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It happened at Aix-les-Bains, one of the pleasantest
places in the world. I was staying at the
Grand-Hôtel d’Aix, which opens on the sloping
little square with the bronze head of Queen Victoria,
commemorating her visits to that old watering-place
in Savoie. The Casino and the Opera
are next door, just across the gardens. The hotel
was built for the travellers of forty years ago, who
liked large rooms and large baths, and quiet. It is
not at all smart, but very comfortable. Long ago
I used to hear old Pittsburghers and Philadelphians
talk of it. The newer hotels, set on the
steep hills above the town, have the fashionable
trade; the noise and jazz and dancing.

In the dining-room I often noticed, at a table
not far from mine, an old lady, a Frenchwoman,
who usually lunched and dined alone. She seemed
very old indeed, well over eighty, and somewhat
infirm, though not at all withered or shrunken.
She was not stout, but her body had that rather
shapeless heaviness which for some detestable reason
often settles upon people in old age. The thing
one especially noticed was her fine head, so well
set upon her shoulders and beautiful in shape, recalling
some of the portrait busts of Roman ladies.
Her forehead was low and straight, her nose made
just the right angle with it, and there was something
quite lovely about her temples, something
one very rarely sees.

As I watched her entering and leaving the
dining-room I observed that she was slightly lame,
and that she utterly disregarded it—walked with
a quick, short step and great impatience, holding
her shoulders well back. One saw that she was
contemptuously intolerant of the limitations of
old age. As she passed my table she often gave
me a keen look and a half-smile (her eyes were
extremely bright and clear), as if she were about
to speak. But I remained blank. I am a poor linguist,
and there would be no point in uttering
commonplaces to this old lady; one knew that
much about her, at a glance. If one spoke to her
at all, one must be at ease.

Several times in the early morning I happened
to see her leave the hotel in her motor, and each
time her chauffeur brought down and placed in
the car a camp chair, an easel, and canvases and
colour boxes strapped together. Then they drove
off toward the mountains. A plucky old lady, certainly,
to go sketching in that very hot weather—for
this was in the latter part of August 1930, one
of the hottest seasons Aix-les-Bains had ever
known. Every evening after dinner the old lady
disappeared into the lift and went to her own
rooms. But often she reappeared later, dressed for
the opera, and went out, attended by her maid.

One evening, when there was no opera, I found
her smoking a cigarette in the lounge, where I had
gone to write letters. It was a very hot night, and
all the windows were open; seeing her pull her
lace shawl closer about her shoulders, I went to
shut one of them. Then she spoke to me in excellent
English:—

“I think that draught blows out from the
dining-room. If you will ask the boy to close the
doors, we shall not feel the air.”

I found the boy and had the doors closed.
When I returned, the old lady thanked me, motioned
to a chair at her side, and asked if I had
time for a cigarette.

“You are stopping at Aix for some time, I
judge?” she asked as I sat down.

I replied that I was.

“You like it, then? You are taking a cure? You
have been here before?”

No, I was not taking a cure. I had been here
before, and had come back merely because I liked
the place.

“It has changed less than most places, I think,”
she remarked. “I have been coming here for
thirty-five years; I have old associations with Aix-les-Bains.
Besides, I enjoy the music here. I live in
the South, at Antibes. You attend the Grand-Cercle?
You heard the performance of Tristan
and Iseult last night?”

I had not heard it. I told her I had thought the
evening too frightfully hot to sit in a theatre.

“But it was no hotter there than anywhere else.
I was not uncomfortable.”

There was a reprimand in her tone, and I added
the further excuse that I had thought the principals
would probably not be very good, and that I
liked to hear that opera well sung.

“They were well enough,” she declared.
“With Wagner I do not so much care about the
voices. It is the orchestra I go to hear. The conductor
last night was Albert Wolff, one of our
best Kapellmeister.”

I said I was sorry I had missed the opera.

“Are you going to his classical concert tomorrow
afternoon? He will give a superb rendering
of Ravel’s La Valse—if you care for modern
music.”

I hastily said that I meant to go.

“But have you reserved your places? No? Then
I would advise you to do so at once. The best way
here is to have places for the entire chain of performances.
One need not go to all, of course; but
it is the best way. There is little else to do here in
the evening, unless one plays at the gaming tables.
Besides, it is almost September; the days are lowering
now, and one needs the theatre.” The old
lady stopped, frowned, and made an impatient
gesture with her very interesting hand. “What
should I have said then? Lowering is not the word,
but I seldom have opportunity to speak English.”

“You might say the days are growing shorter,
but I think lowering a very good word.”

“Mais un peu poétique, n’est-ce pas?”

“Perhaps; but it is the right kind of poetic.”

“And by that you mean?”

“That it’s not altogether bookish or literary.
The country people use it in some parts of England,
I think. I have heard old-fashioned farmers
use it in America, in the South.”

The old lady gave a dry little laugh. “So if the
farmers use a word it is quite safe, eh?”

Yes, I told her, that was exactly what I meant;
safe.

We talked a little longer on that first occasion.
She asked if I had been to Chamonix, and strongly
advised me to go to a place near Sallanches, where
she had lately been visiting friends, on her way to
Aix-les-Bains. In replying to her questions I fell
into the stupid way one sometimes adopts when
speaking to people of another language; tried to
explain something in very simple words. She
frowned and checked me with: “Speak idiomatically,
please. I knew English quite well at one
time. If I speak it badly, it is because now I have
no practice.”

I said good-night and sat down at a desk to
write letters. But on the way to my room I stopped
to tell the friend with whom I was travelling that
the old French lady we had so often admired
spoke very good English, and spoke it easily; that
she seemed, indeed, to have a rather special feeling
for language.
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The next day was intensely hot. In the morning
the beautiful mountain ridges which surround
Aix stood out sharp and clear, but the vineyards
looked wilted. Toward noon the hills grew misty,
and the sun poured down through a slightly milky
atmosphere. I rather dreaded the heat of a concert
hall, but at two o’clock I went to Albert
Wolff’s concert, and heard such a rendition of
Ravel’s La Valse as I do not expect to hear again;
a small orchestra, wonderfully trained, and a masterly
conductor.

The program was long, with two intermissions.
The last group did not seem to be especially interesting,
and the concert was quite long enough,
and fine enough, without those numbers. I decided
that I could miss them. I would go up to the
Square and have tea beside the Roman arch. As
I left the hall by the garden entrance, I saw the
old French lady seated on the veranda with her
maid, wearing a white dress and a white lace garden
hat, fanning herself vigorously, the beads of
moisture on her face making dark streaks in the
powder. She beckoned to me and asked whether
I had enjoyed the music. I told her that I had,
very much indeed; but now my capacity for enjoying,
or even listening, was quite spent, and I was
going up to the Square for tea.

“Oh, no,” said she, “that is not necessary.
You can have your tea here at the Maison des
Fleurs quite well, and still have time to go back
for the last group.”

I thanked her and went across the garden, but
I did not mean to see the concert through. Seeing
things through was evidently a habit with this old
lady: witness the way she was seeing life through,
going to concerts and operas in this wilting heat;
being concerned that other people should go,
moreover, and caring about the way in which
Ravel was played, when in the course of nature her
interest in new music should have stopped with
César Franck, surely.

I left the Casino gardens through a grotto that
gave into the street, went up to the Square, and
had tea with some nice English people I had met
on Mont Revard, a young business man and his
wife come over for their holiday. I felt a little as if
I had escaped from an exacting preceptress. The
old lady took it for granted that one wished to
accomplish as much as possible in a given space of
time. I soon found that, to her, life meant just
that—accomplishing things; “doing them always
a little better and better,” as she once remarked
after I came to know her.

While I was dressing for dinner I decided to go
away for a few days, up into the high mountains
of Haute-Savoie, under Mont Blanc. That evening,
when the old lady stopped me to discuss the
concert, I asked her for some suggestions about
the hotels there, since at our first meeting she had
said I must certainly go to some of the mountain
places easily reached from Sallanches.

She at once recommended a hotel that was very
high and cool, and then told me of all the excursions
I must make from that place, outlining a full
program which I knew I should not follow. I was
going away merely to escape the heat and to regard
Mont Blanc from an advantageous point—not to
become acquainted with the country.
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My trip into the mountains was wholly successful.
All the suggestions the old lady had given me
proved excellent, and I felt very grateful to her.
I stayed away longer than I had intended. I returned
to Aix-les-Bains late one night, got up early
the next morning, and went to the bank, feeling
that Aix is always a good place to come back to.
When I returned to the hotel for lunch, there was
the old lady, sitting in a chair just outside the
door, looking worn and faded. Why, since she
had her car and her driver there, she had not run
away from the heat, I do not know. But she had
stayed through it, and gone out sketching every
morning. She greeted me very cordially, asked
whether I had an engagement for the evening,
and suggested that we should meet in the salon
after dinner.

I was dining with my friend, and after dinner
we both went into the writing-room where the old
lady was awaiting us. Our acquaintance seemed
to have progressed measurably in my absence,
though neither of us as yet knew the other’s name.
Her name, I thought, would mean very little; she
was what she was. No one could fail to recognize
her distinction and authority; it was in the carriage
of her head, in her fine hands, in her voice,
in every word she uttered in any language, in her
brilliant, very piercing eyes. I had no curiosity
about her name; that would be an accident and
could scarcely matter.

We talked very comfortably for a time. The
old lady made some comment on the Soviet experiment
in Russia. My friend remarked that it
was fortunate for the great group of Russian
writers that none of them had lived to see the
Revolution; Gogol, Tolstoi, Turgeniev.

“Ah, yes,” said the old lady with a sigh, “for
Turgeniev, especially, all this would have been
very terrible. I knew him well at one time.”

I looked at her in astonishment. Yes, of course,
it was possible. She was very old. I told her I had
never met anyone who had known Turgeniev.

She smiled. “No? I saw him very often when
I was a young girl. I was much interested in German,
in the great works. I was making a translation
of Faust, for my own pleasure, merely, and
Turgeniev used to go over my translation and correct
it from time to time. He was a great friend of
my uncle. I was brought up in my uncle’s house.”
She was becoming excited as she spoke, her face
grew more animated, her voice warmer, something
flashed in her eyes, some strong feeling
awoke in her. As she went on, her voice shook a
little. “My mother died at my birth, and I was
brought up in my uncle’s house. He was more
than father to me. My uncle also was a man
of letters, Gustave Flaubert, you may perhaps
know ...” She murmured the last phrase in a
curious tone, as if she had said something indiscreet
and were evasively dismissing it.

The meaning of her words came through to me
slowly; so this must be the “Caro” of the Lettres
à sa Nièce Caroline. There was nothing to say,
certainly. The room was absolutely quiet, but
there was nothing to say to this disclosure. It was
like being suddenly brought up against a mountain
of memories. One could not see round it; one
could only stupidly realize that in this mountain
which the old lady had conjured up by a phrase
and a name or two lay most of one’s mental past.
Some moments went by. There was no word with
which one could greet such a revelation. I took
one of her lovely hands and kissed it, in homage to
a great period, to the names that made her voice
tremble.

She laughed an embarrassed laugh, and spoke
hurriedly. “Oh, that is not necessary! That is not
at all necessary.” But the tone of distrust, the faint
challenge in that “you may perhaps know ...”
had disappeared. “Vous connaissez bien les
œuvres de mon oncle?”

Who did not know them? I asked her.

Again the dry tone, with a shrug. “Oh, I almost
never meet anyone who really knows them.
The name, of course, its place in our literature,
but not the works themselves. I never meet anyone
now who cares much about them.”

Great names are awkward things in conversation,
when one is a chance acquaintance. One cannot
be too free with them; they have too much
value. The right course, I thought, was to volunteer
nothing, above all to ask no questions; to let
the old lady say what she would, ask what she
would. She wished, it seemed, to talk about les
œuvres de mon oncle. Her attack was uncertain;
she touched here and there. It was a large subject.
She told me she had edited the incomplete Bouvard
et Pécuchet after his death, that La Tentation
de Saint Antoine had been his own favourite
among his works; she supposed I would scarcely
agree with his choice?

No, I was sorry, but I could not.

“I suppose you care most for Madame Bovary?”

One can hardly discuss that book; it is a fact in
history. One knows it too well to know it well.

“And yet,” she murmured, “my uncle got only
five hundred francs for it from the publisher. Of
course, he did not write for money. Still, he would
have been pleased ... Which one, then, do
you prefer?”
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