his movements it was as though he was always clothed in those river currents, his accomplices. The gaze that flowed from between the lashes was one of indifference. His thin lips must have attracted all those who are doomed to cling to beings in flight. He had beautiful hands.


Fernand the smuggler had no notion of his power of seduction, and that made him more seductive still. His passion was for smuggling alone. That was the goddess he wooed as he picked out a pair of espadrilles before embarking on his great feats. He had sixteen pairs of espadrilles. Some of them were never worn at all. Others set off again as soon as they were dry. I lifted one and was surprised at its weight. It was not light. Fernand became even more mysterious: how was it he managed to suggest by the way he moved what no dancer could ever convey when out walking in his everyday clothes? I pushed my foot into the espadrille; I walked towards the mirror and away again. I felt I was learning how to improve my walk. I picked up another and put my nose to it: a smell of river water, of fish, of nocturnal coolness. I saw that the upper had weeds sticking to it. The pink, green-striped fabric had faded. It was as pretty as the impressionist palette you see decorating river trout, their flanks dappled with the vestiges of a smudged pastel cloud, a few slivers of washed-out grass, a few indeterminate, palish black spots …


He took me out with him. My fingers, held in his, melted with pleasure, the way they did when I dipped them in the Square Froissart fountain, in high summer, at noon. I was in my pinafore. My hair was sticking out every which way. I felt for my chain and medallion under my liberty bodice and pulled them out over the yoke of my pinafore, thinking they would add at least some hint of elegance to my appearance. I did it because of my mother, who was in town somewhere. We might meet her. She wouldn’t have said anything; but she would have frozen me with that hard blue stare. I drove the stare from my thoughts. We saw Estelle coming towards us. She was in love with Fernand. He didn’t give a damn. I could see how she envied me. I asked him if he wanted me to go away. I would have slipped my chain and my medallion back under my liberty bodice with all the relief of someone pulling off his Sunday shoes. He promised to meet her the next day. Instead of slapping me she kissed me. When she walked away he became light again, light, light … I asked him where we were going. He didn’t answer and began whistling quietly ‘Won’t You Come Back’ between his little dangerous animal’s teeth. But with Fernand I was afraid of nothing. We reached the Rue Saint-Géry. I wanted to look in the window of the shoe shop that always had so many shoes. Still whistling, he was taking up all the pavement. An old woman fumed at him. I looked for the espadrilles and couldn’t see any like his. We walked on towards the shop kept by the Kandieu sisters. My heart was beating. Would Fernand let me look at them? The window was a high one. If I didn’t slow down I wouldn’t be able to see them. He slowed down and stopped as we got to the shopfront. My heart beat faster. He lifted me up and stood me on the narrow windowsill: ‘Choose one.’ I chose a big one, but not the biggest. Whistling another tune, he pushed open the door.


In scorn, Mademoiselle Kandieu retired to the back of the shop. We were unworthy of her merchandise. Fernand tapped three times with one espadrille against the counter: ‘We want that one.’—‘Monsieur requires?’—‘We want that one.’ Fernand drew aside the curtain of the window and helped himself. He knew just which one to take. He laid two hundred francs on the counter and left. There was nothing for me to say. I hugged the precious object in my arms.


Outside Mademoiselle Kandieu’s window, a young man pushed me aside and made towards Fernand. He had an open knife in his clenched fist. I shrieked: ‘Fernand, Fernand!!’ Fernand whirled around. The young man missed. Fernand pushed him backwards on top of me. I staggered. My burden fell from my arms on to the ground. The head, still wearing its Phrygian cap trimmed with imitation Valenciennes lace, rolled in the gutter. The young man had disappeared. Fernand picked up the body and the head. The passers-by stopped to watch. I just stared, in a stupor.


He asked me if I wanted another. No. I put the head in my pinafore pocket. I tried not to damage it any more. I laid its remains in my arms and pulled my pinafore up to cover it. That gaping neck was indecent. I couldn’t carry it upright, it wasn’t the same as the others any more. He began whistling ‘Won’t You Come Back’ again, and dragged me off towards the very best cake shop. The tears I was holding back were food enough. I couldn’t tell whether I owed my distress to the danger Fernand had just run or to that headless corpse I was concealing from the whole town …





My grandmother’s illness became worse. She never saw the fair in full swing.


One Monday, I went out to the fairground with my mother. She took me to the carousel, the most elegant of the attractions. The book of tickets my mother bought represented twenty rides on horses with tails that swept right down to the floor. There were also gondolas covered with brass-studded velvet, fairy-tale chariots that swayed nonchalantly as they turned.


The gate opened: we saw the ground strewn with streamers, covered with confetti. We heard wild music. A cloud of dust slunk towards us, its smell mingling with that from the potatochip stalls. The gate swung open and shut, open and shut: those who had no money were still able to glimpse that noisy heaven.


I asked her permission to buy some streamers. I wanted to exercise my talents as a streamer-thrower on my grandmother. I wanted to bring the life back into her thin, chicken’s neck by winding it in one of those interminable pink ribbons. Here, the streamers were the spirit of the fair. A streamer taken home might spirit her away to the fair. My mother ignored my request. I insisted. ‘You’re not old enough yet. You need long arms to throw them properly … ’


‘But you’ve got long arms.’


‘They’re not my sort of thing. Now that’s enough!’


She was examining herself in the mirrors, tightening her veil.


In that gaudy gateway her elegance obscured everything else. She pushed me inside, holding me by one armhole as usual. There was a wild crush of people under a rain of confetti. Music thick with brass weighed down on the pleasure of the place like a storm. The uniformed attendants were helping children up on the carousel.


She ordered me to get up as well. I glimpsed a streamer lying still unrolled on the wooden floor. I hurled myself upon it. Someone stepped on my hand. I stifled my cry. My mother loathed one attracting attention other than by one’s good manners, by one’s dress … As I got up I touched her delicate kid boot: already its pointed tip was threatening me …


Two scented hands enveloped mine:


‘Are you hurt, my little one?’


Only my grandmother ever called me ‘my little one’. For an instant I entertained that mirage: my grandmother had come after us, she hadn’t kissed me because we were in public. But it was a man, his eyes fixed on my mother as he spoke to me.


She no longer deigned even to look at me. They were playing ‘The Skater’s Waltz’. She was apologising to the stranger in a quite unrecognisable voice. Her face was sickly with the desire to please. The hard blue gaze had gone. Her burst of laughter scarcely seemed to come from her. This unknown mother frightened me.


The merry-go-round stopped. They began playing the overture to Carmen. The stranger lifted me on to a horse in the outside row. I was in an eyrie, and all those who hadn’t got up on to the carousel seemed to me a poor lot indeed … We began slowly turning, rising and sinking. I still had time to spread out my dress, to push my bonnet back off my head and savour this new sensation. On the horse beside me, a girl was hurling streamers with the explosive strength of an athlete. The ones people threw back at her wound round my arms. I managed to open my handbag and stuff some inside. Grandmother should have her fair.


The stranger had stepped down from the moving carousel without breaking the easy grace of his walk. I had time to see him rejoin my mother below. She was sitting down, legs crossed, tracing patterns in the litter of paper with her slender umbrella. She gave the impression of being there solely because she was obliged to be, for her child’s amusement … I wondered how I was to get down. The girl beside me was coughing. A man had made his way across to her and thrust a fistful of confetti into her mouth. She was choking. I thought of my grandmother’s cough. The imperious music receded. I went off with my horse into a world of my own. How impatient he must feel at having to carry us round and round, day and night. She was struggling as she choked. I remained alone with my grandmother’s illness.


At the sight of me slumping in despair my mother would grind her teeth. She would drive me out of the enclosure with prods from the handle of her umbrella. Once outside, she would explode:


‘You can never behave like other people! Is this what I sacrifice myself for … What is it that gets into you? Go on! Go on! And keep quiet!’


If I tried to defend myself, she would begin to roar.


‘The Skaters’ Waltz’ was beginning again. I handed my ticket to the attendant. Once more the stranger was at my side. He was throwing streamers in the direction of my mother. His eyes looked beyond everything and everybody. Even as he settled me into one of the gondolas, he was still intent on making himself attractive to my mother. He stepped off the moving merry-go-round as nonchalantly as the attendants. She would have sat beside me. We would have sucked huge sugared almonds. She would have pointed out all the people we knew. She would have told me we were going to eat chips made by the daughters of the chair attendant at Notre-Dame, that the bags were small, but that the chips were big and juicy. Then she’d have bought me a ticket for one of the smaller rides and smiled at me every time I went by …


The gondola with its insipid swaying could not lull me into oblivion.





Armandine was never late for school. But on this day, by the time she came into the classroom the geography composition had begun. ‘Stay at the back,’ Mademoiselle Lepèze flung at her. Armandine sat down on the bench. It creaked. ‘Make less noise,’ Mademoiselle Lepèze cried. ‘It wasn’t my—’ Armandine began to answer. ‘Cease disrupting the class if you please,’ Mademoiselle Lepèze shrieked back. ‘Draw the Rhône and its tributaries; papers to be handed in in five minutes.’ Armandine took out pencil and paper, bent over the desk, and saw him again as he made off, round the big steps leading up to the school entrance … She hurtled over to the classroom door, opened it, closed it again. She wanted to be sure he wasn’t there outside it … ‘Stop this impossible behaviour at once! You’ve got nought. Put your hands on your head!’ Armandine did so. She closed her eyes. That made it worse. She could see even better. ‘Don’t go to sleep. Think about the Rhône for your end-of-year exam.’ Perhaps he was called Rhône, or Garonne. People do have very queer surnames! She baptised him Rhône. He became more terrifying still. ‘Armandine, you’re making me lose my patience. Stop staring at nothing like that. Look at the Rhône.’ All the good girls, the ones who always had more to write down than there was time for on composition days, began mumbling in protest. It was Mademoiselle Lepèze who was disrupting the class. It was she who was behaving impossibly. She walked up and down the aisles. She returned to her dais. ‘Come here, Armandine.’ He had said: ‘Come here, little girl.’ She hadn’t answered. He had said: ‘Come here,’ making his voice velvety to attract her. Armandine shivered as she approached the dais. ‘Now go back home, you aren’t well.’ Armandine cried out. She fell to her knees on the dais step. Hands crossed on her chest, she looked like a frail Joan of Arc. ‘Get up. Stop play-acting, stop showing off. I shall take you to the headmistress.’ Pauline was fond of Armandine. She wanted to help her. She held up one index finger: ‘Please, mademoiselle.’ She raised her other index finger as well: ‘Mademoiselle, please, mademoiselle!’


‘You’ve finished? Bring your paper here.’


‘No, I didn’t mean that.’


‘What is it now? Have you gone mad too?’


Pauline gave up the struggle and took up her paper. The teacher had left her no alternative. But she hadn’t finished her composition. Armandine got up from the step and said:


‘My mother isn’t very well. It’s because of that.’


‘Go home then. I won’t give you a mark. But you must bring a note.’


Armandine started back to her seat. Then she pivoted round and leapt back to the teacher’s desk. ‘Let me stay here, mademoiselle.’ At nine in the morning the street outside the school was deserted. Perhaps he was waiting for her behind a plane tree … She would walk out of the big front door. She wouldn’t see anyone. She would fall head over heels down the nine steps to the pavement. Then he would spring out from behind the tree. ‘Go back to your seat. Have you become deaf?’ Only a little while ago he was running after her. There was honey in his voice as he cried: ‘Are you deaf, little girl? Don’t run away, I’ve got something to show you, turn round.’ She had fallen on to her satchel. He couldn’t stop in time. He’d gone past her. His overcoat was flapping. The umbrella hooked over his arm was swinging. And then … And then she had seen something soft and pallid. It swung to and fro like Craine the pork butcher’s sausages. On market days he hung out his sausages on strings, and the wind made them swing just like that. Armandine hid her head in her arms.


‘Mademoiselle Lepèze, perhaps her mother is dead,’ Louise suggested. Out of deference to her best pupil, Mademoiselle Lepèze did not reply. But the expressions that passed over her face as she looked at Louise told their own story. And then Armandine saw him slowing down, stopping, turning round. He came towards her again. She could see nothing else but him. He walked unhurriedly. He was getting nearer. He was almost upon her. He said, ‘Don’t move. Look. Just look.’ There was a loud rattling. The milkman’s cart had invaded the street with its shattering din. He paused in front of her. He was running. ‘Your mother isn’t dead, is she?’ Mademoiselle Lepèze asked.


‘Yes, I think she is,’ Armandine replied, her head pounding with fever on account of that unknown member.





At night, my grandmother coughed, coughed … Alone in my room, albeit next door to hers, unable either to go back to sleep or achieve complete wakefulness, I confused her in my half-dozing state with the pitiful horse that pulled our local carrier’s cart. Because of the difficulty she had coughing, and in stopping herself coughing, I had a picture of this sorry animal dragging its load of poor people’s belongings through the streets and staggering on all the hills. Agony in its withers, the wretched beast toiled upwards. According to my grandmother’s beliefs, she was toiling upwards to heaven with the agony in her chest. My mother sat up with her. When the night was over she went up to her own room. When all movement had ceased I got out of bed and glued my ear to the invalid’s door. My listening was a devouring. My grandmother turned over, turned back, sighed in a way I’d never heard. I caught the gurgle of a bottle …


I thought she was going to dream out loud, so that I would hear her voice again in the dawn, that gentle voice retelling the secret story of Fanie. I was impregnated with it as one is with a scent.


When we slept together in the same bed I used to listen to her with tingling languor, eyes closed, my fist in her hand … Now she was talking no longer, she just coughed. I shouted:


‘Don’t cough. Talk!’


I was standing near the front door and I could hear the birds in full chorus. I fingered the handle. Her cough intimidated me. Invisible inside her fortress, her sickroom, my grandmother became more and more mysterious. She moaned. Was it really she who had moaned? Another moan. I bent double in order to listen. It wasn’t her. My mother then? I ran into the kitchen. I was held prisoner by that moan … I came back into the hallway. The house had disclosed nothing. I got back into bed, sobbing with a corner of the pillow in my mouth so as to avoid a scene …


Then her bed was moved. We were sleeping side by side, separated by a wall. I stopped getting out of bed. I knocked louder and louder.


‘Are you asleep?’


‘ … ’


‘Does it hurt?’


‘ … ’


‘Do you want me to come in? I won’t tire you.’


‘ … ’


I buried myself under the clothes and kicked my legs about in frustration; but I soon emerged again in case she called me.


My mother had said: ‘It’s infectious. You must just accept it. You’re not going to see her any more. Show us what it means to become a woman … ’


I had listened to her with my mind elsewhere.


I stopped knocking. I began coughing. I thought that would make me feel her illness, I thought I should attract her attention.


My mother came down. Her face was drawn and hard with lack of sleep.


‘What’s the matter with you?’


‘I’ve got a cough.’


She came to my bedside and put her hands on my shoulder blades under my nightdress.


‘You’re warm. Go to sleep!’


But my stratagem had set up an irritation in my throat, and now I couldn’t stop myself coughing.


She came back over to my bed.


‘This is all we needed. Control yourself. Let us get some rest. Other people control themselves. You’ll be the death of us!’


She went back upstairs. Raging.


So I went back to giving my three knocks. My grandmother answered. Two curt taps. She was scolding me. I dived under the clothes. Then I heard three knocks. She was calling me in. Oblivious in my joy to the fact that we were still in the early hours, I began getting dressed. I was no longer in a hurry; I was certain of seeing her again now. I leaned out of the window. Someone was digging: I could hear pebbles clinking. Our rabbits were jostling one another in their hutches. Scent from the hawthorn’s bridal flowers lay sweet on the air. The day’s creation was a gentle rending of timorous colours. I wondered if it was only a dream that my grandmother was ill …


Propped up on several pillows, half sitting and half lying, she looked more effeminate than feminine. Like a young priest. Her big plait had been pulled forward over one shoulder. I went over. I murmured:


‘Don’t tire yourself.’


She turned her head towards me. I didn’t dare smile. I didn’t dare to kiss her. We gazed at one another gravely, without the shadow of a thought in our heads. At last, she smiled; but was it intended for me, that smile? It was difficult for her to express anything other than her pain, to evade it even for a moment! She was perhaps smiling, with resignation, at her illness … My grandmother was above all else thoughtful of others. But what she offered me at that moment scarcely reached me. Even though we may hang upon a being’s lips, we are no longer able to communicate with it when it has become a prey to its own body, when it is so agonisingly absorbed in its own flesh.


I heard a gargling sound. I lowered my head in confusion. She indicated where it had come from.


‘Don’t be frightened.’


It was an apology. She had no voice left.


I laid my hand on hers. She withdrew it, brutally, spat into her handkerchief, then concealed it beneath the bedclothes. How abrupt her gestures had become! I felt she was like an animal. I was tortured with embarrassment. There could be no doubt, my grandmother was no longer herself.


It was in vain that the hawthorn was scenting the dawn, in vain that the rabbits quivered in their hutches, in vain that the spade clinked against the pebbles singing its song of early morning labour, for my grandmother no longer belonged to me. I tried to hang on to the room itself. But there too everything had slipped from my grasp. The armchairs had been covered with their dust sheets, the clock was dead. Ornaments all gone, flowers all gone … The room had become a solemn waiting room. I asked her if I might lie down beside her. She signalled her assent.


I stretched out on top of the eiderdown, hoping to bring one of our old customs back to life. But my grandmother was underneath the clothes, ill. I was on top of them, and healthy. She took my hand and squeezed it several times. Her old invalid’s hand had somehow regained the purity of a child’s hand, of a hand that has never touched anything before …


She pushed me and almost made me fall off the bed. Now she was spitting into an earthenware bowl. She gazed at me again. She needed me. Why couldn’t I take her in my arms, carry her away! Between one room and the next an illness can fade away.


I remembered my mother. It was a glorious day outside.


I began to leave, swallowing my tears.


We opened the door at the same moment. She didn’t see me straight away. My grandmother no longer had any power to help me. She was leaving our world …


‘You. Here!’


‘I called her,’ my grandmother said, without raising her eyelids.


She still had no voice. It was the loudest she could manage.


‘So let her be until … ’


She turned her head towards the wall.


‘Why do you want to kill your grandmother off? Tell me, why do you want to kill her off?’





The face was an oily moon, its only outstanding features two threads of black moustache, curved like a Chinese mandarin’s. The pupils of the eyes swam in egg yolk. The thin lips merged indistinguishably into the rest. The bald skull was oily too. The voice was thick syrup. Hands like a prelate’s when they moved. Dewlaps swinging below the chin. Monsieur Pinteau wore no tie and left his collar unbuttoned. When he crossed his legs you thought of tree trunks … His torso was so flabby with unconstricted flesh that he could boast a bosom opulent even for a woman. Although well cut, his waistcoat rode up over his stomach and allowed one a view of his shirt and his distended braces: it was indecent.
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