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         IN MONTMARTRE, on the third floor of 75b Rue d’Orchampt, there lived an excellent gentleman called Dutilleul, who possessed the singular gift of passing through walls without any trouble at all. He wore pince-nez and a small black goatee, and was a lowly clerk in the Ministry of Records. In winter he would take the bus to work, and in fine weather he would make the journey on foot, in his bowler hat.

         Dutilleul had just entered his forty-third year when he discovered his power. One evening, a brief electricity cut caught him in the hallway of his small bachelor’s apartment. He groped for a while in the darkness and, when the lights came back on, found himself outside on the third-floor landing. Since his front door was locked from the inside, the incident gave him food for thought and, despite the objections of common sense, he decided to go back inside just as he had come out, by passing through the wall. This peculiar skill, apparently unrelated to any aspiration of his, rather disturbed him. So, the next day being Saturday, he took advantage of his English-style five-day week to visit a local doctor and explain his case. The doctor was soon persuaded that Dutilleul was telling the truth and, following a full examination, located the cause of the problem in a helicoid hardening of the strangulary wall in the thyroid gland. He prescribed sustained over-exertion and a twice-yearly dose of one powdered tetravalent pirette pill, a mixture of rice flour and centaur hormones.

         Having taken the first pill, Dutilleul put the medicine away in a drawer and forgot about it. As for the intensive over-exertion, as a civil servant his rate of work was governed by practices that permitted no excess, nor did his leisure time, divided between reading the newspapers and tending his stamp collection, involve him in any excessive expenditure of energy either. A year later, therefore, his ability to walk through walls remained intact, but he never used it, apart from inadvertently, being uninterested in adventure and resistant towards the seductions of his imagination. He never even thought of entering his home by any route other than the front door and then only after having opened it by means of key and lock. Perhaps he would have grown old in the comfort of his habits, never tempted to put his gift to the test, had an extraordinary event not suddenly turned his life upside down. Being called to other duties, his deputy chief clerk Monsieur Mouron was replaced by a certain Monsieur Lécuyer, a man of abrupt speech who wore a nailbrush moustache. From his first day, the new deputy chief clerk looked unfavourably on Dutilleul’s wearing of pince-nez with a chain and a black goatee, and made a show of treating him like an irritating, shabby old thing. But the worst of it was that he intended to introduce reforms of considerable scope into his department—just the thing to disturb his subordinate’s peace. For twenty years now, Dutilleul had commenced his official letters with the following formula: “With reference to your esteemed communication of the nth of this month and, for the record, to all previous exchange of letters, I have the honour to inform you that …” A formula for which Monsieur Lécuyer intended to substitute another, much more American in tone: “In reply to your letter of n, I inform you that …” Dutilleul could not get used to these new epistolary fashions. In spite of himself, he would go back to his traditional ways, with a machine-like obstinacy that earned him the deputy clerk’s growing hostility. The atmosphere inside the Ministry of Records became almost oppressive. In the morning he would come in to work full of apprehension, and in bed in the evenings, it often happened that he stayed awake thinking for a whole fifteen minutes before falling asleep.

         Disgusted by this backward thinking that was threatening the success of his reforms, Monsieur Lécuyer had banished Dutilleul to a badly lit cubbyhole that led off his own office. It was reached by a low and narrow door in the corridor and still displayed in capital letters the inscription: BROOM CUPBOARD. Dutilleul resigned himself to accepting this unprecedented humiliation, but at home, reading a news item on some bloodthirsty crime, he found himself picturing Monsieur Lécuyer as the victim.

         One day, the deputy clerk burst into Dutilleul’s cubbyhole brandishing a letter and began to bellow:

         “Rewrite this tripe! Rewrite this piece of unspeakable dross that brings shame on my department!”

         Dutilleul tried to protest, but Monsieur Lécuyer raged on, calling him a procedure-addicted cockroach and, before storming out, crumpled the letter in his hand and threw it in Dutilleul’s face. Dutilleul was modest but proud. Sitting alone in his cubbyhole, he grew rather hot under the collar and suddenly felt a flash of inspiration. Leaving his seat, he stepped into the wall that divided his office from that of the deputy clerk—but stepped carefully, in such a way that only his head emerged on the other side. Sitting at his desk, his hand still shaking, Monsieur Lécuyer was shifting a comma in an underling’s draft that had been submitted for his approbation, when he heard a cough inside his office. Looking up, with an unspeakable fright, he found Dutilleul’s head mounted on the wall like a hunting trophy. But the head was still alive. Through its pince-nez, the head flashed a look of hatred at him. Even better, the head began to speak.

         “Sir,” it said, “you are a ruffian, a boor and a scoundrel.”

         Gaping in horror, Monsieur Lécuyer was unable to tear his eyes from this apparition. At last, hefting himself out of his armchair, he leapt into the corridor and ran round to the cubbyhole. Dutilleul, pen in hand, was sitting in his usual place, in a peaceful, hard-working attitude. The deputy clerk gave him a long stare and then, after stammering a few words, went back to his office. Hardly had he sat down when the head reappeared on the wall.

         “Sir, you are a ruffian, a boor and a scoundrel.”

         In the course of that day alone, the frightful head appeared on the wall twenty-three times and kept up the same frequency in the days that followed. Dutilleul, who had acquired a degree of skill in this game, was no longer satisfied with simply insulting the deputy clerk. He uttered obscure threats, exclaiming for example in a sepulchral voice, punctuated by truly demonic laughter:

         “Werewolf! Werewolf! Hair of a beast!” (laughter) “A horror is lurking the owls have unleashed!” (laughter)

         On hearing which, the poor deputy clerk grew even paler and even more choked, and his hair stood up quite straight on his head while down his back dribbled horrid cold sweat. On the first day he lost a pound in weight. In the following week, apart from melting away almost visibly, he began to eat his soup with a fork and to give passing policemen full military salutes. At the beginning of the second week, an ambulance came to collect him at home and took him to a mental asylum.

         Delivered from Monsieur Lécuyer’s tyranny, Dutilleul was free to return to his cherished formalities: “With reference to your esteemed communication of the nth of this month …” And yet, he was not satisfied. There was a craving inside him, a new, imperious urge—it was nothing less than the urge to walk through walls. Of course this was easily satisfied, for example at home, and there indeed he went ahead. But a man in possession of brilliant gifts cannot long be content to exercise them in pursuit of mediocre goals. Besides, walking through walls cannot constitute an end in itself. It is the beginning of an adventure, which calls for a sequel, for elaboration and, in the end, for some reward. Dutilleul quite understood this. He felt within him a need for expansion, a growing desire to fulfil and surpass himself, and a stab of longing, which was something like the call of what lay through the wall. Unfortunately, he lacked an objective. He looked for inspiration in the newspaper, particularly in the politics and sports sections, since he felt these were honourable activities, but finally realising that they offered no outlets for people who walk through walls, he made do with the most promising of the ‘in brief’ news items.

         The first break-in that Dutilleul carried out was at a large credit institution on the right bank of the river. After walking through a dozen walls and partitions, he forced a number of safes, filled his pockets with banknotes and, before leaving, autographed the scene of his theft in red chalk with the pseudonym The Werewolf, with a very elegant flourish that was reproduced the next day in all the newspapers. By the end of the week, The Werewolf’s name had become spectacularly famous. Public sympathy was unreservedly on the side of this superior burglar who was so cleverly mocking the police. He distinguished himself each succeeding night with the accomplishment of a new exploit, whether at the expense of a bank or a jeweller or some wealthy individual. There was not one among the dreamy type of Parisienne or country miss who did not passionately wish they belonged body and soul to the terrible Werewolf. After the theft of the famous Burdigala diamond and the burglary at the state pawnbroker’s, which took place in the same week, the fervour of the masses reached the point of delirium. The Minister for the Interior was forced to resign, bringing the Minister for Records down with him. In spite of this, Dutilleul became one of the richest men in Paris, always came to work on time and was talked of as a strong candidate for the palmes académiques, for his contribution to French culture. In the mornings at the Ministry of Records, he enjoyed listening to colleagues discussing his exploits of the night before. “This Werewolf,” they said, “is amazing, a superman, a genius.” Hearing such praise, Dutilleul blushed pink with embarrassment and, behind his pince-nez and chain, his eyes shone with warmth and gratitude.

         One day, this sympathetic atmosphere won him over so completely that he felt he could not keep his secret for much longer. With some residual shyness, he considered his colleagues, gathered around a newspaper that announced his theft at the Bank of France, and declared in modest tones: “You know, I am The Werewolf.” Hearty laughter greeted Dutilleul’s confession and won him the mocking nickname “Werewolf”. That evening, as they were leaving the Ministry, his colleagues made him the butt of endless jokes, and his life seemed less sweet.

         A few days later, The Werewolf was caught by a night patrol in a jeweller’s shop on the Rue de la Paix. He had added his signature to the counter and had begun to sing a drinking song while smashing various display cases with the help of a solid gold chalice. It would have been easy for him to sink into a wall and so escape the night patrol, but all the evidence suggests that he wanted to be arrested—probably solely in order to disconcert his colleagues, whose incredulity had mortified him. Indeed they were very surprised when the next day’s papers ran a photograph of Dutilleul on their front pages. They bitterly regretted having misjudged their brilliant comrade and paid homage to him by all growing small goatees. Carried away by remorse and admiration, some were even tempted to try their hand at their friends’ and acquaintances’ wallets and heirloom watches.

         It will doubtless be supposed that letting oneself get caught by the police simply in order to surprise a few colleagues shows a great deal of frivolity, unworthy of an exceptional man, but the obvious motivations count for very little with this kind of resolution. In giving up his liberty, Dutilleul believed he was giving in to an arrogant desire for revenge, while in truth he was simply slipping down the slope of his destiny. For a man who walks through walls, there can be no dazzling career if he hasn’t at least once seen the inside of a prison.

         When Dutilleul entered the premises of La Santé Prison, he felt that fate was spoiling him. The thickness of the walls was a veritable feast. Only a day after his incarceration, the astonished guards found that the prisoner had hammered a nail into his cell wall on which now hung a gold watch belonging to the warden. He either could not or would not reveal how this item had come into his possession. The watch was returned to its owner and, the following day, found once more at The Werewolf’s bedside, along with the first volume of The Three Musketeers borrowed from the warden’s personal library. The staff at La Santé grew very tense. Furthermore, the guards were complaining of kicks in their backsides of inexplicable provenance. It seemed that the walls no longer had ears but feet. The Werewolf’s detention had lasted a week when, on entering his office one morning, the warden found the following letter on his desk:

         
            Dear Warden, With reference to our interview of the seventeenth of this month and, for the record, to your general instructions dating from fifteenth of May of the previous year, I have the honour to inform you that I have just finished reading the second volume of The Three Musketeers and that I intend to escape tonight between eleven twenty-five and eleven thirty-five. I remain, dear Warden, yours respectfully, The Werewolf.

         

         In spite of the close surveillance to which he was subjected that night, Dutilleul escaped at half-past eleven. Broadcast to the public the following morning, the news stirred deep admiration up and down the country. Nevertheless, after this latest feat, which had brought his popularity to even greater heights, Dutilleul hardly seemed concerned about secrecy and moved around Montmartre without any precautions. Three days after his escape, a little before noon, he was arrested on Rue Caulaincourt at the Café du Rêve, where he was enjoying a glass of white wine with lemon among friends.

         Marched back to La Santé and triple-locked into a murky cell, The Werewolf escaped that very evening and went to sleep in the warden’s own apartment, in the guest bedroom. The next morning at about nine o’clock, he called the maid for his breakfast and allowed himself to be plucked from his bed, without resisting, by belatedly alerted guards. Outraged, the warden set a guard at the door of Dutilleul’s cell and put him on dry bread. Around noon, the prisoner went to lunch in a nearby restaurant and then, after his coffee, called the warden.

         “Hello! Warden sir, I’m a little embarrassed but a moment ago, as I was leaving, I forgot to take your wallet with me, so here I am stuck for cash in this restaurant. Would you be so good as to send someone to pay the bill?”

         The warden rushed over himself, so furious that he overflowed with threats and oaths. Personally offended, Dutilleul escaped the next night, this time never to return. He took the precaution of shaving off his black goatee and replacing his lorgnette and chain with tortoiseshell spectacles. A sports cap and a loud checked suit with plus fours completed his transformation. He set himself up in a small apartment on Avenue Junot to which, since his first arrest, he had sent a selection of furnishings and his most prized objects. He was getting tired of the fuss over his fame and, since his stay in La Santé, he had become rather blasé about the pleasure of walking through walls. The thickest, the proudest of them now seemed to him mere Japanese screens, and he dreamt of plunging into the heart of some immense pyramid. While planning a journey to Egypt, he continued to live a very peaceful life, dividing his time between his stamp collection, the cinema and long strolls around Montmartre. His metamorphosis was so complete that, beardless and bespectacled, he could walk right past his best friends without being recognised by any of them. Only the painter Gen Paul, who picked up the least physiological change in the old denizens of the neighbourhood, at last managed to discover Dutilleul’s true identity. One morning, finding himself face to face with Dutilleul at the corner of the Rue de l’Abreuvoir, he could not stop himself from saying, in his rough way:

         “Well stone me, I see you’ve decked y’self out in fine new whistles to put the todd off the scent.” (Which in common parlance means more or less: “I see you’ve disguised yourself as a gentleman in order to confuse the detectives.”)

         “Ah!” murmured Dutilleul. “You’ve recognised me!”

         This troubled him and he decided to hasten his departure for Egypt. It was the afternoon of that very same day that he fell in love with a blonde beauty whom he bumped into twice in fifteen minutes on the Rue Lepic. Straight away he forgot his stamp collection and Egypt and the Pyramids. For her part, the blonde had looked at him with genuine interest. Nothing speaks more eloquently to the imagination of today’s young woman than plus fours and a pair of tortoiseshell spectacles. She will scent her big break, and dream of cocktails and nights in California. Unfortunately, Dutilleul was informed by Gen Paul, the beauty was married to a man both brutal and jealous. This suspicious husband, who happened to have a wild and disreputable lifestyle, regularly deserted his wife between ten at night and four in the morning, double-locked in her room, with all her shutters also padlocked. During the day he kept her under close supervision, sometimes even following her through the streets of Montmartre.

         “Always on the look-out, him. S’just a great bob who can’t stand the thought of other Bengals fishing in his pond.”

         But Gen Paul’s warning only fired up Dutilleul even more. Bumping into the young lady on Rue Tholozé the next day, he dared to follow her into a creamery and, while she was waiting to be served, he said that he loved her most respectfully, that he knew about everything—the dreadful husband, the locked door and the shutters, but that he would see her that very evening in her bedroom. The blonde blushed, her milk jug trembled in her hand and, her eyes moist with yearning, she sighed softly: “Alas! Monsieur, it is impossible.”

         On the evening of this glorious day, by around ten o’clock, Dutilleul was keeping watch in Rue Norvins, observing a robust outer wall behind which stood a small house, the only signs of which were the weathervane and a chimney. A door in the wall opened and a man emerged who, after carefully locking the door behind him, walked off down the hill towards Avenue Junot. Dutilleul watched him vanish from view, far away at a bend in the road below, then counted to ten. Then he leapt forward, strode through the wall like an athlete and, after dashing through every obstacle, finally penetrated the bedroom belonging to the beautiful recluse. She welcomed him rapturously and they made love until late into the night.

         The following morning, Dutilleul was annoyed to wake up with a nasty headache. It did not bother him badly and he wasn’t going to let such a minor thing keep him from his next rendezvous. Still, when he happened to find a few pills scattered at the back of a drawer, he gulped down one that morning and one in the afternoon. By evening, his headache was bearable and in his elation he managed to forget it completely. The young woman was waiting for him with an impatience fanned by memories of the night before, and that night they made love until three o’clock in the morning.

         When he was leaving, while walking through the partitions and walls of the house, Dutilleul had the unfamiliar feeling that they were rubbing on his hips and at his shoulders. Nevertheless, he thought it best not to pay much attention to this. Besides, it was only on entering the outer wall that he really met with considerable resistance. It felt as though he were moving through a substance that, while still fluid, was growing sticky and, at every effort he made, taking on greater density. Having managed to push himself right into the wall, he realised that he was no longer moving forward and, horrified, remembered the two pills he had taken during the day. Those pills, which he had thought were aspirin, in fact contained the powder of tetravalent pirette that the doctor had prescribed him the year before. The medication’s effects combined with that of intensive over-exertion were now, suddenly, being realised.

         Dutilleul was as if transfixed within the wall. He is still there today, incorporated into the stonework. Night-time revellers walking down Rue Norvins at an hour when the buzz of Paris dies down can hear a muffled voice that seems to reach them from beyond the tomb and which they take for the moans of the wind as it blows through the crossroads of Montmartre. It is Werewolf Dutilleul, lamenting the end of his glorious career and the sorrows of a love cut short. On some winter nights, the painter Gen Paul may happen to take down his guitar and venture out into the sonorous solitude of Rue Norvins to console the poor prisoner with a song, and the notes of his guitar, rising from his swollen fingers, pierce to the heart of the wall like drops of moonlight.
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         ON THE RUE DE L’ABREUVOIR in Montmartre there lived a young woman named Sabine who had the gift of ubiquity. She could, at will, multiply herself and exist simultaneously, in both body and mind, in as many places as she pleased. Since she was married and this rare gift would only have worried her husband, she had been careful not to reveal it to him and hardly used it except at home, and only when she was there alone. In the morning, for example, while doing her make-up, she would double or triple herself in order better to inspect her face and body in various attitudes. The inspection over, she would hurriedly gather herself together again, that is she would merge back into one single person. Some wintry or very rainy afternoons when she had little desire to go out, Sabine might also multiply herself into ten or twenty, which would allow her to hold a lively, animated conversation that was, after all, no more than a conversation with herself. Her husband, Antoine Lemurier, deputy director of litigation at the SBNCA, had no reason to suspect the truth and firmly believed that, like every husband, he possessed an indivisible wife. Only once, coming home unexpectedly, had he found himself in the presence of three strictly identical wives, right down to their expressions, all looking back at him with their six equally blue and limpid eyes, at which he was struck speechless, his jaw gaping a little slackly. Sabine came together again straight away and he thought he’d had a funny turn, in which opinion he was confirmed by the family doctor, who diagnosed hypophyseal deficiency and prescribed some expensive remedies.

         One April evening, after dinner, Antoine Lemurier was going through invoices at the table and Sabine was sitting in an armchair reading a cinema magazine. Looking over at his wife, he was surprised by her attitude and the expression on her face. Head leaning to one side, she had dropped her magazine. Her wide-open eyes were shining with a soft light, her lips smiling, her face glowing with ineffable joy. Amazed and moved, he tiptoed to her and leant over her devotedly, and did not understand why she pushed him away impatiently. Here is what had happened.

         Eight days earlier, at the bend in Avenue Junot, Sabine had met a black-eyed youth of twenty-five. Deliberately blocking her way, he had said: “Madame” and Sabine, her chin high and gaze fierce: “But, monsieur!” Such that a week later, in the last hours of that April evening, she found herself simultaneously at home and with this black-eyed youth, whose name genuinely was Theorem and who claimed to be a painter. At the same moment that she was rebuffing her husband and sending him back to his invoices, Theorem, in his studio on Rue du Chevalier-de-la-Barre, was clasping the young woman’s hands and calling her “My dear heart, my wings, my soul!” and other charming things that come easily to the lips of a lover in the first flush of passion. Sabine had vowed to reunite herself by ten that evening at the latest, and without having consented to any significant sacrifice, but at midnight she was still with Theorem and all that remained of her scruples were regrets. The following day, she only returned to herself at two in the morning, and on the days that followed, later still.

         Each evening, Antoine Lemurier was able to admire on his wife’s face the same reflection of a joy so beautiful that it seemed quite unearthly. One day, speaking privately with a colleague at work, in an emotional moment he even said: “If you could only see her when we stay up of an evening, in the dining room—one would think she were speaking with the angels.”

         For four months, Sabine continued to speak with the angels. Her holiday that year must have been one of her best. She was at once by a lake in the Auvergne with Lemurier and at a little beach in Brittany with Theorem. “I have never seen you look so beautiful,” her husband told her. “Your eyes are as soulful as the lake at half-past seven in the morning.” To which Sabine responded with an adorable smile that might have been dedicated to the invisible spirit of the mountain. Meanwhile, she was sunbathing with Theorem on the sand of their little Breton beach, both of them almost naked. The black-eyed youth said nothing, as if sunk in sensation so profound that mere words could not express it; in truth because he was already tiring of repeating the same things over again. While the young woman was wondering at his silence and all the inexpressible passion it must conceal, Theorem, replete with animal contentment, was happily coasting between mealtimes while reflecting with satisfaction that his holiday wasn’t costing him a penny. For Sabine had sold some of her older jewellery and begged her companion to let her cover the cost of their stay in Brittany. A little surprised at her efforts to persuade him over something which to him seemed perfectly natural, Theorem had consented with the best will in the world. He thought that an artist should never give in to idiotic prejudices, himself less even than others. “I do not concede my right,” he would say, “to give way to my scruples if they could prevent my creating the work of an El Greco or a Velázquez.” Living on a basic allowance from his uncle in Limoges, Theorem did not expect to earn a living from painting alone. An arrogant and unshakable idea of what true art was prevented him from painting without the compulsion of inspiration. “If I have to wait ten years,” he would say, “I shall wait.” This, more or less, was what he was doing. Most days he could be found working on his receptivity in Montmartre’s cafés or refining his critical eye by watching his friends paint, and when the latter asked him about his own painting, he had a way of replying, with a preoccupied air: “I am looking inside myself”, that commanded respect. Moreover, between the Rue Caulaincourt, the Place du Tertre and the Rue des Abbesses, the great clogs and vast velvet trousers that made up his winter costume had secured his reputation as a very fine artist. Even his greatest detractors agreed that he still had terrific potential.

         One morning, towards the end of their holiday, the lovers were getting dressed in the bedroom of their Breton inn. Five or six hundred kilometres away in the Auvergne, the Lemuriers had already been up for three hours and, while her husband rowed her about the lake, extolling the beauty of the surroundings, Sabine would now and then utter a monosyllable in reply. But in the Breton bedroom she was looking out at the sea and singing. She sang: Fine white fingers have my loves. Body and soul are hands in gloves. Picking up his wallet from the mantelpiece, before slipping it into the back pocket of his shorts, Theorem pulled out a photograph.

         “Look at this, I’ve found an old photo. It’s me, last winter, by the Galette windmill.”

         “Oh my love!” said Sabine and her eyes were dewy with passion and pride.

         In the photograph, Theorem was wearing his winter outfit and, contemplating his clogs and voluminous velvet trousers so prettily gathered in at the ankles, Sabine had no doubt that he was a true genius. She felt a pang of guilt and reproached herself for having kept a painful secret from this dear boy who was such a fond lover and had such a sensitive artistic nature.

         “You are handsome,” she told him, “so tall! Those clogs! Those velvet trousers! That rabbit-skin cap! Oh my darling, you are so pure, an artist of such insight, and I, who have been so lucky to find you, my dear heart, my beloved, my sweet treasure, I have kept my secret from you.”

         “What nonsense is this?”

         “Darling, I am going to tell you something that I swore never to tell anyone—I have the gift of ubiquity.”

         Theorem burst out laughing, but Sabine said:

         “Look.”

         At the same time, she multiplied herself into nine and for a second Theorem thought he was losing his mind as he saw spring up around him nine Sabines, all alike.

         “You aren’t angry?” one of them asked, anxiously.

         “Not at all,” replied Theorem. “On the contrary.”

         He smiled happily, as if in gratitude and, reassured, Sabine kissed him passionately with her nine mouths.

         
             

         

         At the beginning of October, about a month after their return from the Auvergne, Lemurier noticed that his wife was no longer speaking with the angels. He thought her preoccupied and melancholy.

         “You seem less gay,” he told her one evening. “Perhaps you aren’t going out enough. Tomorrow, if you like, we’ll go to the cinema.”

         At that very moment, Theorem was pacing up and down in his studio, shouting:

         “How am I to know where you might be right now? How do I know you’re not in Javel or Montparnasse, in the arms of some crook? Or in Lyon in the arms of a silk-merchant? Or in Narbonne in bed with a brewer? Or in Persia in bed with the Shah?”

         “I swear to you, my darling.”

         “You swear, you swear to me! … And what if you were in the arms of twenty other men, would you swear to them too, hmm? It’s enough to drive a man mad! My head’s exploding. I feel I could do anything now—a tragedy!”

         At the word tragedy, he looked up at a Balkan sabre he had bought the year before at the flea market. To prevent an imminent crime, Sabine multiplied herself into twelve and stood poised to stop him reaching the sabre. Theorem calmed down. Sabine reunited herself.

         “I am so wretched,” the painter was moaning. “Now I must add this new affliction to cares that already weigh me down!”

         He was referring to cares of a nature both spiritual and material. By his own account, Theorem was in a tough position. His landlord, to whom he owed three quarters’ rent, was threatening to confiscate his belongings. His uncle in Limoges had just brutally suspended his allowance. As for spiritual concerns, he was in the midst of a crisis that although painful was also richly promising. He could feel the creative potencies of his genius bubbling and jostling inside him and it was precisely lack of money that was preventing him from acting on their prompting. You try and paint a masterpiece with the bailiff and starvation knocking at your door. Shaking, in terrible distress, Sabine felt sick. The week before she had sold the last of her jewellery to pay off a debt of honour Theorem had run up at a coal merchant’s on the Rue Norvins, and now she despaired, having nothing left to sacrifice to his burgeoning talent. In reality, Theorem’s situation was no better nor any worse than usual. As ever, the uncle in Limoges would lovingly bleed himself dry to allow his nephew to become a great painter and the landlord, naively hoping to profit from the poverty of an artist with prospects, always willingly accepted payment in the form of a third-rate canvas hastily botched together. However, apart from the pleasure of playing at poète maudit and bohemian hero, Theorem was confusedly hoping that the sorry scene of his distress would inspire this young woman to the boldest of resolutions.

         That night, afraid to leave him alone with his anxieties, Sabine stayed with her lover and did not reunite herself back home at the Rue de l’Abreuvoir. The next morning, she woke up beside him with a fresh and happy smile.

         “I just had a dream,” she said. “We were running a little grocery on Rue Saint-Rustique, hardly two metres across the frontage. We had only one client, a schoolboy who had just bought barley sugar and boiled caramels. I was wearing a blue pinny with big deep pockets. You had on a grocer’s apron. In the evening, in our back room, you would write in a great book, ‘Takings of the day: caramel—six sous.’ When I woke up, you were in the middle of telling me: ‘For our business to run perfectly, we shall need another client. I can picture him with a small white beard …’ I was about to object that with another client we should be run off our feet, but I didn’t have time. I was waking up.”

         “In short,” Theorem said (giving a very bitter, nasal laugh, and his smile too was bitter)—“In short,” he said (and, mortified, sickened to the point of outrage, a furious flush rising to his ears and, already, his black eyes were flashing)—“In short,” Theorem said, “when all’s said and done, your ambition is to make a grocer out of me?”

         “Not at all. I’m just telling you my dream.”

         “That’s exactly what I said. You dream of my becoming a grocer. In a smock.”

         “Oh darling!” Sabine protested, affectionately. “If you had only seen yourself! It suited you so well, your grocer’s smock!”

         So violent was his indignation that Theorem sprang out of bed yelling that he was betrayed. It was not enough that his landlord was throwing him into the street, that his uncle in Limoges was refusing him the right to eat, at the very moment when something inside him was about to blossom forth. No, on top of that, the woman he loved most in the world had to make a mockery of this grand but fragile work that he was carrying inside him, and was dreaming of its abortion. Himself, she destined for grocery. Why not for the Académie? Marching around the studio in his pyjamas, Theorem was screeching hoarsely, his voice full of pain, and several times gestured as if tearing his heart out and scattering it between his landlord, his uncle in Limoges and his beloved. Stricken, a trembling Sabine was discovering the depths of suffering an artist can reach and recognising her own unworthiness.

         When he came home for lunch, Lemurier found his wife quite distraught. She had even forgotten to reunite herself and, when he went into the kitchen, he saw her there as four distinct individuals, all busy at different chores, though their expressions were equally clouded with misery. He was extremely vexed.

         “Oh dear me!” he said. “Now my hypophyseal deficiency has come back. I shall have to start taking my medication again.”

         His fit having passed, he began to worry about the terrible sadness into which Sabine plunged more deeply every day.

         “Binette” (such was the diminutive that fine sentiments had led this good and loving man to choose for his young wife, whom he adored), “Binette,” he said, “I can’t stand to see you so miserable any longer. I shall end up being downcast myself. Outside in the street or at the office, thinking of your unhappy eyes, my heart sinks all of a sudden and I have even found myself crying over my blotter. Then the lenses of my spectacles mist up and I am obliged to wipe them, and the operation represents a considerable amount of time wasted, not to mention the bad impression that the sight of my tears could produce, among my superiors as well as those junior to me. After all, I would even say ‘above all’, this sadness that fills your bright eyes with a charm that is, indeed, indefinable, I wouldn’t disagree, but painful—this sadness, I deplore its inevitable repercussions on your health and I expect to see you react with vigour and celerity against a state of mind that I believe to be dangerous. This morning, our senior executive Monsieur Porteur, a charming man by the way, of perfect education and whose skills require no further praise, Monsieur Porteur was particularly thoughtful in giving me a card for the races at Longchamp, since his brother-in-law, who it seems has very Parisian habits, has a substantial investment in the horses. Since it appears that you require distraction …”

         That afternoon, Sabine went to the races for the first time in her life, at Longchamp. Having bought a racing paper on the way, she lingered over the name of a horse—Theocrat VI—which presented an onomastic similarity with her dear Theorem that obliged her to consider it a good omen. Dressed in a cape of fine blue samarkaz trimmed with amorish, Sabine was wearing a Vietnamese hat with a half-face birdcage veil, and she caught the eyes of more than a few men. She didn’t care much for the first few races. She was thinking of her beloved painter suffering the torments of frustrated inspiration, and was vividly imagining his black eyes flashing as he laboured in his studio, wearing himself out in the struggle against the incursions of a sordid reality. She thought of doubling herself, so as to appear instantaneously at Rue du Chevalier-de-la-Barre and lay her cool hands on the artist’s burning forehead, as is usual among lovers in distressing situations. Fear of disturbing him in the midst of his quest stopped her from acting on her thought, and thank goodness, for far from being in his studio, Theorem was draining a glass of cheap red at a bar on Rue Caulaincourt and wondering if it wasn’t too late to go to the cinema.

         At last the horses were lined up for the start of the Ministry of Records’ Grand Prix, and Sabine concentrated on gazing devotedly at her horse Theocrat VI. She had bet about five hundred francs on him, which were all her savings just then, and was counting on winning enough to placate Theorem’s landlord. The jockey riding Theocrat VI was wearing a sweet green-and-white cap, the green a tender, light, delicate, fresh, even a fragile shade, like the colour a lettuce might grow if it were growing in paradise. The horse himself was ebony black. He took the lead from the start, pulling ahead by three lengths. According to the other punters, such a start could not dictate the race’s outcome, but, already certain of triumph and carried away by her excitement, Sabine jumped up and yelled: “Theocrat! Theocrat!” There were smiles and sniggers around her. Sitting on her right, a distinguished, gloved and monocled gentleman was looking sympathetically at her from the corner of his eye, moved by her artlessness. In the intoxication of victory, Sabine went on to cry: “Theorem! Theorem!” Her neighbours were raucously amused at her outbursts and almost forgot about the race. At last Sabine noticed and, realising how indecorously she had behaved, blushed in confusion. Seeing this, the distinguished old gentleman in gloves and monocle stood up and shouted at the top of his lungs: “Theocrat! Theocrat!” Instantly the laughter died out and, from her neighbours’ whispers, Sabine learnt that this gallant man was none other than Lord Burbury.

         In the meantime, Theocrat VI had lost his head start and finally came in nowhere. Seeing her hopes melt away, Theorem condemned to poverty and his talent squandered, Sabine at first sighed and then gave a small, dry sob. At last, her nostrils having trembled and sniffed, her eyes grew rather moist. Lord Burbury felt a deep compassion. After exchanging a few words with her, he asked Sabine if she would not like to be his wife, for he had an annual income of two hundred thousand pounds sterling. Just then, Sabine had a vision—of Theorem expiring on a hospital pallet and cursing the names of the Lord and of his landlord. For love of her lover and perhaps of painting too, she replied to the old gentleman that she would agree to be his wife, informing him however that she had no possessions, not even a surname, only a first name and that the most ordinary—Marie. Lord Burbury found this singularity most fascinating and happily anticipated the effect it would produce on his sister Emily, a middle-aged virgin of a certain age who had devoted her life to preserving the venerable traditions of the realm’s historic families. Without waiting for the end of the last race, Lord Burbury drove off with his fiancée for the Bourget airfield. At six o’clock they touched down in London and at seven they were married.

         While she was getting married in London, Sabine was having dinner opposite her husband, Antoine Lemurier, at Rue de l’Abreuvoir. He found her looking happier and spoke to her very kindly. Touched by his solicitude, she was assailed by doubts, wondering if she could marry Lord Burbury without contravening laws both human and divine. One thorny question that led straight to another—that of the consubstantiality of Antoine’s and the lord’s wife. Even allowing for each of them to be an autonomous physical person, although consummated carnally a marriage remains first and foremost a union of souls. In fact, these scruples were excessive. Legislation for marriage having overlooked the case of ubiquity, Sabine was free to do as she wished and could even, in good faith, consider herself pure in God’s eyes, since there exists no bull, brief, rescript or decree that even touches on the problem. But her conscience was above taking advantage of this legalistic logic. Hence she felt obliged to consider her marriage to Lord Burbury a consequence and continuation of adultery, which remains entirely unjustifiable and punishable by damnation. In reparation, to God, to society and to her husband, all three of whom she felt she had offended, she forbade herself ever to see Theorem again. Besides, she would have been ashamed to see him after consummating a marriage of convenience, entered into, indeed, for glory and for peace of mind, but that she regarded with laudable simplicity as a blight upon their love.

         It must be said that from the outset her life in England rendered Sabine’s guilt and even her sorrow at leaving Paris bearable. Lord Burbury truly was a man of means. Apart from being very rich, he was a direct descendent of King John, who (and this is little known among historians) had a morganatic marriage to Ermessinde de Trencavel with whom he had seventeen children, all of whom died young except the fourteenth, Richard-Hugues, primogenitor of the house of Burbury. Among other privileges that made him the envy of all the English nobility, Lord Burbury possessed the exclusive right to open his umbrella, and his wife her parasol, in the King’s apartments. So his wedding to Sabine was a noteworthy event. The new Lady Burbury was the object of mostly well-meant curiosity, despite her sister-in-law’s attempt to expose her as a dancer from the Tabarin cabaret. Sabine, who in England was known as Marie, kept very busy with her new commitments as a noble lady. Receptions, tea parties, charity knits, golf, dress fittings, all left her not a moment to yawn. Still, with all these diverse occupations, she never forgot Theorem.

         The painter had no doubt about the provenance of the cheques he was receiving regularly from England and adapted perfectly to the idea that he would not see Sabine in his studio again. Delivered from material worries by an allowance that added up to about twenty thousand francs, he realised that he was going through a hypersensitive phase, unpromising for the pursuit of his art, and that he needed time for things to settle. In view of this, he gave himself a year off, readily extendable should this be necessary. He was seen in Montmartre less and less. He went to settle in the bars of Montparnasse and the nightclubs on the Champs-Elysées where he lived on caviar and champagne among expensive women. On learning that he was leading a rather dissolute life, Sabine, with her passion still intact, thought he must be pursuing some Goya-esque artistic method using tricks of the light and the impurities that lie behind the feminine facade.

         One afternoon, on returning to her sumptuous home on Malison Square after a three-week stay at Burbury Castle, Lady Burbury found four boxes containing respectively: an evening gown of fine fimsheen, a Roman crêpe afternoon dress, a woollen dress for outdoor activities and a classic suit of pure sticking plaster. She sent her maid away and multiplied herself into five in order to try on the new gowns and the suit. Lord Burbury happened to look in.

         “My dear!” he cried. “You have four ravishing sisters. And you never mentioned them!”

         Instead of reassembling herself, Lady Burbury grew flustered and felt she ought to respond:

         “They have only just arrived. Alphonsine is my elder by a year. Brigitte is my twin. Barbe and Rosalie are the youngest—twins too. People say they look very much like me.”

         The four sisters were warmly welcomed into English society and toasted everywhere they went. Alphonsine married an American millionaire, an embossed-leather tycoon, and went to America with him; Brigitte married the Maharajah of Gorissapur who took her to live in his princely residence; Barbe a distinguished Neapolitan tenor whom she accompanied on his world tours; Rosalie a Spanish explorer with whom she went to New Guinea to observe the Papuans’ curious customs.

         In England and even on the Continent, much was made of these four marriages, which were celebrated almost simultaneously. The Parisian newspapers gave them several inches, including photographs of the couples. One evening, in the dining room at Rue de l’Abreuvoir, Antoine Lemurier said to Sabine:

         “Have you seen the photos of Lady Burbury and her four sisters? It’s amazing how like you they look, except that your eyes are lighter, your face a little longer, your mouth smaller, your nose shorter and your chin less pronounced. Tomorrow I shall take the paper and a photo of you to show Monsieur Porteur. He’ll never believe his eyes.”

         Antoine chuckled, for he liked to surprise Monsieur Porteur, the SBNCA’s senior executive.

         “I’m laughing at the thought of Monsieur Porteur’s face,” he explained. “Poor Monsieur Porteur! While I think of it, he has given me another card for the races on Wednesday. What should we do, do you think?”

         “I don’t know,” replied Sabine. “It’s rather awkward.”

         Looking anxious, she wondered whether or not it would be right for Lemurier to send flowers to Madame Porteur, his superior’s wife. And at the very same moment, Lady Burbury, sitting at a bridge table facing the Count of Leicester; the Begum of Gorissapur, lounging in her palanquin on the back of an elephant; Mrs Smithson, busy in Pennsylvania showing guests around her neo-Renaissance castle; Barbe Cazzarini in a box at the Vienna Opera where her distinguíssimo was tenoring away; Rosalie Valdez y Samaniego, lying beneath her mosquito net in a Papuan village, all were equally absorbed in weighing up this question of sending flowers to Madame Porteur.

         Learning from the newspapers about all the nuptial celebrations and having seen the photos illustrating the articles, Theorem had no doubt whatsoever that all these brides were new incarnations of Sabine. Apart from the explorer, whose profession he thought insufficiently lucrative, he felt the choice of spouses entirely judicious. It was around this time that he decided he should return to Montmartre. He was tiring of the rainy climes of Montparnasse and the noisy aridity of the Champs-Elysées. Besides, Lady Burbury’s allowance afforded him better returns in Montmartre’s cafés than in foreign establishments. This done, he made no other changes to his ways and soon attracted a reputation around Montmartre as a flashy party-goer, a drinker and debaucher. His friends enjoyed recounting his escapades and, a little envious of his new-found opulence even though they shared its benefits, they repeated with satisfaction that he was lost to painting. They took care to add that it was a shame, since he had the true temperament of an artist.

         Sabine knew about Theorem’s bad habits and realised that he had started down a fatal path. Her faith in him and his future was shaken at this, but she only loved him all the more and blamed herself for her part in his decline. For about a week she was wringing her hands in all four corners of the world. Then, at midnight one evening, coming back from the cinema with her husband, she saw Theorem at the Junot-Girardon junction, staggering between two tipsy, giggling girls. Himself blind drunk, vomiting black wine and belching vile insults for the benefit of these two creatures, one of whom was holding his head while cosily addressing him as her mucky pig, while the other, in vocabulary worthy of a sailor, was playfully evaluating his prowess as a lover. Recognising Sabine, he turned a spattered face towards her, hiccuped the name Burbury, followed this with a short but disgusting speech, and collapsed at the foot of an electric street light. From this occasion forwards, he was no more to her than an object of revulsion and odium, whom she was determined to forget.

         Two weeks later, Lady Burbury, who resided with her husband in their Burbury estate, fell in love with a local young pastor, who had come to lunch at the castle. His eyes were not black but light-blue, nor his mouth voluptuous but rather narrow and pursed; everything about him looked clean, washed out, his expression the cold, scoured look of someone determined to despise what they don’t understand. At their first lunch together Lady Burbury was madly in love with him. That evening, she said to her husband:

         “I didn’t tell you, but I have one more sister. Her name is Judith.”

         Next week, Judith visited the castle, where she had lunch with the pastor, who was polite but distant, as was proper in the company of Catholics, those receptacles and vehicles for evil thoughts. After lunch they went for a turn around the park and Judith, appropriately and as if by coincidence, quoted from the Books of Job, Numbers and Deuteronomy. The Reverend understood that here was fertile ground. A week later he had converted Judith; another two weeks and they were married. The happiness was short-lived. The pastor only had improving conversation; even his pillow talk consisted of lofty observations revealing his superior intelligence. Judith grew so bored in his company that she took the opportunity of a walk they were taking beside a Scottish lake to drown, accidentally. In reality, she allowed herself to sink while holding her breath and, as soon as her spouse was out of sight, enacted a partial reunion with Lady Burbury. The Reverend was terribly upset, but nevertheless thanked the Lord for having sent him this trial and had a small plaque installed in his garden in memoriam.
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