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         The night my father died, my brother and I ended up in the car, because by then it was dark, almost eleven o’clock, the shock had passed, we’d drunk the bitter tea the nurse made and reluctantly downed the sugar lumps she offered to help us cope, and there was nothing left to do but go home. In the end, with or without sugar, we coped not too badly, not badly at all, even. Actually, it was odd how well we were coping; I never would have believed it if you’d told me. We’d tidied the cupboards, put the prosthetic leg, beige gilet, T-shirts and underpants in two big Leclerc supermarket bags and folded up the green fleece blanket stained with soup and blood. We’d gathered together the pocket crucifix tied with a shoelace to a medallion of the Virgin, a string of Tibetan prayer beads and a small Buddha carved from horn and put them back in the medicine box – a sugar tin decorated with little Breton people in traditional costume.

         We’d emptied the bedside table of the little sachets of mustard, an apricot compote, a packet of BN biscuits (once you start, you’ll eat the lot), plastic tweezers, a weekly menu he’d tried to write something down on, level-four crossword puzzles, his little Bible, a collection 8of haikus, his book on Gandhi, his battered glasses case in burgundy leatherette, three propelling pencils (one very old), a rubber, eight multicoloured elastic bands, a patched-up pair of glasses, two Ventolin canisters, a roll of kitchen paper, his wallet and the index card he kept his little hospital accounts on (TV €18, room €70, telephone €12, Anne ATM €60). In the bathroom, I’d gathered things methodically into his dark-green washbag: the electric razor full of beard hairs, Bic razors and shaving cream, the small bottle of Bien-Être lavender cologne which he would get me to dab on his handkerchief, his towel, and a bar of soap tucked into his still-damp flannel.

         My brother had unfolded the wheelchair and loaded it up with the spare prosthetic leg, the crutches, the small Alpatec fan bought at Darty a few hours earlier – impending death makes you feel the heat, apparently – and the Leclerc bags, then said, with uncharacteristic gentleness, ‘I’ll go down to the car and be right back.’ Practical bloke, my brother. I found myself alone with him: my one-legged thug, my stiff, my antisocial king, my old carcass of a dad, while outside night was falling, softly. No: while outside, live from the seventh floor of Poissy hospital – ta-daaa! – were the breathtakingly beautiful city lights and the orange, suburban sky. He loved sunsets. He always called us to come and see them.

         The nurses had closed his eyes, wedged his face into a chin strap and dressed his body in a small, pale-green sweatshirt-type gown. It was sad and funny. It would 9have made him laugh, that little green gown barely covering his knees. I looked at his purplish-blue foot: Christ! Poor thing, his goatee all scruffy and his handsome face deserted. Still holding his big hand, cooling in mine, I wished with all my heart never to forget his smell, and the softness of his dry skin. I said sorry for not seeing that he was dying, kissed him and said out loud, ‘Ciao, I love you, see you later, let us know when you get there.’ I went out into the strip-lit lino corridor, a nursing assistant shuffled past and my brother returned. We went back in one last time, to check. Then we were done – hook, line and sinker, as he used to say. This fishing trip we call life.

         In the lift mirror, our adult faces looked wrecked. Hey thanks, Grim Reaper, love you! Standing side by side, each with our share of his genes, you could be 110% certain we really were the children of the deceased. We had said hello to a pregnant woman and smiled at a resident doctor: we had proved we were urbane, polite, dignified in our pain. We crossed the deserted entrance hall in silence, went out of the glass door, reached the car – meep meep – and then took the motorway, which was also deserted. The day before All Saints’ Day: bright moon, cloudless sky, the road almost surreal.

         
             

         

         When the engine started, the stereo had begun playing the CD where it had left off. It was one I’d put together 10especially for my music-loving brother, in memory of our trashy but tuneful childhood. Once again there were few words or glances, just dripping tears wiped away with the backs of our hands. The tracks followed one another like so many lullabies. Then, suddenly, a little way before Porcheville, Barry Ryan’s ‘Eloise’ came on: a declaration of love, a plea, an over-the-top, triumphant, epic track. It’s pretty cheesy, rhyming ‘Eloise’ with ‘on my knees’, and was used later in the French version of the TV show Hart to Hart. It begins with the tail end of a burst of laughter: the kind triggered by a really good joke and which fizzles out when you have to get serious. Then the violins, the brass section and the bass drum come in. It was absurd: all that vanity, pomposity and ironic hope straight after so much silence and nothingness. It was funny: the performance, the self-importance after that modest, tenuous moment when life slips away unnoticed. Great jokes, laughs, dearly held dreams, hopes of paradise, and then, in the end, life comes over all heart attack, plastic leg and oxygen masks. It was too much for one day and so, finally, I cried. Big, childish tears, noisy sobs. My brother smiled and gently patted the back of my neck and we laughed. After all, that song was more or less a reflection of what life had been like with our parents: love, shouting, drama, despair, with trumpets and violins in the background. Early the next day, and the following days, we made the same trip back and forth to go and deal with the paperwork. Each time, there were amazing 11skies, clouds of all colours and sunsets like I’d rarely seen. Clearly, he’d arrived safely.

         
             

         

         Then we had to take care of the formalities. They started with my brother getting into an argument at Lecreux and Son, Funeral Directors, of Gaillon 27600, because he thought their coffins were too expensive. While the ‘Mazarin’, the ‘Parisien’, the ‘Richelieu’, the ‘Sully’ and the ‘Turenne’ (handles and watertight base included) were evolving towards more up-to-date models that respected both the environment and families’ wishes, we clenched our teeth. And while a sad, flowery brochure showed a Jacqueline M. who was delighted with the smooth running of the ceremony, we were miserable as hell. ‘Organized racketeering. Insider dealing. I don’t buy into your sick margins and your shitty gimmicks, sir,’ my brother told Monsieur Lecreux junior. The funeral director had obviously worked out a margin that would pay his salary, which seemed fair but a bit vulgar all the same, considering what we’d just been through. Deep down, I agreed that this marketing of boxes was obscene, but at this difficult time it wasn’t worth getting wound up because the truth was, death had already paid us a visit. My brother and his late-to-the-party, failed revolutions.

         But he carried on at full throttle in his dark-green fleece and his schoolboy Bermuda shorts, and I soon smelled the sharp tang of his violence in the air. A 12familiar shift in the atmosphere, a darkening of the surroundings before the end of the world. Because my stomach began to ache, my survival-submission mode kicked in all by itself. Fiddling with the brochure and looking at my feet, I tried very softly, in my essence-of-jasmine, emollient, good-girl way, to say, ‘Jean-François, calm down, it isn’t worth losing your temper with this gentleman who’s made time for us the evening before a public holiday.’ But Jean-François is a despot dressed as a mountain guide, an alpha male who cosplays Peter Pan, an Attila who doesn’t know it. So it doesn’t do to push him too far, or else he’ll lash out and your wrecked ego will never recover. He shot me his famous Stay out of it look followed by a cynical sneer which said You know who you remind me of right now? He carried on giving the undertaker hell and I kept my mouth shut.

         While he, nostrils flaring, quibbled in florid vocabulary about the satin padding, I had a flashback. I saw Dad, knife in hand, huge and blind drunk, chasing Mum around the table, berating her by her maiden name: ‘Lepelleux, stop farting around in silk knickers and take care of your family instead of throwing yourself at the priest.’ There’s no denying he truly had a way with words when he was wasted, even if no one was actually wearing silk knickers or throwing themselves at the priest. It is true that my generously built, ample mother, a late-in-life church helper in denim culottes, had dedicated herself to parish activities. This was hardly her 13thing, but she’d done it to escape the excesses of his drinking, anger and jealousy. So this was where we’d ended up; this was where the loyalties lay, I thought, head in hands. Who was holding the knife and who was farting around in silk knickers now? I didn’t particularly want to come over all lady-of-the-manor, or hurt the son and heir, but still, light oak seemed a tad better to me for the final journey. Pine was giving me crate, barbecue, market-closing-time vibes. After a lifetime spent in a patched-up house, on beds raised on wooden blocks, a little comfort couldn’t hurt a dead man. Also, with that carcass, we were going to need something solid to last all the way to the grave. ‘I know you’d like to,’ I cut in finally, trembling in front of the incredulous salesman, ‘but we’re not going to put him in a cardboard box! We’ll take the “Senanque” at €1,956. We can afford that.’ After my moment of bravery, I had an immediate urge to roll up in a ball at Monsieur Lecreux’s feet under the desk and forget about everything.

         There was a silence. Jean-François didn’t say another word. We dictated the death notice to Monsieur Lecreux junior as though everything was fine. He struggled hard with word processing, layout, the command+S shortcut, spelling out the first names and trying not to miss anyone from the list of people we needed to name as members of the funeral party. We initialled the documents and signed a contract. Lastly, we had to pay a deposit. The Minotaur sat up in his chair and sniped, ‘Until I’m in a position to discern the quality of your services, sir, I will 14not give you a cent.’ Monsieur Lecreux shot a desperate glance in my direction. I got out a cheque and took a ridiculous amount of time to fill it in because I had the urge to laugh at ‘the quality of your services’. We got up, he said his goodbyes with a fake smile and I shook the poor man’s hand as warmly as I could. ‘Thank you for taking the time to see us, monsieur.’ ‘You’re welcome, mademoiselle, losing your dad is no small matter.’

         As we left (ding-dong) I inhaled great gulps of the fresh, dark air wafting down Rue du Général-de-Gaulle. I felt like I’d got out of prison. We went back up to the car in silence, but I still tried asking ‘What came over you?’ while instinctively opening my mental umbrella. So he spat it all out at once, in words straight out of the Trésor de la langue française dictionary: my superciliousness at prejudging his opinion regarding the burial; how unaware I was of his despondency; my irksome tendency to precipitate everything, but also my connivance with the deceased, not to mention the plot that international powers were inciting against him, Jean-François. By way of a conclusion and before starting the engine he said, ‘Just so you know, Anne, you will never boss me around!’ Hugs and kisses, loving family and full hearts! Funeral directors – check.

         
             

         

         Next on the list: organize the service. Strangely, I knew what to do straight away. Early the following Monday afternoon, I escaped the freezing, empty dining room 15where my brother was finalizing the list of addressees for the death notice and, without a second thought, walked to the Mournville presbytery to see the priest, André Barraté, childhood friend of the deceased. André Barraté, son of a market gardener, heard God’s calling one morning in September 1965, in the field where he was harvesting potatoes with his brother. In between missions to Mayotte or Africa, he would always pop in and say hello to my parents. I had known him all my life and it was reassuring to deal with him.

         It was bitterly cold and my cheeks, scoured by tears, were burning. I huddled into my big coat, passing the water tower, the recently sold Bordes family house and the last bastion of activity before the empty wastes of the high street: the salmon-pink and green Papot Pharmacy, lit up like a Christmas tree. I’d thought I would go far away, achieve great things and never come back to Carrières-sous-Poissy’s high street, but here I was again, feeling like I’d never left. It reminded me of a Steve Buscemi film, Lonesome Jim: a guy leaves his native Indiana to try his luck in New York. For ten years he convinces his family he has a fabulous job in PR, while he’s really dog-sitting for rich yuppies. Returning home when his brother slips into a coma, he falls in love with the beautiful nurse he sees every day at the patient’s bedside. In the end he chooses to stay, take his brother’s place at the head of the family business and coach the basketball team. He’s glad he wasn’t taken in by his dreams. At last, he feels he’s in 16the right place, in the nowheresville he’d originally run away from. Yikes.

         St Joseph’s is a shabby suburban church with beige rendering, overlooking a car park primped with depressing clumps of grass. When I got to the presbytery, I took a deep breath and entered without ringing the bell, as though visiting an elderly, slightly deaf aunt. Inside the porch I knocked at a small, glazed door and André answered. The old man in varifocals and a hand-knitted purple jumper didn’t recognize me, nor did he understand when I said, ‘Hello, I’m Anne, Jean-Pierre Pauly’s daughter, he passed away the day before yesterday.’ He invited me to come and sit down, which I did. Then he sat next to me, spread his palms on his knees and said simply, ‘Lord, receive our prayers, for our brother is dead. You have called him to you and we entrust him to you. May you receive him into your kingdom.’ Then he turned to me, a little confused: ‘Who did you say died?’ ‘My father, Jean-Pierre Pauly.’ ‘Really? Is that so? Jean-Pierre passed away? When did that happen?’ ‘Two days ago.’ At this point, a little man climbed up a ladder and switched on a light in his eyes. ‘Ah, so you’re Anne. I was extremely fond of your mother, Françoise, a very good woman, extremely kind. That really is sad. Poor Jean-Pierre. And what did he die of?’ ‘A heart attack. He had cancer.’ ‘Oh yes, that’s right. That’s really sad for him. I went to see him when I could. When I think of your mother, what courage. … Well. And you, Anne, are you married? Surely you have children by now?’

         17It wasn’t the first time he’d asked me that. Clearly fooled by my chambray shirts and physical resemblance to my saintly mother, God had already tried to recruit me several times during visits to my parents because he needed young, energetic people like me to liven up Mass and change the face of the Church, and this question was part of the job interview. But I had declined politely each time, using the excuse that I lived in Paris now and was very busy. It usually made me smile the way the old Church was so blind to the modern world and so sure an unwavering faith burned unwittingly in the hearts of its baptized, but this time it got me down. In what way did the fact you were married with children give you extra points at death’s final reckoning? Did it entitle you to a rebate on grief? For a moment, I thought about replying, No, Father, I drink far too much to care for small children, and also, I swear like a trooper. Or, No, Father, I saw my mother suffer and be abused so at the age of nine I decided it wasn’t the life for me. Or even, No, Father, I’m a big, barren dyke because the patriarchy won’t let me have a family with whoever I want. But, alone in the bowels of his little church with only his psalms for company, the poor man had nothing to do with all that. Under the circumstances, destroying the patriarchy seemed particularly pointless.

         The truth was, under the circumstances, I didn’t care about the patriarchy. Sitting in that little wood-panelled corridor as the golden, late-afternoon light 18poured in through an ancient window, I didn’t give a stuff about male dominance. So I shook my head, and he said, ‘Let us pray for Jean-Pierre.’ Confronting
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