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            BEGINNING

         

         This morning I woke up to dark clouds in the sky, after two months without rain. I didn’t need to go outside to find out. I could see from my bed the palm trees swaying in the wind in the eerie, leaden light, their brilliant green fronds shrouded in grey. I’d slept a long time, without the usual interruptions occasioned by the light as it grew brighter, the daily miracle of a new day heralded by the gulls’ shrieks and the doves’ low cooing. Here in Nice, during the summer months, I wake up in several stages. This is not because I’m anxious; on the contrary, it’s because I’m impatient for the light, the nuances of the light, that my sleep is unsettled. Long before the sun is fully up the light is greenish white, becoming slowly tinged with pink, before it finally blooms – and this is what wakes me properly – into the pure gleam of clear gold.

         The summer is blazing hot. Everything burns to the touch. It’s exhilarating and exhausting all at once. As if we were on the brink of some extraordinary event: catastrophe or revelation. There’s urgency in the air: to explode, go wild, add the fever of alcohol to that of the world, turn up the music full blast, sit alone on a rock, laughing, legs in the water, watching the sun set. And when the foehn, the hot wind from the mountains to the south, begins to rise in repeated gusts, it feels like the Event is imminent. Waves surge, temperatures soar, and along the pavement little piles of pine needles and dried leaves blown from inland are trampled underfoot.

         Today’s not like that at all. The sky is overcast, wind laced with rain. I gulp down my coffee and grab a towel, flip-flops for walking on the pebbles and a canvas sun hat, in the unlikely event that the sun should return, shove it all into my multi-coloured Brazilian beach bag and hurry down towards the sea. It’s dark and furious, nothing like the Mediterranean that I swam in the previous evening. A calm sea, shimmering with coppery glints, like moiré silk. An enveloping sea, whose balmy embrace made me feel like I was swimming in a dream. Why would I ever stop, I asked myself, as in the dusk a buoy blinked its green light and the street lamps along the coast came on. When I got home I flicked randomly through a book by Roland Barthes and came across a paragraph on Sade: “The ultimate erotic state (analogous to the sublime legato of the phrase, which in music is called phrasing) is to swim: in corporeal substances, delights, the deep feelings of lasciviousness.”

         Because of the sudden bad weather, I am instinctively careful not to swim against the waves but to plunge down with them and let them bring me back up, closing my eyes against the foaming crests as they smack me in the face. It’s beginning to pour, huge drops scoring the water. It’s pure joy to be swimming in both sea and rain at once, the rain falling in sheets, drenching my head. But it’s such a deluge in the lashing waves that I can no longer see, and I get out, a little dazed. My clothes and towel are soaked. My bag is full of water. There’s no point trying to find shelter so I go up to the boardwalk, where enormous masses of water are crashing with astonishing force. On the ground they create rushing rivers, out at sea immense, light-coloured, faintly ruffled areas of water. As the storm becomes more intense these zones grow bigger, as if the rain bouncing on the sea was sufficiently forceful and abundant to replace the surface of the sea with a surface of fresh water, fleetingly obliterating it. I’m struck by how the power of the sea’s erasure and perpetual renewal is exceeded by that of the rain. The sea, streaked with rain, swept clear of the slanting lines of waves, extends all the way to the Restaurant La Réserve, reaching another buoy and stretching out towards the horizon.

         My mother used sometimes to come here to swim, although her regular beach was near where she lived at the end of the Promenade des Anglais, in front of the Hotel Westminster. But she also swam opposite the Cours Saleya. She didn’t really have a regular beach, in fact. Even towards the end of her life, at an age when the normal tendency is to reduce physical effort, she would often take the train to Villefranche-sur-Mer, where she liked to swim in the bay – she preferred its size and claimed it was more sheltered than the Bay of Angels. She would swim anywhere, at all times of the day, with a stubbornness and tenacity that she didn’t display towards any other activity.

         Still in my swimming costume, standing above the waves and clutching my dripping clothes, I abandon myself to the torrential rain. Water from the sky streams down my face and into my eyes, is seasoned with the salt from my own body. I’ve always thought of my mother as a woman who was entirely indifferent to any notion of transmission, and myself as someone who had appeared out of nowhere, with no anterior wisdom, yet suddenly it seems to me that she has, without knowing it, transmitted something truly essential to me: the energy of the wake as it carves through the water, imprinted in the moment; the beauty of a path that leads to forgetting; and if there was something I wanted to celebrate about her, something of her that I wanted to try to convey, it would be, paradoxically, the figure of a woman who forgets. Not who is indifferent, but who forgets. Was this her strength or her weakness? Both, surely; and as I stand in the pouring rain, soaked in the deluge, my beach things about to be carried away by the current, borne off by a swollen wave, I find myself wishing I were already home, lost in the music of writing, watching the curtain of rain, looking through it at something far beyond, my mother swimming, alone, unreachable, a minuscule speck against the blue immensity, an almost imperceptible dot, except in my own memory.
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            DREAM

         

         I am standing at the top of a dune. Below me: the sea, green, astonishingly clear, limpid as oyster water. There are zones of deeper green, whose forms follow the sand’s undulations, shifting according to the shapes of the shadows that trace the different accumulations of sand at the bottom of the Arcachon Bay. I first catch sight of this magnificent, irresistible body of water through the dark, slightly warped, curving silhouettes of the pine trees. The landscape is vast. It seems to me that everything – the green sea, the height of the dune, the pine trees – is so much larger than nature. A perfectly frontal image. An image that says to me: Look at what’s there, right in front of your eyes.

         In the same dream (but now I’m in Arcachon on the Eyrac jetty, standing next to a carousel that has been going round and round forever), I proclaim: “The most beautiful place is the place where I live.” Stowed within that sentence is the image of the walk along the beach between the jetty and the alleyway at the end of the road that I took as a child when I went down to swim.

      

   


   
      

         
            THE SWIMMER

OF THE GRAND CANAL

         

         Whenever my grandmother Eugénie used to talk about my mother as a young girl, she would tell the same two stories. First, how Jackie, who was obsessed with exercise, would always find a way to set up some corner of her workplace dedicated to her passion: once she fixed parallel bars in the back corridor of the lawyer’s office where she was briefly employed as a secretary, and when she was working for a notary she used to unroll a bath mat in a corner so she could do her sit-ups. And my grandmother loved to tell the story of that day in the middle of July when her daughter was overcome by a mad impulse to leap into the Grand Canal in the gardens of Versailles and swim, calmly, in her elegant, superbly cadenced crawl, fast but not too fast; her steady crawl which made her seem, to anyone watching her at work in the water, like a force that could keep going forever. But that particular day it was unlikely that she’d be allowed to keep going for very long…

         Among all the characters whom I’ve pictured at the Palace of Versailles and its gardens in the course of my walks and my readings – alongside the remarkable Duchess of Burgundy, on hot summer nights, lifting her skirts with both hands and running barefoot over the green carpet of lawn, the Princess Palatine splitting off at a gallop from a hunting party without warning, the young infanta of Spain, Mariana Victoria, playing hide-and-seek behind the crimson curtains in the Hall of Mirrors, Marie-Antoinette in a fur bonnet, aged fifteen, eagerly awaiting a sleigh race, jumping up and down with excitement – there is my mother. She must have been sixteen or seventeen. Her parents had moved away from Versailles and 15 Rue Sainte-Adélaïde, the house where she was born, not far from the Queen’s Gate. She lived with them in Viroflay but she often cycled back through the forest to Versailles. She did not have a specific plan that morning to swim in the Grand Canal, but she always took her bathing suit with her, just in case, and when she arrived, sweating, at the sparkling plane of water where a drowned rowboat foundered, when she saw the empty banks bordered by paths that ran on into the bushes, she was filled with a wondrous sense of freedom. Uniquely sensitive to the charms of these gardens that had been left to go wild, and completely unimpressed by the grandiose architecture of Power radiated by the palace itself, she took off her short-sleeved blouse and her culottes until she was standing in her bathing costume, walked down the steps that disappeared into the water, and dived in. It wasn’t so much that what she was doing was forbidden, and that she had to hurry before she was stopped in her tracks. It was more as though she were responding to an invitation to swim from the glimmering water itself. Rules, all rules, fell within the sphere of an order of reality that did not exist for her. In the spinney known as the Ballroom Bosquet, where she took her first steps, in the Orangery, where she used to play in the sun, by the Neptune fountain, where she liked to plunge her dolls’ heads under the water, in every corner of the palace gardens, she felt entirely at home. And in the Grand Canal as well.

         Jackie was no more concerned by the possible reactions of any guards who might be about than she was by all the objects that have, over the course of the centuries, been either dropped by accident or deliberately thrown into the water, and which now lie at the bottom of the canal. Lockets, snuffboxes, gold coins, wedding rings, hairpins, shoe buckles, inkwells, the remnants of fans which are now nothing but their armatures, silver platters from a hunting dinner cast into the water by some servant weary of the endless cleaning and polishing, religious statuettes gaily tossed away by an impious young nun, a portrait of Madame de Maintenon riddled with pinholes… Trifles, certainly, that could easily go unnoticed by an athletic young woman of the 20th century – but what of the important treasures, like the splendid Venetian gondolas that once belonged to Louis XIV, which now lie sunken and rotting in the silt, the black figures on the prow all that remains, reaching up towards the surface – how was it possible to ignore them? Well, she seemed to manage. Just as she ignored the trembling silhouettes, the formless assemblage of petrified mummies who suddenly began to gather on different floors of the chateau and were pressing up against the windows, astonished at the extraordinary sight of a girl on a bicycle, a girl undressing in the open air and diving into the water. A girl swimming! Of course, there were those who had already seen a person swimming, indeed, some of them even knew how to swim. Men. For the women, it was clearly out of the question. Well-born women, well-brought-up women, do not swim! What’s more there was the complicated and impossibly time-consuming matter of undressing. Swimming! The very idea! What madness! More and more were now gathering by the windows. Men, out of a long-standing, libertine habit. Women, driven by a reflex, purporting to be pious. Burning with indignation. At the same time – I know because one Bastille Day, as an extra in Farewell, My Queen, I had to wear the celebrated costume of the court (its dignified appearance offset by the weight of several kilos of velvet, a corset that cuts off your breathing, the incessant trickle of sweat down your back, your armpits, between your breasts and your thighs, muddying your make-up, and, underneath your wig, pins and hair slides tugging at the roots of your hair, digging in and tearing your scalp) – they would have given every last thing they possessed, these women who had nothing left to give, to swap places with that girl who was swimming, to live in a world, even for just an hour, even en passant, where they were free to come and go without an escort, allowed to do as they pleased, to do what they wanted. It sometimes seemed to them, during the stagnant eternity of their living death, as they became lost in their reveries, thinking back over their lived existence, that they were nothing more than pedestals for displaying jewellery. It was as if their entire existence could be reduced to a sequence of assembling their coiffure, applying face paint and powder, clothes fittings, being dressed and undressed. Not a word remained, not even the slightest trace of gossip exchanged in front of the mirror as they were at their toilette, obsequious smiles imprinted in clouds of powder. Supererogatory mannequins. Decorative adornments. Did they exist only for their beauty? Absolutely not. Their primary purpose was the perpetuation of a name and hence their duty was to provide sons. They were celebrated for their ornamentation, complimented on their features, but really they were no more than cogs in a programme of reproduction… They were told again and again that water was unsanitary, that they must be wary of it and parsimonious in its use, but that must surely have been a lie told by the men to keep them prisoner. Getting into the water, diving down, coming back up to the surface, floating, drifting… What must it be like, they wondered, their eyes fixed on the gamine young woman, to feel that caress insinuating itself into every part of you, that softness wrapping your back as gently as it strokes your thighs and plays around your lips? They stared out of the hollows of their eye sockets at the slender young girl, the creature moving with such lightness through water and air. Jealousy ravaged what was left of their features.

         The swimmer of the Grand Canal revelled in the water, not a care in the world, euphoric with delight. Whatever might exist around, below, above her, she gave no thought to it.

         She felt only the deliciousness of the water against her skin, its bracing, invigorating immersion.

         I was wrong to say that somebody soon arrived to stop her. It was a time when there was little interest in the Palace of Versailles, few tourists and minimal surveillance, and so she was able to swim up and down the royal canal for a while before an old man noticed her. In the time it took him to hobble over to the water’s edge Jackie had already got out, got dressed and got on her bicycle. In the breeze stirred up by its speed, with water saturating her bathing suit and soaking her clothes, she cycled the whole way home in a refreshing mist.

         In the long-uninhabited chateau, the crowd of ghosts vanished. They disappeared back into their night. They could not even say what it was that they had seen that troubled them so deeply. In the country of the dead there are no new words. Bicycle, such a joyful word, or the sensual crawl, do not exist.

      

   


   
      

         
            FIRST HOLIDAYS

         

         The parents of the swimmer of the Grand Canal lived through a revolution in the routine of their existence: the law of 20th June 1936 decreeing the universal right to paid holidays. With this legislation the Front Populaire brought to an end the centuries-old tradition of a society split in two: a rich and leisured minority and the huge majority, impoverished to varying degrees, yoked to labour from morning to night, from childhood to death – in short, not such a different life from that of the indentured servants of the ancien régime. I remember when I was living in a maid’s room on the Avenue de la Bourdonnais, the owner of the building, an old man who limped yet who always seemed to be climbing up to his seventh floor, used to roam the corridors, checking that his servants hadn’t forgotten that it was time for their mass, the one said every day, not just on Sundays, at six in the morning, that was reserved for the domestic servants. He never knocked at my door, but he would slow down in front of it, hear that I was already up and leafing through my various editions of books by the Marquis de Sade, my Pauvert collection bound in black and gold, my Demon missal, busy typing up my ideas about this “macabre individual, the shame of the aristocracy, the scourge of morality and religion”, as he once described the Marquis when I went down to his apartment to pay my rent. The Front Populaire couldn’t radically change society with this one law, but nonetheless, after 1st July 1936, many French people began to discover the privilege of sleeping in late several days in a row, fourteen to be precise; and, even more remarkable, the landmark experience of leaving town, discovering the mountains for the first time, the astonishment of seeing the sea. My grandmother championed the government’s socialist initiatives, particularly because – she was thinking of her daughter – it set up an “Under-Secretariat for Sport and Leisure”, immediately branded by the right the “Ministry of Idleness”. My grandfather, inclined to idleness himself, avoided political arguments. He was happy just giving thanks to Providence. As he was a graphic illustrator for the SNCF, which qualified him as a cheminot, or railway worker, he was entitled to free train tickets, and my grandparents chose delightful holiday destinations. First Lake Como, in Italy, where my grandmother saw her first oleander; the following summer Arcachon, which was to lead to a decisive change in their future and, several years later, in mine.

         They chose Arcachon because of its air and specifically its effects on the lungs, because as a result of the 1914–18 war my grandfather suffered from respiratory problems. They left Viroflay with the idea of profiting as much as possible from this blessed fortnight by the sea, two weeks of being paid for doing nothing, discovering the art of far niente, of lazing about, not necessarily an innate talent despite its apparent effortlessness. While my grandmother Eugénie explored the bay’s flora, my grandfather Félix promised himself that he would walk a lot, and so improve his health just by breathing. To be cured by breathing: a dream prescription. And their first stay there was indeed like a dream.

         They rented a house a stone’s throw from the Place des Palmiers (now Place Fleming), on the edge of the forest and at the foot of an enormous dune. The kind of place vulnerable to infiltration by sand and stifling in high summer. They were enchanted by it all: the house itself, low, towered over by pines and surrounded by hydrangeas; exploring the architectural marvels that so many of the Winter Town villas were; the odour of iodine and kelp, resin and pine needles; bicycle rides to the Moulleau and Abatilles beaches, my grandmother frequently falling off – even though she wasn’t born in the 18th century, she still had no affinity whatsoever for any kind of sporting activity. Scared stiff, she would suddenly stop pedalling, as if to better consider this ridiculous object that she found herself straddling; but once she got going she would be so thrilled that she’d let go of the handlebars to grab a flower or wave her hand around to emphasize what she was saying. As for bathing, since neither of them could swim they delighted instead in watching their daughter as she metamorphosed into seaweed in front of their eyes. In truth, the botanical image of passively floating seaweed did not really suit the personality of their only child, who, energized by the sea air, swam, skipped and ran until she was exhausted, and, always seeking to surpass her own achievements, begged her father for a chronometer. That first summer in Arcachon, was an undreamt-of holiday for my grandparents, but for their daughter it was more like a springboard to excellence – towards a victory that one day would distinguish her. In what field? Sport, certainly. Which one? Swimming, without a shadow of a doubt. Her parents, anxious not to see her overtiring herself, tried to set boundaries. You know, her father said to her, one day you’re going to have to measure your ability in group competition. She got out of the water and shook herself off.

         “Groups? I don’t think so.” (She threw a hostile glance in the direction of the first swimming clubs that were making their way down to the beach.) “I can’t bear groups,” she added, quite indignant. Jackie was pretty and gifted, but entirely set against the idea of anything organized, and utterly recalcitrant when it came to being part of a team, indeed being part of anything.

         She got back into the water to try and beat that day’s record. 

         My grandparents had only one desire: to return. Which from then on they did every summer. On each visit, the garden, a slim border zone between the house and the dune, had shrunk a little more. The sand was taking over. Pine cones and needles accumulated on the roof. The hydrangeas looked sick. Inside, a layer of dusty sand covered the furniture and the floor. It squeaked beneath the soles of their shoes. Armed with dustpans and brooms, Félix and Eugénie took up the fight, disregarding the laws of physics and the inevitability of certain outcomes. The huge body of sand that towered above their heads – the same dune that would soon become a ski slope for a few daring people – seemed friendly enough to them. Endlessly sweeping sand was an undemanding occupation. It was part of their new taste for holidays, along with the banging of the shutters, opening out onto free time.

         I never saw their first Arcachon house. Its precarious position was presumably what led to its destruction. But it occupied such an important place in my grandparents’ stories that I came to believe it was the link to a secret, the secret of how they fell in love at first sight with the spirit of a place, and it held the clue to a mystery: the mystery of Joy. So much so that whenever I found myself at the Place des Palmiers – when I was sent to pick up some medicine from the pharmacy with the same name, or when I went over to play with a friend – I would go and look at the place where it had once stood. 

         When they reached retirement age they moved away from both Viroflay and the house at the foot of the dune. They moved to Arcachon full-time, first to the Villa Osseloise, on Rue de la Mairie, then to Avenue Régnault. At last they were able to enjoy all the seasons, with all their nuances and subtle shifts. They were also able to experience – something that was to fascinate me some years later – the ebb and flow of the summer crowds and the empty beaches, of sound and silence, the autumn equinox and the blossoming of the mimosa in February.

      

   


   
      

         
            THE LIFE-SAVING WOUND

         

         It would be an exaggeration to call the paid holiday legislation of 1936 and the effect it had on my grandparents’ lives revolutionary. Firstly, in terms of the importance of holidays in their way of life, Félix and Eugénie were too happy in their day-to-day lives, too fulfilled by their routines, the byways of their love, to hail the gift of two weeks of holidays as an unprecedented liberation. Being in love is an occupation in itself, and a holiday is merely a way of expanding it. But what more than anything else prevented this law from setting off in them the thunderbolt of revolution was that Félix, a survivor of the First World War (in which some 10 million soldiers were killed), had already experienced the sudden shock of a world turned upside down. And there was nothing comparable between the discovery of leisure time and the descent into the hell of war. The fracture was already in place, brought about by horror.

         He survived the bloodbath. Bombings, pursuit, bayonet in hand, hand-to-hand combat, physical contact with the enemy, their faces up against his own, their shared youth. Félix Marie Joseph, as a Christian, was sickened by having to kill. But as a patriot he believed in his mission. As he ran – choked by gas, dodging explosions and bodies as they fell to the ground – he glimpsed, high above, the glittering figure of a victorious France. She gestured to him, addressed him directly, appealed to his courage, his bravery in battle. He had no need for the numb of alcohol to help him lead his men as they scrambled over the charnel terrain. In his imagination France sometimes wore the smile of the Virgin, and when he tore his skin on barbed wire and ran like a madman, blind to the carnage, it wasn’t only he who was running, but also, alongside him, invisible, inexhaustible, his childhood self, the little boy he once was, perched on his lucky star, comforted and always protected by the roadside shrines scattered all over his native Brittany. Nonetheless, he suffered a shrapnel wound in his right hip in the early days of the war, on 5th October 1914, at Beuvraignes. Was it a moment when the little boy with his lucky star, asleep on his straw mattress and blissfully deaf to the rumble of the cannons, forgot to stay by his side? On the contrary: it was this wound that saved his life. Félix was transported by stretcher to the heart of the fighting, which raged north of Beuvraignes, in the Bois des Loges: 1,857 dead, on a stretch of land 6,050 metres square. A massacre on both the German and French sides. The soldiers fought for a week without respite. Corpses piled high on the ground, covered only by clods of earth kicked up by explosions. Eugénie had no news. She knew only that the German military operation, called “the race to the sea”, was appallingly deadly. She hoped for a letter, a word; she was eaten up with anguish, and finally could bear it no longer. She set off to search for her fiancé in the makeshift hospitals that were multiplying in formerly grand hotels, castles and convents. She had never left Normandy before; now she found herself frenziedly searching all over the devastated plains of the Somme. She took buses, was given lifts by peasants, got caught up in the chaos of groups of villagers fleeing the enemy, wandered through the ruins not knowing where she was heading or how she was going to get back to her parents, until one day at the end of November, in a school-turned-hospital, an amputee soldier told her that he knew Félix Charles – they were both in the 94th infantry regiment, but he had no idea what had happened to him since the nightmare battle of the Bois des Loges. That this man had seen Félix alive gave Eugénie renewed hope, and after she managed to find her way back to her father’s farm she was again optimistic about the future. The first letter she received from Félix, from Montdidier, filled her with ecstatic joy. Though he was badly injured, he was going to survive. His wound was infected but he had not lost mobility in his hip. Having escaped the carnage with his life, he now understood the value of every moment wrested from death. Just like Madame du Barry, Louis XV’s favourite, condemned to the guillotine, who begged the executioner to grant her one more minute, he too prayed, begged that he be afforded a little more time, however brief; that he survive the night, that he be allowed to see the first light of the following morning. It took him many months to recover. He was officially decommissioned on 12th August 1915, with a Croix de Guerre medal and a citation: “Excellent conduct under fire. He has, with his energy and sangfroid, brilliantly defeated, with his men, an enemy attack on his division.”
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