
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			Dedication

			To my mother,

			who hasn’t aged for a very long time,

			and was especially fond of the number seven.
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			One to Thirty-Five
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			When I was a year old, I was a perfect match for my age.

			A charming little twig, seventy-four centimetres tall, blessed with an ideal weight of 9.3 kilos, a head circumference of forty-six centimetres, sprouting a mop of blonde curls and a woolly hat on days when it was windy.

			After being breastfed, I had turned to drinking more than half a litre of milk a day, and I was given a few vegetables, carbohydrates and proteins to enrich my diet. At teatime I’d have home-made compote and, every so often, a few morsels of food that melted under my palate, like sorbet.

			At the age of one, I also took my first steps – there’s a photo to prove it. While I was skipping around like an awkward little deer, occasionally tripping over a rug or a coffee table, Colette and Matisse took their final bow, Simone de Beauvoir won the Goncourt prize and Jane Campion came into the world little knowing that, thirty-nine years later, she would move me to tears by placing a grand piano on a New Zealand beach.

			At two, my growth curve filled my parents and paediatrician with pride.

			When I was three, four second molars were added to the collection of teeth in my mouth, which already included eight incisors, four first molars and four canines. But Maman still preferred to grind the walnuts and almonds I insisted on having, for fear that I might choke.

			I was almost a metre in height, ninety-six centimetres to be precise, and my weight was statistically noteworthy: fourteen kilos, perfect for my age, distributed with a great deal of finesse. The circumference of my head came to fifty-two centimetres, going by my health record book, and Papa’s time in Algeria was extended. He would send us letters filled with sadness, photos of himself surrounded by his friends – they’d be smoking, sometimes laughing, sometimes they seemed depressed. They were maybe twenty-two, twenty-five, twenty-six; they looked like children dressed as grown-ups.

			You had the feeling they wouldn’t grow any older.

			At five, I was just like any girl of five ought to be. I ran, I jumped, I pedalled, I climbed, I danced. I was good with my hands, I could draw well, I would argue, I was curious about everything, I refused to say rude words. I would dress up as a seven-year-old and feel rather proud of myself; then there was an uprising in Algiers and Papa came home.

			He had a leg missing and I didn’t recognise him.

			At six and a half, I began losing my incisors and my expression would see-saw between a grimace and an idiotic grin. I managed to skip the metallic taste in my mouth, the tooth fairy and the one-franc coins under my pillow.

			At eight, records show that I was 124 centimetres tall and weighed twenty kilos. I wore cotton jersey shirts, gingham skirts, a little bib-fronted dress and, for my Sunday best, a silk taffeta frock. Ribbons fluttered in my hair, like butterflies. Maman loved taking pictures of me. She used to say that beauty doesn’t last – it always flies away, like a bird from a cage. It’s important to fix it in our memory; important to thank it for having chosen us.

			Maman was my princess.

			At eight, I was aware of my sexuality.

			I knew the difference between sadness and disappointment, pride and joy, anger and jealousy. I knew I was upset because Papa still wasn’t brave enough to let me sit on his knees, despite his new prosthetic leg. I knew about joy, when he was in good spirits; then we would play together, he would pretend to be Long John Silver, thrilling me with tales of wonder, of buried treasure and the high seas. I knew disappointment, when he was in pain, when he’d be in a foul mood and turn into a different Long John Silver, a bad-tempered and menacing one.

			At nine, I learnt at school how people managed to move around, and lit their streets and homes, on the eve of the French Revolution. We were told about Gambetta’s escape in a hot-air balloon, while above our heads a Russian had been orbiting in space – he would later give his name to a crater that measured 265 kilometres in diameter.

			At ten, I bore a shocking resemblance to a little girl of ten. I dreamt of having a fringe on my forehead like Jane Banks in Mary Poppins, which we’d gone to see as a family at the cinema, Le Royal. I dreamt of having a brother or sister too, but Papa didn’t want any more children in a world that saw fit to kill them.

			He never talked to us about Algeria.

			He had found work as a glazier – a balancing act on a stepladder, he would chuckle, and a one-legged guy won’t be running the show! He often fell, or cursed his absent leg, and each new step he climbed was a victory: I’m doing this for your mother, so she can see I’m no cripple. He liked to look around people’s homes. To study others closely. He was reassured to see that suffering was everywhere. That young men of his age had returned from Algeria with wounds that would never heal, their hearts ripped out, lips sewn together to avoid the unspeakable, eyelids glued shut to avoid reliving the horrors.

			He glazed over the silence as if closing up a scar.

			Maman was beautiful.

			Sometimes she came home with flushed cheeks. Then Long John Silver would smash a plate or a glass before tearfully apologising for being so clumsy and picking up the shattered fragments of his sorrow.

			At ten, I was 138.3 centimetres tall, I weighed 32.5 kilos and my body surface area was close to one square metre – a micron, in terms of the universe. I was graceful, I would sing ‘Da Doo Ron Ron’ and ‘Be-Bop-A-Lula’ in our yellow kitchen to make everyone laugh, and one evening Papa made me sit on his sole remaining leg.

			At twelve, I noticed my areolae getting larger and darker; I could feel two buds starting to open under my chest.

			Maman had taken to wearing skirts that left her knees bare, thanks to a certain Mary Quant, in England; it wasn’t long before they revealed almost all of her thighs. She had long, pale legs and I prayed that one day I’d have the same.

			On some evenings she never came home at all, but Papa didn’t break any more plates or glasses.

			His work was going well. He no longer only repaired frames or replaced panes damaged by storms or vandalism, but also installed windows in the modern houses that were shooting up everywhere around the town, attracting new families, cars and roundabouts – and a few unsavoury types as well.

			He was keen that we leave our apartment so that we, too, could move into one of the pristine new homes. They’ve got gardens and huge bathrooms, he would say, and fully-fitted kitchens. Your mother would be happy. That was all he really hoped for. In the meantime, he had bought a television set, a Grandin Caprice, and we would sit there in fascination, watching Playing with Words and Starring Your Favourite Songs, without talking about her, without expecting her back, without joy.

			Then I turned thirteen.

			At the beginning of the summer, Maman went to Le Royal with a friend to see a film by a young director who was only twenty-eight: A Man and a Woman. When she came out of the cinema she was laughing and singing, and as she danced on the road an ochre Ford Taunus took her from us.

			She had just turned thirty-five.

			I’d always thought she was immortal.

			At thirteen, I suddenly grew old.
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			I felt a shiver of cold.

			The room was poorly lit and Maman was lying on a bed that looked hard; her long legs and body were draped in a white sheet. Her beautiful features were still intact and yet her beauty had already flown away. I later found out how the undertakers managed to preserve the image of serenity and the illusion of life: injections with a hypodermic needle, to restore the face’s natural appearance, filling up the sagging flesh around the earlobes, cheeks and chin. This process also allowed them to reinstate the plumpness of the deceased, in cases where they might have lost a lot of weight during the time preceding their death.

			Which wasn’t the case with Maman. She had simply been torn away. Torn apart.

			Papa was crying; I wrapped my arms around his big, lopsided pirate body. We comforted each other in the silence.

			I didn’t cry because Maman used to say that tears would spoil your face.

			Later, he took off his coat and used it to cover Maman’s body; she’ll catch cold here, he said, but he was the one who caught a cold that day.

			His heart turned to stone.

			I didn’t dare talk to Maman aloud, not in that ghastly room – a bouquet of plastic flowers in a dark corner, without fragrance or dew, a book for noting the cries of anguish she would never read, the juddering rattle of the air conditioning.

			I let the words clatter around my chest, choke in my throat and escape between my lips in a muffled haze. Then I took my leave, as if bidding farewell before going back to war, and returned to the street, to the blare of murderous cars, the mildness of spring, the faint scent of summer that already hung in the air; and suddenly Papa was beside me, towering, an oak tree.

			At the local café, he asked for an extra-large glass of beer that he downed in one and I had a mint cordial. Then he ordered a kir that he left on the table – she used to love kir – and, as the mixture of alcohol and grief began to take hold, he broke down: it’s not because she’s no longer here that she’s no longer here.

			At thirteen, I understood what it means to be alone.

			Later, the family arrived. Maman’s brother, who lived in Talloires and prepped rally cars. He was accompanied by someone who wasn’t his wife; she looked like Françoise Hardy, the woman who sang ‘The House Where I Grew Up’ – the latest hit that Maman and I would belt out, screaming hysterically, into wooden spoons that served as mikes. Papa’s parents also came, from Valenciennes, their skin as grey as the sky in Nord, their eyes as dark as schist, bound inseparably to each other – two barnacles on a rock. They were concerned about their son: won’t be easy, meetin’ someone, not when you’ve a kid ’n’ a peg leg, that’s for sure. For sure, nodded the other.

			And that was all.

			Our family was a species on the verge of extinction. A flower that would no longer open in the morning.

			There was a wake at the house when we returned from the graveyard, and some of Maman’s friends had brought gâteaux, and memories, because you really need to remember the good times if you want to keep going until the end. To stay alive.

			Marion, with whom Maman had gone to see the Claude Lelouch film, gave me a photo of her. It was a colour instant photo, taken with one of those new Polaroid cameras. Maman in front of Le Royal. Maman smiling at the lens. Maman with a ginger fringe and a Cardin dress. Maman, two hours before the Ford Taunus. Maman, looking beautiful. So beautiful. Immortally beautiful.

			At thirteen, I discovered that beauty does not last.
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			At fifteen, thank God, my adolescent hormones had no effect on my mood, my state of mind or my behaviour.

			I was therefore neither aggressive, nor rebellious, nor overexcited, nor ill at ease with myself, nor even hypersensitive or tearful – although I confess I still cried my eyes out at the end of The Graduate when Dustin Hoffman yells ‘Elaine! Elaine! Elaine!’, but that was for different reasons.

			By fifteen, I had turned into a delightful young girl, despite the cruel absence of Maman. Without her advice on what to wear, putting on make-up, trying out waxing for the first time, knowing what to say and not to say to men as old as Papa, thirsty men who wanted to share a lemonade with me. Or to boys of my own age – over-eager, charming and gawky – who fantasised about the unknown, about luck and mostly about breasts, and who showed off by mumbling their way through the latest Bob Dylan, ‘I’ll Be Your Baby Tonight’.

			Maman hadn’t had the chance to teach me about men and their hunger, or women and their sighs.

			At fifteen, my heart was broken for the first time.

			I wrote a farewell letter to my torturer and another to the whole world who, clearly, didn’t understand a thing.

			I stole one of Papa’s razor blades, wrapped in waxed paper; but the moment I picked it up, I nicked the tip of my right thumb and a drop of blood bubbled out. I was petrified – and everything returned to normal.

			I missed Maman, I missed her arms and her breath. I was the orphaned child of every pore in her being, every hair, every syllable she’d not had time to share with me – like Papa, I was now walking on just one leg.

			Papa’s leg, however, led him to Françoise, forty years old, divorced, with a son of my age, Michel. Françoise was a pleasant sales assistant at Le Chat Noir, a shoe shop near what used to be the indoor market, who was distraught that Papa was always forced to buy a pair of shoes even though he only wore the left one. Her distress managed to crack the stone in his heart, allowing a few promises, a warm breeze and other sweet nothings to pour inside, and Papa, if you’ll pardon the expression, jumped feet first into her open arms.

			At sixteen, I carried on growing.

			I was then one metre sixty-five, I weighed fifty-two kilos – trousers hung on me like they did on Twiggy, according to the saleswoman at Nouvelles Galeries – and I’d gone for a change of hairstyle, a bouffant ponytail. In Paris, cobbles flew left and right, it was forbidden to forbid anything, people shouted about making love, not war, and I was certainly up for that. Oh yes: an attractive boy a little older than me had even suggested it, after he’d kissed me a few times and fondled me rather boldly, but I hadn’t yet dared give away what I could only give away once.

			That year, because of the widespread chaos, candidates for the baccalauréat only had to sit oral exams and the great majority of final-year pupils had passed by the start of the summer.

			In September, Papa married Françoise. Michel became my half-brother. Everything about him was dark. He would look at me without seeing me. We were never friends. Just acquaintances.

			We finally moved into the suburbs, into one of those new houses with a garden, a huge bathroom, fully-fitted kitchen and gas fireplace that could, so Papa said, have made Maman happy. But that was before that trip to the cinema. Before Anouk Aimée. Before Jean-Louis Trintignant. Before the beach, the white Ford Mustang and the music of Francis Lai.

			At almost seventeen, I fell in love with Steve McQueen, after seeing Bullitt at Le Royal, and Jean-Marc Delahaye, after hearing him play ‘Mammy Blue’ on the guitar.

			I found it easier to give myself to the second one.

			It happened at his place, in the tiny bed in his tiny boy’s bedroom, with Castrol, MV Agusta and Yamaha stickers plastered across the door, and posters of the road racer Giacomo Agostini pinned to the ceiling. It was all madly romantic. Jean-Marc was considerate enough to pull out in time, with a smile on his face, but when he began putting words to what we’d just experienced, I hurriedly got dressed again and fled.

			In the street I laughed and sang, I danced, a car raced past and blew its horn as it brushed against me, and I knew, Maman, that you were by my side that day, that you were dancing with me. That I had finally become your friend.

			I returned home with flushed cheeks, but Long John Silver didn’t break anything.

			He simply said you look out of breath, Martine (God, how I hated my name), and I began to sob. I told him that I missed Maman, that it still hurt as much as ever. He got up, poured a little crème de cassis into a glass, then filled it with white wine and placed it on the table. He said I’m sorry, I’m doing the best I can, Martine; he said I know you only ever have one maman and, for an instant, she was there with us.

			Then Françoise and Michel came home in turn. We laid the table, I heated the gratin and made a salad. Words flew here and there, in a flurry of chirping and squawking – Françoise was telling us about her day at Le Chat Noir, Papa was smiling as he listened; Michel was raving about the Mobymatic he dreamt of owning, with its Dimoby double-clutch and variator, it could do almost fifty-three kilometres an hour, can you imagine, Henry? – Henry, that’s Papa – and Papa listened indulgently while looking at me on the sly. For the first time, I could tell from his eyes that he loved me with all his heart.

			Michel and I always kept as far apart as possible – not out of malice, purely indifference.

			As for Françoise, she always had the good grace to hold Papa’s right arm, to walk on the side where his leg had been blown off by a field gun, near Palestro in Kabylie. She was his crutch. His wing.

			Papa loved her – but with a love quite different to the fire that had consumed him with Maman, or so it seems in hindsight.

			With Maman, love had been a forge, the clang of iron, blind rage and flying sparks, searing burns and soothing balm. It had been passion, carnal and unrestrained, until the gunfire in Algeria – his body surrendered, stripped bare of elation and song. Orgasm had given way to silence. Impotence was gnawing at him from within. And when Maman came home in the evenings with flushed cheeks, not because she’d cheated on a disabled man but because she’d managed to ease her sorrow, it was his missing leg that poked at the smouldering coals. Then he would try to dampen the embers with alcohol, but this only inflamed his wounds even more. I think he shouted and screamed because he was afraid. He broke things because his body was broken. Because his heart was in pieces.

			At seventeen, I finally saw my father smile again.
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			Then Lille.

			The Catholic University, the ‘Catho’, the first year of an arts degree, in the striking building on Boulevard Vauban.

			I was about to turn eighteen, I wore skirts that sometimes flew up in the air, revealing my long, pale legs – thank you, Maman – and I was studying eighteenth-century theatre, Goldoni, Favart, Marivaux, the semiology of the image and Latin.

			In the evenings we used to meet up, around twenty students in all, at the newly opened Pubstore, with its bizarre copper façade, pierced with portholes. That was where I drank my first cocktails, smoked my first cigarettes, and a little marijuana, and where I stumbled across a few idealists who dreamt of redefining the world and the borders of the human soul. Two of them drifted into my arms and nestled against my heart, but never within it. And then there was Christian, with his dazzling charm and crystal-clear eyes. Christian for whom – despite the outfits I chose just for him, my eyelids smeared in make-up to please him in dusky shades of purple, green or blue, like the colours of twilight, despite my glossy lips simply calling out to be kissed, despite my skin that said yes – I remained invisible. The savage wound of indifference.

			Back then, I would stagger my way through the days and nights. Life seemed endless and its vastness was exhilarating. We discovered independent American cinema at Le Kino, we would talk about Vietnam until daybreak, or listen to Joan Baez, and Neil Young’s ‘Ohio’, over and over again. Each of us saw ourselves changing the world, making certain words vanish from it completely, such as misery, hunger and injustice. But misery, hunger and injustice were far away, on the other side of the earth, beyond the seas – a sort of true-life opera that slipped through our fingers.

			I used to go home on weekends. In the train, I would escape from my academic life and turn back into a hopeless young girl of almost eighteen. In film magazines I would gaze at the eternal youth of Liz Taylor, Ursula Andress and Raquel Welch, captured in photographs that froze their beauty for ever, not the slightest trace of a wrinkle, not even a hint of fear. It felt like the stuff of dreams, because no one likes things that decay with time – they give us the feeling they’re dying.

			Maman’s beauty would never fade.

			At home, I would spend time with Françoise and Papa – he was delighted with his new articulated prosthesis, even if he needed his hands to bend it – and whiled away lazy hours dulled by sleepy small-town thinking. One evening, we’d been talking about the recent manifesto by 343 women in favour of abortion and Françoise, somewhat amused, had shrugged, assuring us that wouldn’t happen, they’d never allow babies to be murdered, and I’d said nothing. I didn’t tell her about the winds of change, about the wind billowing up behind women, like sails, because there’s frankly no point in trying to be right.

			In those days, Michel and his terrifying little gang used to ride around on their Mobymatic Chaudrons, tearing along the local roads at fifty-three kilometres an hour. They would invite themselves to dances and weddings, often getting into fights or flying off in a rage. My half-brother had chosen darkness and left his mother in tears. I had lost a maman, she was losing a child.
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