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A GOOD LIFE

			 
			“It’s like an invisible chain 
Had linked our wrists
On the day we were born
So if you sink, I sink, too
And I’m far too fond of life
For that to be allowed.” 
—CLARA LUCIANI, “My Sister”

			 
			For my sister.

			
YESTERDAY 
APRIL 1985 
EMMA—5 YEARS OLD


			My sister was born this morning. She’s ugly. 
She’s all red and all streaky. 
Daddy asks if I’m pleased, I say no. I’m not pleased. I don’t want her. I hope they’re going to leave her at the hospital.

			I won’t lend her my toys.

			But I do like her teddy.

			
TODAY 
AUGUST 5 
EMMA


			2:32 P.M. 
The gate’s not bolted. It creaks as I push it open, as if reproaching me for not having come for a long time. The white paint has flaked off in places, revealing the original black. After Mima was burgled, I insisted she get an alarm installed, as well as a padlock and several motion-sensor spotlights around the house. She tried every excuse: “The cat will set off the alarm;” “I won’t be able to open my windows;” “Monsieur Malois was burgled and the alarm didn’t work;” “It’s too expensive;” “Anyway, I’ve nothing worth stealing;” “Leave me in peace, Emma, you’re as obstinate as your father.”

			I’m the first to arrive. The shutters are closed, weeds have crept up between the flagstones of the terrace, the tomato plants are weighed down with fruit. Mima planted them on my birthday. She phoned me just after, cursing the soil lodged under her nails that refused to wash away. “I planted some beefsteak tomatoes, I know you like them,” she told me. “I’ll make you a fine salad when you come.”

			Right beside the beefsteaks, there’s a cherry-tomato plant, Agathe’s favorite. I pick one, wipe it on my shirt, and sink my teeth into it. The skin breaks, the flesh bursts out and spills over my lips, the sharp juice leaving seeds on my tongue, and it’s childhood memories that come knocking.

			“You’re already here?”

			Agathe’s voice makes me jump. I didn’t hear her arrive. She clasps me in her arms, while mine remain dangling. In the family, we’re pretty stingy with displays of affection. But not my sister. She’s fluent in hugging and wears her heart on her sleeve.

			“I’m happy to see you!” she says, relaxing her grip. “After all this time . . . ”

			She breaks off, stares at me, and I get emotional when her eyes meet mine.

			“I was amazed when I got your message,” she continues. “Great idea you had. I’m livid about Mima’s house being sold, but it’s no surprise coming from our dear uncle. The guy’s still asking me for the twenty centimes he lent me when I was eight, I’m sure he was a parking meter in another life.”

			“It would explain his square head.”

			“Yeah. If you press on his nose, he shits a parking ticket. Right, shall we open up the house?”

			 

			I follow her to the door. Sunlight splashes her hair, and some long white strands show up in her blond mop. My heart contracts at this evidence of time passing. When I saw her every day, my little sister didn’t age. We’re five years older since the last time, and suddenly Agathe has become an adult.

			“Don’t know where I shoved the key.”

			She empties her bag out onto the doormat, the long bronze key lies there, in the middle of the packs of chewing gum and cigarettes.

			“There it is!”

			I’d have liked it not to be there. For us to leave, unable to enter, forced to give up. I’d have liked never to have suggested to my sister that we come to spend our last vacation here, like when we were little, before the house belongs to others. I’d have liked never to know the feeling of this door opening without our grandmother’s voice asking us to take off our shoes.

			
YESTERDAY 
SEPTEMBER 1986 
EMMA—6 YEARS OLD


			Agathe’s pooped in the bath again. Her turds are bobbing all around me. Mommy takes her out of the water, shrieking. She often shrieks, since Agathe.

			When Daddy gets home from work, Mommy tells him. He laughs, so she laughs, too. I give them a cuddle.

			Tomorrow, I’m starting at primary school. I hope I’ll be in Cécile’s class, but not in Margaux’s. She shows off too much about her long hair, and also, she told me I was dumb because I couldn’t ride a bike without stabilizers.

			I want long hair, too, but Mommy won’t let me. She says it’s too much of a pain to wash because of my curls. She cuts it short with the big orange scissors. When I’m big, I’ll have long hair like Margaux.

			
TODAY 
AUGUST 5 
AGATHE


			2:35 P.M. 
Before I’ve even set foot in the house, the alarm starts wailing. At least it puts paid to any tears. Emma jumps like popcorn, before sticking her fingers in her ears. Note for later: if I plan on doing a burglary, don’t ask my sister to join me.

			I tap out the code on the keypad. Mima had shared it with me when she was in hospital, so I could come and feed the cat.

			8085.

			The years her two granddaughters were born.

			I open the downstairs shutters, Emma deals with those upstairs. I join her in Mima’s bedroom, and find her rooted to the spot in front of the chest of drawers. The jewelry box lies open, empty. She shakes her head:

			“Clearly, the parking meter remembered he had a mother.”

			“I’d pay a lot to see his face when he discovers that most of the jewelry’s fake.”

			“Does he know we’re here?”

			“No. I’ve not spoken to him since the funeral.”

			Silence descends. I said the taboo word. Emma didn’t come to Mima’s funeral. Supposedly, a school trip she couldn’t cancel. Can’t imagine a destination that could take priority over saying farewell to our grandmother, but I wasn’t in a position to interfere.

			We go back down to the sitting room. On the waxed cloth over the little wooden table, the TV program lies open at Friday May 27. In the basket, the apples are shriveled.

			“Take the cheese and fruit home with you,” Mima told me, on one of my hospital visits. “I could be here for a while, they’ll go off.”

			I refused to do so, out of superstition. She was recovering a little each day, the doctors were confident.

			“I’m not going to eat your rotten cheese,” I said. “An entire town could be wiped out just by opening your fridge. Don’t know why they bother to build nuclear bombs when there’s camembert.”

			She laughed, so I went on:

			“Why d’you think you’ve lost all your teeth? It’s not age, Mima, it’s the stink.”

			The nurse’s aide brought in supper, Mima smiled on seeing the slice of bland cheese wrapped in cellophane. I kissed her forehead and promised I’d be back tomorrow. At 4:56 in the morning, a stroke more severe than the previous one took away all our tomorrows.

			 

			Emma opens the fridge:

			“We need to go shopping.”

			“We can do it tomorrow, no? I’d rather go to the beach. The weather’s fantastic, let’s make the most of it, never lasts long here.”

			She doesn’t need to insist, her eyes give me the message. She sits at the table and starts writing a list. The honeymoon has lasted barely a few minutes, and it’s back to the old routine, as if we’d left it behind just yesterday.

			“What d’you have for breakfast?”

			“Coffee,” I reply, trying to hide my disappointment.

			She writes it down. Her hair’s very short, in profile she could be our mother. I’d never noticed how like her she is. Apparently, I got my looks entirely from my father, particularly his nose. Not sure I’m grateful for that, even considered having it surgically tweaked, but in the end, I kept it as it is—could come in handy. If I’m on a boat one day and the tiller stops working, for example.

			“We could have veal tonight?” Emma suggests.

			“I’m vegetarian.”

			“Since when?”

			“Two or three years.”

			“Right. You do eat chicken, though?”

			“No, but you can get some for yourself.”

			“Oh, no, never mind. We’ll eat fish.”

			“I don’t eat seafood either.”

			“But what do you feed yourself on? Seeds?”

			“Only seeds, yes. In fact, I’ll have to watch out because I’ve noticed something weird. Look.”

			I move closer to her and lift up the sleeve of my T-shirt.

			“Can’t see anything,” she says.

			“Yes, there, look closer. You can’t see it?”

			“No.”

			“I’m starting to sprout feathers. And the other day, I laid an egg.”

			She rolls her eyes and returns to her list, but I can clearly see her mouth struggling not to laugh.

			
YESTERDAY 
NOVEMBER 1986 
AGATHE—1½ YEARS OLD


			No.

			
TODAY 
AUGUST 5 
EMMA


			3:10 P.M.

			The supermarket is almost deserted. Just a few older folks have come to enjoy the cool of the frozen-food aisle. Everyone’s at the beach. I can picture the serried ranks of towels, the kids’ feet sending sand flying into eyes, the calls of concerned parents, the laughter of others, the exhausting heat. I no longer find any charm in those waves I spent my childhood in, or the hot sand trampled in adolescence. I used to count the days keeping me from the ocean, which always seemed more beautiful than when last I’d left it, but I can now envisage the rest of my life without it. I don’t hate it, it’s worse: it’s become dispensable.

			“I’m going to look for the TP,” Agathe announces, moving off.

			I cross toilet paper off the list. I’d divided my list into aisles, dry goods first, then fresh produce, then, finally, frozen food. 

			My sister returns with her arms full of items, and none resemble toilet paper.

			“I found brioche with chocolate chips! D’you remember Mima’s?”

			“Agathe, we wrote a list.”

			“You wrote a list,” she retorts. “And you insisted that we plan for every meal of the week.”

			I don’t respond. We’ve been together barely a few hours, and must remain so for seven days. There’ll be no shortage of occasions for sparks to fly.

			She opens the pack and tears off some brioche.

			“Want some?”

			She expects me to say no. I grab it and stuff it into my mouth. Don’t want her, too, thinking I’m tight-assed. 

			It’s Alex’s favorite weapon, the reproach he pulls out when I go on about his lack of initiative: “You check everything after I’ve filled the dishwasher, you always find fault when I make a meal, you never approve of my suggestions for outings. Nothing I do is ever right, so I daren’t do anything anymore.”

			Unanswerable. And, if I must be honest, not entirely wrong.

			I’ve long loved his way of being in the world, of observing life with his quiet strength, his capacity for letting himself be carried along by it, adapting to whatever he found in it. He was the serenity I lacked; if I didn’t feel it, I could live with it. I clung to him so he’d drag me away from childhood. I buried my anxieties inside his solid frame, his big arms totally enfolded me, I sheltered within them.

			But time distorts other people’s qualities and makes them seem like defects.

			 

			Agathe reseals the pack of brioche and throws me a cheeky smile: 

			“I’m off to find some chips, guess you didn’t put them on your list.”

			I let her head off to the appropriate aisle, carefully avoiding warning her that she has a chocolate moustache.

			
YESTERDAY 
DECEMBER 1987 
EMMA—7 YEARS OLD


			We spent Christmas at Mima and Papi’s. Uncle Jean-Yves and our cousins, Laurent and Jérôme, were all there. The four of us slept in the downstairs room, it was good fun, Agathe was snoring because she had a cold, sounded like Daddy’s electric clippers. When we got up, we didn’t even pee, just went straight to the tree to see if Father Christmas had left anything under it.

			At school, Margaux told me he doesn’t exist, I said he did, but the teacher said Margaux was right. I cried all through recess. In the evening, Daddy told me that was just nonsense, but then I didn’t know who was telling the truth anymore, so I cried again. Daddy told me to stay in my room, that he’d prove to me that Father Christmas exists, but I must promise not to open the door. I promised, and wiped my nose on my sleeve.

			Soon after, Daddy spoke to me through the door to my room. He was with Father Christmas, but I wasn’t allowed to see him, I could only hear him. I got butterflies in my tummy. A booming voice said: “Ho, ho, ho, Emma, I am Father Christmas, I’ve come to tell you that I do exist, and will soon be coming to deliver presents for you and your little sister. Have you been a good girl this year?” I answered yes, even if I did steal a fry from Agathe’s plate once. Apparently, he sees everything, but they were just too yummy.

			He didn’t stay long, but it doesn’t matter, now I know he exists. I promised him I wouldn’t tell anyone about it at school, but I still told Cécile, and Margaux a bit, and Olivier, Coumba, Natacha, and Vincent, because he’s my boyfriend.

			The presents were under the tree, but Papi and our parents were still sleeping. Only Mima was awake, and we had to wait for the others to get up. She gave us hot milk and chocolate-chip brioche.

			I got a Popples cuddly toy, and best of all, a Speak & Spell. I played with it all day, so much that the batteries had to be changed! It proves that Father Christmas exists because it’s exactly what I wrote in my letter that Mommy sent him. Margaux’s a big fat liar.

			Agathe got a Tiny Tears doll that pees (gross), and a firefly. It’s like a cuddly toy, but its head lights up when she presses its tummy. Maybe we won’t need to sleep with the corridor light on anymore, because I’ve had enough of it. I know that otherwise she gets anxious, but it stops me from sleeping, and I don’t make a great fuss about that. She’s sometimes cute, my sister, but all the same, it was easier before she turned up. I did write that in my letter to Father Christmas, too, but he obviously didn’t understand the message.

			
YESTERDAY 
DECEMBER 1987 
AGATHE—2½ YEARS OLD


			No want bye-byes.

			
TODAY 
AUGUST 5 
AGATHE


			4:01 P.M.

			The heat charges into the mall as the automatic doors open. The cart is full, the items sorted by category into reusable bags. I suspect she considered doing so alphabetically.

			“Now we’ve done your favorite activity, can we move on to mine?”

			“Which one?”

			“La playa!”

			Emma rolls her eyes. She knows I won’t give up, my special talent being getting what I want by wearing people down. That’s how I got my job, how I got my apartment. And how I made Mathieu bolt, too. The jerk. When, for once, I was envisaging things being long-term, the guy cleared off before his trial period was over.

			“Mind awfully giving me a hand?”

			Emma has filled the car’s trunk and it looks like a Tetris game. I grab the cart and head off to the storage area, wondering whether this week together was such a good idea after all.

			I can’t say I don’t love my sister. She’s even, undoubtedly, the person most at home in my heart since Mima left us in the lurch. But I’m convinced, because I feel it deeply, that one can both love someone and be unable to stomach them. Onions have the same effect on me.

			I sometimes think that, if we weren’t tied by blood, I wouldn’t be able to put up with her. That all we share, these days, are our memories.

			“Alright,” she says, turning on the ignition. “As long as we go to the Chambre d’Amour beach.”

			I’d have preferred the Plage des Cavaliers, less known to tourists, but whatever. A concession each, satisfaction for each. Emma drives with eyes fixed on the horizon. Her frown gives way to a broad smile when she realizes I’m watching her. I, in turn, smile. I hope that, behind our grown-up getup, behind our very different lives, the Delorme sisters are still there. 

			 

			4:20 P.M.

			A reception committee awaits us at Mima’s house. Our dear Uncle Jean-Yves, aka the parking meter, is seated at the table with his wife Geneviève.

			They watch us walk in, our arms loaded, without saying a word.

			In the family, manners are no joke, and good manners dictate that it’s the younger person that must greet the older one. It’s the kind of training you swallow whole, and apply conscientiously throughout your life without ever questioning it.

			“Hello uncle,” I go, bending down to kiss him.

			“Hi girls. Emma, it’s been a long time.”

			My sister gives him a peck, while babbling:

			“I couldn’t come to the funeral, I wasn’t expecting . . . I was afraid that . . . I’m so sorry . . . ”

			She blushes, her excuse makes no sense, no one expects such events. Unintentionally, Geneviève comes to her rescue:

			“We received a message telling us the alarm had gone off. We had no idea you intended to come here.”

			“We felt like coming one last time,” Emma explains. “Before the house is sold.”

			“You had the keys?” Jean-Yves queries.

			“No, we came down the chimney,” I reply. “Our reindeers watched over the sleigh outside the door.”

			My sister lowers her head, tries not to laugh.

			“You might have warned us,” snaps the parking-ticket machine. “We feared it was a burglary.”

			“We thought we could come to Mima’s whenever we liked,” I snap back.

			“It’s not Mima’s anymore.”

			This last statement from Jean-Yves is so stark, even he seems surprised. Although, with his circumflex eyebrows, he always looks surprised. Must go back to the day he discovered, in anatomy class, that other skulls contain brains, too. Must have come as a shock to him, poor fellow.

			“You can stay, of course,” Geneviève tempers. “But make sure you don’t damage the house, the buyer could deduct repair costs. A firm is coming next week to empty the property, so nothing must move between now and then.”

			I turn to my sister:

			“D’you think we should cancel, for tomorrow?”

			The bait might be blatant, but our uncle still dives on it: 

			“What are you planning?”

			I shrug:

			“Oh, nothing that bad, just a porn-movie shoot.”

			Emma bites her lip. Geneviève looks at me with commiseration:

			“We’re not your enemies, girls. We’ve always been there for you, we’ve done everything to help you.”

			I don’t feel like laughing anymore. I refrain from flinging their so-called support back in their faces. It wouldn’t take long, it can be summed up in a word: inexistent. We’re not their nieces, we’re the thorn in their side, a reflection of their guilt. The image we throw back at them is disgusting, so it’s more bearable to tell themselves a different story. When all’s said and done, it’s a pretty banal form of human behavior, twisting the truth so it fits better into the scenery, deluding oneself with lies until one actually believes them.

			“How long do you intend to stay?” Jean-Yves asks.

			“A week,” Emma informs him.

			The parking meter and his wife look questioningly at each other, then, with the demeanor of those who want you to know they’re generous without you realizing they want it to be known, they deign to let us spend this final week at our grandmother’s house.

			
YESTERDAY 
APRIL 1988 
EMMA—8 YEARS OLD


			Daddy and Mommy argued. We were eating at the Roulliers’, Daddy’s friends, and suddenly Mommy stood up and said “we’re off” when there was still a chocolate charlotte to come for dessert. Daddy spoke quietly to her, Agathe cried, I sulked, but it was no good, we left. In the Renault 5, no one talked, except the radio. Daddy said a bad word when they announced that the humorist Pierre Desproges had died, I didn’t dare ask a thing, must have been a friend of his.

			We had to go straight to bed when we got home. Not even allowed to brush our teeth, first time ever! Our parents shut themselves in the kitchen, but we could hear them shouting from our room. Agathe got scared, she hates it when anyone shouts. I was mainly scared that they’d get divorced. It happened to Margaux’s parents, and now she only sees her father during vacations, and she’s gained half a brother (can’t remember what it’s called now.) I’d rather keep my father and just one sister, thanks.

			We heard a door slam, Agathe started to cry, so she got into my bed. I read her The Famous Five so she wouldn’t hear the shouting anymore and would think about something else, but in any case, it finally stopped and Agathe fell asleep. She kept moving about, I’m sure she’s got ants in her pants, as Daddy says. At one stage, I got woken by something in my mouth; it was her foot.

			When I got up, the shutters were still closed. I opened Daddy  and Mummy’s door, they were both there.

			
TODAY 
AUGUST 5 
EMMA


			I’d forgotten how cold the water of the Atlantic is. The local pool isn’t warm, but it has the decency not to freeze my toes off. I’d swim there every Tuesday morning, after dropping the kids off at the day-care center. It was the only day of the week they went, an arrangement reached after intense negotiations between my maternal guilt and my need for Me Time. One hour. That’s the break I granted myself, shower and blow-dry included.

			“Come on in, the water’s lovely!”

			Agathe makes as if to splash me, but something in my expression dissuades her. The waves are strong, they break close to the shore and crash up to the sand, gathering the beaming swimmers up in their foam. The spray tickles my nose. This is how I liked the sea to be. Raging, impetuous, unpredictable. Not offering itself to everyone but having to be earned. Mima taught us to understand the sea from an early age. At the start of every summer, she’d take us to the surfing club for lessons about the ocean. We became familiar with the tides, the wave formations, the currents, the troughs, the shore breaks. When very little, I’d been traumatized by the sight of a body brought out of the water by rescuers. A crowd had gathered around them as they tried cardiac massage. A helicopter finally arrived to take the person away. My father had told me not to look, but my curiosity got the better of me, and that faceless, colorless body haunted my nights for a long time. In my nightmares, the ocean would swallow me up before spitting my lifeless body back out onto the sand. The surfing classes taught me how to tackle the sea, and later, to love it. On January 1, I’d hang the calendar my mother bought from the mailman up on the wall of my room, in our two-bedroom apartment in Angoulême, and cross out each day between me and the summer vacation. Then, at last, those blissful days would return. Mima, my sister, being carefree, and the ocean.

			“You’re nearly there!” Agathe encourages me.

			I advance warily in the freezing water, a centimeter at a time. My sister is already immersed, having dived straight in once she’d splashed her nape with water. She’s so busy encouraging me, she doesn’t notice the wave swelling up behind her.

			“Come on, Emma! Come on, Emma!” she’s chanting when the water smacks the back of her head and sends her flying in a roller of foam. I’m laughing so much that I don’t have time to dive, so the wave drags me in turn, and I end up swirled in all directions, before landing on the shore in the most dignified of ways—both legs up in the air and one breast trying to escape. I look around for Agathe and spot her, just a bit further, trying to stand up with all the grace of an oyster.

			“We’re clearly not fifteen anymore!” she cries, laughing away. “My swimsuit tried to give me a colonoscopy.”

			“Mine collected sand in the ‘hygienic gusset.’ Never got what that thing was for, must remember to cut it off.”

			“Shall we go back in?”

			Agathe doesn’t wait for my reply, she charges back into the sea, leaping over any wavelets on the way. That first round finished me off, all I want is to lie on a towel and wait until my sister is ready to go home. But I just sit there, my backside in ten centimeters of water, watching her diving, jumping, floating like a log between waves. Dark clouds are gathering in the distance, buffeted by a new wind. They say that in the Basque Country, you can experience all four seasons in one day. Within minutes, it’ll rain. Agathe gesticulates wildly at me. She was right, the water is lovely, I just needed to get used to it. I wait until a big wave comes and dies at my feet, and then run towards my sister before the next wave is born.

			
YESTERDAY 
SEPTEMBER 1988 
AGATHE—3 YEARS OLD


			Bastien he take blue felt pen from me. I hit his face.

			
TODAY 
AUGUST 5 
AGATHE


			6:25 P.M.

			She wants to go. I managed to drag it out for ten minutes, but when I tried for more, she looked daggers at me. I got back to my towel quicker than if I’d just brushed against a fin.

			“We could go and have an aperitif at the covered market?”

			Didn’t see that coming. I imagined us set for an evening of TV and herbal tea, but now it’s her suggesting we go out.

			“Good idea!”

			“Give me five minutes to dry off and then we’ll hit the road?”

			“No way, I’d rather we went dripping and half-naked.”

			I shake my head. She laughs. I’d lost the rhythm of our banter. It’s a music I’m rediscovering. I flop down beside her, under the parasol. She takes out a towel and carefully dries herself.

			“You don’t like the sun anymore?” I ask.

			“It’s bad for the skin.”

			“Is that why you went off to live in the North Pole?”

			“Strasbourg’s not exactly the North Pole.”

			“You couldn’t have gone any further from here.”

			“That was the idea.”

			Silence.

			She lays her head on the ground and closes her eyes. Her thighs are marbled with fine veins. She’s lost weight. She seems almost frail, yet she was always the stronger of us two.

			“Shall we go?”

			She stands up and slips her dress on over her retro swimsuit, which covers her shoulders and backside.

			I do the same, covering up an urge to cry, too.

			I didn’t imagine our reunion being like this. I was naive enough to think that, if she wanted us to spend this week together, it was to get closer. What’s the point of being side by side if you keep your distance?

			We return to my scooter without a word. Here we are, back to the old sulking days, when we’d “quit talking.” She was the best at that game, I’d just boil over. I’d shout, sob, hit, destroy. She always could hide her inner turmoil better than me.

			“Drive slowly, please,” she says, pulling on her helmet.

			“You already told me that on the way here.”

			She’d wanted to come by car. I managed to dissuade her—finding a parking space would have taken hours. Once she’d accepted that we were going on my scooter, I was put through a rapid highway-code test. I rode as slowly as gravity allowed without us falling over, but despite that, she spent the journey clamped to my waist like a plunger to a sink. The return journey is less arduous—she opts to grip the handles—apart from her almost flying off at every hump.

			“First dibs!” she shouts, as we arrive back at Mima’s.

			I haven’t even taken my helmet off and she’s already in the bathroom. I smoke a cig in the garden while waiting for her to shower. The terracotta ashtray is there, placed at the foot of the linden tree. It’s empty, and noticing that is enough to make my eyes smart. I can still hear Mima bawling me out because it was overflowing with butts. As usual, she’d end up cleaning it out, and then putting it back exactly where I’d find it. Her problem wasn’t that the ashtray overflowed, it was that I smoked. “You spent three weeks in an incubator so your lungs could develop,” she’d often repeat to me, “and now you burn them with those filthy things. If we’d known, we’d have unplugged the machine, you’d have cost us less.” I was used to this, and yet I’d chortle every time. She’d do anything to make us laugh.

			The smoked cig is burning my fingers. I light another, in Mima’s honor. I’ve spent my life thinking I’d never survive her death. For as long as I’ve loved her, I’ve feared losing her. When I was little, every time the phone rang late at night, every time she didn’t answer immediately, every time my mother frowned upon hearing some news, I was certain she had died. I didn’t think it, I knew it. I wept over her lifeless body, attended her funeral, felt her absence intensely, and then I’d find out that she was well, that it was something else, and I’d suffocate with joy, thank heaven, fate, the phone, my mother, all that I could thank, and life would suddenly become delightful, wonderful, amazing. A shrink once told me that hypochondriacs take news of a serious illness the best. They practice so much for it that, when it happens, they’re ready. But it doesn’t work for me. I may have rehearsed for it all my life, but I’m not ready for Mima’s absence. I can’t see how the world can keep turning without its axis. Can’t see how I could ever recover from losing the only person who has never let me down.

			Emma comes out of the house and joins me. Water is dripping from her short hair onto her dress.

			“It’s all yours,” she goes.

			I stub out my cigarette but stay sitting on the grass. She observes me, then sits down beside me. We stay silent for a moment, facing the house that harbors quite a few of our memories. Emma lays her head on my shoulder and murmurs:

			“Did you see? The poppies are out.”

			
YESTERDAY 
JULY 1989 
EMMA—9 YEARS OLD


			We arrived at Mima and Papi’s after a long drive. Agathe peed in the car, she didn’t want to go to the bathroom before setting off. She was crying because she was soaking wet, but had to wait until we could stop at some services. She was hurting my ears, but then Daddy thought of putting on the Chantal Goya cassette, and that calmed her down.

			I saw the poppies as soon as we entered Mima’s garden. We’d planted the seeds with her during the Easter vacation. We were allowed to pick them so me and my sister did two bunches, one for Mima and one for Mommy, even though she’s not here. 

			It’s the first time she hasn’t come to Anglet with us, she told us just before we left that she had some important work to finish. She gave us some shell-shaped sweets for the journey, but Daddy didn’t want us eating them in the car and making a mess everywhere. Agathe didn’t want to leave her, and neither did I, but Mommy promised to join us there soon and gave us a big hug. She smelt of patchouli.

			We ate under the linden tree, a rice salad with cherry tomatoes from the garden. Agathe ate loads of them, and even stole one off my plate, so for that I took some cheese off hers.

			I wanted to go to the beach, but we had to wait until we’d digested our food. It’s always like that, I don’t really get what difference it makes, but Mommy once said that when you’re a child, you don’t need to understand, just to obey.

			The water was lovely, but the waves were too big, so I played at the edge with Agathe and Mima, while Daddy and Papi swam. We built a splendid castle, and I dug a moat right around it, and Mima collected some shells to decorate it, but we couldn’t show it to Daddy because Agathe jumped on it and destroyed everything. I threw sand at her face and she threw the rake at my head. Mima asked us to kiss and make up, and after we played at running faster than the little waves at the edge, which was funny, especially when Agathe fell over.

			Mima wouldn’t stop kissing us and telling us she loved us. Now I think about it, I believe it was because she knew what was going to happen that evening.

			When we got back to the house, I ran to the bathroom shouting “First dibs!” and Agathe cried, so tomorrow I’ll let her shower first. When I came out, Uncle Jean-Yves, Auntie Geneviève, and our cousins were there. I was pleased, but not for long because Daddy took Agathe and me into his bedroom from when he was little and said he had to talk to us about something important. We were even allowed to eat the shell sweets, but I didn’t finish them because he spoilt everything. It was a lovely day, and now it’s the day Daddy and Mommy got divorced.

			
YESTERDAY 
SEPTEMBER 1989 
AGATHE—4 YEARS OLD


			Daddy comes to the house to collect us, but Mommy doesn’t want him to. They shout loud, I put my fingers in my ears so I can’t hear.

			Mommy says he’s nasty. I think Daddy’s nice.

			I get into Emma’s bed. She pushes me away, but then she says okay and I fall asleep with her and Firefly.

			
TODAY 
AUGUST 5 
EMMA


			7:43 P.M.

			I hadn’t been to the place for what seemed a lifetime. Biarritz’s covered market hasn’t changed, the terraces of the bars and restaurants overflow with families, couples, colleagues, and friends, all mingling into a festive hubbub. We opt for a standing table, Agathe asks what I’d like to drink, and goes to order it at the bar. On her way, she greets two people, and the waitress hugs her. This place is her territory.

			“It’s crazy. I feel like I’m still twenty, when I’m approaching my forties.”

			“You’re telling me, I’m already floundering in mine.”

			The waitress puts down two glasses of wine and some tapas.

			“To the Delorme sisters,” goes Agathe, raising her glass.

			“To us.”

			Silence sets in. My sister wolfs down the sheep’s cheese brochettes, I tackle the duck fillet on bread. I don’t know whether we have nothing to say to each other, or too much and don’t know where to start. There’s a five-year hole in our story.

			“D’you have a photo of Alice?” she asks me.

			I take out my phone and pull up a picture of my daughter on the screen. Agathe takes the phone and scrolls through the photos:

			“She’s wonderful. I wonder who she gets that from.”

			“No doubt from her aunt. I warn you, there are hundreds of photos.”

			“Have you gone soft?”

			“Totally. I have to stop myself from gobbling her up. She has quite a temper, often reminds me of you.”

			She smiles.

			“And Sacha? He must have grown so much!”

			I open the file containing photos of my son, and hand the phone back to her:

			“He’s just celebrated his tenth birthday. His shoe size is the same as mine, and he’s up to my chin.”

			“It goes by so fast . . . Do they get on well?”

			“Really well. I was apprehensive, what with seven years between them, but the big brother is very protective, and the little sister adores her brother. They do sometimes fall out, sure, but they have a really lovely relationship. I hope it’ll last . . . ”

			Agathe downs several gulps of wine, then lights a cigarette:

			“Not much is stronger than the relationship between brother and sister. Try as you might, you can’t just get rid of a shared childhood like that, it clings to you.”

			I don’t get time to react; a tall, dark guy invites himself to our table and drapes his arm heavily around my sister’s shoulders:

			“I’ve been watching you since earlier, and I absolutely must ask you a question.”

			“You must also take your hands off my shoulders, pronto,” Agathe warns.

			“Were you in the war?” the guy asks, very seriously.

			“The war? No, why?” she asks, surprised.

			“Because you’re a bombshell.”

			I stop myself from laughing. The punchline is cringeworthy.

			Agathe frees herself from his grip and retorts, quick as a flash:

			“Clear off if you don’t want a ringside seat at the explosion. Tick tock, tick tock.”
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