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‘Five o’clock,’ says Elisa to herself. ‘Soon he’ll be home.’ The thought paralyses her completely. She’s spent the whole day polishing, washing, scrubbing, making a thick soup for supper – most people round here don’t eat a proper meal in the evenings but Gilles works at the factory, and has only an egg sandwich for lunch. Now she finds herself transfixed, unable even to lay the table. Her arms hang helplessly, hopelessly, at her side. Giddy with tenderness, she clings to the metal rail of the stove, stock still, panting for breath.


This always happens a few minutes before Gilles gets back. Overcome by the thought of his return her body, drowning in sweetness, melting with languor, loses all its strength. She imagines rushing towards him, clasping him in her arms – but whenever she sees him actually appear in the doorway, sees the big muscular body and the corduroy work-clothes, she feels weaker still.


To Gilles, she always looks immobile, a bit distraught, and it’s he who goes up to her and kisses her lightly on the forehead.


‘Did you see the children?’ she asks him. ‘They went out to meet you …’


 He pulls off his jacket and sits down, running his rough hands through his hair. His half-open shirt exposes the nakedness beneath, and Elisa watches as he gently scratches at the little tuft of hair on his chest. ‘No, they’ve gone to play in the meadow with the others,’ he replies. ‘Why is it that kids always like other people’s gardens better than their own – there’s nothing wrong with our patch.’


‘I’m not worried, just that it’s time for their Saturday bath – I’ve got the big tub all ready, the water’s warming in the sun.’


Now Elisa moves closer, inhaling from his clothes the strong mixture of sweat, iron, oil and work that clings to him and makes up his own masculine smell. Tenderly she rubs her face against his unshaven skin, caresses his ruddy cheek, his hair, his mouth, his eyes. ‘Gilles …’ she says. When she speaks his name, it comes out as brief and wet as a whisper: saliva fills her mouth, moistening her curved lips and escaping at the corners in two tiny bubbles.


She goes back to the stove and lifts the cover of the pan a fraction, to release the smell of the soup. Gilles sniffs the air with all the greed of a starving man and, thinking of the treat to come, sighs deeply and longingly. She laughs.


‘It’s not nearly suppertime yet!’ she says. ‘Still, wait a moment …’


Handing him some rice pudding, she watches as he  gulps it down in three mouthfuls, then wipes his mouth in a grand gesture and pours himself a cup of coffee from the stove. His rough worker’s trousers stay up on his strong hips without a belt; he has the same tall, lean, tough body as most of the workers in the area, but his beautiful eyes make him different.


Out in the garden Elisa leans her heavy, handsome body over the tub. To test the water she plunges in her bare arms, staying still for a moment, soaking in the softness. She looks at the reflection of her face; it is blurred by the shimmering sun, but by moving her head a little further down she reaches an area of shade in which her image is clearer: the long, full face, the regular features, the dark, shining hair. For a woman of the north, she has a strangely Spanish look about her.


Standing up, she runs her wet hands round her mouth, calls to the children and smiles back at Gilles, who is watching from the window. He loves this long, narrow strip of earth. Every Sunday in spring he dug and planted it himself; he built the redbrick dovecote, set the hedge of blackcurrant bushes and constructed the border of rocks by the stream that runs through the garden.


When they first saw the house he was in two minds about renting it; but then Elisa spotted the little stream. In those days she still had the body of a young girl, and Gilles watched her running towards the water, her small firm breasts bobbing up and down beneath her blouse.  The sight filled him with such a sense of happiness that he made up his mind on the spot.


Now he also liked the house, two rooms on the ground floor, two bedrooms above, and a big attic under the roof, with low windows.


 


Hearing the children arrive – two little blond twins, shy and well-behaved – Gilles goes back to the kitchen and takes one on each knee, breathing on their eyelids to make them laugh. He always feels moved when he sees both pairs of long eyelashes fluttering like this, and under his breath he murmurs: ‘I’m so lucky – my two little girls.’


Elisa comes to collect the children for the bath and he again breathes in the smell of the soup, even more deeply this time. Supper will soon be on the table, and tomorrow is Sunday, so he won’t have to go to work. Slowly his body begins to prepare itself for its long rest. When he wakes up, he will make love to Elisa. Sundays are best, because you have plenty of time ahead of you and you aren’t drained by a hard day’s work. There isn’t much time for love-making on weekdays; though if he does manage it, it will still be in the morning, the weeks when he’s on night shift at the factory. Walking home in the early-morning mist, Gilles will see the vigour of the day sprouting up all around him, and he will want to stake his claim on life before burying himself in the artificial night  that for him follows the real one. On those mornings he hurries home, so as to find Elisa still in bed.


She is waiting for him, eyes tired from lack of sleep, because she sleeps badly when he isn’t there. Sweetly, docilely, she lets herself be taken, fascinated by the expression of joy lighting up the face on top of her. And when Gilles, seized with a primitive, masculine pride, asks her awkwardly if she’s enjoyed herself, she replies in all good faith; she cannot conceive of any greater happiness than giving him pleasure.


Afterwards she rises to prepare bread and butter and coffee so he can get to sleep as soon as possible. As she serves him she glances at him with a look of tenderness and shame: naturally modest, she is a little ashamed of making love so openly in broad daylight, in the pure, living sun of the morning, a little ashamed of feeling moved to such a pitch of tenderness.


 


He is leaning out of the window again, his mind at once blank and spinning with small thoughts: Sunday tomorrow … the smell of the soup … the beauty of the flowers in the garden. Life is sweet. As he watches Elisa bathing his two little naked daughters in the setting sun, he feels at peace.
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Elisa had sat the children on the table to undress them for bed.


‘Someone’s come through the garden gate,’ she said, looking out of the window. ‘Oh, it’s Victorine.


‘You’ve turned up just in time to kiss the children good-night,’ she said to the young girl who’d come in through the door. ‘I was about to put them down. Won’t you stay a few minutes? I won’t be long.’


She took one of the little girls in her arms, pushed the other one in front of her and, breathing rather heavily, slowly climbed the spiral staircase that led up from the kitchen.


Gilles was quietly filling his big pigskin tobacco pouch.


‘Nice day!’ he said to Victorine.


‘Sure,’ she replied. ‘It’s all right here, because it’s almost the country – but it’s stifling in town, and it’s just awful being shut up in a shop all day.’


Sitting at an angle to the table, facing Gilles, Victorine picked up a sheaf of trading stamps that Elisa had left there and began mechanically sticking them into the book.


Desire takes hold suddenly, out of nowhere. Gilles saw  a little red mouth opening every few seconds to let the narrow tongue pass through, saw it licking a small square of paper lightly caressed by two fingers. He was dumbfounded, unable to move. He’d often felt spontaneous desire when looking at Elisa, a desire that surged up in him gently, pleasantly. This was different. This time his whole body was seized by a great wave of panic, and he thought his head would burst with blood.


He tried to think straight. ‘She’s Elisa’s baby sister, for heaven’s sake, I’ve known her for years, I can remember her with a plait on her back, and then a chignon … It’s only little Torine, pull yourself together.’


It didn’t work. As she went on sticking her stamps it was as though he was seeing those lips opening, that tongue darting in and out, for the first time in his life. He got up, walked round the table, leaned up against the oven rail and just stood there, his eyes enormous and staring at Victorine.


Pull yourself together, Gilles, no great harm has been done yet: it’s not too serious, a great outburst of male desire, born spontaneously, thoughtlessly, deep in the flesh. The main thing is to pay it no attention – then it’ll go away of its own accord, as illogically as it came.


But just then the little bitch raised her head. She was one of those women who know instantly, who never let an opportunity pass. Some people find it’s their heart that develops immoderately as they grow up; for  Victorine it was always sex that took first place. There was nothing the poor child could do about it, she was born like that – which doesn’t make it any less disgusting. She crossed her legs and, pretending to be tired, stretched luxuriously, with a funny, sweet little sigh.


Then, snatching another look at the expression on Gilles’ face to check she’d got it right, she closed the book of stamps and went up to him. She looked at him: yes, he was a good-looking fellow, with his manly legs, his manly body, his manly shoulders … Victorine pressed her whole body against his.


Five seconds too late, Gilles realised that he was possessing the small red mouth, feasting on the faint taste of adhesive still on her lips. His legs shook and he couldn’t move, even when they heard Elisa coming down the stairs.


Victorine slipped deftly back into her chair and began to hum a popular song, her fingers drumming on the table.


 


‘They took a long time to go down,’ Elisa said. She leaned towards the coal scuttle, intending to pull it towards her – Gilles’ feet were in the way and she waited for him to move, her hand outstretched. Taking in every inch of his big, still figure – his legs, his torso, his shoulders – she smiled affectionately when she came to his dazed face, his vacant eyes.


‘What’s the matter with you? Move out of it, you silly ass!’ Laughing, she placed a big noisy kiss on his cheek. He was her whole world.


‘Would you like to eat with us?’ she asked Victorine.


‘All right,’ the young girl replied, getting up to help her lay the table.


Gilles ate his soup in silence while Victorine told a tale about the cashier in the shop where she worked. Elisa ate well; she hadn’t a care in the world. Gilles helped himself to some potato and bacon fritters but left his plate half empty.


‘Don’t you like it? Shall I do some eggs?’ Elisa asked.


‘No, I’m not hungry, I don’t feel too good.’


She looked at him, worried.


Gilles could feel Victorine’s leg rubbing against his. There seemed to be no air at all coming through the big window, wide open to the night. He thought he would die of heat; he longed for one of the women to leave the room.


Later, when Victorine had gone, he looked around him again, at the table, the chairs, the clock, the calendar, and thought, ‘Everything is just the same as it always was.’ He could not face up to what was happening to him.


For some minutes he said nothing; it was the first time he’d ever noticed the way objects and atmospheres change according to noise or silence. He then began to find the silence intolerable, heavy as lead.


‘I’m going to take a look at the pigeons,’ he said abruptly.


‘At this hour?’ asked Elisa. It was unusual for him to go out so late. ‘All right, if you want to, but you’ll wake them up …’


Outside, he went past the dovecote, turned right at the side of the house, climbed the concrete steps to the gate and bent over it. A white blouse would stand out in the dark; but no, there was no one on the road. His eyes scanned the darkness right to the bottom of the garden. Then, slowly descending the steps, he leaned against the wall of the house and murmured: ‘What’s happening to me?’


He pushed open the door of the dovecote. He loved the smell of grain and feathers, but this evening he didn’t inhale it wholeheartedly, as he usually did. Mechanically he lit a match, looked, saw nothing.


‘Are you coming in, my beloved, shall we go to bed?’ called Elisa from the door of the house.


He went back into the house and pulled the little chain on the gaslamp, then felt his way towards Elisa, who was waiting for him at the foot of the stairs. They went up as they always did, Elisa walking slightly sideways, one arm flung around his shoulders.
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‘I’m sure there’s nothing wrong – it’s me who’s changed, not him – he does the shopping as usual, goes to union meetings, takes the coffee over to Mother – it’s me, it’s my condition.’


Elisa was on the fourth concrete step. She scraped the snow off this one just as she had the others, throwing it into a little heap on the left, and swept until the concrete was clear. Then she knelt down on the clean step ready to attack the fifth. ‘There, just a tiny bit higher …’


Straining hard she plunged her left hand into the snow and saw the imprint of Gilles’ studded shoe. The muscles of her face tensed, as if she were short of breath. ‘Dear little heart …’ She had not pronounced the words, but her lips quivered to their rhythm.


Up one more step, and there, the most satisfying task of all – a great slab of snow to push off all in one go. She brushed the step clear, moved on to another heap: ‘All these little heaps … I’ll ask Gilles to shovel them up with the spade. The trouble is, as soon as I ask him to do it I know he’ll get that new expression on his face …’


She turned round, sat down on a step still covered in  snow, and stayed there for a moment, brush in hand. She could picture Gilles so clearly, sitting in front of the fire, legs stretched out, feet resting on the door of the open stove, with that new look of drowsy satiation. His head would move forward and backward in little jerky movements as if drawn by a will that was only semi-conscious; then he’d pull himself up abruptly, sharply, as though he’d been snorting, his attractive face looking somehow crumpled, the veins on his forehead standing out. If she said to him, ‘Would you mind clearing up the snow with the spade?’ he’d answer, ‘I don’t give a damn about those heaps of snow,’ and that new look would come over him. He’d sit down and make himself comfortable, sniffing, spitting noisily into his handkerchief, smiling greedily, fixedly, into the stove. Those heaps of snow, what a lot of fuss about nothing.


‘No, it’s me,’ she said to herself, ‘Everything seems funny to me at the moment, it’s my condition. Was I like this with the twins? Ouch! Another little kick, right in the middle of his mother’s belly: he’s going to be a strong one, all right. Oh yes, it must be me, surely. I ought to just get on with it.’


She attacked the next-to-last step.


Then she descended gingerly, keeping close to the wall, so as not to slip, in her over-large clogs. When she came to the door of the house she took them off and, holding them in her hands, walked silently in on her  wet-stockinged feet, her eyes fixed on her swollen belly. Proudly she carried forward the new weight which had come to her from Gilles’ body.


 


Today he was a little late coming in, and he had Victorine with him.


‘I’ve brought the kid with me,’ he said. ‘She seemed bored at home, and since you go out so rarely now, I thought I might take her for a walk later.’


‘Good idea,’ Elisa said.


She looked proudly at her little sister, so pretty and so fresh; thinking of her own increasingly heavy and misshapen body, she said to herself, ‘I’m glad he’s going to take her out, it’ll make a change for him.’


She was ashamed to have felt that vague sense of unease in the afternoon, and to reassure herself she asked him, ‘Would you like to shovel up the heaps of snow with the spade? I’ve left them on the steps.’


‘Sure,’ he said, ‘I’ll do it right away.’


She looked at him with a big, happy smile.


Whistling, Gilles went out and slid the spade under the first heap, thinking to himself, ‘Can’t see any reason not to clear up the snow if that’s what she wants – means damn all to me.’


Elisa had served supper early so they could get off.


‘I don’t have much money on me,’ Gilles said as they were leaving.


‘I’ll give you some,’ Elisa said. ‘Where are you going, anyway?’


‘Not sure – the cinema probably.’


Victorine, in gloves and hat, was all ready to go, leaning on the table with both hands. He was very close to her.


Turning her back on the room, Elisa stood by the wardrobe and rummaged in her handbag. Money in hand, she was about to snap it shut when, at precisely that moment, anxiety again took hold of her. It was no longer a vague feeling of unease that disappeared almost as soon as she had abandoned herself to it; this time the anguish was heavier, more acute. One by one she fixed her gaze on some of the objects around her, the things that made up her familiar world, then her eyes lit on her own hands as they closed the bag, and she saw they were trembling. Precisely at that moment Elisa knew that behind her back there was another world, a world that was complicated, threatening, unknown. She felt it to be so and she was certain she was not mistaken; she was also certain that it was absolutely essential not to turn round suddenly and confront it.


Disturbed by this mysterious insight, which seemed suddenly to have seized her by the throat, she waited a moment before slowly turning, at first only halfway, looking straight in front of her with faraway eyes, then three-quarters, then at last full face. She looked at them both. They seemed not to have moved: they were in  exactly the same position they had been in a few minutes earlier, before she had had her insight.


Elisa walked up to them quite normally and gave Gilles the money, as though nothing had happened. She knew she was going to speak. She didn’t know what she would say, but she knew it wouldn’t be a sentence that dropped carelessly from her lips, but rather an essential sentence, a sentence of which she would be the perfect mistress.


Gilles put the money in his purse, picked up his hat.


‘Shall we go?’ he said, looking at Victorine.


Then Elisa said:


‘I’ve been thinking – it’s not tiring, going to the cinema … I think I’ll come with you after all, I’ll ask Marthe to look after the children. Wait for me a minute.’


She slipped on her coat and went to warn her neighbour, not stopping for a moment to see their astonished faces. When she got back all three walked down the slippery, muddy road in silence. The air was bitter, and Gilles pushed up his collar. Both women put one arm through his, their other hands keeping their furs tightly pressed against their mouths. They walked fast. In spite of the weight of her belly Elisa had no difficulty in placing her feet steadily on the stones of the road, and she let her eyes range brightly over the houses as they passed them, looking first right then left, keenly registering everything that came into her vision. She  noticed every dirty little icicle that shone in the rivulets against the pavement; she marked the exact point at which the halo round the street-lamps disappeared into the sky. Passing in front of a lit window she saw a woman leaning over a half-cleared table; she had time to observe her face, her hair, her mouth, her gestures, her life. In that one look, which had lasted merely the few seconds that it takes three walking figures to cross a rectangle of light, Elisa came to know that woman. And she knew that the two people who walked beside her – at the same rhythm and on the same road, who saw as she did the icicles, the luminous fog of the street-lamps and the closed doors or lit windows that tinged women’s lives with a sad light – they had no real knowledge of such things at all. Elisa felt a deep sense of pride, untouched by scorn, rising within her and comforting her soul.


They reached the stop and waited for the tram that would take them into town. No one had uttered a word.


 


Sitting in the dark cinema, Elisa had the vague sensation that she was now in her place: between Gilles and Victorine, in a shadowy unknown that was a part of the threatening world she had recently glimpsed. She didn’t know why she felt this but it provided comfort and succour, released her from the need to delve or understand. She was still in that state of euphoria with which our hearts protect us in the midst of danger.


But later, when they had taken Victorine home and greeted her parents, when Elisa had gone to bed and heard Gilles’ first snores, she felt she was breathing in a world that had returned to normal. Deprived of the feeling that she must act – for reasons both compelling and obscure – she gained the shattering liberty of looking things in the face. Now she could give careful thought to the disturbing sense of malaise that had weighed on her for several weeks; she could strip it right down until it delivered up its secret.


Searching her memory she peered slowly backward in time. Instead of articulating her thoughts she simply allowed the images to file past: Victorine, then Gilles, then Victorine again, then Gilles and Victorine. Sometimes, as if working faithfully and mechanically to a prearranged command, her memory would stop at a gesture, an attitude, or the end of a smile which, taken unawares by an unexpected glance, had lingered stupidly on. And again the images filed past, fast and irrelevant or heavy, confidential and suddenly arrested, to be submitted to the close scrutiny of the investigator. Victorine, Gilles and Victorine … And always there would come into her mind, like a leitmotif, that new face of Gilles’, the face upon which Elisa’s anxious eyes, searching for the familiar, had recently seen cruel, illegible signs.


From every image there came a new fragment of information, a painful little abstraction. None of these  fragments was expressed in words, they were silent and without obvious meaning, but they accumulated in her heart and from this mysterious collaboration there would emerge a simple grammatical proposition to sweep away all the irrelevant images to come. In time, all the fragments would be reassembled in a precise truth – astonishingly short, and wholly contained in a fierce little group of words.


Elisa herself now put a halt to the march-past of images. She thought: ‘For several weeks something has been going on between Gilles and Victorine. It may even be too late to prevent the worst.’


But these were only stages in the process. She waited a moment, gathering her forces, and then deliberately, courageously, stuck the knife into her own heart: ‘Gilles no longer loves me.’ Then she wavered, stretching her arms out to the sleeping man in a large, clumsy movement as if asking him for help, but stopped herself just in time. No, Elisa, this time you will have to suffer alone. For the first time in your life you cannot draw on Gilles’ love, you must stand up for yourself as if you were quite alone in the world. No one can help you, least of all Gilles. You are alone with the greatest pain you have ever known.


Waves of grief, each one stronger than the last, began to engulf her. Afraid that she would give way, risking everything, she suddenly threw back the blankets and  slipped out of bed. Gilles stirred and said in a sleepy voice: ‘What’s the matter?’


She managed to say, ‘I’m dying of thirst … I’m going down to get a glass of water.’


She left the room with teeth clenched and arms outstretched, groping her way in the dark. Closing the kitchen door behind her she fell to her knees by the dead stove. Every few seconds, with the impact of each sob, her head rose, fell back, then down again into her arms, which lay still on the freezing metal.


By the time she returned to the bedroom her body was exhausted, her head swollen and painful, the arch of her brows setting off a fierce throb. Somehow, back in bed, she found the strength to stretch right out, as close as possible to the edge: her tears hadn’t finished, and if her hand or her leg came anywhere near Gilles’ familiar warmth she knew that a huge sob would engulf her and she’d leap up, yelling and shaking him by the shoulders, violently defying him not to love her. But all he would see in the feeble glow of the night-light would be a dishevelled woman leaning over him, swollen-faced, a pathetic flannel nightgown covering her misshapen body; a woman whose deep, blundering pain was her only means of trying to keep him. And she could feel tears welling up again, taste them on her lips and hands. Everything now was impregnated with tears – her hair, her face, her arms, her nightdress.


The smell of suffering always disgusts others, she thought. I must keep still, arms tightly at my side. She stopped moving.


 


But the tears started again without her knowing it: they flowed, of their own accord, all the way down her cheeks, hot at first, then slipping cold into her neck. Transfixed by a slack grief that repressed thoughts or images, she had no idea whether she’d been lying there for minutes or for hours. Some of the time she didn’t even know the cause of her misery. Although her tears were silent she felt she was suffocating: if she so much as blew her nose Gilles would wake. I must pull myself together, she thought, there is too much at stake. Wrinkling her fine forehead, she firmed her jaw and stared at the window.


Outside she could see whitish rays of light. It was only the artificial dawn of the snow-filled world – but thinking that night was nearly over, she began to panic, fearing that Gilles would soon be awake. She looked out anxiously for brighter rays of light, but nothing moved in the whiteness. She had the sense that she was receiving some mysterious help from outside; she blessed this friendly dawn, which seemed to last for ever.


Eyes wide open to a false hope, she tried to grieve without weeping.





OEBPS/9781907970542_cover_epub.jpg
Ay
|

1 0 e = I
;L‘U) UL ANTT

1.3

LT

)

) e

B

]





