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Mother died today. Or maybe yesterday, I don’t know. Ihad a telegram from the home:
‘Mother passed away. Funeral tomorrow. Yours sincerely.” That doesn’t mean anything.
It may have been yesterday.

The old people’s home is at Marengo, fifty miles from Algiers. I'll catch the two o’clock
bus and get there in the afternoon. Then I can keep the vigil and I'll come back tomorrow
night. I asked my boss for two days off and he couldn’t refuse under the circumstances.
But he didn’t seem pleased. I even said, ‘It's not my fault.” He didn’t answer. Then I
thought maybe I shouldn’t have said that. After all, it wasn’t for me to apologize. It was
more up to him to offer me his condolences. But he probably will do the day after
tomorrow, when he sees me in mourning. For the moment it’s almost as if mother were
still alive. After the funeral though, the death will be a classified fact and the whole thing
will have assumed a more official aura.

I caught the two o’clock bus. It was very hot. I ate at Céleste’s restaurant, as usual. They all
felt very sorry for me and Céleste told me, ‘There’s no one like a mother.” When I left, they
came to the door with me. I was in a bit of a daze because I had to go to Emmanuel’s place
to borrow a black tie and armband. He lost his uncle, a few months ago.

I had to run for the bus. It was probably all this dashing about and then the jolting and the
smell of petrol and the glare of the sky reflecting off the road that made me doze off. I
slept almost all the way. And when I woke up, I found myself cramped up against a
soldier who smiled at me and asked me if I'd come far. I said, “Yes’ so as not to have to
talk any more.

The home is just over a mile from the village. I walked it. I wanted to see mother straight
away. But the caretaker told me I had to meet the warden. He was busy, so I waited a bit.
The caretaker talked the whole time and then he showed me into the warden’s office. He
was a small, elderly man with the Legion of Honour. He looked at me with his bright eyes.
Then he shook my hand and held it for so long that I didn’t quite know how to take it back
again. He consulted a file and told me, “Mrs Mersault came here three years ago. You were
her only means of support.” I felt as if he was reproaching me for something and I started
to explain. But he interrupted me. “You’ve no need to justify yourself, my dear boy. I've
read your mother’s file. You weren’t able to look after her properly. She needed a nurse.
You only have a modest income. And all things considered, she was happier here.” I said
“Yes, sir.” He added, “You see she had friends here, people of her own age. She could share
her interests with them. You're a young man, a different generation, and she must have
been bored living with you.’

Copyright 2012 Everyman’s Library



