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Epigraph







Toutefois, si votre âme était assez hardie, Sous une illusion vous pourriez voir sa vie, Et tous ses accidents devant vous exprimés Par des spectres pareils à des corps animés.




 





Pierre Corneille, L’Illusion comique
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A Woman appears onstage. Then shortly after her a Second Woman. Then a Man appears, then shortly after him a Second Man. They have come only to tell the audience a story about two married couples.




First Woman Hello. I want to tell you about a married couple. These were wonderful human beings. They lived together for fifty-two years. Fifty-two years! Always together. Their life was complete. A fulfilling life! Extraordinarily beautiful love. Her name was Sandra, his was Denny. When Denny turned eighty-two he became very ill, lay down in bed and didn’t get up. And one day he sensed that right now he was about to die. He called to his wife Sandra. She sat down next to the bed. Denny took her by the hand and started speaking to her. He managed to tell her everything he wanted to say. Everything he needed to say.


He said:


— Sandra, I want to thank you. I want to thank you.


Pause.


— I am thankful to you for the life I have lived. Thanks to you, I’ve lived a wonderful, amazing, fulfilling life. All of this is thanks to you.


Sandra wanted to answer, but Denny asked her to be silent. It was important for him to say all this. Sandra understood that Denny was dying, she sat next to him and didn’t say a word. She looked at him, looked to see him for the last time. To remember him as he was, alive.


Pause.


— I am thankful to you for teaching me about love. Because of you, I found out what love is, what the power of love is. That love is not a word, not romance, but work. Love is work, it is accepting responsibility. Sandra, thanks to you, I know what it is to be responsible. That’s the most important thing there is – to be responsible for something. And to be thankful. To be thankful and to be responsible – there’s the whole formula for life. Responsibility and thankfulness. Thank you, Sandra, thank you for your love. Your love taught me that life is devoting every instant of attention to someone dear. Loving you, I learned how to be attentive. I learned how to see others. Love teaches how to see others, and not only oneself. I loved you and understood that I must live up to that love, I must live up to you, to your love, and I changed. I was compelled to change. That is such a blessing, such a miracle – when someone makes you change! When you make a conscious effort and you change yourself. You came into this world as one being and you leave it as another. That means you really lived, truly lived. And the only thing that can teach us to live that way is love. Nothing is capable of recovering us from the abyss of egocentricity except love. Love forced me to hold up my head and look at myself objectively, love forced me to conquer my laziness, my cowardice, my fear. Everything I have gained in this life, I did all of it thanks to you, Sandra. I found I was loved by a woman like you and I wanted to be the man who was worth your love, and I undertook certain deeds for the sake of your love. And everything I have managed to do for other people, for the world, all of this I did fuelled by the energy of my love for you. And this love itself, at some point, became greater than just love for a woman, it suddenly went beyond its own boundaries and flung itself upon the whole world. Loving you I learned how to love others. Sandra, the love you have given to me all these years – fifty-two years, Sandra! – This love gave meaning not only to my life, but to the lives of those around us. Our children, our friends. I saw how my friends looked at us and how they wanted to be like us, how they wanted to love like us. And many of them changed their lives for that reason. Your love, Sandra, it’s like a powerful light, it illuminates everything around it. Everything that touches your love becomes something else, it changes, transforms, blossoms. Thank you, Sandra, for your integrity, for never compromising. Thank you for the harsh words you sometimes addressed me with, thank you for the unpleasant things you said to my face, thank you for your rigidity. Sometimes I was offended listening to you, sometimes I didn’t like what I heard, but I am especially thankful precisely for this. I was so angry at times, so hurt by your words, but you told me the truth, and that is precisely what saved me from the depths of greed and self-love to which people are so often driven. You were honest, you spoke from your heart, and thanks to that fact I was able to avoid countless misfortunes. Sandra, all our lives you have saved me from trouble. You were my true guide and teacher. I am so thankful to you for the life you have given me. For our beautiful children, raised by you. It is thanks to you they are such sensitive, kind people. And most of all, Sandra, most of all, I want to thank you for telling me about love, for teaching me how to love. For explaining to me what love is. At our very first meeting you said to me – remember? – you said that true love can only be mutual love. That true love is when two people love each other, and if only one person loves, there’s no love to begin with. I remembered these words my whole life. And in every second of my life I remembered that love is two, and that means I am responsible for your love. This empowered me to escape many temptations. It empowered me to never cheat on you with other women. Of course it’s no secret that men look at other women, and I am no exception. But when I was on the verge of cheating on you I suddenly remembered your words, that love is mutual, love is reciprocity, and then I understood that my actions would betray not only my love, but yours as well. I made a conscious effort and avoided being unfaithful. I am so happy that we have lived these fifty-two years together and never once been unfaithful, and that we have nothing to hide from each other. And that I am dying in such a lovely way, such a beautiful death. Thank you for letting me die this way. It is such a joy, at the end of life, to be able to pronounce the words I’ve pronounced. This is what is meant by a fulfilling life, a life in love, in creation, and a dignified exit from this world. Thank you, my dearest, for all of this, for all of my life and my beautiful death. Forgive me for dying first, and leaving you with no one to tell everything I’ve told you. Of course it’s selfish of me, Sandra, to die first, but alas there’s nothing I can do – nature is stronger than our desires. I would like to be with you in the moment of your death, to sit like this close to you and look at you. I’m sure this is very hard, I know that dying is easier than living through the death of a loved one. I’m sorry that you should go through this with me of all people. But when you die, Sandra, remember these words of mine before your own death, and know that I will doubtless be somewhere nearby. My love will be with you. I don’t believe in life after death. I know that today my journey ends and that there is no continuation beyond. But I believe and I know, Sandra, that love does not die, it lives on eternally, even after we’ve gone, our love will go on living. I can’t explain this from a scientific point of view but I feel this is true. I don’t believe in mysticism, I’m speaking about a simple, very simple thing. Love is a very simple thing reached by only a few. I lived through life to find that love exists. Love is a great power. Love conquers death. I am unafraid of dying. I love you.


And he dies.


Pause.


And Sandra sits close by and looks at her husband.


And now he’s gone.


And she stands and leaves the room.


Pause.


And after the death of her husband, Sandra lived only one more year, and then became ill, lay down in bed and also felt one day that she was about to die. So then she asked her husband’s friend to come visit her. His name was Albert. Albert and Denny were best friends, they had been friends since schooldays. They were inseparable all their lives. Albert was best man at Denny and Sandra’s wedding. And when Albert entered the room, Sandra sensed more strongly than she had felt that whole previous year that Denny was gone.


She said:


— Sit down Albert, I want to tell you a few words before I die today – and I’m going to die today, I know this. And thank goodness it’s so.


Albert wanted to answer, but Sandra asked him to be silent. It was very important for her to say all this.


— We’ve known each other, Albert, for over fifty years already, isn’t that right? You are my husband’s friend. You were the best man at our wedding. And, you know, I want to tell you that the very day when I first saw you was the day I met Denny. I came to meet Denny, and there you were. And you see, from that very minute and to this very day, all these years, these fifty-three years and four months, all this time I have loved only you, Albert. As soon as I saw you then, next to Denny, I knew right away that here was the man I was going to love forever. But you were married, and I saw that you loved your wife. And so I married Denny, and lived with him all these years, and you were always close by, and always, every second of my life I loved you and love you now and only here, as I die, I wish to tell you about this. But that’s not all, Albert.


Pause.


I want to thank you for the joy that I’ve experienced, having been granted this rare opportunity to love. Thanks to my love for you, I learned what it means to wish for nothing for yourself, but only to give. My love for you taught me that giving is much more important than demanding something for yourself. I learned that loving is giving, that true love makes no demands, holds no claims. All these years, these fifty-some odd years I watched you and my heart was filled with this light and beautiful feeling. Of course I suffered from not being able to be close to you. I always wanted to be with you, I wanted intimacy, I thought about this, I thought about it almost constantly. But in thinking about you I was in fact with you, I was with my love for you. And this love, my love for you was felt by other people, my love for you was felt by everyone around me. My husband Denny felt this love. I never deceived him because within me was love, and part of this love I gave to him. I gave him part of my love for you. I was very honest with him, because I loved – not him, it’s true – but within me was love and he took that love and was happy. When I was young I suffered terribly because I was sure that true love could only be mutual love, but then I realised that love has no rules or formulas. I realised that love is just love, it exists however and with whomever it wants. Love is this force that exceeds all boundaries and destroys all barriers. I loved you with no hope for requital, and from this my love became even stronger. And I became stronger. And I grew fearless. I grew bold. I was bold. Loving without hoping for requital taught me to be responsible for my feelings, taught me to look after my heart. I learned that love is something difficult to obtain, but very easy to lose. And I began to look after my love. Thank you for never letting me get close to you; you never looked at me as a woman, but always as the wife of your best friend. I don’t know that I’d be able to hold myself back if I were given a chance to be close to you. But I truly respect and adore your lovely wife Margaret. She is an extraordinary, exquisite woman and you love her and that is beautiful. And I am happy that the man I love more than life itself is capable of love. I know that you are capable of love, and that is so beautiful. I wish you and Margaret happiness. I hope you will go on living together. Thank you, for meeting me on my life’s journey, for being here, for existing. For the possibility of living in love. For the opportunity to learn that love is when you only give and demand nothing in return. Thank you for coming, for hearing me out, for letting me leave this life in such a beautiful and perfect way. I am happy to have a death like this. I was lucky that Denny died first, that I could see him off. He died very beautifully. And now I also die with a feeling I’ve lived for a purpose. I am unafraid of dying. I lived through life to learn that love exists. Love is a great power. Love conquers death. I love you.


And then she said:


— You don’t have to say anything, Albert. I ask that you not answer me now. Now, just go. Goodbye. We won’t see each other again. Say hello to Margaret. Be happy. Goodbye.


That’s it. A little story.


Pause.


Second Woman Now I want to tell you about a second married couple. They also lived together for over fifty years. His name was Albert, hers was Margaret. They were both about eighty years old, they were precisely the same age. And one day Albert came home from a walk somewhere, sat in a chair in the middle of the room, called to his wife and asked her to come and sit before him in the wicker armchair. He said:


— I want to talk to you, Margaret. About something important. You and I haven’t talked about what’s important for a long time, have we?


— You and I, as far as I know, have never talked about what’s important, answered Margaret.


She was a woman with a very fine sense of humour.


— That sure is funny, said Albert.


Then he went on.


— Margaret, I want to tell you that it turns out I’ve fallen in love with another woman. It’s difficult for me to say this to you, but we’ve lived fifty-four years together and I’ve never intentionally deceived you. I respect you very much, you are the mother of my children …


— And the grandmother of your grandchildren, Margaret chimed in.


She was a woman with a fine sense of humour.


— Yes, yes, that’s quite funny, responded Albert and then continued:


— So. I must tell you the very unpleasant truth. Margaret, for the first time in my life, I’ve learned what love is. What true love is, the love described in literature, the love that everyone dreams about when they’re young and that nobody finds, and then everyone settles with whatever’s on hand. We don’t find true love and we decide that it doesn’t exist, that it’s all literary fantasy, and then we marry whoever’s close by, whoever’s real, whoever’s convenient, and then we live with him or with her our whole lives, thinking that this is what humankind is capable of, that this is all the love there can be, but in fact love is something else entirely. Love isn’t like this – this isn’t love. Love is something completely different. Love exists, Margaret. It’s just you and I weren’t destined to experience it together, and we’ve lived together fifty-four years thinking that what we feel for each other is love, but that wasn’t it – what we felt wasn’t love. Love is entirely different, it has a different smell, different vibrations, different taste, a different colour, I came to realise this just today, Margaret. I came to know this only at the end of life, but I’m happy that at least now, even at the end of my life, it’s finally happened to me. I am happy, but I’m also terribly sorry for you, Margaret. I don’t want to seem ungrateful, you gave me the best years of my life – I mean, let’s be honest, you gave me my whole life, and I’m immeasurably thankful to you. I cherish that fact, you are the closest person to me, you always have been and always will be, but I never loved you, Margaret, and you never loved me – I only just realised this, too, and, believe me, we never loved each other with the love that everyone dreams about in youth and that almost never actually happens with anybody – but you see, it happened to me. I’m happy, Margaret! I have loved, for the first time in my life. But I love another woman. I’m sorry.
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