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GISiLE PELICOT

so I suggested a long walk after lunch as a way of defying the

government's restrictions, and as an antidote to the morn-
ing's summons. Dominique sat opposite me and said nothing.

I :.nirded him it was November znd; my brother, Michel,
; * : --.-.. been sirtv-nine today. He sighed and said he

:-:: '- 
-- rt \ -'i'.nber. it s'as never a good month, no doubt

:r a--u:i,-,: :-- :r,i ilre:i11s and notices of unpaid invoices that

s,ere about to come in. \1r ghosts and our monev problems

hung there between us in the kitchen for a moment. But we

had always lived with them. And in a way, they had brought
us closer. Dominique went to take a shower while I cleared

the table. As we were about to leave, he pulled on a jacket that

did not go at all with the outfit I had put together for him. I
told him so, and he shrugged. We took my car. He drove us

to the Carpentras police station.

Two months earlier, I had been staying with our daughter,

Caroline. and her husband. Pierre, outside Paris, looking
after nr grandson until school started. and we had gone to
spenci the x'eekend at their holiday home on the Ile de R6,

olf the Atlantic coast of France. That's where I was when

Dominique called me sounding unusually agitated. He stam-

mered something about having lost his mobile, he needed a

code to activate the new one he had just bought to replace

it, he'd had it sent to my number. I gave him the code, but
er err thing about this usuallt. methodicai and organised
:r:n seemed suddenlr in disarrav. When he came to pick
:r. ip ar the station a few days later he looked gaunt. We

got home and he burst into tears. He said he couldn't bear to
lose me. I thought immediately of my father's grief when my

mother died. Oominigr
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GISELE PELICOT

needed to look after one or another set of qrandchildren.

The school-holiday schedule became m\ o\\'n. I rushed up

to Paris any time there was a problem too. I n'as l!'laminou,

the travelling grandma. I wasn't afraid of getting old; I knew

it was a privilege. Obviously when I was at David's I spent

most of the time with my granddaughters. Every morning,

Charlize stubbornlv refused to wear anything but a tracksuit.

Cl.llence. her tn'in sister, u,as always changing outfits aud

:rac " pe nc:ant ior princess dresses. They were nine years

,rlcl. the age I n as s-hen I lost mv mother.

I didn't hear the phone ring that morning. I u,as sitting at the

tennis courts. Cl6mence and I were watching Charlize as she

ran after the ball. Her forehand had improved. I saw I had

missed a call. Unknown number. I cailed back a little later.
'Bonjour. \\'ere vou trving to reach mel' The man introduced

himseli 'This is Deputy Sergeant Perret from the Carpen-

tras police. Are you aware that we interviewed your husband

a few vreeks agol Do you have any idea what this is aboutl'
Yes, I said, my husband had told me everything. My answer

resounded inside me like a quiet victory: transparency and

trust were at the heart of our long marriage. And, I added, I
had lived n,ith this man for fifty years and he had never yet
let me dos'n.

'\\-hen x'iil ,vou be backl'
'On October 2rst. I can come and see you straight away.'
'No, no. 'We have too much work to do. Come with your

husband on November znd.'

AI
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GISiLE PELICOT

'He's kind, attentive. He's a lovely guy. That's why we're

still together.'

FIe asked if we liked to entertain. I replied that we

often had friends over. He asked me to describe a typical

evening. I said we didn't really have a routine, we weren't

that old yet. He asked me what time I went to bed, whether

it was at the same time as my husband, whether I took
a nap in the afternoon. I was a little taken aback by his

il'*asiirrns.
'\rc i'rlr- into ss'ineing.)'

I didn't understand anv more. I hearci myself replying no,

never) how ghastly, I heard myself spluttering that swinging

was not something I would ever consider. That I couldn't

imagine anyone else touching me. That, for me, there needs

to be love with sex. He asked me if I thought I knew my

husband well, and whether I trusted that he would never hide

anything from me. I said yes.

'I am going to show you some photographs and videos

that vou are not going to like.'
I sensed something rising in his voice - not only embar-

rassment. but a curious mix of danger and protectiveness.

He told me that Dominique had been taken into custody for
aggravated rape and for administering toxic substances. I
think I burst into tears. I moved towards his desk and put my

mask back on. He picked up a photograph and held it out to

me. A woman in a suspender belt lying on her side. A Black

man behind her, penetrating her.

'That's you in the photograph.'
'No, that's not me.'

I got out mr
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TWO

It was July ry7t.I had come to stay with my Aunt Andr6e

for a few days after she'd lost her husband. I wanted to be

ihere for her as she had always been there for me. Almost as

>u(rn as I arrir ed she started telling me about a young man

ca1led Dominique she had recently employed. Now that my

uncle had passed as.ray, she and her son needed help keeping

their small electrical business afloat. It was right next to
their house) a company called Gagneux, a wooden-fronted

workshop covered with billboards advertising all kinds of new

electrical technology. Modernisation was moving full steam

ahead in the French countryside. 'There's so much work to
dor' my aunt often said.

I recognised in her the mute suffering of the local peopie,

the obligation to keep pace with the changing tirnes, but I also

saw my mother's milky skin. My mother had died nine years

earlier in our house, which was almost right next door. In
mr- aunt's gestures and voice I spied similarities and echoes

oi her sister, her favourite sister, they'd been like twins,
so close, thick as thieves. I had come back to the country-
siCe of my childhood, to the turbid source of my meian-
choly and my ioy. I listened to my aunt talking about this
new employee, who was currently helping my cousin put in

AH
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GISELE PELICOT

their presence, their roles, their love. On the long kitchen

table, there was always a big four-pound loaf of bread cut into

thick slices, a steaming pot of coffee, a bowl of fromage blanc,

freshly picked peaches.

I think it is the memory of that table that I am holding on

to as I set the breakfast table every evening; it is nestled inside

me, like those extensions tucked underneath old wooden

tables, ready to be pulled out to their full length for family

celebrations. I would like to extend its promises into infiniry.

In my memory, the cockerel still crows. The sun creePs

through the slats in the shutters.

This setting should have grownhazy and picturesque, a distant

memory of holidays, but the twentieth century vras seeing

dramatic changes. World War Two was slowly receding into a

profound silence. Young people were leaving the countryside

for the ci.ry and the suburbs, just as Maman and some of her

brothers and sisters already had. Land consolidation in the

countryside would soon expand estates and wipe out small-

holders, with their little fields full of hedgerows, thickets and

rocky slopes where snakes hid. Soon, the baker's zrnd butch-

er's vans would no longer come to the village, honking their

horns before cutting the motor and opening up their back

doors. All those rough linen sheets, washed with methylene

blue and hung out to dry in the sun, would end up in flea

markets. But in ry17, in a move that ran counter to the rest

of the world, our family relocated back there. The course of
life was reversed.

I was five years old, my brother six, around the age when
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memories become fixed.
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