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Je voudrais que la nuit me prenne [I Want the Night to Take Me]  

Extracts 

 

1st extract: 

 

A school which lets the children paint a dizzying fresco on the playground wall 

makes you want to grow up there, doesn’t it? We pupils have been on that wall 

for years now, painted dancing in a circle with our arms raised and our 

children’s faces preserved for posterity. Though many pupils have passed 

through that school since, I bet that every boy and girl has chosen a role model 

from our fresco and identified with somebody from our class of sixteen years 

ago.  To paint ourselves even bigger than our parents, we shared three 

stepladders throughout an entire term and fought over them during the breaks. 

We had no thoughts of playing – we were artists! The girls seized the 

opportunity to add make-up and jewellery, while the boys beefed up their 

muscles. I lost no time in making up my eyes like my mum’s when she dolls 

herself up. I’m the little girl with too much eye make-up, undiminished by tears, 

or the elements, or the wear and tear of the years. My make-up has held up.  

Once the fresco was done, our teacher walked slowly along it, observing the 

hidden desires of his pupils painted large in front of his eyes. He made a wry 

comment on each one of us, except on his own daughter, who was now as tall 

as him. I saw him look attentively at the ring I had given myself. It was my first 

piece of jewellery, based on a photo of an edelweiss I had secretly cut out of 

our dictionary. Although now that it was painted on my finger, it looked more 

like a daisy, I at least knew how rare it was. My ring was a precious flower, not 

a precious stone, and seeing it every morning on my finger on the wall made me 

feel like I was already wearing it for real, as if the inaccessible was not so 

inaccessible after all.  

At home they have only kept one photo of me, and in that photo too I'm not 

really present and yet I am. My parents are in each other’s arms; he still has hair 

and mum’s stomach is hardly visible, so you can’t guess I’m there. But when 

they showed me the date on the photo, I did the maths and realised that I was 

three months old in that photo, that I’d been in her womb for three months.  

It was the first photo of the three of us, and so it’s their favourite. They keep it 

within view so that they have me there without having to look at me.  

‘Can somebody tell me what “at twilight” means?’  

I was so eager to answer that I half fell off my chair as I shot my hand up!  
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‘It’s when there’s a star still missing. Night can’t really fall, and the day doesn’t 

want to disappear.’  

Vocabulary was our teacher’s little obsession. He would always start the class 

with a common expression but which was a bit unusual for us kids. This made 

us keen to listen to him and to learn: he would leave the most intriguing words 

hanging, waiting for a pupil to have a guess at its sense through the veil of their 

innocence. I could see that the others were as captivated as I was and drank in 

his words just as much as I did. I grew up enveloped by the imagination, which 

ends up becoming a form of knowledge. My father managed to make 

everything more vast; he didn’t just teach us to read, write and do sums, but also 

how to think. He gave us a desire for intelligence, rather than simple cut-and-

paste knowledge.  

When we were at school, mum used to look after empty houses, which she 

found fun. It was often the biggest houses that were the least inhabited; their 

owners had so many houses that they couldn’t be in all of them at same time, 

and so mum inhabited them a little by looking after them. She’d grow flowers, 

clean out the cobwebs indoors and tidy up the ivy outside, which otherwise 

would have cracked the walls just as surely as frost. She’d air the rooms and 

sometimes take the trouble to cook and eat in them to give them a bit of an 

odour because, as she would say, ‘if you can’t smell anything in a house, you’re 

not in a bubble but in a cube’. I also knew that she’d listen to the silence there, 

and that took time. She’d take me with her when there was no school and would 

leave me a few cobwebs to do. I’d go in head first, listening for the sound of 

them tearing, or else I’d roll them around my fingers like candy floss. 

Meanwhile, mum would sing while she dusted.  

Gracias a la vida, thanks to life, 

For these eyes I open at first light, They’ve revealed to me the ocean, the plains, 

The sun on the roads and the shadows of the fountains  

Every time we got to this point, we’d look at each other.  

And of all men, the only man I love.  

I knew she’d changed the words, because the Pagani version went: And of all 

women, the only woman I love.  

I was pleased that she’d changed them and to know that she loved my father. 

She was happy in empty houses that didn’t belong to her, and he was happy in 

front of his blackboard getting us to copy out the words of Le Déserteur. Not all 

the parents were happy about that, of course, but he didn’t care and wouldn’t let 

anyone cause him any trouble. By contrast, at the end-of-year celebration, the 
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parents were happy to launch a balloon into the air. We had one for each pupil 

with a label indicating our names and the address of the school. I would 

deliberately release mine a split second early to see it rise up on its own. The 

balloons would disappear from sight so quickly up there. Eyesight does have its 

limits. The balloon from my Year 4 ended up in the Ain at Communal, on the 

other side of the mountains. It landed a yard from a little girl of my age, having 

crossed the sky to find her. She wanted to let me know and so wrote to me 

suggesting that we could become friends if I liked. I did want to, but it just 

wasn’t possible. At the beginning of the next school year, the headmistress 

didn’t give the postcard to my father for several days. Every year since then, the 

little girl from Communal received a postcard – my father took the place of his 

daughter so that I could remain friends with someone sent to us from the sky. 

We never met each other, but in her last card she invited me to her wedding. 

Year after year, my father has carried on looking up at a sky deprived of its 

colours. He stands a little bit away from the other children, because he doesn’t 

want my balloon and its label, with my name still on it, to get mixed up with the 

hundred other ones. He watches it disappear, his fist clenched and his heart 

beating fast. His neck hurts, but he won’t take his gaze off our heart string, 

which he can’t bring himself to break.  

 

2nd extract 

In real life, I’m eight years old; as a dead person, I’m twenty-four. In real life, 

I’ve spent sixteen years in the mind of a man who can’t bring himself to life 

without his child. As a dead person, I stopped rotting a long time ago. At home, 

I was responsible for the compost, the onion peelings, the melon seeds and the 

potato skins. I was feeding the earth and now I’m one of the discarded skins. 

I’ve stopped growing in the time that has passed since. We’re so eager to leave 

childhood behind and to get rid of it. And then we cling onto it and return to it 

constantly. A funny to and fro, which consumes your entire life. Though not 

mine, which has remained somewhere where my father loves me more than is 

reasonable. Childhood memories are the language of the imagination, and my 

voice is its voice – a skein full of knots which holds the two ends and weaves 

and unweaves time. It is no longer I look like a princess and the story is just 

beginning, but rather it’s as if in reality I’m not dead, and the story won’t come 

to an end. I can’t see what else it can be.  

At my last New Year, who could have imagined that I wouldn’t change? At five 

to midnight, my mother announced that she wanted to wish a happy new year to 

a wild animal before anybody else, and outside into the frost we went to the 

sound of mum’s crazy laughter. I loved our little escapade, full of troubling 
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sounds and unexpected shadows. We immediately came across a Little Owl 

(small, as its name suggests). So we wished it happy new year and burst out 

laughing. We would need to put out some provisions for it. The following 

morning, I was the first to rise, and I had a present for them: breakfast in bed, 

except that I was so impatient to give them their present that I pitched up in 

their bedroom at six in the morning! I’d decorated the butter dish with ivy, just 

as my mother did, and I’d managed to pour the contents of the kettle into the 

teapot without spilling it everywhere and to divide what was left of last night’s 

dessert onto three plates. I put my tray down on their bed and was inspired to 

say: ‘Without the stars, day shines less brightly than night. Happy New Year, 

mum and dad.’ Why does a starry sky move us so much? Because it bestrides 

two worlds, it comes from an ancient world lit by dead stars, and it has 

survived.  

What is the significance of my birthday tomorrow? An ageing little girl turning 

twenty-four who no longer really has a crazy mother – she has stopped tapping 

her bum like a drum while dancing.  

I’ve come to think that everything is porous, because that’s what my father 

thinks. And I’m still here. What and who am I? A bubbling up from the past. 

His daughter whom he obsesses over and summons up, and whose presence he 

senses and injects into himself like a poetic infusion. He thinks all the time 

about the life I never had. By obsessively going over the past, something of it 

still remains in the layers of time and its stitches. Take me far away, Dad, back 

to another time when our skin was fresh and without grazes and when 

Alexandre and Rosalie Sauvage were happy. When I was their youth.  

 

3rd extract: 

In Mamoune’s words, my parents were ‘like the milk that has bubbled over onto 

the stove’, and I could see the result: it creates a bond. As when love finds you 

and you want no other love. When he returned from school and came within 

sight of the house, my father would speed up without realising it, already back 

with my mother in his mind. Their passion enveloped me and made me think of 

mine for Just. I never reached the age where I could declare my love, but my 

mother would declare hers at full volume.  

Make love to me like when we were sixteen, Full of candour and impatience, So 

that for a brief instant, My heart rediscovers a part of its childhood.  
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I now know where she was returning to in a voice that was almost crying and 

yet not crying at all: she was returning to the beginning of Alexandre and 

Rosalie Sauvage.  

I would embrace her with my gaze and of course I came to know all the words. 

I drank in her happy lament for a time when love is a rosebud and quivered at 

her vibrato. She would sing without being aware of my presence, transported 

back to their all-consuming, all-desiring first embrace, which you believe in, 

and then believe in less, and then believe in again, even if it’s no longer quite 

the same. You went to somewhere unknown, and you’ll know it forever more. 

Like with Marie Laforêt, or tomatoes eaten with fingers dripping with olive oil. 

Or when you smell again a scent of sun lotion and you return to all the beaches 

you ever knew – you never come back.  

And my father has quietly sanctified the memory and kept those years inside 

him, as if in a safe to which there is no combination.  

Nothing will separate us. Just before their first kiss, there was that silent oath 

between Alexandre and Rosalie Sauvage, and they would later repeat it out loud 

so that I could hear it too and understand where I came from and where we 

were going. And since I’ve been gone, they have clung on to that nothing of 

their oath which means so much. I think that inviolability has saved us: the 

determination not to turn it into a lie, perhaps above all for me. You become 

your own lie as you grow older and become so distant from yourself and what 

you wanted to be. from what you believed in. What is accessible to me, 

ultimately, in my father’s mind? Whatever he does, he will be that man who lost 

his child. And just at that moment he imagines me, his little girl, with a big 

black eye on the day of the end-of-year show just before the final summer. The 

bruise continues to tell me that I was more than just his little girl – I am 

someone to whom something genuinely happened. I was playing Mickey in 

Fantasia and I was a disaster: awkward, febrile and as stiff as a board. Though 

my feet were dry, I was wading through imaginary waters, so invested in my 

role that I even managed to catch a cold! I’d chosen to plunge myself into the 

imagination and was swimming in it in my long apprentice wizard’s gown, 

which I keep getting my feet caught in as I ran about with buckets overflowing 

with air, pursued by strange brooms with ragged hair: Lise, Pascaline, Ève, 

Valérie, Nathalie, Christophe, Laurent and Just. I performed grand sleights of 

hand, the projectors casting troubling shadows on the walls of the canteen as the 

whirling music of Prokofiev heightened the tension among the kids and grown-

ups alike. I was immersed in my role amid these mop-topped brooms. As 

planned, I did my spinning top routine once, twice... and ended up flat on my 

arse to round off my performance. People were worried, but it was a triumph 



 

6 

for me. I eclipsed them all, though admittedly I’d manged to convert a 

simulated stage danger into an actual injury. 

 

 

4th extract: 

 

He’d promised me he’d always be there. A parent’s favourite lie: they come in 

the evening to say goodnight. You’re half-asleep, and they whisper to you: ‘I’ll 

always be there, my sweet, my angel of gentle joy, my wonder of enchanted 

love.’ And they stroke your forehead and it all goes into your head. Granddad 

Pierre also promised that he’d always be there, and when he was thirty-three, 

my father had to bury him. And yet as a little boy, he had believed in those 

same magic words, which he’d crave for at night before going to sleep. That 

must be why it hurts so much when the day comes when it’s no longer true, 

when the hand of a father or mother will no longer be placed on the forehead of 

a child who ceased be a child quite some time ago. And if it happens really too 

early, when you don’t even know that there can be any other caress than the 

gentle breath of your father or mother, you’re completely mown down. You can 

die and still live for a long time. A little girl can never replace a mum who’s no 

longer there, and in any case she doesn’t want to. The little girl will grow up, 

continue to do silly things, will become a mother in her turn, but it will change 

nothing; somewhere along the line she died and she stayed in that place.  

When exactly did I realise that I was more important to my parents than 

anything else? That even with my bad marks at school, even when I was less 

pretty and not even nice, I would continue to be more important to them than 

anything else? More so than our house, than the sea for mum, more than her 

books, more than all dad’s pupils put together, more than a billion golden 

mountains. That for the both of them I counted more than they did themselves, 

was more important to my father than my mother, and vice versa – that they 

loved me to such a point. When does a child realise this? And he has made it his 

bedrock. Even if you’re the most loving of loving couples, there’s nothing you 

can do about it: our children are more important than anything else.  

In the presence of my father or mother, people are often uncomfortable in 

relation to the tragedy I became. In their heads they construct a hierarchy of all 

that’s worst and most awful, trying to identify what might be acceptable when it 

comes to the death of a child. For the first two years, the neighbours managed 

to stop themselves saying ‘how are you?’ and ‘all well?’ to them. But the day 

comes when they deem they’ve given you enough time to get over it, and they 

stop talking to you as if you might still be sad. The lightening has struck, the 
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tree is black and burnt, but it still has its branches, does it not? That’s what 

people tell themselves.  

 

5th extract: 

 

We were halfway through the summer holidays and in two weeks’ time I would 

be eight. The lake had warmed up and was now close to 18°C, and Lise, mum 

and I spent our afternoons there. We were even allowed crisps for our tea! You 

could rely on Lise to apportion exactly the same number of crisps to each of us, 

to the extent that mum found her petty; when it came to food, my cousin always 

worried about not getting the best portion, calculating in advance the number of 

mouthfuls that she was likely to miss out on. ‘Bulimic, and thin as anything,’ my 

mother would say with apparent regret. Dad meanwhile would start talking 

about the archaic memory inscribed into our blood or our genes, or somewhere 

anyway, which made us what we were – something inherited from further back 

than our parents, because it could skip generations and still find its way into us.  

So the idea of travelling across eternity is not so crazy.  

After we’d eaten our crisps, mum and I would wade into the silty lake. Lise 

would remain on the bank, finding the water too green and very dark - she 

couldn’t even bear to dip her toe in. ‘All that just to get silt into your nails. No 

thank you!’ She preferred to walk barefoot across the pebbles that surrounded 

the lake, seeking out the smoothest and plumpest ones. Then she’d find a nice 

flat stone to lie down on and she’d put some of the still warm pebbles on her 

stomach and just lie there, as motionless as the lake. ‘That one doesn’t make any 

waves. You don’t have to go chasing after her,’ Mamoune would joke. I had the 

impression that I was disturbing the lake. As soon as I went in, its surface 

furrowed like a frown, and if a slight breeze came up, it would shiver as much 

as me. Immersed up to the ears, I’d vigorously do the breaststroke to try and 

ward off the cold and to escape ahead of it, and behind me the lake would very 

quickly resume its fathomless air. Perhaps it was deeper and darker still, now 

that we had stirred up all the silt. I’d gaze at the nape of my mother’s neck and 

her shoulders – the parts of her body that my father first fell in love with. What 

did Just like most about me? What would he seek from me when I was a 

woman? I didn’t formulate them clearly, but I did ask myself questions like that. 

Would he smell my hair for the scent of the lake as Dad did with Mum when 

we got home after bathing? The further you got from the bank, the purer and 

colder the water became. ‘The centre of the lake is where you feel most at ease, 

including inside,’ mum would tell me. We’d float on the surface of the water, 

our faces drawn towards the sun. When you looked at it, you forgot to shiver. 

Soon we’d be swimming in the Mediterranean – our ritual one week every year. 
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And this time, she intended to take me out much further with her, so that I too 

could experience the tranquillity of leaving the shore behind and going ever 

further out to meet the sun, and of moving through that lava of gold or of silver, 

depending on the time of day and the light. ‘Being alone and surrounded by the 

infinite – my greatest sensual pleasure,’ she’d say, and then she’d invariably 

plunge her face deep into the lake where no ray of sun would have dared to 

shine. Nothing would have stopped me from following her on that occasion. I 

was both daunted and expectant and my jaws were clenched, but here we were 

in the womb of the lake, where my forehead and my skull were assailed by a 

myriad of icy ripples ‘Can you feel it, Clémence? Your skin is so much more 

alive.’ In stirring up the peat and spreading the bubbles, she turned a bathing 

session into a legend.  

For Lise, the lake was all about its banks, and especially the stoat. We’d 

sometimes have to wait for half an hour before it poked its ugly little head out, 

and then it would disdainfully ignore us. Knowing it was cruel and even 

bloodthirsty held an appeal for me, and I’d imagine it bleeding its victims to 

death and then eating only the very best parts. Lise claimed that this was why it 

had the privilege of clothing kings. My cousin would talk of capturing it, 

suffocating it and making it into a fur hat to be pulled right down over the eyes 

so that then you would see only kings. I realised that she could be as beautiful 

as mum in what she said and I felt a pang in my heart. Once the stoat had been 

thoroughly observed and analysed, we’d stray further until we were out of 

mum’s sight. She used to lie on a sunny rock with a book, and for as long the 

sun revolved around her, she wouldn’t budge.  

Barefoot, our heels dusted with the fine powder of the stones, Lise and I would 

head off in search of the latest casualties of nature. The lake attracted eagle-

owls and their furry balls of devoured animal remains. No bigger than the size 

of our own fists, they consisted of a host of feathers, hairs, tiny bones, shells, 

teeth and lots of rodent molars. And when we found the intact skull of a small 

mammal, it was party time! Of course I still slightly dreaded recognising a 

piece of my tortoise Trottinette, but fortunately even a clipping of varnished 

nail would not have dented my faith in her invulnerability. We used to sort 

through our treasure, picking apart our harvest of furry balls and extracting with 

great patience and precaution the remains of skeletons so that we could create a 

complete new creature. Our work of art.  

We also had another way of exploring anatomy. After our bath on Wednesday 

evenings, in our big bed at Mamoune’s, we’d lift up our nighties and peruse 

each other’s body at length, short of breath and with captivated eyes. A little ray 

of sun seemed to light up the object of our gaze, and we’d be afraid the door 

would open. We descended beneath the sheets with the bedside lamp. We could 
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have set off a fire, and we certainly lit a few flames – it was a furnace down 

there. All week long, I’d look forward to leaning over Lise and placing my lips 

on her other lips, while she implored me to press harder. She would guide me, 

holding my nose pressed down on the few golden threads which were just 

starting to grow there. Everything was smooth on the cusp of her thighs. It 

wasn’t like mum’s flamboyant clutter of strands and all that lay hidden behind it 

and that could have engulfed me. By the lake that summer, Lise and I pushed 

our explorations further and entered the realm of the unmentionable. Hidden 

behind a rock, an enormous slab of granite that had found its way into the 

middle of the meadows, we were more silent than silence itself – the silence 

now of my parents’ bedroom. When we rejoined mum, I could see that she was 

in a bit of a state, and not at all in her normal spot on the stone. She said 

nothing, or at least not to me. Moments before, my cousin and I had been 

pressed up against each, rubbing and squeezing each other, excited and serious, 

and concentrating on something unknown that we wanted to attain. Something 

so close, and yet not close at all, and suddenly so necessary.  

So as not to be confused and embarrassed, we didn’t speak about it. How could 

we have dared? There was nothing to say – we didn’t desire each other, we 

desired desire. Because she’d remained motionless against the rock, Lise’s neck 

and chest was flecked with red. She had raised her arm to protect herself, 

casting a shadow, while I slid down to another shadow, leaving the rest to the 

voyeur sun, which bathed us in flames. I envied the fact that Lise was visibly 

swept up in it all, touched in every manner and in every place. More and more 

vigorously I rubbed myself up against the very essence of her being.  

We were two kids stirring up the depths of still waters and bringing sulphur up 

to the surface, waiting for the bubble to burst.  

 

6th extract: 

 

A few days ago, my father hauled out the chaise longue, which for many 

summers had been stored behind the wardrobe. We used to take turns sitting on 

it and it still bears the overlapping but distinct halos of our sweat. The trace of 

my little body is there too, still at the centre of the other traces. On moonlit 

nights, he sometimes gets up just to look at the big trees and the shadows they 

cast on our terrace. Shadows of their all-consuming beauty on the ground, like 

the forests of fairy tales. Yesterday my parents started making love again. They 

experienced their second first time, and he almost retreated at the sight of the 

gaping shadow. He was face to face with my mother’s proffered genitals and he 
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could only see another pit of darkness – that was what was going through his 

mind. How could he not be clumsy and mechanical?  A late and wild moon and 

ill-closed shutters revealed his wife’s body to him, her shoulders and face 

thrown back into the void that called to her from so far away. He imagined 

another woman he knew well, imagined her with other men (a fantasy of theirs) 

and plunged into the void without knowing if the net would come up empty or 

whether he’d manage to poach some pleasure. What was curled up and dormant 

inside them dictated to these two bodies their movements, and my mother’s skin 

regained its scent of mown hay after a summer shower, and their mouths no 

longer exhaled solely the breath of my death. She eventually lifted up her face 

and pressed her bust against a man. It made me feel as if I was swirling in the 

foam of the waves, and I was the lightest thing of all. They were no longer that 

boat on chocks positioned a few metres from the sea. The sea is always there, 

but out of range, and that unbridgeable gap has gradually eroded the boat, 

condemned to gaze upon something that can no longer lift it up, gnawed away 

at by the mists but with no hope of casting off. The boat has run to ground, but 

it will not sink.  

The end of the story has lasted for ten years. Tomorrow it will be my birthday 

again, which I used to look forward to so much and which they are dreading. 

They are tired of being on edge all the time and they want to distance 

themselves from me. My mother says it out loud, and my father says it in a 

quiet voice like mine. I’m the ghost of a tender child who will turn twenty-four 

in a few hours’ time. Surely I’m old enough to leave home now?  

My eighth birthday. I used to begin the countdown weeks in advance, and in 

recent days my father has done the same. Remembering is a way of still 

experiencing it. On the morning of my eighth birthday, I woke up and made a 

request: ‘A kiss for a lifetime, alright Dad?’ I held on to him so tightly that he 

had to extricate himself from a hug that had become almost painful. If it hadn’t 

been my birthday, he’d have moaned. How he’d like to remain in that embrace 

now and never be released from it. My mother won’t prepare a birthday bouquet 

today; she used to put one on my bedside table while I was asleep, and so the 

day was a gift from the moment I opened my eyes. Her obsession with making 

bouquets has continued, but she’s taken to leaving them outside my bedroom 

door until the water in the vase turns foul. Is it because she is still taken by the 

desire to hear in a distant echo how much Alexandre loved her? ‘Look at how 

those flowers you picked have opened out. They’re lifting their heads because 

they want to look at you too.’  

But today my mother has decided she won’t bend over with the secateurs in 

hand to invest tragedy with colours and let that terrible sadness enter our house, 

unless it is tinted with a former joy.  
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Before heading to La Barbarie, our cabin on the Mediterranean coast, it was a 

feast of crêpes and lemonade for breakfast! I was allowed not to brush my teeth 

and I’d put my swimming costume on straight away. And when I found out that 

I’d get a two-piece costume for my eighth birthday, I expressed my amazement 

that they couldn’t afford one that was stitched together! My parents weren’t sure 

whether their daughter had a sense of humour to rival her mother’s or whether it 

was unwitting child humour. The day before, when I heard my mother moaning 

about not being able to find Fauré’s Requiem because once again it hadn’t been 

put back where it belonged, I’d managed to jog my father out of his bad mood. 

‘My God, do they really make death music specially for trees?!’ It took them a 

few seconds... Yes, forests’ requiem. And the idea of this mass for the dead trees 

gave us one of our last big laughs together.  

One last crêpe for the road and I got into the back seat behind mum and off we 

went to La Barbarie. Never mind about all the hours in the car; the important 

thing was how elegant we looked. Me in my two-piece swimming costume, dad 

in his white shirt, and mum putting the final touches to her make-up in between 

bends so that her mouth and eyes matched her jewellery. Her cleavage was 

enough to cause an accident – a drop-dead cleavage, in Dad’s words. He’d often 

tell her that she was his pretty girl, and it was certainly true. Mum was a bit 

mad and wouldn’t put her seatbelt on; she’d sit on it instead. And even in a car 

she’d move around like an Apache and a doe and a comet. She was the 

embodiment of our leaping imaginations. She turned round and asked me if I 

would remember my birthday. ‘Oh yes,’ I declared. ‘Until the day I die.’ Those 

are the kinds of phrases that come back to haunt people.  

We’d just passed Just’s house and I’d blown him a kiss. Dad’s eyes caught mine 

in the rear-view mirror – I was really in love, and it was our little secret.  

Now it’s the same day, the same direction, the same route and the same car, 

which has hardly been used since. They didn’t need to say where they were 

going. They just drive, with the boot empty and no khaki shorts or sailor’s 

jersey, or lipstick or jewellery on my mother. And she hasn’t made any crêpes 

this morning. They’re like the earth after a drought, incapable of drinking the 

rain even when it finally falls. The ground cannot absorb it and refuses it, but if 

the shower continues and rain falls and falls, the earth will eventually accept it 

and retain it: if their love showers them endlessly, it can still bring big changes. 

All that is left in the air are minuscule beads of mercury rolling frantically in 

every direction: a condemned mass. And now the thousands of beads are in the 

process of sticking together and coalescing into a man who will finally fulfil my 

wish... The flesh under his palm, my mother’s hitched-up dress and her bare feet 

on the dashboard put him in mind of the young poet: The star wept pink deep 

into your ears, the infinite rolling white from your nape down to your haunch, 
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The sea seeped red... She read those lines to him twenty-four years ago on the 

first dawn. They were in the sea in creased bedsheets with waves lapping 

around their bodies. A little while later, she surprised him by taking him to 

where we were going now. The unfolding landscape can tell us many things, 

and my mother is singing. She is singing for herself and for Alexandre and 

Rosalie Sauvage. And their Clémence.  

What would I be if you had not come to me 

What would I be without you but a sleeping beauty But a stopped dial on a 

watch What would I be without you but this faltering being  

Her voice doesn’t falter, she draws on Aragon and the voice of Ferrat, and she 

sings loudly. She needs to be ahead of the words to get at their meaning better, 

and so that they enter into her more deeply, still more deeply! That is her to a 

tee, that was us.  

I’ve learnt everything about human affairs from you And now I’ve seen the 

world through your eyes...  

The world through his eyes... my father’s. He taught me everything about me.  

As we read the distant stars in the sky...  

In the sky there is a traffic jam of wishes, and mine are still up there. I did tell 

him that making wishes didn’t work.  

 

‘In any case, I’m going to stop making them, Dad. They never come true. Do 

yours?’  

‘You choose just one, my girl, and you look up at the stars and you make that 

wish again, just that one wish alone, okay? It may take years, but one day it will 

come true.’  

‘It needs a lifetime, then.’  

A lifetime is not enough. 

He only lives through my death, and he can’t do it any more.  

People often speak of happiness with sad eyes...  

It’s no longer a song. I must have faith in him, faith in both of them, and they 

accelerate.  

He wants to take this woman by his side well beyond their destination. He’s not 

looking just at the road, he’s looking at her too: at the multitude of creases that 
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her neck has become and at that shirt with the undone button that no longer 

squeezes her breasts. He continues to drive but he has stopped on the threshold 

of the night, by the edge of a cliff and my mother’s bust. Her opalescent red hair 

smells of La Barbarie with its scent of jasmine. He places a hand on his wife’s 

thigh and accelerates again. They are close to the void, so close. I want the 

night to take me. My mother opens her window and catches the wind. Suddenly 

a sense of peace enters and the atmosphere in the car picks up. We used to have 

competitions with our hands outstretched for miles, our fingers pushed back by 

the speed. We grasped the air like you grasp life so that it doesn’t slip through 

your fingers. That’s what my mother taught me on our holiday route. She 

always used to win.  

‘Are we almost there? Have we been going for an hour? A bit more?’ We’d 

hardly left before I started wishing we were already there. I’d have liked to 

make short work of the journey just as a Jivaro does of the head of his enemy! 

The first miles were already full of: ‘When will be there? Is it much further?’ 

Enough to exhaust the patience of every parent in the world. They were just 

waiting for me to go to sleep, and then they would gobble up the miles, and 

finally the triumphant announcement would come: ‘We’re almost there!’ He 

would resist looking at me in the mirror and in the end would find that I’d fallen 

asleep sitting upright. My mother would turn round and carefully lay me down 

on the back seat, and all the discomfort disappeared. She would wipe the little 

bit of crepe sugar off my mouth with her finger and suck it as if she were 

tasting me, and then as if to ensure that it was true, she would murmur: ‘She’s 

asleep.’ She would then lean her head on my father’s shoulder, as she’s just done 

now. And now the two of them are coming to me.  

Lidl, La Foir’Fouille, Délices asiatiques, Body Sculptor, Fiat, Peugeot, Le 

Spécialiste du Bonheur... The outskirts of cities are a wound, and the depth of 

open vistas disappears. They skirt round Marseille, but not its pollution. The sea 

is there, but on this occasion the car does not slow down to greet it and there’s 

no happy reunion. We had an agreement: they’d make sure I didn’t miss the 

moment when it came into view. Today my father is a long way from the blue 

of the sea. The black ribbon of the road is unfolding, and also a fresco: our 

paintings of giants in the school playground. The red of my dress and mouth 

has faded, but not my smile, and my hand is still holding Just’s and Lise’s. I had 

finished my painting and cleaned my brush, but at the last moment I dipped it 

back into the white paint. Something was missing: a ring, a present I’d treated 

myself to and only ever worn in the painting. A woman’s ring with such a 

translucent stone that colours would refract through it. I wasn’t listening to my 

teacher, who was calling me back to the classroom, and I’d end up copying out 

fifty times ‘I must obey when I’m told to go back to my place’. My place was 
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with Just and with a ring on my finger. In the end my father came and got me. 

He didn’t say another word, and in fact he ended up being the last to return to 

the classroom.  

I didn’t drink from my cup, I drank from the sea. And I was thirsty, so thirsty. 

My parents were so happy that day for their child, and now they were left with 

an indelible and unbending guilt.  

My father saw me against the light, squatting down and fascinated by a shell or 

a crab. From where he was, he could make out my salty backbone and my 

child’s skin where the salt revealed tiny blond hairs which you didn’t think 

would be there yet; he liked walking behind me on the beach and catching a 

glimpse on the nape of my neck of the teenager I would be. He almost left my 

mother’s side to take a photo of my rounded back and capture the protruding 

vertebrae, but he would have had to get up, and there would be plenty of other 

opportunities. A minute later, the sea was beneath me. They were like a distant 

rock. If I could see them, surely they could see me too? Which meant that I had 

the right to be there. I wanted to impress them, not disobey them. Was it my 

new swimming costume, and my new agility since our arrival at clambering 

over the stony dinosaur backs that had fallen onto the shore from the cliff face? 

I was still looking back, and if they were looking at me too, it wasn’t so bad that 

I was somewhere I shouldn’t have been. Perhaps if they had called me, I would 

have gone back to them. When you stray from your parents, you need them to 

still be there. I could see him gesturing with his raised arm, but I’d changed my 

mind. If you’re going to have a falling out, you have to see it through to the end. 

He can’t have realised that I’d seen him because I didn’t respond.  

Afterwards, the three of us would go and have a swim. The sun, drunken up by 

the sea, would have ceased to dazzle us and would be only a flickering glow. 

And our legs and arms would spread the silver lava, a fresh lava that would not 

even hurt.  

In a minute he would park by the sea, turn off the engine and take his shoes off 

in the car, and we would once again feel the sand on our bare feet, which told 

us that we had arrived. We were there.  

They will walk without touching or looking at each other, afraid to look each 

other directly in the face. The sun and the sea will be the same, if perhaps a 

little out of kilter and back to front. They’ll spread out the same old towel for 

two and will have grains of sand in their hair. My mother will shade her eyes 

with her hand and try to see beyond the sea. My father will be behind her and 

will gazie for long enough for her to forget that he is looking at her. One of his 

characteristics is how profoundly moved he is to be in love with her. They will 
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suffer and of course it won’t pass. They won’t make do with it, they will be with 

it. At a certain point, he’ll approach the sea. He’ll go where I’d be out of my 

depth. In his fist he’ll have my present and my wish: that item of jewellery for a 

grown-up girl that they were going to give me for my birthday. A ring, a real 

one, with a stone so pure that it would have drawn in all the light. He’ll give to 

the Mediterranean something that it doesn’t yet possess: an edelweiss. Mounted 

on a ring the size of my finger when I painted the fresco. Nothing will separate 

us – the words of Alexandre and Rosalie Sauvage when they met, the first they 

murmured to each other, and I was already there somewhere too. I need to tell 

them what a wonderful life I had and I need to say goodbye to my father. It’s 

not easy... I...  

‘Goodbye, my girl.’ So it’s true, you can hear me, Dad?  

Life is all there is.  

 


