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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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