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‘Guilt is like a snake…
you don’t always know when it
will lash out and paralyse you.
My guilt is my twin.’


















Translated from French by Adriana Hunter
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To Marie-France.
For Tasio, Elsa and Elias,
and all their cousins.













And my heart is subdued, but not resigned.
Victor Hugo, ‘À Villequier’
in Les Contemplations
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Part
I






 


My mother died on 9 February 2017. All alone in a Toulon hospital. Her medical file says that ‘she died surrounded by her loved ones’ but not one of her children was there.


My mother, a tiny figure in her hospital bed, died without me. And I have to live with that.


Three weeks earlier she’d found out she had cancer. Three weeks of tests that culminated in the absurd decision to operate. A basal segmentectomy; the tumour was coming out. Rest assured. She’d written to me to say, ‘Don’t worry, I’m not on my own.’


My mother slipped away. They stopped her treatment, which was a misnomer, without asking my opinion or waiting for me to come and hold her hand. They stopped her suffering by tearing out her heart. She wasn’t given a chance to hear her children’s words, words to soothe or bolster her, words of farewell, words of love. My mother let herself die, far away from me.


I’m writing these words a few years later. I say, ‘My mother died,’ but as I write it, I don’t feel her absence. Of course, I have a lump in my throat and tears welling, but the wrench is imaginary.


I’ve lost my mother a thousand times; I won’t lose her this time.


*


Maybe her eyes.


‘What about her eyes? Could we let them have her eyes?’ I pass the question from my younger sister Luz on to my brothers. Exchange of texts. ‘Clearly, everything except her eyes is useless. Her lungs, heart, liver – no one would want them. But they’d be happy to take her eyes. Are you okay with that? We’ll hand over mum’s eyes? And then what? Luz is asking if we agree she should be buried in Sanary. What should we say? That’s what she would have wanted, right?’ No time to think. Answer immediately; to make the questions go away, to make them stop. ‘Yes, yes, fine, if you think that’s the right thing, yes, yes, okay.’


From up in the mountains where I’ve distanced myself, I make the final arrangements for my mother’s funeral. Luz is at the hospital in Toulon. She explains her plans over the phone: ‘Jeans and that sky-blue sweater with a hood that she liked so much. What do you think? Do you think they’ll put panties on her? I’d say, “No way! My mother never wore panties! Are you crazy!” We’ll check!’


Luz and I both know the panties story; it makes rather unusual orphans of us. And for us, her daughters, losing our mother means worrying that all those memories will melt away. It means risking someday forgetting the image of her squatting in the long grass at Sanary with a happy sigh. Her ‘Come on, kids, time to pee in the grass!’ was her way of saying ‘Time for bed’ every evening. On the driveway to the Farm, always in the same place, ‘Arses bared, three girls together, what a pleasure! Enjoy those stalks, girls! We’re so lucky not to be guys!’ A common language between my sister and me, an exchange of glances for the future, for a later life with our own daughters. We’ll have to try to stay sans-culottes, panty-free!


*


I’ve left my children with their father, and I’m heading south towards Toulon with my brother Victor.


The high-speed train is all toddlers squealing, mobile phones, people having lunch, bustle. Forty-one years old, the pair of us facing each other, my twin and me, talking only with our eyes: do you think we can cope? I love you. I’m here. What the hell are we doing here? This is the worst day of our lives.


Victor drives us to Sanary. Hôtel La Farandole, at the end of the coast road, just after the ‘paddling’ beach, where I was stung by a jellyfish when I was a child. This hotel has always been there in the background. We were always a little awed by it. It’ll be good, I thought to myself, we’ll have somewhere to go.


I’d called the reception the day before. ‘For how many nights?’ Let’s see . . . Going to the hospital to check that it actually is our mother that we’re burying, picking up her things, sleeping. One night. Burying her and leaving. No point putting down roots.


‘Just one night, please.’ Words I would rather never have had to say.


A lilting Southern accent and a smile from the other end: ‘Just a short stay, then. Will you be here on business?’


A ‘No’ had to suffice. Otherwise, how could I put it?


*


We arrive, settle in and leave again. Mustn’t dawdle. Off to Hôpital Sainte-Musse, in Toulon. There we meet up with Colin and Luz, my older brother and my little sister.


Not exactly sparky, not entirely bright-eyed, altogether disoriented but, for once, reunited. Hugs and silences. Fleeting eye contact. No need for words. A heavy sky. Each of us probably sounding out the others’ reactions, none of us knowing how to deal with the pain. We smile at one another very gently.


Like a slightly decrepit but reformed rock group we drift around the hospital looking for the morgue.


We find it and a simple ‘And you are?’ slaps us in the face.


The words break away from my mouth, my tongue working against my hard palate. I’m barely audible. ‘Madame Pisier’s children. We’re her children.’ The duty officer’s tone doesn’t change, he looks dead on his feet too: ‘She’s not here. No, not with me. No Madame Pisier here. I don’t have a Madame Pisier. I’m so sorry.’ Well, that’s quite something. My sister tries another tack, her married name. Found her, found our missing mother. Just needed to switch identities. ‘You can come in. I tried to tidy her up, but it didn’t really work . . .’ Quite.


I was so scared of going into that room. So scared she’d be awake, scared she’d be disfigured, scared she’d refuse to listen to me, scared I wouldn’t be able to cry, scared she’d forget I was her daughter and wouldn’t let me near her.


We took it in turns, one after the other, to go check. What? I don’t know. Every one of us went in, cried and then walked away. I kissed her a lot, endlessly, her soft, ice-cold skin. And then I asked her forgiveness. At length.


*


Where’s the lift, and the oncology department?


Zombies looking for their mother’s belongings in the hospital.


This time we don’t make any mistakes. ‘We’ve come to pick up our married mother’s belongings.’


A young nurse pushes a cart loaded with a huge bin bag: ‘Here you are. It’s the best I could find. I’d be grateful if you could check right now that all her things are here.’


This duty falls to the eldest. Colin opens the bag. Violent draughts of our mother’s perfume.


Our brother picks out a first item and looks at us, bemused. ‘A TV remote? What’s this remote for?’ The enthusiastic Southerner, barely into her twenties, proudly brings an end to this line of questioning: ‘It’s hospital policy.’ Beaming smile. ‘The remote goes wherever the patient goes. Where’s your mum now?’ For once my brothers, my sister and I speak as one, one and the same, one and the same pain: ‘She’s dead! How many times do we need to say it!’


Come on then . . . her phone, her clothes, her laptop, some books . . . It’s late, let’s get out of here, tomorrow’s the big day.


We have our evening meal at a beachside restaurant. What’s left of us gathered at one table: the eldest, Colin; the twins, Victor and me; and the two adoptees, Luz and Pablo. Five in all. My mother’s pride: ‘Five children, two births. Who can say better than that?!’


My cousin Rose is here too. She’ll be there for the opening of the family vault tomorrow. Her brother, Timothée, chose not to come. I understand. Their mother, Marie-France, who’s buried there, will be open to the four winds. Did we have a choice? The Pisier sisters married first cousins. But still, how stupid to have agreed to leave them so far from their own mother and from Paris! So far from us. In their husbands’ family vault. What were we thinking?


A big tableful of people at the restaurant. My sister’s friends are almost all here, the ones she calls ‘cuz’. Her ‘cousins’, the children of my mother’s friends. They’re gentle, kind and sad. They’re here with us, but I don’t hear what they’re saying. Rose’s father, my uncle, drops by too. He comes to give each of us a hug.


*


The next morning, jeans and chunky sweater. Extricating ourselves from La Farandole. Returning to the morgue with my sister and brothers. To get our mother.


Before that, Colin, Victor and I ask permission to go to La Plaine du Roi, our mother’s last home. We have one hour. We’re allowed into her bedroom but are warned, ‘Everything, or almost everything, has already been divided up’.


One hour in the house, one hour in our mother’s bedroom upstairs, her friends sitting at a table on the terrace, not paying any attention to us and chatting all the while.


One hour in the house, shut away in this room like burglars, vultures come to rifle through everything.


One hour in the house, during which my brothers look for memories of our mother. Not a single photo or letter remains.


I take a sweater, a T-shirt, her perfume, two or three worthless brooches.


We leave the house, once and for all.


We rush back to the morgue. Hurrying again. All five children in convoy.


In that small, disinfected room where I touch my mother’s skin for the last time, life’s slow progress stretches still further. My mother’s brother Gilles and his girlfriend Cécile, silently here with us, to close off this parcel of time. We all hold one another by the arm. The air is scant. The room is very small for five children and two survivors. A sprig of mimosa in the coffin. The weary duty officer asks, ‘I’m guessing the mimosa’s going with her . . .’


Silence in the car. Toulon to Sanary. We follow the hearse. Cautiously.


The Esterel expressway. My mother so loathed it. When we were little, she used to come pick us up near Fayence, where we spent the month of July with our father. Rare occasions when she drove any distance – out of necessity. She organised the journey like a game: stage one, up to the start of the motorway; stage two, the toll when we came off; stage three, arriving at Sanary. We notched up kisses at each point. And all through the trip, like a ritual, Alain Souchon’s songs were desecrated by our cheerful voices, unleashed now that we were reunited with her: ‘We’re getting nowhere in this canoe, you know . . . You’ll never leave it all behind, and go . . .’ A professional-grade choral canon! And at last, we reached the house. ‘We did it! Your mother’s a champion! What lucky kids!’ More to the point, what a relief that she came to get us.


*


La Guicharde cemetery. Peeing in the grass with Colin, stop everything! Then one foot in front of the other. Going down the street and over the roundabout. Seeing them, away in the distance. Coming closer. My mother’s friends. A crowd. People who mostly, at least for a while, were parents to me: Luc, Zazie, Janine, Geneviève, Jean . . . my father. They look busy, kissing and hugging one another, but stay apart from us, to one side.


For me, no one. My friends, nowhere to be seen. I haven’t had time to tell them. To tell them about my pain and my terror, about the fire in my heart and the ice in my bones. About the vertiginous feelings I’ll have, the nightmare of walking along this pathway in the cemetery and looking these people in the eye, people I once so loved but who have distanced themselves. How was I supposed to know? You bury your mother only once.


At the entrance to the cemetery, I’m suddenly lost in four square meters of space. My eyes register a mass of jumbled bodies. I bump into one and look up. I kiss Luc, who is surprised and perhaps touched. Luc met my mother at university. Philosophy and political science. Luc’s known me a long time. He gives me a ‘There you are, my little poppet’, which for the briefest moment does me so much good. I put my arms around him, to try to comfort him too.


I cast about for what to do. Cast about for my brothers. I’m terrified. As if I screwed up organising a concert and all these people are here waiting for me with rotten tomatoes and jeers. People step aside around me. The crowd opts to give me space in dull, hostile silence. I can’t do anything about it. I’m suffocating, just like my mother.


The hearse sets off down the central driveway. It’s time to get down there. I take hold of my little brother Pablo’s arm and, on the other side, of my big brother’s. We walk in a line, huddled close together. Victor, Luz, Colin, me, then Pablo. Forsaken. On we walk. ¡Adelante! No one behind us. This crowd of people who’ve become no one, this crowd who may as well be no one. This crowd of people, a list of names.


In among this nothingness, in the distance, my mother’s husband, Luz and Pablo’s father, clings to Boris’s arm. Mooring himself to his daughter’s boyfriend. And, surrounded by some friends from the old days and some from the present, in the middle of the driveway, the two men walk like newlyweds. Death up ahead and death behind.


We advance slowly at the front of the procession. As if dancing a slow dance, brothers and sisters cleaving to each other. In between sobs, we laugh. To rally our spirits. To be absolutely sure we don’t fall. ‘Did anyone remember the remote? Seriously, though! What about her favourite soap! She totally needs to be able to watch TV.’ ‘Shit, we didn’t check about the panties! And what if they put her in a bra?’ ‘So, who was the mimosa from, if it wasn’t you?’


The hearse stops. The crowd behind us spreads out, opposite us and on both sides. Like bandits along a hilltop, ready to attack the stagecoach on the subtlest signal.


We stay there alone, all five of us, next to our mother’s coffin, so close to our aunt, whose vault lies wide open. My cousin comes over, and she and I hug again. ‘My mum used to call me “my Camillou”,’ I say. ‘Who’s going to call me “my Camillou” now?’


*


As if levitating, I attend the ceremony without participating in it. I think about my children. Trying to hear their voices inside my head: ‘Why aren’t we there, mum?’ I cling pointlessly to my brothers as if they could stand in for them.


A Mr Loyal opens the hostilities: ‘A song by Julien Clerc, as chosen by her children, followed by a few words from various friends of the deceased . . .’


‘Who gives a damn, my little lamb . . . / One fine day / We’ll die, my lovely . . .’


My gaze shifts towards the people standing united and distanced from us. It looks as if they want something, as if they’re waiting for me to collapse, as if they’d like us to show regret, to disappear.


The speeches are empty, the people giving them hypocritical or ill-informed. My mother and political science, my mother and the way she ran Le Livre, my mother and her feminism, my mother and sexual liberation . . . so long-winded, and so fucking stupid. The one who sermonises to us ‘in the hope that’ she’ll ‘help us better understand’ who our mother was trots out a great long, egocentric, badly written spiel. My brothers and I can’t stand still; Pablo breaks away. It’s all wrong, it means nothing. Blandified, toothless. Soul-destroying.


The ceremony comes to an end. At last.


Luz, Pablo and most of my mother’s friends return to the house, La Plaine du Roi. Some sort of homage of their own has most likely been arranged there. Colin, Victor and I head back to Paris. Each to our own destination. I take the night train at ten. One last drink beforehand, in the harbour at Sanary, at Le Nautique, her favourite bar.


*


My mother’s funeral . . . I remember flowers everywhere and seeing those people I’d loved for years. My mother’s funeral . . . I remember the people in the distance, who didn’t come any closer. I remember my childhood, the South, the family reconstituted.


The familia grande.





 


When I was little my mother encouraged me to call her by her first name, Évelyne. ‘Évelyne…Andrée…Thérèse… Antoinette. Can you believe that? Andrée!’ I watched her laugh, always on the lookout for her smiles. I hung on her eyes. I loved her so much.


My Évelyne, who was stronger than anyone else and so intelligent, was also the gentlest. Her tiny little hands dappled by the sun, the crook of her neck, where I liked to rest my forehead. She used to say the important thing was to talk, that there was an explanation for everything, that television was a window on the world, and freedom the highest value. I was allowed to do anything, so long as I was sensible. And I would be sensible if I tried to understand. To understand everything, everyone, and all the time.


We could spend hours picking the world apart. She wanted my trust and gave me hers. Our differences didn’t really matter, we were one, on the same team.


*


The 1980s. Coming home after school with the nanny. Five francs a day to buy sweets. Walking along rue Madame and rue d’Assas, and finally reaching Évelyne’s arms, her hugs.


I used to open the door to her study and find her chain-smoking cigarettes, with her feet, her small feet, resting on the wastepaper basket to keep her legs raised.


My mother, my Évelyne, was tiny. She cheated, telling me she was 1.58 metres tall. Not true. You could lop at least two centimetres off that. Her light-blue eyes, her blonde hair, the smell of her skin, a blend of cigarettes and sunshine, the air I breathed.


I walked around the desk and she stopped writing, asked me how my day had been, greedy for anecdotes and good grades. She wanted to know how my friends were, what the teacher did, if what I’d learned was interesting.


Five, ten treasured minutes before I left her to her writing, her research and her smokes.


She always seemed so impassioned, writing tirelessly. The history of political thought. Proudhon, Montesquieu, Rousseau, Hobbes. Marx and the Marxists. Frantz Fanon. And Léon Duguit too.


She explained everything to me, making a point of the nuances, making things seem vital. She showed me why it was so important that she, as a woman, should put her mind to this. We were accomplices, feminists, each committed according to her wave.


Then I slipped away to do my homework, my first duty. It was only after this that I was allowed back to flights of the imagination. I worked quietly and conscientiously, to make her proud – and also because, thanks to her, I enjoyed it. Each at her own desk, each with her feet on the wastepaper basket.


Her door stayed closed, but I knew she was there. On my side of the wall, I lived out her power, her urge to understand and explain.


I took my bath, deep in conversation with the nanny. My mother’s provocative insistence had gradually won over Ursula. An ill-treated Catholic freshly arrived from Poland, she was happy to surrender. ‘Okay, Ursula, you pick up the children from school and bring them home to me with their sweets, but then you scram. Get to work! At your age, if you have the chance, the place to go is university lecture halls.’ Instant enrolment, modern languages. Ursula would become a schoolteacher and, for the rest of my life, would be my big sister, one of my mother’s many protégées.


After my bath the door opened again. One last cigarette in the study, another opportunity for us to think things over together. My friends, her mother, her sister, Che Guevara, higher education, François Mitterrand, my brothers . . . little snippets and big History. And my mother’s smile.


*


For dinner we were left to our own devices. ‘Make yourselves something to eat. From the freezer. Don’t let’s waste time on it. Domestic chores, total bores.’


On Tuesday evenings, Dallas with my brothers and me huddled around my mother. Sue Ellen, J R . . . and each of us chipping in with comments. We discussed America and imperialism, horses and childhood, relationships, men and money.


I had to do everything on my own, but I knew that nothing was left to chance. My mother didn’t take me to the cinema or the theatre but was delighted when I went. She thought me ridiculous for wanting to learn dance and piano but cherished the idea that, without anyone else’s help, I found things that enthused me. We were a pair, and we were two individuals. Neither should impose her vision of the world on the other. She loathed the patriarchy and principles that were merely learned behaviours. She taught us to spot false intentions and superficiality. She liked politeness so long as it was imbued with generosity.


My friends adored her. ‘Your mother’s super nice! Everyone can say what they think at your house. You’re so lucky . . . there’s never any orders or punishments. There’s shouting and arguing but so much laughter too.’ And it was true that my mother knew all of them and took an interest in them. She achieved this not by going through me but by addressing them directly. They talked to each other. ‘Come on, let’s go say hi to your mother in her study.’ They laughed together. ‘So, Aurélien, are your parents still having a great time?’ ‘Tell me, Charlotte, how are you getting along with your diary?’ ‘Did you know that a woman wasn’t allowed to sign a cheque without her husband’s permission till 1965?’


My mother sang songs by Julien Clerc and Alain Souchon. She spoke to me in Spanish all the time. She knew Antonio Machado’s poems by heart and bombarded me with endless Camilita, no hay camino, se hace camino al andar. Golpe a golpe, verso a verso, adding a play on my name to those lyrics. She told me about Salvador Allende, Fidel Castro and Camilo Cienfuegos. And her holidays in Seville in her early teens, including her first romantic excitements, despite her religious upbringing. She melted with pleasure listening to a Joan Baez album: Gracias a la vida que me ha dado tanto . . . ‘How dumb is that!’
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