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It’s time to set the stars alight again


Guillaume Apollinaire
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In the end she had chosen the mahogany one with four copper handles. Model 328: twenty-two millimetres thick, satin lining, insect-proof, waterproof. ‘Built to last,’ according to the undertaker’s assistant. Proof against everything. Except eternal rest.


‘It’s up to you, madame.’


For the last three days that phrase had been echoing through her mind like a hammer blow. It was up to her to decide whether the coffin was to be open or closed, if the photograph was to be in colour or black and white, if the caterer was to provide sandwiches or rolls with assorted fillings. And was it absolutely necessary to deck the funeral wreath with a white ribbon saying, To my dear husband?


‘It’s up to you, madame.’


Slim in her pearl-grey suit, a discreet lipstick matching the blusher on her cheeks, she stares at the grave. Dignified and impeccably dressed, the way Henri liked her. Fifty-five years and seventeen days of marriage. The only man she had ever slept with, the only man who had seen her naked. Twenty thousand and ninety-two shared awakenings, and then one last morning. Lying in his twin bed, he hadn’t opened his eyes. The death notice said, Died quietly in his sleep. A deviation from the normal etiquette that his only son, Frédéric, had not appreciated.


Impossible to think of him there, inside the box that the gravediggers are going to lower into the hole in the ground before covering with earth. Familiar figures surround her: Dr Dubois, the local bigwigs, distant cousins from the countryside. Her faithful Maria gives her a discreet little nod. From now on Marguerite Delorme will be known as the notary’s widow. Beside her, in a black suit, Frédéric is holding her elbow while biting his lower lip to repress any show of emotion. Carole, her daughter-in-law, has her hand on their son Ludovic’s shoulder. In church just now, he paid a brief tribute to his grandfather, with whom he shared few words but the same passion for tennis. The little boy was trembling as he read from his piece of paper; then he had come back to sit beside his grandmother, who had patted his cheek. Moved, Carole had looked away.


The undertaker’s men are letting the coffin down into the hole. She closes her eyes and squeezes Ludovic’s hand. Her son is holding her elbow even more firmly. When the ropes are pulled away, she feels that the worst is behind her.


People file past: Madame Thingummy’s little bow, Monsieur So-and-So’s comment; how is she supposed to react? She courteously accepts the storm of condolences.


‘Eighty-five is a good age.’


‘He led an exemplary life.’


‘Be brave.’


Strangers take her hand and hold it for a long time, in silence. Who will come next? She wonders whether someone will become confused and offer her their heartfelt congratulations instead.


Then it will be time for the waltz of finger food and coffee cups. Yesterday she had visualised how the ceremony would progress, and now here it is – the real thing. Her thoughts are muddled by a sleepless night and the unusual September warmth.


She tells each person, ‘I’ll be fine.’


As if she were the one who had to comfort them. And because she has nothing left to hope for now. She doesn’t believe in the great reunion in a world beyond the grave. They were Henri and Maggy. Now there’s only Maggy.


She declined to have the reception in the hall next to the church. She prefers the comfort of her own home, surrounded by her own furniture and ornaments. A point of reference in the middle of a situation that she can’t control any more. The way other people look at her redefines her: she has shifted into sepia. Muffled voices mingle in her head: ‘You really ought to have a good cry’; ‘Do sit down’; ‘Have something to drink’; ‘Would you like a cup of tea, an aspirin, a tranquilliser?’


She repeats the only words still at her command. ‘I’ll be fine.’


On the doorstep, Frédéric kisses her on the forehead, as he has always seen his father kiss her. Ludovic nestles close to her skirt and murmurs, ‘I love you, Granny.’


Suddenly her sitting room seems huge. Yes, she will be fine. She will round the Cape of Good Hope, cross the Atlantic, and then, if she has any strength left, she will climb Everest. Henri would certainly have thought she hadn’t laid on enough goat-cheese petits fours.


She sways, reaches out to the small, round table to keep her balance and the vase of carnations falls over. She looks at the broken glass, the water soaking into the carpet, and the dying flowers bring tears to her eyes. He was always the one who locked the front door, in fact double-locked it. ‘You can never be too careful,’ he used to say. She takes off her shoes, the jacket of her grey widow’s suit, and drops onto the divan, feeling helpless. She misses Hélène. Her sister would have put her arms around her, gathering in her grief. What would she have thought of the three Chopin sonatas played during the service? ‘You should have played a nice bit of rock to get those good folk moving.’ Her darling Hélène is never far away.


Automatically she switches on the TV, which keeps up its eternal transmission of the same games, with the same laughter and shrieks from the winners. ‘Pathetic and ridiculous,’ her husband would have said. She looks at the empty armchair where he always sat. With a Scotch on the table beside him, he would switch from a political debate to a programme on economics, while she buried herself in a book. Without a glance, without words of love, but with neither voice ever rising higher than the other. A man and a woman, two bodies and two minds. He: straight and stiff as a notarial deed. She: a candle flame trembling but not yet extinguished. Having inherited the remote control, she doesn’t know which keys to press. On screen, there is a Japanese documentary about tuna fishing.


When Henri came home from the office, he would open the front door of the house silently, hang up his hat and coat in the hall and, without letting her know that he was back, disappear into his study, emerging only when she announced, ‘Dinner is ready.’


On the first day of their life together, he had issued his orders. As a name, Marguerite was too long, too flowery, and Maggy was a better match with Henri. Her baptismal name was no longer spoken, except on rare occasions, and never within her husband’s hearing. She was not to have a job outside the home. His sole concession was her voluntary work at the municipal library twice a week. She was always to wear dresses and arrange her hair in a chignon, as she had when they first met. They would not have any pets. Only one child, preferably a boy. And in a tone that brooked no contradiction he concluded, ‘It would be desirable for us to continue using the formal vous to each other.’


Luckily Frédéric had come along. When their son was born, Henri had landed the boy with his favourite composer’s first name and, shortly before he was six years old, had enrolled him at the Saint-Roch boarding school. Marguerite had wept, but she comforted herself by thinking that her only child would be happier surrounded by companions of his own age. She looked forward to seeing him at the weekends, when she organised picnics and outings to the pony club to make his Saturdays and Sundays memorable. The other days of the week were spent with Henri. He bought Le Monde every morning, and commented on the fluctuations in the stock market at dinner, in between the soup and the dessert. Marguerite listened politely to this gibberish, nodding from time to time. And on the first Thursday of every month, Maria polished the silver. Henri and Maggy Delorme were entertaining their friends.


At the beginning of their marriage, Henri used to take baths full to the brim with bubbles. He could stay in there for half an hour, his eyes closed, his torso emerging from the water, humming a few notes in a musical voice that was almost pleasing, and was never heard at any other time. A few metres away from the half-open bathroom door, Maggy used to wait for him to call out and invite her to join him. One day she ventured to say, ‘I do like it when you sing in the bath.’ He had locked the door. She put her ear close to it, so that she could still hear him, listening for the eddies of sound.


They were a civilised couple; there were no surprises and no arguments between them. The only sign language that he allowed himself was a raised eyebrow or an expression of disapproval. She, patient and discreet, never betraying her innermost thoughts, had adjusted to his personality. She had never been with another man, and in the absence of maternal advice on how to be with her husband, their time together rolled by without any instructions. Their nights were as dignified and blameless as their days. However, Maggy was sure that this upright and modest man loved her in his fashion.


Motionless, wearing a flannel dressing gown and velour slippers, in front of a Japanese fisherman brandishing a tuna on the end of his harpoon, Marguerite murmurs, ‘I’m seventy-eight years old. What am I going to do with my life?’
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Marcel Guedj comes out of the cinema and casts a last glance at the poster for the film El Gusto. He doesn’t want to go down the steps to the Métro, still less to go home. Hands in his pockets, he strolls along the Grands Boulevards. He hadn’t set foot in a cinema for months, and the men in the film, separated for fifty years and then reunited to play Chaâbi music and relive their youth, have overwhelmed him. So he goes on walking along the streets of Paris at random, looking back to the day in November 1954 when he left his country.


His father had felt the change coming. The separatists had plundered their farm and nothing would ever be the same again. They had to leave before the situation grew worse and the sky went completely dark. The family left behind their home near the river and the tombs of their ancestors. Marcel had to abandon his teacher, his classmates and the football pitch. He had just been promoted to centre-forward, and was to have played in his new position the following week. They gave their dog, Oscar, to a neighbour. She promised to look after him, and swore he’d still be there when they came back. No one really thought they would, but they all pretended to believe in the impossible.


A first cousin who lived in the capital had sent a letter that Marcel’s father proudly read aloud to his sons:


Dear André,


We are looking forward to seeing you – you, your wife and little Marcel, who must be quite big by now. I’ve found you an apartment not far from your future job. Because yes, believe it or not, I’ve found you a position as a gardener with the local authority in Vincennes, so you’ll still be close to the earth that you love so much. The apartment will be a tight squeeze, but as you often say, one day the wind will blow in the right direction again. And I have more good news: I’ve found a furnished apartment for your friends and their daughter, Nora, if they’re still coming with you.


When I came back to France ten years ago and I saw the words ‘Liberty-Equality-Fraternity’ carved in large letters on the pediment of a town hall, I said to myself, You can stop searching now; this is the place.


Olga is looking forward to seeing you too. Call me when you get to Marseille and tell me which train you’ll be catching. It will come in to the Gare de Lyon, and I’ll be there to meet you. Have a good crossing.


Affectionately,


Your cousin Maurice


Robert, the elder son, who was nineteen at that point and a mechanic, still believed in French Algeria and had decided to stay on, come what may. Marcel had refused to hug him goodbye, preferring to leave without looking back. Two brothers tossed around by circumstances they could not control.


The family had packed in haste, taking the tea set and the pressure cooker, leaving the mattresses. They left their house by night, leaving their washing out on the balcony so that it would look as if someone was still there. Their furniture would follow later. As for the rest, inshallah!


Their neighbours, the Ben Soussans and their daughter, Nora, were also on the move. They faced the same choice between escaping the violence or trusting in a situation that had become disturbing. The prospect of their company went some way to soothing Marcel’s bruised heart: Nora would be coming as well. He used to take her up to the hilltops, where they would exchange vows as light as air, and he would show her the sinuous pathways across the sky between the Great Bear and the Coma Berenices. A childhood blessed by the gods.


There was nothing to suggest an exodus on dock number 3. Tourists were disembarking; the orange seller hadn’t shut up shop; life went on as if all the assassinations at the beginning of the month had never taken place. Only several disembowelled houses foreshadowed what was still to come. Anyway, André had made his decision and he was sticking to it. The front page of L’Écho d’Alger had said, ‘Make sure you leave in good time.’ Marcel considered his father a hero. He had absolute confidence in him, and would have followed him to the ends of the earth, no questions asked.


At six thirty in the evening on 29 November 1954, the Sidi Mabrouk left the port of Algiers. The crossing to Marseille would take twelve hours. Handkerchiefs were waved: tiny farewells as lives were split in two. Passengers with haggard faces clung to the ship’s rail, aware that they would not return to this land where five generations had lived before them. Dazed, and with a sinking heart, they watched the mountains disappear behind the white houses of el-Bahdja, ‘the Radiant’, and their country slipped away. Despair at leaving everything and fear of the unknown showed in their eyes. For the first time the boy saw his father shed tears. Grown men become children once more when they leave their native land.


Marcel was looking up at the Milky Way. No sky could ever measure up to that one. At the age of twelve, he firmly believed that these stars were unique to his country and he would never see them again. Although just now, only one thing mattered to him: Nora’s hand in his. Two children crossing a vast sea to a country about which they knew nothing. They had been told, ‘We’re going to Vincennes, near Paris, the capital of France. We’ll see the Eiffel Tower, a huge construction made of iron matchsticks.’


Marcel’s parents had finally gone to sleep next to their three cardboard suitcases and two jute bags. Far off, on the other side of the deck, someone struck up a popular old song. An accordion, a banjo, a tambourine, like black horses galloping along, then the slow, sad quavering of a flute, rising like a soul lost in the mist, mingling with male and female voices. The Chaâbi music tugged at their heartstrings, as it had at the village festivals. Jews, Muslims, Christians, French and Algerians, all united. Marcel had closed his eyes. Lulled by the melody, he was no longer afraid, and he had promised himself that life would be good in the little town of Vincennes, since Nora was going to be there too.


He moves away from the Grands Boulevards. Walking does him good. He wants to zoom in and out of the scenes from his past.


Pressing close together, surrounded by their belongings, like a clan of emigrants, the Guedj and Ben Soussan families formed a motley group outside the Gare de Lyon. Walls of a dirty grey colour as far as the eye could see, narrow façades, an anaemic geranium forgotten on a windowsill, a uniform sky, a fine drizzle. So this was the capital of France?


They moved into the temporary apartment in Vincennes found by Cousin Maurice. It was terribly cold that first winter, and there was only one solid-fuel stove, in the kitchen. They could boil a kettle to wash in the evenings, but had to use ice-cold water in the mornings. Marcel no longer belonged to Algeria, but he didn’t belong in this city either. A concrete playground had replaced trodden earth, chestnut and orange trees, and rain hid the sun. Luckily he and Nora went to the same school. The two families met to share spiced meatballs, the mint-tea ritual – sitting quietly in a corner of the local park – and the therapeutic virtues of Chaâbi music. The two fathers would play and sing it to the end of their days. Marcel and Nora invented hills in the woods of Vincennes, and tried to tame their new universe by playing hide-and-seek in the local alleyways. They no longer rode a donkey or caught salamanders in the rocks; they discovered baguettes and sausage; they became inhabitants of the city.


He was about to celebrate his fifteenth birthday when the news broke. It was worse than a sandstorm. Nora hadn’t been to school that day. When he got home, his father was waiting for him on the doorstep. He simply said, ‘Nora’s grandmother has been taken to hospital – it’s an emergency. Her parents had no choice. They’ve all gone back to Algeria.’


After that, life, for Marcel, became a succession of arrivals and departures. Without Nora, Vincennes held no interest for Marcel, and he missed Algeria more than ever. During sleepless nights the same question went round and round in his head: why didn’t she come to say goodbye to me? Her silence gnawed at his heart. And as for him, why had he never dared kiss her?


But once more daily life took over. There was a big box under the Christmas tree with a telescope in it, and every evening as he watched the stars in the sky above Vincennes, he told himself that back in Algeria she might be watching them too.


His parents enrolled him at a vocational secondary school, where he did his baccalaureate. All his classmates had already chosen a trade, while he lost himself in impossible dreams and came up against the awkward four corners of life. He worked in a garage for a month, to feel closer to his brother, but he hated the smell of grease. ‘What are we going to do with you?’ his father had said. During the school holidays he had taken a little job at Vincennes Zoo. The exiled animals fascinated him, and so he applied for the post of zookeeper, which was about to fall vacant. Co-workers without any past or any imagination gave way to more unusual colleagues. He came to know every scale on the python in enclosure number 37, which he passed each morning; the turtle with a bandaged foot; the Bengal tiger whose whiskers moved upwards as if it were laughing. And he plunged, amazed, into this jungle in the middle of the city, with its smell of sawdust and mouse droppings, searching for that rare bird that no one else had ever seen. He felt at home in this little paradise.


He had spent seven years alongside the gentle elegance of the giraffes and the mischief of the monkeys. Then one day, hidden under postal orders and an advertisement for a large new superstore, a postcard arrived for him, postmarked Mouzaïa, Algeria. I’m coming back. I miss Vincennes. And that’s not the only thing I miss. Nora.
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‘It’s been a long time, Madame Delorme. I’ve got rump steak, or some nice veal escalopes. Would you like two, the same as usual? Two escalopes, thinly sliced?’


‘I’ll take just the one today, please.’


‘Something different for your husband?’


It’s so difficult to say the words: he’s defunct, deceased, dead. She doesn’t like these definitive terms, and the sympathetic expression they bring to other people’s faces. Bereavement nails her to the ground, and she doesn’t know how to confront it.


‘No, thank you. He’s away.’


Everyone in Maisons-Laffitte knew Maître Delorme the notary. The butcher will soon find out that she was lying, but for now she keeps banging up against the harsh corners of reality. She wishes she were transparent. Her distress is a private matter.


She searches in her wallet for the money that her son has given her for day-to-day expenses, just as Henri used to. If she is thinking of buying something larger, she is to ask for his approval, because from now on he will be in charge of her finances. He has asked her to keep all her receipts. Suppose it came into her head to treat herself to a jasmine tea with a chocolate eclair?


‘Don’t forget your package. Have a nice day.’


‘And the same to you.’


Like a plant that has lost its supporting stake, she must now learn how to manage on her own. Small steps to begin with. A plate, a knife, a fork and spoon, a glass, a napkin in its silver ring. And sitting alone in the large dining room. After a week she decided to eat in the kitchen instead. On Friday she replaced the usual fish with pasta shells and butter – something her husband didn’t like – switched on the radio to break the silence, pecked at her food, then threw the rest away. She surprised herself by swearing several times.


Henri used to stack the dishwasher in silence, and according to a ritual that never changed. First the glasses, then their two plates, one behind the other, and only then the cutlery, all neatly aligned. He wouldn’t let her wash their few dishes herself, because he said the detergent would spoil her hands. She took that as a sign of his love.


She strokes her hands gently, and thinks that she could have worn rubber gloves. It’s too late now. She looks at the sink as if her life has stopped right there.


How many hours must she shuck off before it is time for bed? He never wanted any shutters or even a curtain over the French window that leads into the garden. All those tall trees at the end cast alarming shadows. Suppose there is someone hiding there? Just suppose that someone taps on the window in the middle of the night? A stranger, his nose glued to the glass. With Henri, she never experienced that fear, but now it returns to her like the terror of a little girl. She remembers playing hide-and-seek with Hélène one day. After a quarter of an hour she still hadn’t managed to find her, so she sat down on the ground in tears, sure that she had lost her for ever. The sorrows of childhood cling to our skin.


She had gone straight from her parents’ house to her husband’s. A tepid life, free from anxiety or any all-consuming passion.


What if a fuse blows?


What if she can’t get the lid off the jam jar?


What if she slips in the bath?


However, she has absolutely no intention of moving, let alone of going to live with her son. Last weekend he said, ‘Carole’s aunt is in a retirement home, living with people of her own age. She’s not so lonely now, and we don’t have to worry.’ What will they do with her? Leave her out on the pavement one day when the dustbin men are coming to collect the rubbish?
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