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			Maylis de Kerangal

			French writer

			
					Born in Toulon in 1967.

					Notable works:	Birth of a Bridge (2010, first English translation published 2014), novel

	Mend the Living (2014, first English translation published 2016), novel




			

			Maylis de Kerangal initially worked for the French publishing company Éditions Gallimard, before founding her own publishing house focused on children’s literature, Le Baron Perché. She now works full-time as a writer and has published over 15 books to date, all of which received significant media attention upon their release in her native France. Her first novel, Corniche Kennedy, was published in 2008 to popular and critical acclaim, and she won the Prix Médicis for Birth of a Bridge in 2010 and the Prix Landerneau for Tangentes vers l’est in 2012. Her greatest success, however, came in 2014, when her captivating novel Mend the Living (also published in English as The Heart: A Novel) won multiple literary awards.

		


		
			Mend the Living

			A heart’s journey

			
					Genre: novel

					Reference edition: De Kerangal, M. (2016) Mend the Living. Trans. Moore, J. London: MacLehose Press.

					1st edition: 2014

					Themes: bereavement, organ donation, heart, transplant, life, death

			

			Mend the Living follows a heart during the process of a transplant over a period of 24 hours. It is a polyphonic novel, featuring the voices of the loved ones of Simon (a young man who has been left braindead after a car accident and whose heart is about to be transplanted into someone else), the doctors, nurses and surgeons who treat him, and the patient who receives his heart. Interestingly, Simon’s voice is the only one that is not heard. The organ donation has a major impact on all the characters: it inspires panic, pain, reflection and hope in equal measure, and marks an ending for some but a new beginning for others. The novel won a number of literary prizes, including the Prix Orange du Livre 2014 and the Grand prix RTL-Lire 2014 in France, and the Wellcome Prize 2017 in Britain.

		


		
			Summary

			The importance of life is at the heart of Mend the Living, as is clearly illustrated in its title. The novel opens with three young surfers admiring the terrible beauty of the waves and feeling heroic as they do battle with the sea. However, the real drama comes later: when Simon is killed in a car accident, his parents have to decide whether or not to donate his organs, which could save the lives of total strangers. By considering Simon’s sudden death in this light, his family are able to overcome their pain and go on living. However, first of all there is a race against the clock to remove, transport and transplant his organs while they are still viable.

			Simon and his friends Chris and John devote every weekend to their shared passion, surfing. When he gets up on that fateful Sunday, the 19-year-old has no idea that that day will be the last time he will ever ride the waves and kiss his beautiful girlfriend Juliette, or that his heart will soon beat in the chest of Claire Méjan, a woman in her early fifties suffering from an inflammation of her cardiac muscles. On the way back from the beach, Chris falls asleep at the wheel and loses control of his car. Simon, who is sitting in the middle without a seatbelt, is thrown forwards into the windscreen.

			By the time he gets to the hospital, it is too late: the damage to his brain is too severe, and after several examinations, Dr Pierre Revol and one of his colleagues declare him braindead.

			Simon’s mother Marianne has been told about the accident, but she does not yet know how serious it was. She is thrown into a state of panic and tries in vain to contact Simon’s father Sean, from whom she has been separated for years. She quickly drops off her 7-year-old daughter Lou at a neighbour’s house and rushes to be with her son. Left to face the situation alone, she gets more and more worried the closer she gets to the hospital.

			When she sees the way the medical staff (including the nurse Cordelia Owl) behave around her, Marianne quickly realises that her son’s condition is serious. Dr Revol tells her that Simon is in a coma and that the situation is irreversible, but he does not feel that it is time to broach the subject of his death yet. This means that the two of them end up talking at cross-purposes: when the doctor asks her about Simon’s general health, Marianne thinks that he is preparing for her son’s recovery, but Revol knows how things are going to turn out and actually has organ donation in mind.

			The surgeon immediately contacts Thomas Remige, a nurse who helps to coordinate organ removals: where his work ends, his colleague’s begins. Remige has the unenviable task of breaking the news of Simon’s death to his parents and asking them if they will consent to organ donation. He knows that it is a delicate subject and reactions can vary greatly depending on the family in question, but nonetheless he has to bring it up as soon as possible, because in these situations, time is of the essence.

			Meanwhile, Marianne agrees to meet Sean in a bar, a neutral space which does not stir up bad memories for either of them. She had previously pictured their meeting very differently: there was a time when she thought she would make herself beautiful and attractive to the man she once loved. Instead, she is dishevelled, grief-stricken and almost unrecognisable. As soon as Sean sees his ex-wife, he throws himself into her arms and they share an embrace, united in their fear for their son. She tells him what Dr Revol said to her, and when he hears the word “irreversible”, its terrifying finality gives him a burning urge to lash out and destroy everything.

			When they return to the hospital, the announcement that Simon is dead leaves them shellshocked and cruelly snatches away their last shred of hope. The news is all the more difficult to take because his heart is still beating and his warm, rosy skin makes it look as though he is just sleeping. His parents struggle to understand what is happening, and Sean asks why he is being kept alive artificially if there is no hope of recovery. This is Remige’s cue to bring up the possibility of organ donation.

			The conversation goes badly: Simon’s parents cannot contemplate donating their son’s organs while they are still struggling to come to terms with his death. Sean flies off the handle, talks about his son as if he were still alive, and refuses point-blank to consider the donation. As the parents seem to be a lost cause, Remige leaves them alone to grieve and think things over. Marianne manages to calm Sean down and talk him round by getting him to understand that Simon will not suffer.

			From that point on, the pace picks up, as the medical staff have to consider not only the donor, but the many potential recipients whose lives would be changed forever by a new heart. This calls for the help of Marthe Carrare, a doctor at the Agency of Biomedicine tasked with using a range of criteria to determine who will receive the organ and with keeping the donor and the potential recipients anonymous. By now, the only thing connecting Simon Limbeau to his liver, lungs, kidneys and heart is an ID number.

			The doctor calls the various hospitals which could receive the organs. This is a very quick process, as the hospitals only have 20 minutes to accept the donation. There is a representative of each hospital in the operating room, tasked with removing the organ, transporting it and transplanting it into the patient immediately. The surgeon Virgilio Breva removes Simon’s heart and takes it to the Pitié-Salpêtrière hospital in Paris.

			While Marianne and Sean are reflecting on their decision and wondering whether Simon’s memories and his love for Juliette will go with his heart, Claire Méjan is worrying about the prospect of living with a heart that is not her own. She struggles with the painful knowledge that, in order for her to live, someone else must die. While Claire informs her family and prepares to go into hospital, Simon’s parents must face up to reality and tell their loved ones that their son has died.

			Simon’s fight is over, but he dies a hero, giving his body to help others. His lifeless body in the operating theatre is a distressing sight, and it is now time to sew up the incisions and hand him back to his parents. Thomas Remige, who has stayed with him, sings to him in a scene reminiscent of a funeral rite.

			As Simon leaves the world, a part of him lives on. At 5:49 in the morning, Claire Méjan feels a new heart beating within her.

		


		
			Character study

			Simon Limbeau 

			Simon Limbeau is 19 years old, and spends his free time on the beaches of Le Havre with his friends. He is a dreamer, loves his girlfriend and lives life to the full until it is snatched away from him.

			Although he is the novel’s main character, we know very little about him, because his heart plays a more important role in the plot than his personality. The other characters, and the reader, try to imagine what he would have wanted: “for example, we might ask whether Simon was a believer, or whether he was generous”. Another key issue is whether he was for or against organ donation. This raises an existential question: is a person more than the sum of their physical parts? Will the heart that has been cut out of the teenage boy’s chest still carry all his feelings and memories? Indeed, Simon’s parents wonder what will become of his love for Juliette once his heart beats in someone else’s body.

			After the operation to remove Simon’s vital organs, the doctors even implicitly compare him to a Greek hero: “funerary rituals come to mind, ones that conserve the beauty of the Greek hero come to die with intention on the battlefield […]”.

			Marianne Limbeau

			Marianne Limbeau is Simon and Lou’s mother. She has been separated from their father, Sean, for several years, and is the first person to find out about her son’s accident.

			Throughout the novel, the former couple put aside their differences to support one another. Although they do not talk much, they comfort each other through physical affection. On multiple occasions, Marianne has to calm Sean down.

			The nurse in charge of coordinating organ donations sees her as “‘the resource person’: in other words, the one who could create a wake effect”. His hunch proves correct, as she is the one who manages to persuade her ex-husband to agree to the organ donation. Marianne and Sean’s shared pain brings them together, and they are seized by a desire to rebuild their family. They act like a couple, causing Lou to ask in surprise whether they are back together. They hope that, together, the three of them can find the strength to move past this tragic event.

			Sean

			Sean shares his son’s taste for adventure. After a spell canoeing around New Zealand, he now makes his living building surfboards, kayaks and other small boats.

			After he finds out the devastating news, he loses his temper more than once. When he is in the bar with Marianne, he is propelled out of his seat by the desire to break something, and he lashes out at Thomas Remige when he brings up organ donation, telling him: “Simon’s body is not a warehouse of organs you can just lay your hands on”. Marianne’s gentle touch manages to soothe him, and she is the one who has the strength to make the important decisions and break the news of Simon’s death to their loved ones. When he is at his lowest ebb, his ex-wife supports and comforts him.

			Pierre Revol

			Pierre Revol is a doctor in the intensive care unit. He is described as “a tall man, skinny, thorax hollowed and belly round – solitude – long arms long legs, white leather lace-ups, something slender and uncertain in him that matches his juvenile mien”. He is the first person to see Simon at the hospital and assess his condition. He is also the person who has to talk to the family and tell them that Simon is in a coma and his condition is irreversible. He weighs his words carefully and takes measured pauses to allow Marianne to come to terms with the terrible news.

			There is a reason he chose to work in the ICU: in this department, which “houses these bodies situated exactly at the points between life and death”, he constantly experiences “the stark consciousness of his own existence”. The clarity his work brings him allows him to face death and the bereaved families, and to identify the dead and set the organ donation process in motion (or not, as the case may be).

			Thomas Remige

			After extensive training, Thomas Remige is “one of the three hundred organ donation specialists in the country”. Still aged just 29, he is renowned for the quality of his work. He is gentle yet firm in his conversations with families, as he knows that the issue of organ donation is a delicate one and that no two families react to
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