
   [image: cover]


   
      
         
             

         

         
            ‘The Years is a revolution, not only in the art of autobiography 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

            ‘One of the best books you will ever read.’

            — Deborah Levy, author of Hot Milk

            ‘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.’

            — Edouard 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

            ‘I admire the form she invented, mixing autobiography, history, sociology. The anxious interrogations on her defection, moving as she did from the dominated to the dominant classes. Her loyalty to her people, her fidelity to herself. The progressive depersonalisation of her work, culminating in the disappearance of the “I” in The Years, a book I must have read three or four times since its publication, even more impressed each time by its precision, its sweep and – I can’t think of any other word – its majesty. One of the few indisputably great books of contemporary literature.’

            — Emmanuel Carrère, author of The Kingdom

            ‘Attentive, communal and genuinely new, Annie Ernaux’s The Years is an astonishing achievement.’

            — Olivia Laing, author of Crudo

            ‘A book of memory, of a life and world, staggeringly and brilliantly original.’

            — Philippe Sands, author of East West Street

            ‘This is an autobiography unlike any you have ever read. The Years is an earnest, fearless book, a Remembrance of Things Past for our age of media domination and consumerism, for our period of absolute commodity fetishism.’

            — Edmund White, New York Times Book Review

            ‘A completely new form of autobiographical writing.’

            — Frankfurter Allgemeine Sonntagszeitung

            ‘A major European writer.’

            — Times Literary Supplement

            ‘For those still doubting Annie Ernaux’s place in French literature – she’s right at the top – we cannot recommend reading The Years enough. The breadth of scope and stylistic control of the work offer a masterful dive into the passing of time and the memories of one woman over the course of sixty years.’

            — Le Monde

            ‘Annie Ernaux’s work is autobiographical, discreet, withholding nothing yet enormously sensitive, precise, and minimalist. … She doesn’t just tell stories but, better put, tells her own story above all others, yet without falling into intimate revelations whatsoever, distancing herself from subjectivity, and considers literature as a sort of ethnology, something of an “intervention” into the culture which surrounds her.’

            — El País

            ‘Reading Annie Ernaux is a shock, an experience, especially important. With her, the private becomes political, politics is brought into conversation, and from all this explosive, up-to-date and poetic literature becomes … a masterpiece.’

            — Nils Minkmar, LiteraturSPIEGEL

            ‘The Years is a creative memoir, not only of an individual but of a generation and, indeed, an entire nation. … Beautifully presented – and surprisingly far- and deep-reaching – The Years is wonderful both as a chronicle of post-war French life (and so many of its changes) and a more universal memory-study.’

            — Complete Review

            ‘The Years is unsentimental and distant in tone, flattening out the trajectory of Ernaux’s singular life by telling a grander narrative in which the weight of history acts upon an individual life. It is not a work of autofiction but rather one of autosociobiographie, a term Ernaux coined. … The connection between In Search of Lost Time and The Years is easy to make; both works are above all preoccupied with memory and the passage of time. … It is this legacy that reverberates as Ernaux relates the story of a generation born too late to remember the widespread poverty of the war and into a world of rapidly changing technologies, sexual mores, and class distinctions.’

            — Bookforum

            ‘A masterful account of sixty years of French life, from 1940 to 2006, where personal memories, absent photos, diary entries and historical notes are fused together. … A magnificent text which glides effortlessly from the individual to the collective.’

            — L’Express
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            ‘All we have is our history, and it does not belong to us.’

            — José Ortega y Gasset

            ‘Yes. They’ll forget us. Such is our fate, there is no help for it. What seems to us serious, significant, very important, will one day be forgotten or will seem unimportant. And it’s curious that we can’t possibly tell what exactly will be considered great and important, and what will seem petty and ridiculous. … And it may be that our present life, which we accept so readily, will in time seem strange, inconvenient, stupid, not clean enough, perhaps even sinful…’

            — Anton Chekhov, tr. Constance Garnett
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            The Years

         

         All the images will disappear:

         
            the woman who squatted to urinate in broad daylight, behind the shack that served coffee at the edge of the ruins in Yvetot, after the war, who stood, skirts lifted, to pull up her underwear and then returned to the café

            the tearful face of Alida Valli as she danced with Georges Wilson in the film The Long Absence

            the man passed on the pavement in Padua in the summer of 1990, his hands fused with his shoulders, instantly summoning the memory of thalidomide, prescribed to pregnant women for nausea thirty years before, and of a joke people told later: an expectant mother knits the baby’s layette while gulping thalidomide pills at regular intervals – a row, a pill, a row, a pill. A friend says in horror, Stop, don’t you realize your baby may be born without arms, and the other answers, It’s okay, I don’t know how to knit sleeves anyway

            Claude Piéplu leads a regiment of légionnaires, waving a flag in one hand and leading a goat with the other, in a Les Charlots film

            the majesty of the elderly woman with Alzheimer’s, who wore a flowered smock like all the residents of the old folks’ home, but with a blue shawl over her shoulders, tirelessly pacing the corridors, haughty like the Duchess of Guermantes in the Bois de Boulogne, and who made you think of Céleste Albaret as she’d appeared one night on television with Bernard Pivot

            on an outdoor stage, the woman shut into a box pierced all the way through by men with silver spears – and emerging alive because it was a magic trick, called The Martyrdom of a Woman

            the mummies clothed in tattered lace, dangling from the walls of the Convento dei Cappuccini in Palermo

            Simone Signoret’s face on the poster for Thérèse Raquin

            the shoe rotating on a pedestal in an André shop, rue du Gros-Horloge in Rouen, the same phrase continuously scrolling around it – With Babybotte, Baby trots and grows well

            the stranger of Termini Station in Rome, who half lowered the blind of his first-class compartment and in profile, hidden from the waist up, dandled his sex in the direction of the young women in the train on the opposite platform, leaning against the railings, chins in hands

            the guy in a cinema ad for Paic Vaisselle dishwashing liquid, cheerfully breaking dirty dishes instead of washing them while an offscreen voice sternly intoned ‘That is not the solution!’ and the man, gazing at the audience in despair, asked ‘But what is the solution?’

            the beach at Arenys de Mar, next to a railway line, the hotel guest who looked like Zappy Max

            the newborn flailed in the air like a skinned rabbit in the delivery room of the Clinique Caudéran Pasteur, found again half an hour later, dressed and sleeping on his side in a little bed, one hand out, and the sheet pulled up to his shoulders

            the dashing figure of the actor Philippe Lemaire, married to Juliette Gréco

            in an advert on TV, the father who hides behind his newspaper, trying in vain to toss a Picorette in the air and catch it in his mouth, like his little girl

            a house with a vine-covered arbour which was a hotel in the sixties, no. 90A, on the Zattere in Venice

            the hundreds of petrified faces, photographed by the authorities before deportation to the camps, on the walls of a room in the Palais de Tokyo, Paris, in the mid-1980s

            the lavatories built above the river, in the courtyard behind the house in Lillebonne, the excrements mixed with paper borne away by the gently lapping water

            all the twilight images of the early years, the pools of light from a summer Sunday, images from dreams in which the dead parents come back to life, and you walk down indefinable roads

            the image of Scarlett O’Hara dragging the Yankee soldier she has just killed up the stairs, then running through the streets of Atlanta in search of a doctor for Melanie, who is about to give birth

            of Molly Bloom, who lies next to her husband, remembering the first time a boy kissed her and she said yes yes yes

            of Elizabeth Drummond, murdered with her parents on a road in Lurs in 1952

            the images, real or imaginary, that follow us all the way into sleep

the images of a moment bathed in a light that is theirs alone

         

         They will all vanish at the same time, like the millions of images that lay behind the foreheads of the grandparents, dead for half a century, and of the parents, also dead. Images in which we appeared as a little girl in the midst of beings who died before we were born, just as in our own memories our small children are there next to our parents and schoolmates. And one day we’ll appear in our children’s memories, among their grandchildren and people not yet born. Like sexual desire, memory never stops. It pairs the dead with the living, real with imaginary beings, dreams with history.

         
             

         

         
             

         

         
             

         

         Thousands of words, the ones used to name things, faces, acts and feelings, to put the world in order, make the heart beat and the sex grow moist, will suddenly be nullified.

         
            slogans, graffiti in public toilets, on walls in the street, poems and dirty jokes, headlines

            anamnesis, epigone, noema, theoretical, the terms written in a notebook alongside their meanings so you didn’t need to look them up each time

            turns of phrase that others used without a thought and which we doubted we’d ever be able to use, undeniably, one cannot fail to notice that

            dreadful sentences one should have forgotten, more tenacious than others due to the effort expended in suppressing them, you look like a decrepit whore

            the words of men in bed at night, Do with me what you will, I am your play-thing

            to exist is to drink oneself dry

            what were you doing on 11 September 2001?

            in illo tempore at Mass on Sunday

            old geezer, hullabaloo, a turn up for the books! You little nincompoop, outdated expressions, heard again by chance, suddenly precious as objects lost and found again, a wonder they’ve been saved from oblivion

            the words forever bound to certain people, like mottos, or to a specific spot on the N14 because a passenger happened to say them just as we were driving by, and we cannot pass that place again without the words leaping up like the buried water jets at the Summer Palace of Peter the Great, which spray when you walk across them

            the grammar book examples, quotes, insults, songs, sentences copied into notebooks when we were teens

            l’abbé Trublet compilait, compilait, compilait

            glory for a woman is the dazzling mourning of happiness

            our memory is outside us, in a rainy breath of time

            perfection for a nun is to spend her life as a virgin and to die as a saint

            saucy spoonerisms: the acrobats displayed some cunning stunts, the explorer puts his mess in the cashbox

            it was a lucky charm, a little pig with a heart / that she bought at the market for a hundred sous / a hundred sous is a pittance, between me and you

            my story is a story of love

            can you tirlipoter with a fork? Can you put schmilblick in a baby bottle?

            (I’m capable of the best and the worst, but at being the worst I’m the best! so if you’re happy, why don’t you laugh? I’ll be brief, said King Pepin the Short and climbing out of the monster’s belly, Jonas declared, you don’t need to be a brain sturgeon to know that’s dolphinitely no minnow – the puns heard a thousand times, which had ceased to amuse or amaze us long ago; hackneyed, only irritating, they served no purpose but to consolidate the family esprit de corps, and disappeared when the couple blew apart though still sprang to mind sometimes, incongruous, inappropriate outside of the former tribe – basically, all that remained of it, after years of separation)

            words that we are astonished ever existed – mastoc, hefty (Flaubert in a letter to Louise Colet), pioncer, to kip (George Sand to Flaubert)

            Latin and English, Russian learned in six months for a Soviet, only thing left of it now da svidania, ya tebia lioubliou kharacho

            what is marriage? A con-promise

            metaphors so tired it was astonishing to see others daring to utter them, the icing on the cake

            O Mother buried outside the first garden

            pédaler à côté du vélo, to pedal next to the bicycle (wasted effort) became pédaler dans la choucroûte, to pedal in sauerkraut (going nowhere fast), then pedalling in semolina (to go round in circles), then nothing – obsolete expressions

            the men’s words we didn’t like, come, tossing off

            those learned at school that gave you a feeling of mastery over the world. Once the exam was over, they flew out of your head more quickly than they had entered

            the phrases repeated by grandparents that set one’s teeth on edge, and those of the parents which after their deaths remained more alive than their faces, curiosity killed the cat, little jugs have big ears

            the old brands, short-lived, the memories of which delighted you more than those of better-known brands, Dulsol shampoo, Cardon chocolate, Nadi coffee – like an intimate memory, impossible to share

            The Cranes Are Flying 

            Marianne of My Youth

            Madame Soleil is still with us

            the world is suffering from lack of faith in a transcendental truth

         

         Everything will be erased in a second. The dictionary of words amassed between cradle and deathbed, eliminated. All there will be is silence and no words to say it. Nothing will come out of the open mouth, neither I nor me. Language will continue to put the world into words. In conversation around a holiday table, we will be nothing but a first name, increasingly faceless, until we vanish into the vast anonymity of a distant generation.
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            It is a sepia photo, oval-shaped, glued inside a little cardboard folder with a gold border and protected by a sheet of embossed, semi-transparent paper. Below are the words: Photo-Moderne, Ridel, Lillebonne (S.Inf.re). Tel. 80. A fat baby with a full, pouty lower lip and brown hair pulled up into a big curl sits half-naked on a cushion in the middle of a carved table. The misty background, the sculpted garland of the table, the embroidered chemise that rides up over the belly (the baby’s hand hides its sex), the strap slipping from the shoulder onto the chubby arm suggest a cupid or a cherub from a painting. All the relatives must have received a print and immediately tried to discern whose side the child took after. In this piece of family archive, which must date from 1941, it is impossible not to read a ritual petit bourgeois staging for the entrance into the world.

            Another photo, stamped by the same photographer – the folder is of lesser quality, the gold border has disappeared – and probably destined for the same distribution within the family, shows a little girl of about four, serious, almost sad despite her nice plump face under short hair, parted down the middle and pulled back with barrettes to which little bow-ties are attached, like butterflies. Her left hand rests on the same carved Louis XVI–style table, which is fully visible. She bulges out of her bodice, her skirt with shoulder straps hiked up a little over a protuberant belly, possibly a sign of rickets (circa 1944).

            Two other small photos with serrated edges, very likely taken the same year, show the same child, slimmer, in a flounced dress with puff sleeves. In the first one, she nestles playfully against a stout woman, whose body is a solid mass in a wide-striped dress, her hair swept up in two big buns. In the other photo, the child’s left hand is raised, fist closed, the right one held back by the hand of a man. He is tall with a light-coloured jacket and pleated trousers, his bearing nonchalant. Both photos were taken on the same day in a cobbled courtyard, in front of a low wall with a floral border along the top. A clothesline hangs above their heads, a solitary clothespin still hooked over it.

            
                

            

            
                

            

         

         On holiday afternoons after the war, amidst the interminable slowness of meals, time appeared out of nowhere and began to take shape, the time which the parents seemed to be staring at, eyes unfocused, when they forgot to answer us, the time where we were not and never would be, the time before. The voices of the guests flowed together to compose the great narrative of collective events, which we came to believe we too had witnessed.

         They never grew tired of talking about the winter of ’42, the bone-chilling cold, the hunger and the swedes, the food provisions and tobacco vouchers, the bombardments

the aurora borealis that heralded the coming of the war the bicycles and carts on the roads during the Débâcle

the looted shops

the displaced searching the debris for their photos and their money

the arrival of the Germans – every person at the table could say exactly where, in what city – and the always courteous English, the inconsiderate Americans, the collabos, the neighbour in the Resistance, X’s daughter whose head was shaved after the Liberation

Le Havre razed to the ground, where nothing at all remained, the black market

Propaganda

the Krauts fleeing across the Seine at Caudébec on knackered horses

the countrywoman who loudly farted in a train compartment full of Germans and proclaimed to all and sundry, ‘If we can’t tell it, we’ll make them smell it!’

         From a common ground of hunger and fear, everything was told in the ‘we’ voice and with impersonal pronouns, as if everyone were equally affected by events.

         
            Shrugging their shoulders, they spoke of Pétain, too old and already gaga when he was brought back into action for want of someone better. They imitated the flight and rumble of V-2s circling above, mimed past terrors, feigning their own careful deliberations at critical moments, What do I do now, to keep us in suspense.

            It was a story replete with violence, destruction, and death, narrated with glee, belied at intervals, it seemed, by a stirring and solemn ‘It must never happen again’, followed by a silence like a warning for the benefit of some obscure authority, remorse in the wake of pleasure.

         

         But they only spoke of what they had seen and could re-live while eating and drinking. They lacked the talent and conviction to speak of things they’d been aware of but had not seen. Not the Jewish children boarding trains for Auschwitz, nor the bodies of starvation victims collected every morning from the Warsaw Ghetto, nor the 10,000 degree-fires in Hiroshima. Whence our impression, which later history courses, documentaries, and films failed to dispel, that neither the crematoria nor the atomic bomb belonged to the same era as black market butter, air-raid warnings, and descents to the cellar.

         They started to make comparisons with the other war, 1914, the Great War, unlike this one won in blood and glory, a man’s war, and around the table the women listened to the men with respect. They spoke of Chemin des Dames and Verdun, mustard gas, the bells of 11 November 1918. They named villages where no children who left for the Front returned, not one. They compared the soldiers in the mud-filled trenches to the prisoners of 1940, warm and sheltered for five years without a bomb ever landing on them. They quarrelled over who had been more heroic and who more unlucky.

         
             

         

         
             

         

         
            They travelled back to times before their own existence, the Crimean War and the siege of 1870, when the Parisians ate rats.

            In the time-before of which they spoke, there was nothing but war and hunger.

            They finished by singing Ah le petit vin blanc and Fleur de Paris, shouting the refrain, bleu-blanc-rouge sont les couleurs de la patrie, in a deafening chorus. They stretched their arms and laughed, Here’s another one the Krauts won’t get!

            The children didn’t listen. They rushed from the table the moment they were excused and took advantage of the permissiveness of the feast days to play forbidden games, jumping on beds, swinging upside down. But they remembered every detail. Next to that wondrous time, the episodes whose order they would not retain for years, the Débâcle, the Occupation, the Exodus, the Landing, the Victory, the nameless time in which they grew seemed colourless. They regretted they had not been born (or were only infants) in the days when people were forced to take to the roads in bands and sleep on straw like gypsies. Not having lived this way would stamp them with a lasting sorrow. They were saddled with other people’s memories and a secret nostalgia for the time they’d missed by so little, along with the hope of living it one day.

         

         
             

         

         
             

         

         All that remained of the flamboyant epic were the grey and silent ruins of blockhouses carved into cliffsides, and heaps of rubble in the towns as far as the eye could see. Rusty objects, twisted bedframes loomed out of the debris. Merchants who had lost their businesses set up shop in temporary huts along the edges of the ruins. Shells overlooked by mine-clearers exploded in the bellies of the little boys who played with them. The newspapers warned, Do not touch munitions! Doctors removed tonsils from children with delicate throats, who woke screaming from the ether anesthesia and were forced to drink boiling milk. On faded posters, General de Gaulle, in three-quarter profile, gazed into the distance from under his kepi. On Sunday afternoons we played petits chevaux and mistigri.

         The frenzy that had followed Liberation was fading. All people thought about was going out, and the world was full of desires that clamoured for immediate satisfaction. Anything that comprised a first time since the war provoked a stampede – bananas, fireworks, National Lottery tickets. Entire neighbourhoods, from elderly ladies propped up by their daughters to infants in prams, flocked to the funfair, the lantern parade, and the Bouglione circus, where they narrowly escaped being crushed in the melee. They took to the road in praying, singing crowds to welcome the statue of Our Lady of Boulogne and walk her back the following day over many kilometres. They never missed a chance, secular or religious, to be outside with other people, as if they still yearned to live collectively. On Sunday evenings, the coaches returned from the seaside with tall youths in shorts clinging to the luggage roofs and singing at the top of their voices. Dogs roamed free and mated in the middle of the streets.

         But even this time started to become a memory of golden days, whose loss we keenly felt when the radio played Je me souviens des beaux dimanches… Mais oui c’est loin c’est loin tout ça. Then the children began to regret having been too small to really experience the Liberation.

         
            Still, we grew up quietly, ‘happy to be alive and know where we stood’, amidst the recommendations not to touch unknown objects and the ceaseless bemoaning of rationing, oil and sugar coupons, corn bread that sat heavy on the stomach, coke that didn’t heat, and will there be chocolate and jam for Christmas? We started going to school with slates and chalk-holders, passing fields that had been cleared of debris and levelled for reconstruction. We played Duck, Duck, Goose and Pass the Ring, danced in the round while singing Bonjour Guillaume as-tu bien déjeuné, played fives against the wall to Petite bohémienne toi qui voyages partout, and tramped up and down the schoolyard arm-in-arm chanting who is going to play hide-and-seek. We caught scabies and head lice that we smothered with towels doused in Marie Rose antiparasitic. One after the other, we clambered into the TB X-ray truck, keeping our coats and mufflers on. We spent the first medical visit giggling with shame to be wearing only panties in a room not in the least warmed by the flitting blue flame in a dish of methylated spirits on the table by the nurse. Soon, for the very first Youth Day, dressed in white from head to toe, we would march through the streets to the racecourse, cheered by the crowd. Between the sky and the wet grass, to the music that blared from the loudspeakers, together we would execute the group gymnastics set with a sense of grandeur and solitude.

    The speeches said we represented the future.

         

         
             

         

         From the polyphonic clangour of holiday meals, before the quarrels began with eternal enmities sworn, another great story emerged in fragments, intertwined with the one about war: the story of origins.

         Men and women began to appear, some nameless except for a kinship title, ‘father’, ‘grandfather’, ‘great-grandmother’, reduced to a character trait, a funny or tragic anecdote, the Spanish flu, the embolism, or kick from a horse that carried them off – and children who hadn’t lived to be our age, a multitude of characters we’d never know. Over years, and with no small effort, the tangled threads of family were unraveled, until at last the ‘two sides’ could be clearly distinguished, the people who were something to us by blood from those who were ‘nothing’.

         Family narrative and social narrative are one and the same. The voices around the table mapped out the territories of youth: countrysides and farms where, for time immemorial, men had been hired hands and girls housemaids; the factory where they all had met, stepped out together, and married, the small businesses to which the most ambitious had risen. They told stories that contained no personal detail except for births, weddings, and funerals, no travel except to regiments in distant garrison towns, existences entirely filled by work, its harsh and wearing conditions, the perils of drink. School was a mythical backdrop, a brief golden age with the schoolmaster as its rough god, equipped with an iron ruler for the rapping of knuckles.

         
            The voices imparted a legacy of poverty and deprivation that long pre-dated the war and the restrictions. They plunged us into a timeless night, ‘a bygone era’, and rhymed off its pleasures and difficulties, customs and practical wisdom:

living in a house with a dirt floor

wearing clogs

playing with a rag doll

washing clothes in wood ash

sewing a little pouch of garlic inside children’s nightshirts near the navel to rid them of worms

obeying parents and getting boxed on the ears anyway,

just think if I’d given them lip!

            Drew up an inventory of ignorances, all of the unknowns and unimaginable things of the past:

red meat, oranges

social security, the family allowance, and retirement at

sixty-five

going on holiday

         

         Recalled the sources of pride – the strikes of 1936, the Popular Front, before that, the worker counted for nothing

         We, the little people, back at the table for dessert, stayed to listen to the risqué tales that, in the atmosphere of postprandial ease, the assembly ceased to hold in check, forgetting young ears. Songs of the parents’ youth told of Paris and girls fallen below their stations, of strumpets and prowlers at the city gates, Le Grand Rouquin, L’Hirondelle du faubourg, Du gris que l’on prend dans ses doigts et qu’on roule, songs of passion and pathos to which the singer, eyes closed, gave her entire body, and all around the table, tears were dabbed away with the corners of napkins. Then it was our turn to melt the company’s hearts with Étoile des neiges.

         Darkened photos passed from hand to hand, the backs soiled by all the other fingers that had handled them at other meals, coffee and fat dissolved into an indefinable hue. In the stiff and sombre newly-weds, the wedding guests in tiered rows along a wall, no one recognized their parents, or anybody. Nor did one recognize oneself in the half-naked baby of indistinct sex who sat on a cushion, an alien creature from a mute and inaccessible time.

         
            After the war, at the never-ending table of holiday meals, amidst the laughter and exclamations, our time will come soon enough, let’s enjoy it while it lasts, other people’s memories gave us a place in the world.

         

         
             

         

         
             

         

         Memory was transmitted not only through the stories but through the ways of walking, sitting, talking, laughing, eating, hailing someone, grabbing hold of objects. It passed body to body, over the years, from the remotest countrysides of France and other parts of Europe: a heritage unseen in the photos, lying beyond individual difference and the gaps between the goodness of some and the wickedness of others. It united family members, neighbours, all those of whom one said ‘They’re people like us,’ a repertory of habits and gestures shaped by childhoods in the fields and adolescent years in workshops, preceded by other childhoods, all the way back to oblivion:

eating noisily and displaying the progressive metamorphosis of food in the open mouth, wiping one’s lips with a piece of bread, mopping the gravy from a plate so thoroughly that it could be put away without washing, tapping the spoon on the bottom of the bowl, stretching at the end of dinner. Daily washing of the face only, the rest according to the degree of soiling – hands and forearms after work, the legs and knees of children on summer evenings – and saving the big scrub-downs for holidays

grabbing hold of things with force, slamming doors. Doing everything roughly, whether catching a rabbit by the ears, giving someone a peck on the cheek, or squeezing a child in one’s arms. On days when tempers flared, banging in and out of the house, slamming chairs around

walking with long strides, swinging one’s arms, sitting by flopping oneself onto the chair, and when standing again, freeing with a flick of the hand the cloth of the skirt caught between the buttocks. Old women sat down pushing a fist into the hollow of their apron

for men, the continual use of the shoulders in carrying a spade, planks, sacks of potatoes, and tired children on the way home from the market

for women, wedging things between the knees and thighs: the coffee grinder, the bottle to uncork, the hen whose throat is to be cut and whose blood will drip into a basin

speaking loudly and grudgingly in every circumstance, as if one were forever obliged to bridle against the universe.

         
            The language, a mangled French mixed with local dialect, was inseparable from the hearty booming voices, bodies squeezed into work smocks and blue overalls, single-storey houses and little gardens, dogs that barked in the afternoon and the silence that preceded arguments, just as the rules of grammar and proper French were associated with the neutral intonations and white hands of the schoolmistress. A language without praise or flattery that contained the piercing rain, the beaches of flat grey stones beneath sheer cliffs, the chamber pots emptied onto manure, the wine drunk by labourers. It served as a vehicle for beliefs and prescriptions:

observe the moon, for it governs the time of birth, the lifting of leeks, and the chore of treating children’s worms

do not defy the cycle of the seasons to abandon coats and stockings, put the female rabbit to the male, or plant lettuces; there’s a right time for everything, a precious interval between ‘too early’ and ‘too late’, difficult to quantify, when nature exerts her goodwill; children and cats born in winter don’t grow as well as others, and the sun in March can drive one insane

apply raw potato to burns, or ‘get the fire put out’ by a neighbour who knows the magic formula; heal a cut with urine

respect bread, for the face of God is etched on every grain of wheat

         

         Like any language, this one created hierarchies, stigmatized slackers, unruly women, ‘satyrs’ and ‘wastes of space’, ‘hopeless’ children, praised ‘capable’ people and industrious girls, recognized bigwigs and higher-ups, admonished, life will cut you down to size!

         It expressed reasonable desires and expectations: clean work, an indoor workplace, enough to eat, dying in bed

limits: don’t ask for the moon or things that cost the earth, be happy with what you’ve got

the dread of departures and the unknown because when you never leave home, even the next town is the ends of the earth

pride and injury, just because we’re from the country doesn’t mean we’re stupid

         
            But unlike our parents, we didn’t miss school to plant colza, shake apples from trees, or bundle dead wood. The school calendar had replaced the cycle of the seasons. The years ahead were school years, stacked on top of each other, space-times that opened in October and closed in July. When school started, we folded blue paper covers over the used books bequeathed by pupils a year ahead. When we looked at their poorly erased names on the cover pages, and the words they’d underlined, we felt as if we had taken over for them, and they were cheering us on – they who had made it through, learned all those things in a year. We memorized poems by Maurice Rollinat, Jean Richepin, Émile Verhaeren, Rosemonde Gérard, and songs, Mon beau sapin roi des forêts, C’est lui le voilà le dimanche avec sa robe de mai nouveau. We applied ourselves to making zero mistakes on dictations from the works of Maurice Genevoix, La Varende, Émile Moselly, Ernest Pérochon. We recited the grammar rules of correct French. Then as soon as we got home, without a second thought, we reverted to the original tongue, which didn’t force us to think about words but only things to say and not say – the language that clung to the body, was linked to slaps in the face, the Javel water smell of work coats, baked apples all winter long, the sound of piss in the chamber pot, and the parents’ snoring.

    People’s deaths didn’t affect us.

         

         
             

         

         
             

         

         
             

         

         
             

         

         The black-and-white photo of a little girl in a dark swimsuit on a pebble beach. In the background, cliffs. She sits on a flat rock, sturdy legs stretched out very straight in front of her. She leans back on her arms, smiling, eyes closed, her head slightly tilted. One thick brown braid has been arranged in front, the other hangs down her back. These details reveal the desire to pose like the stars in Cinémonde or the ads for Ambre Solaire, to flee her humiliating and unimportant little-girl body. Her thighs, paler, like her upper arms, show the outlines of a dress and indicate that for this child, a holiday or an afternoon at the seaside are exceptions to the rule. The beach is deserted. Written on the back: August 1949, Sotteville-sur-Mer.

         She is about to turn nine, on holiday with her father, and her uncle and aunt, artisan ropemakers. Her mother has remained in Yvetot to run the café-grocery, which never closes. Usually it is she who braids the girl’s hair in two tight plaits and secures them, coronet-style, around her head, with spring barrettes and ribbons. It may be that neither her father nor her aunt knows how to pin up her braids, or that she’s taking advantage of her mother’s absence to let them down.

         It is difficult to say what the girl is thinking or dreaming, how she looks upon the years that have passed since the Liberation, the things she remembers without effort.

         Maybe the images have already fled, except for the ones that will always resist loss of memory:

their arrival in the town reduced to rubble and the bitch in heat running away

the first day of school after Easter, she doesn’t know anyone

the great expedition to Fécamp on a train with wooden benches, the entire family on her mother’s side; the grandmother wears a black rice straw hat, the cousins undress, bare-bottomed on the pebble beach

the hoof-shaped needle case made for Christmas with a scrap of shirt cloth

Pas si bête with Bourvil

secret games, pinching the earlobes with toothed curtain rings.

         
            Maybe she is gazing at the school years behind her, like a vast plain – the three years she’s passed, the arrangement of the school desks, the big table for the teacher, the chalkboard, the schoolmates:

Françoise C, whom she envies for playing the clown with her hat in the shape of a cat’s head, who asked to borrow her handkerchief once during break, blew her nose into it thickly, handed it back in a ball, and ran away; her feeling of defilement and shame with the soiled handkerchief in her coat pocket for all of break

Évelyne J, whose knickers she stuck her hand down under the desk, touching the sticky little ball

F, whom no one ever talked to, sent to a sanatorium; at the medical exam she wore boys’ underpants, stained with poo, and all the girls watched her, giggling

the summers from before, already distant; one a scorcher, when the cisterns and wells ran dry, neighbourhood people with jugs lined up at the fire hydrant, and Robic had won the Tour de France – another summer, rainy, when she collected mussels with her mother and aunt on the beach of Veules-les-Roses and they leaned over a hole in the cliff to see a dead soldier being dug up along with others, to be buried somewhere else.

            Unless she has preferred, as usual, to combine the many imaginary possibilities borrowed from the Bibliothèque Verte or the Suzette serials with the dream of her future, as she feels it inside when she hears a love song on the radio.

            There is probably nothing on her mind that has to do with political events, crimes, random news items, and all that will later be acknowledged to have shaped the landscape of her childhood – a set of things known and ‘in the air’, Vincent Auriol, the war in Indochina, Marcel Cerdan boxing champion of the world, Pierrot le fou and Marie Besnard the arsenic poisoner.

            Nothing is certain but her desire to be grown-up, and the absence of the following memory:

that of the first time they said, before the photo of the baby on the cushion in a nightdress, and others, identical, oval-shaped and sepia, ‘That’s you,’ forcing her to see herself in that other, shaped from chubby flesh, who’d lived a mysterious life in a time that no longer existed.

         

         
             

         

         
             

         

         France was immense, composed of populations distinguished by the food they ate and their ways of speaking. In July, the riders of the Tour cycled across the country, and we followed them stage by stage on the Michelin map tacked onto the kitchen wall. Most people spent their lives within the same fifty kilometres, and when the church trembled with the first triumphal bars of the hymn ‘In Our Home Be Queen’, we knew that home meant the place we lived, the town, or at most the département. The gateway to the exotic was the nearest big town, the rest of the world unreal. Those who were, or aspired to be, well educated enrolled in the Connaissance du monde documentary lectures. The others read Reader’s Digest or Constellation, ‘the world seen in French’. A postcard sent from Bizerte by a cousin doing his military service in Tunisia threw us into a state of dreamy stupor.

         Paris was beauty and power, a mysterious, frightening entity whose every street name that appeared in a newspaper or an ad – Boulevard Barbès, rue Gazan, Jean Mineur, 116 avenue des Champs-Élysées – inflamed the imagination. People who had lived there or even just visited, seen the Eiffel Tower, took on an aura of superiority. On summer evenings, after the long and dusty days of holiday, we went to the station to meet the express trains and watch the people who’d been someplace else. We saw them disembark with suitcases and Printemps shopping bags, pilgrims returning from Lourdes. Songs about unknown places, the South, the Pyrenées – Fandangos du pays basque, Montagnes d’Italie,  Mexico – made us yearn. In the pink-rimmed clouds of sunset, we saw maharajahs and Indian palaces. We complained to our parents, ‘We never go anywhere!’ and they replied, astonished, ‘Where do you want to go, you’ve got all you need right here!’

         
             

         

         Everything inside the houses had been bought before the war. The saucepans were blackened and missing their handles, the bowls’ enamel worn away. Holes in jugs were plugged with metal pellets. Coats were revamped, shirt collars turned inside out, and Sunday clothes extended to everyday. That we never stopped growing made our mothers despair, forced to lengthen dresses with strips of cloth. Shoes bought a size up were too small the following year. Everything had to be put to use, the pencil case, the Lefranc paint box, the packaging from LU Petit Beurre biscuits. Nothing was thrown away. The contents of chamber pots were used for garden fertilizer, the dung of passing horses collected for potted plants. Newspaper was used for wrapping vegetables, drying shoes, wiping one’s bottom in the lavatory.

         We lived in a scarcity of everything, of objects, images, distractions, explanations of self and the world, whose sources were confined to the catechism, Father Riquet’s sermon for Lent, the Latest News from Tomorrow, read in the booming voice of Geneviève Tabouis, and women’s stories about their lives and those of their neighbours, exchanged over glasses of coffee in the afternoon. For the longest time, children believed in Father Christmas and babies found in roses or heads of cabbage.

         
             

         

         
            People travelled by foot or bicycle in a smooth, regular motion. Men rode with their knees splayed and trouser cuffs cinched with clips, women with their bottoms encased in taut skirts, drawing fluid lines in the tranquility of the streets. The background was silence and the bicycle measured the speed of life.

            We lived in close proximity to shit. It made us laugh.

         

         
             

         

         
             

         

         There were dead children in every family, carried off by sudden incurable diseases: diarrhoea, convulsions, diphtheria. All that remained of their brief time on earth were tombstones shaped like baby cribs and inscribed ‘an angel in heaven’. There were photos that people showed while furtively wiping their eyes, and hushed, almost serene conversations that frightened surviving children, who believed they were living on borrowed time. They would not be safe until the age of twelve or fifteen, having made it through whooping cough, measles, chicken pox, mumps, ear infections, bronchitis every winter, escaped tuberculosis and meningitis, at which time people would say they’d ‘filled out’. In the meantime, ‘war children’, peaky and anaemic with white-spotted nails, had to swallow cod-liver oil and Lune deworming syrup, step on the pharmacist’s scale, bundle themselves in mufflers to avoid chills, eat soup to grow tall, and stand up straight under threat of wearing an iron corset. The babies who were starting to be born in every direction were vaccinated, monitored, and presented each month at the town hall’s infant weigh-in. Newspaper headlines proclaimed that still five thousand died each year.

         Idiocy from birth frightened no one. Madness was feared because it happened suddenly, mysteriously, to normal people.

         
            The blurred and damaged photo of a little girl standing on a bridge in front of a guardrail. She has short hair, slender thighs and knobbly knees. She holds her hand over her eyes to block the sun. She is laughing. Written on the back of the photo, Ginette 1937. On her tombstone: died at the age of six on Holy Thursday, 1938. She is the older sister of the little girl on the beach at Sotteville-sur-Mer.

         

         
             

         

         
             

         

         Boys and girls were kept apart in every situation. Boys were noisy creatures who never cried and were always ready to throw something – pebbles, chestnuts, firecrackers, icy snowballs. They used swearwords, read Tarzan and Bibi Fricotin. The girls, who feared them, were enjoined not to follow their example and to prefer quiet games like dancing in the round, hopscotch, Pass the Ring. On Thursdays in winter, they ‘played’ school with old buttons or cutout figures from L’Écho de la Mode laid out on the kitchen table. Encouraged by their mothers and teachers they were telltales: their favourite threat was, ‘I’m telling on you!’ They called out to each other Hey, whatsyername, listened to rude stories and repeated them in whispers, hands cupped over their mouths. They laughed up their sleeves at the story of Maria Goretti, who had preferred to die rather than do with a boy what they all dreamed of doing, and frightened themselves with their perversity, unsuspected by adults. They longed to have breasts and pubic hair, a bloodstained towel between their legs. In the meantime, they read albums from the Bécassine series and Hans Brinker or The Silver Skates by P.-J. Stahl, and Nobody’s Boy by Hector Malot. They went to the cinema with school to see Monsieur Vincent, Le grand cirque, and The Battle of the Rails, which elevated the soul, boosted moral courage, and drove away wicked thoughts. But they knew reality and the future were to be found in the films of Martine Carol and the photo-romance magazines, whose titles – Nous Deux, Confidences, and Intimité – foretold the alluring, illicit immorality that lay ahead.

         
             

         

         
             

         

         
            The buildings of the reconstruction rose from the earth amidst the intermittent screech of pivot cranes. The days of restrictions were at an end, and new products appeared at long-enough intervals to be greeted with joyous surprise, their utility assessed and debated in daily conversation. They materialized suddenly, as in fairy tales, unprecedented, impossible to foresee. There was something for everyone, Bic pens, shampoo in cartons, Bulgomme bubble gum, Gerflex, Tampax, and creams to remove unwanted hair, Gilac plastics, Dacron, neon tubes, hazelnut milk chocolate, the Solex motorbike, chlorophyll toothpaste. We were continually amazed by the amount of time we saved with instant powdered soup, Presto pressure cookers, and mayonnaise in tubes. Canned was preferred to fresh, peas from tins instead of garden-picked. It was considered more chic to serve pears in syrup than ripe from the tree. Food’s ‘digestibility’, vitamins, and ‘calorie count’ had started to matter. We marvelled at inventions that erased centuries of gestures and effort. Soon would come a time, so it was said, when there’d be nothing left for us to do. Inventions were denigrated: the washing machine was accused of wearing out clothes, television of ruining the eyes and inciting people to stay up all hours. Still, we observed and envied our neighbours for possessing these signs of progress and social superiority. In the city, older boys on Vespas wheeled around the girls. Straight and proud in the saddle, they’d carry one off, a scarf tied under her chin, her arms twined around his back. We immediately wanted to be three years older, watching them ride off in a series of backfires.

         

         Advertising touted the virtues of objects with commanding enthusiasm. Furniture by Lévitan – guaranteed to last! Chantelle, the girdle that never rides up! You’ll always prefer oil by Lesieur! It sang them out with unbridled joy: Dop dop dop, adopt Dop shampoo, Izarra la la li la li la, Apo po apopo Apollinaris, or dreamily, There’s happiness in the home when Elle is there. It crooned with the voice of Luis Mariano, The brassiere by Lou, for the woman of taste. While we did our homework at the kitchen table, the ads on Radio Luxembourg, like the songs, brought certainty of future joy, and all around us we felt the presence of absent things we’d be allowed to buy later. Meanwhile, as we waited to be old enough to wear Rouge Baiser lipstick and perfume by Bourjois with a j as in joy, we collected plastic animals hidden in bags of coffee, and from Menier chocolate wrappers, Fables of La Fontaine stamps that we swapped with friends at break time.

         We had time to desire things, plastic pencil cases, crepe-soled shoes, gold watches. Their possession did not disappoint. We held them up to the admiration of others. They contained a mystery and magic that survived their contemplation and handling. Turning them this way and that, we continued to expect something unfathomable.

         Progress was the bright horizon of every existence. It signified well-being, healthy children, glowing houses, well-lit streets, and knowledge – everything that shunned the darkness of country life and the war. It was in plastics and Formica, antibiotics and social security benefits, running water and mains drainage, summer camps, ongoing education, and the atom. You have to keep up with the times, people liked to repeat, as proof of their intelligence and open minds. In quatrième1, composition topics invited students to write about ‘the benefits of electricity’ or compose a reply to ‘someone who denigrates the modern world in your presence’. The young will know far more than us, parents asserted.

         In reality, cramped housing forced children and parents, brothers and sisters to sleep in the same room. People used jugs and basins to wash, did their business in outhouses. Sanitary napkins were made of towelling and left to disgorge their blood in buckets of icy water. Children’s colds and bronchitis were treated with mustard poultices. Parents treated their own flu with aspirin and grog. Men pissed along the walls in broad daylight. Education aroused suspicion, a fear that through some obscure sanction, a punitive reversal that awaited those who tried to rise above their station, learning made you batty. Teeth were missing from every mouth. The times, people said, are not the same for everyone.

         The days passed unchanged, punctuated by the same old distractions, which could not keep pace with the abundance and novelty of things. Spring brought the return of First Communions, Youth Day, the church fête, and the Pinder Circus parade, when all at once the elephants blocked the street with their grey immensity. July was the Tour de France, which we followed on the radio, cutting photos from the papers – Geminiani, Darrigade, and Coppi – and pasting them in albums. Autumn brought the fair with merry-go-rounds and concessions. We rode the bumper cars enough to last us a year, amidst the clatter of metal rods, volleys of sparks, and a voice that boomed, ‘Here we go, boys and girls – three, two, one!’ Year after year, on the lottery stage, the same boy with a red-painted nose imitated Bourvil, and a woman hawker, cleavage bared to the cold, reeled off her sales pitch for ‘the Folies Bergère from midnight till two’, a torrid show restricted to those sixteen and over. We searched for clues in the faces of people who had dared go behind the curtain and came out grinning. In the odour of stagnant water and animal fat, we sensed unbridled lust.

         Later, we would be old enough to lift the tent flap. Behind it, three women in bikinis danced without music on a wooden stage. The lights went off and on again. The women stood bare-breasted and motionless in front of a sparse audience standing on the asphalt in front of the town hall. Outside, a loudspeaker bellowed a song by Dario Moreno, Hey mambo, mambo Italiano.

         
            Religion provided the official framework of life and governed time. The newspapers published menus for Lent, whose stages from Septuagesima to Easter were marked on the calendar from the post office. We didn’t eat meat on Fridays. Sunday Mass remained an opportunity to change clothes, wear a garment for the first time, put on a hat and gloves, carry a purse, see and be seen, gaze at the altar boys. It was, for everyone, an outward sign of morality and the promise of a destiny, written in a special language, Latin. To read the same prayers each week, endure the same ritual boredom during the sermons, granted us probationary purification from pleasures such as eating chicken and patisserie cakes, or going to a film later. That schoolteachers and educated people, of irreproachable conduct, believed in nothing seemed an anomaly. Religion was the sole font of morality. It bestowed human dignity, without which our lives would resemble those of dogs. Church Law outweighed all others; it alone gave legitimacy to the great moments of existence. ‘People who don’t marry in the Church are not really married,’ the catechism proclaimed. By ‘Church’ they meant the Catholic Church, of course. All other religions were ridiculous or simply wrong. In the playground we bawled, Mohammed was a prophet of the great Allah, / He sold peanuts at the market of Biskra. / Cotton candy would’ve been dandy / But he sells peanuts, that’s all! / Allah (three times).

            We couldn’t wait to take Confirmation, the glorious precursor to everything important that would happen to us: periods, the certificate of education, entry into sixième. Boys and girls sat separately in pews on either side of the aisle. The boys wore dark suits with armbands, the girls long white dresses and veils. We already looked like the husbands and wives we’d be in ten years’ time, gliding two by two. Having thundered in a single voice at vespers I renounce Satan and I cling to Jesus forever, we could now dispense with religious practices. As ordained Christians, we possessed the necessary baggage for membership in the dominant community and the certitude that there has to be something after death.

         

         Everyone knew how to distinguish between what was and was not done, between Good and Evil. Values could be read in others’ eyes upon us. By their clothing, we could distinguish little girls from young girls, young girls from young ladies, young women from women, mothers from grandmothers, labourers from tradesmen and bureaucrats. Wealthy people said of shopgirls and typists who were too well dressed, ‘They wear their entire fortune on their backs.’

         
             

         

         
             

         

         
            Public or private, school was a place where immutable knowledge was imparted in silence and order, with respect for hierarchy and absolute submission, that is, to wear a smock, line up at the sound of the bell, stand when the headmistress or Mother Superior (but not a teaching assistant) entered the room, to equip oneself with regulation notebooks, pens, and pencils, refrain from talking back when observations were made and from wearing trousers in the winter without a skirt over the top. Only teachers were allowed to ask questions. If we did not understand a word or explanation, the fault was ours. We were proud, as of a privilege, to be bound by strict rules and confinement. The uniform required by private institutions was visible proof of their perfection.

         

         The curriculum never changed, Le Médecin malgré lui in sixième, Les Fourberies de Scapin, Racine’s Plaideurs, and Victor Hugo’s Les Pauvres Gens in cinquième, Le Cid in quatrième, etc. Nor did our textbooks, Malet-Isaac for history, Demangeon for geography, and Carpentier-Fialip for English. This body of knowledge was transferred to a minority whose intelligence and superiority was confirmed year after year, through rosa rosam and Rome the only object of my resentment, the Segment Addition Postulate and trigonometry, while the majority continued doing mental arithmetic or problems involving trains, and singing La Marseillaise for the oral part of the certificate. To pass the latter, or the brevet, was considered an event, saluted in the newspapers, who published the names of the laureates. Those who failed knew the weight of indignity at an early age. They were not capable. The speeches that praised education concealed its meagre distribution.

         If we met a former schoolmate who had enrolled in a commercial school or been sent to apprentice, it wouldn’t occur to us to speak to her, although she’d shared our desk all the way to secondary school. Nor would a notary clerk’s daughter with her fading ski-tan, proof of her superior social rank, so much as glance at us outside of school.

         
            Work, effort, and willingness were the measures of behaviour. On awards day, we were presented with books that extolled the heroism of aviation pioneers, generals and colonizers – Mermoz, Leclerc, de Lattre de Tassigny, Lyautey. Everyday courage was not forgotten either. One had to admire the father, ‘the adventurer of the modern world’ (Péguy), ‘a humble life with boring and easy chores’ (Verlaine), comment in writing on sayings by Georges Duhamel and Saint-Exupéry, and ‘the lesson in energy the heroes of Corneille teach us’. We were asked to demonstrate how ‘love of family leads to love of country’ and how ‘work keeps at bay three great evils: boredom, vice, and need’ (Voltaire). We read Vaillant and Âmes vaillantes.2

            To fortify youth in these ideals, toughen them physically, keep them safe from laziness and enfeebling pastimes (reading and films), make them into ‘decent young fellows’ and ‘fine upstanding young ladies’, families were advised to send their children to the Wolf Cubs, Pioneers, Girl Guides and Brownies, Crusaders and Francas. They would sit around a campfire in the evening, or march down a trail at dawn, wave a banner with martial fervour to the strains of ‘Akela’s Trail’, and attain an enchanted union of nature, order, and morality. Radiant faces looked to the future from the covers of La Vie Catholique and L’Humanité. This wholesome youth, sons and daughters of France, followed in the footsteps of their Résistants elders, as President René Coty had proclaimed in a stirring speech of July 1954 at Place de la Gare, before a crowd of pupils grouped according to school, while white clouds scudded above in the storm-filled sky of a summer when the rain never stopped.

            Somewhere below the ideal and the clear-eyed gazes, we knew, lay a shapeless, oozing plain, riddled with other words, objects, images, and behaviours: unwed mothers, the white slave trade, the film posters from Dear Caroline, ‘rubbers’, mysterious advertisements for ‘intimate hygiene, discretion guaranteed’, the covers of Health magazine (‘women are fertile only three days a month’), ‘love children’, indecent assault, Janet Marshall strangled with her bra in the woods by the adulterer Robert Avril, the words ‘lesbian’, ‘homosexual’, ‘lust’, and sins so abominable they couldn’t even be brought to confession, miscarriage, nasty pastimes, books on the Index, Tout ça parce qu’au bois de Chaville3, free love, ad infinitum, a volume of unspeakable things only adults were supposed to know, the sum and substance of which were the genitals and their use. Sex was the root of all society’s suspicions. People saw it everywhere, in everything: low necklines, tight skirts, red nail polish, black underwear, bikinis, the fraternizing of the sexes, the darkness of cinemas, public toilets, the muscles of Tarzan, women who smoked and crossed their legs, girls who touched their hair in class, etc. It divided girls into a ‘proper’ and ‘improper’ kind. The moral rating posted on the church door for the weekly films was based on sex and sex alone. 
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