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            two more days, two more nights, let the festivities continue, two more days, two more nights, this evening, from the pavilion on a pier, Mère would see the white heron striding regally into the waves while, stretching his neck, he set one foot ahead of the other with studied slowness, as the moonlight glinted on the darkened water, and Mère would hear as well the voices of Samuel and Venus tearing into the night, when they sang with their united voices, O let my joy endure, O let my joy endure.

            Marie-Claire Blais, These Festive Nights

Translated by Sheila Fischman

            We must protect the rights of minorities, and the rich are always fewer in number than the poor.

            John A. Macdonald, Quebec Conference, 18648
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         The sidewalk talk swirls this way and that, reaches out to the fire escape, climbs one floor then another, keeps on climbing, slips through a pair of elevator doors opening onto guests whose clothes are being ruffled by the wind, who consent to be swept along by the streaming air as they adjust their garments and on leaving the elevator are ushered instantly into a ravishing apartment, high ceilings, wood mouldings, white marble floors, you’d normally need a key for access, or even to press the button for the top floor, but tonight the apartment is open wide to the currents of air drifting down corridors until blocked at the closed doors of bedrooms and offices, all painstakingly decorated, dimmed chapels consecrated to gods no longer worshipped, where lambs are speaking low, awaiting their sacrifice on beds, on sofas, at times laid out on the floor, spines arching variously over thick carpets in the course of a negotiation, monetary or amorous, the look, the smile, the laughter bursting forth while formulating an offer or a concession for these newborn adolescents who, well into their fifties, tipple and cuddle while conspiring against a world soon to be forgotten, meanwhile savouring the rapturous gist of an email written too late, vaunting love and hope, those ancient powers that would forever move mountains and seas, it was said, and as they murmur they monitor the yellow band of light glimpsed under the door, I’m afraid they’ll hear us, 12the stifled laugh of a child breaking the rules, the aura of an undying joy overwhelming and bonding them in this cradle of love. Nearby, aglow, are the hallway lights that shepherd into the room hints of an instant and fleeting pleasure. Farther on, in the open space, the air pours itself in cascades over a vast salon run through with contradictory currents, deep depressions and cold fronts giving rise to furtive storms, the airstream licking the white stone floor before stirring the thick curtains framing the windows dominating the walls, immense panes looking out on Mount Royal, from here seeming so close yet so distant at the same time, you’d swear you could touch it, you deny the ten kilometres distancing you from it, a mountain within arm’s reach, a massive blackness masking the constellations of starry streets; the gusts strike the inside of the window, plunge but do not crash, and fly off instantly towards the salon and its perfect lighting, they set to tinkling the thousands of crystals in the vast chandelier hung from the ceiling, the wind skims human groupings and suspends such and such a discussion, dislodges fetid words reeking of alcohol and meat, assuming the guise of ugly butterflies ferried by the breeze, buoyed up a moment in the weighty air before dropping down next to her.

         Céline.

         Is she at peace or death’s door? Hundreds of vain little insect cadavers encircle her but do not distress her, in no way do they trouble her half-closed eyelids, ashen to the brows. Céline is half asleep on a vacant couch, dazed by the cigarette smoke stinging her eyes in consort with the music and laughter, while a nasty hammering pummels her temples where fine hairs curl over the arms of her glasses. Her hand clutches the sofa, there is an upsurge of panic, and her eyes 13spring open: she breathes as if surfacing after a long dive, looks about her, I hope no one has seen me. I have a place to sleep, I must leave, if they saw me napping what would they say she asks herself, extracting from her dress a thin silver case, she, too, smokes, fires up a cigarette to distance herself a little from the present moment, from the succession of sentiments that unspool from a predictable reel, to blunt this headache a mite, this fatigue, she takes a pull on her Du Maurier, fills her lungs while grazing with her finger her left temple, which is drumming wildly. She massages her aching temple and smokes some more, the smell of her fingers as they pinch the cigarette nauseates her, her perfume, Poivre by Caron, only a few drops of which she applies to her wrists, her arms, her shoulders, she likes it when her body gives off this singular scent that foretells her entrance a few moments before she can be seen, an old-fashioned perfume, outmoded, it stands out from all others, but it’s faded now, gone stale, corrupted by odours of food and soap. The meal consisted of innumerable delicate little morsels passed around on large glass platters that oblige you to eat with your fingers—Céline hates that, a man she didn’t know who took part in the conversation has spent the night sucking them, his fingers, she avoided looking him in the eyes so much did that sicken her—between each course she slipped off to the bathroom to wash her hands, she takes another puff, the taste of tobacco nips at her palate, she passes her fingers under her nose, they still smell of bluefin tuna, roasted bison, tempura, vinegar, even the tart tang of the blue polish applied this afternoon to her broken nails is gone from her delicate hands, vanished is the odour of clove and sandalwood, her favourite, her hands reek now of food and detergent. A gust of wind strikes her face, strips a few locks from her hairstyle, 14she tucks them back with her end-of-evening hairpins, she was praised several times during the reception for her white hair, natural, her new cut, in good taste, classic but fashionable, with its squared-off fringe, elsewhere long and straight, “It’s all thanks to Michel, I’m hopeless, but I have the very best hairdresser!” she’d replied, laughing, correcting the line of her hair, discussions can be so banal on a night like this, everyone has at least one master’s degree, they’ve all seen the four corners of the world, the guest list consists of artists, politicians male and female, prominent business leaders who give two-page interviews to the most serious newspapers on the planet, and there they are together talking about hair, the nice weather, the latest Cirque du Soleil show, the strength of numbers coarsening everything as usual, when an extra guest attaches himself to a small group he invariably cheapens the conversation, and so they are all reduced to the nothingness from which they have sprung, then you serve yourself another glass of champagne, you prepare a line of cocaine, the substances do their work, Céline likes to be disoriented by drugs and alcohol, rendered helpless to follow the vapid views on international politics put forth by some gentleman avid for attention, and that pleases her, yes. At this hour the hairspray is no longer holding its own, Céline’s thin tresses have lost their volume, perturbed by the curious indoor Sahel that has pursued her all night long, wafting towards her face its chill and odourless exhalation, a dry and constant wind, she’s laid herself down on the long sofa poised on a platform, slightly raised, beyond the swimming pool at the end of the large open room where the celebration she is glumly dissecting is taking place, when she sees a former associate emerge from the crowd and make his way towards her as she buries her eyes 15in her glass. He turns away, she swallows her last mouthful of wine. A server, holding out to her a large crystal goblet, says: “It’s an excellent Pinot from Bordeaux, madame, a rare wine,” “unobtainable,” adds the little man who sucks his fingers, a good vintage, a good year, she sniffs it and detects rough tannins, too rough in fact for a Pinot Noir, why this sugar, this cocoa, these tannins, the lack of balance, people will swallow anything as long as it’s served up in crystal, alcohol has no more effect on her now in any case, she pulls harder on the cigarette dangling from her trembling fingers, leaving a touch of lipstick on the slim white cylinder.

         Not far off the large groups of guests are breaking up, some have removed their shoes and are dipping their feet into the water, still drawn to banal discussions like insects to a light bulb, the exchanges of looks and the bad jokes are nurturing the steady progress of these urbane flirtations, some people are migrating, while casting hasty glances at their phones, towards the kitchen and its elongated island, to pick up a flute of champagne, four are absorbed in the contemplation of a tasteful sculpture positioned near the swimming pool, The Bath, as Dina affectionately calls it to assume a little ownership of this apartment where she almost never spends her time, passing most of it between Dubai and Hong Kong while overseeing her husband’s social life, managing dinner invitations, receptions, and the household employees; it’s Cai, however, who organized tonight’s festivities. Dina was an important businesswoman before embracing whole hog the domestic life still reserved for rich women, surviving as a sorry anachronism, it breaks Céline’s heart that she refused the success that awaited her, Dina being one of those women who could have made a mark in her field, and Céline, thinking 16about it, is rather appalled; on the cusp of her forties her friend sold her globally recognized software business—doubtless one of the first founded by a woman—to go and live in Hong Kong. Five or six years ago it was acquired at great expense by Apple or Google or Amazon, Céline forgets which, but she remembers that Dina, to justify her bad decision, had confessed to being overwhelmed by the ever-changing technologies, at the time of the sale certain that her expertise was doomed to expire, that she had to go back to school to comprehend what was now at stake in a future that no longer belonged to her, the technological world is unlike that of the arts or fashion, and Dina had resisted Céline’s awkward linking of the two, in our world everything goes fast and nothing ever comes back, that’s the way it is. You, Céline, you chose your field well. Except that the future proved her wrong and Céline right. They were estranged for almost a year after a fit of fury on the part of Céline, she had given her friend an earful, designed—it’s clear to her now and she regrets it, is ashamed of her violent reaction—to make her suffer, subverting her convictions with words as cutting and cruel as razors, Céline accused Cai of every possible wrong and portrayed Dina as a woman who was submissive and manipulated, she called into question decisions that were after all carefully thought out, one of the best minds of her generation destroyed like so many others by love and submission, yes, submission, to a man. Does not The Bath confirm all that? A simple designation to smother Dina’s sense that she’s living in the most impersonal of hotels …

         What works so well in the incorporation of this pool into a vast room with its ornate ceilings, what pleases Céline in the daring presence of this body of water, what succeeds in 17the design of this part of the apartment, and of the pool in particular, is that nothing seems to have been devised to engage the swimming pool’s presence, to render it more organic, more natural, to make its atypical existence cohere with the rest of the décor in the midst of a salon as spacious as a cathedral—and like a cathedral, endowed with a tribune; Céline must climb to this mezzanine before leaving. Nothing around her blends in with this large rectangular prism of water that disrupts the monochrome mosaic, which cedes its place, a bit farther on, to wide hardwood boards covered with thick carpets, doubtless brought back from Dubai. The surroundings lend the calm, luminous water of The Bath, in which there seem to float precious red, white, and blue stones, an aura that’s almost troubling: the water could bloat the surroundings with its aggravated humidity, the chlorine could eat into walls, into woodwork, with its toxic chemistry. Water, she thinks, is the only substance that can still ravage the most sublime constructions, while fire, that ultimate force of nature embodied in flames, which for eons wiped out entire societies, has largely been brought under control, at least in cities. Those were the sorts of exchanges she would have liked to have had tonight; as no one is there to respond, she mumbles her tirade under her breath while lighting another cigarette. Less than a century ago entire cities were still being vaporized by violent infernos that consumed all, cottages and castles, forests and manors, those fires killed millions of people, martyred them in blazes that razed entire lands, but had not today’s cities succeeded in curbing the destructive impact of fire? That is the very foundation of modern cities, entirely redesigned in order to neutralize the spreading and feeding of fires, now only water can contort, bloat, rot away our fireproof materials without 18leaving a trace, without terrifying citizens with a huge cloud of black smoke, we cannot easily put a stop to the dreaded progress of a seepage; there is enough water in The Bath to cause serious damage to this sumptuous apartment if anything were to happen. Céline starts to calculate the hundreds of thousands of dollars even a small overflow would cost, casting her eyes over the salon, I hope that Dina is well insured, does her friend know that the vapour, this chlorinated humidity, is nibbling away at the concrete of all the province’s educational institutions, of all the public swimming pools? Here nothing is humid and the air does not smell of chlorine, it’s dry, terribly dry, Céline coughs, it’s the cigarette smoke borne on the current of air that continues to caress her face and dehydrate her breathing, a breeze even more unsettling than the prospect of disaster. Where is this wind coming from? From an open window perhaps, on the sixty-third floor you would feel the air streaming into the skyscraper.

         Phyllis has not come, with Phyllis there she could have had this kind of conversation and together gently mocked the other guests, but they hardly see each other anymore, her friend is elderly now, in any case you can’t go to all the parties, they had formed such a great trio along with Dina, three prominent women in the Montreal business community, Céline has not yet been able to talk to Dina since her arrival, from a distance she observes her friend who seems to have been taken by storm as always happens at events organized in your honour, her laughter and her rejoinders are a performance, Dina is on display, she is trying to welcome everyone, to award each and all, even those whom she would doubtless have preferred not to be there for her birthday, with a greeting, a few words, enough attention for them to feel warmly received, Céline 19knows well that she will not get a moment with Dina before the night ends, they saw each other yesterday and will do so again in the coming days when Dina and Cai will spend some time at her house in the Eastern Townships, for now Dina has to play her role as the centre of attention, to keep moving through the crowd, to share herself out in countless little nibbles she strews in the path of guests vying to talk with her, to embrace her, to receive the morsel they think they deserve, fearing they will be thought impolite, disrespectful, if they leave without having had their little conversation with the woman of the hour. Céline has found herself alone since the departure of Christiane, with whom she spent the entire first part of the evening drinking red wine and talking seriously, sitting side by side on that couch a little out of the way, in a private bubble that no one was invited to enter, not even the famous actor who hovered nearby, hoping to join their discussion, no, it was just Céline and Christiane, that woman is full of life, as usual she was dressed all in black and wore, despite the room being dark, sunglasses, what did she have to hide, Céline wondered, immediately assuming that Christiane was undergoing plastic surgery, there’s nothing shameful in that, but sometimes people don’t look the same in the days following a procedure; or perhaps Christiane is just sensitive to light, that would be ironic for this woman from the world of television, or perhaps, too, it’s an eccentricity like that of Anna Wintour, she had not put the question to Christiane, who clearly wanted to protect herself from something with those glasses, as she did with her flood of questions, she has never completely abandoned the role of interviewer that served her so well during her career, she wanted to know everything about the Webuy Complex, how was she reacting to the little 20controversy of recent days, but Christiane had discreetly changed the subject on sensing Céline’s discomfort, and moved on to her film shoots and other projects in the works. They had not seen each other since Céline had resigned from the Musée des Beaux-Arts board at the end of the 1990s, Christiane had had her on her show three or four times, Céline had always maintained a professional distance from the host, whom she didn’t trust entirely, you never know what media people are going to come out with when they invite you live into their studios, into their territory, Christiane has a capricious persona, something lacking today, Céline thinks, on the Quebec broadcasting scene, so intellectually impoverished, Christiane could without warning target the personal territory of her guests’ private lives and that, whether you liked it or not, made for some excellent television. Although Céline was wary of the interviewer during her on-air appearances, she’d found Christiane to be an ally in her role on the gallery board, they had not served together for very long, but they soon saw that they shared the same interests and the same concerns, and Céline had come to appreciate this television personality who, she could say in retrospect, always kept intact an essential private side of herself, public life had not debased Christiane’s personality, they were the same in that way, Céline feels that she understands her better since she, too, now works in television, a medium that Christiane confessed she did not like.

         Being media savvy, Christiane knows how to manoeuvre, she can talk about anything, from the most frivolous subjects to the most murky, philosophy, the arts, international politics, literature, her grasp of current affairs and what’s going on around the world seems limitless, but she always skims the surface, her ship never takes on water, it’s as if the TV 21personality had imbibed just the right dose, the one enabling her to broach the most volatile subjects, the most sublime artifacts of the mind, while maintaining a distance that prevents her from being drawn in too far, the exchange is never unpleasant while you’re in her company, yes, Christiane has been blessed with a nimbleness that Céline envies, Christiane is able to go deep, to open herself to others’ views without, however, lapsing into negativity, into an affective deadening, Céline admires all that, she who too often allows herself to be swept away by strong feelings, who knows no frivolity, and who can be accosted by waves of anxiety forcing her to leave a gathering if people are talking about the mistreatment of animals, or the hatred for a public figure dear to her, or the death of a child, a sensitivity camouflaged by a cool exterior that has earned her the reputation of being a heartless woman, an outrageous reputation that has always maddened her—and wounded her. The problem is that this can arise in an ordinary conversation, as if Céline is constantly risking her entire existence and accepting no psychic protection; it can happen that she is tormented for days by an exchange surrounding an assassination, an assault, as if that homicidal madness were familiar to her and she could glimpse the road—sometimes a rutted path winding its way through a dense wood inhabited by nocturnal creatures, at other times the royal road of a brand new motorway equipped with passing lanes—leading one individual to wish for the death of another, to welcome the fantasy of destruction and then its acting out, this thought has reopened within her an abyss on the brink of which she has stood many times, drawn to its hidden depths, the discussion with Christiane concerning a sinister news story, a horrible parricide, was for a moment like a small flashlight that had 22been handed to Céline to cast light on the black hole of this featureless chasm, a weak light however, swallowed up by the void, the promise of enlightenment offered by the little lamp proving laughable in the face of this abyss, too deep and too dark, a great fathomless fissure, but with all the surroundings nevertheless familiar, it seemed to Céline that this chasm was to be found not far from the neighbourhood where she grew up, in Roxboro, that people nearby talked about it and the children who played in the little wood at the end of the street often came upon this hole that might engulf them, a hole that the new neighbourhoods had managed to fill in, while the undeclared truths concerning our selves are alive in the depths of those openings that real estate developments and Christiane’s easeful oratory hasten to cover over with soil and sand. Céline has learned a few lessons from her imperfect contemplation of this abyss, but, restrained by anxiety and distracted by the cigarette, the drink, the little treats being passed around, she has forced back with a draught of wine those vague ideas that, if you follow all their avenues without the aid of a guardrail, and if you free up their potential and allow their deeply disturbing freight, so disruptive to the social order, to fully manifest itself, would be enough to throw anyone into disarray.

         Her cigarette smoked down to the filter, wine drunk to the lees, she stubs out her butt in the bottom of the glass and rises, walks towards the kitchen. Many hours have gone by since the first toast in Dina’s honour for her sixtieth birthday, many people have left, have waved to her before jumping into the elevator, departing for the car awaiting them in the basement garage; there only seems to be a hard core of partiers around the island, an imposing length of white marble tracing a fine 23line between kitchen and salon, curving as far as the dining room, men and women capitalizing on the private nature of the event to let themselves go a little, they rarely have that opportunity during their business dinners, they get bored during their board meetings and production meetings, Céline makes her way into the eye of the storm. The clothes Dina’s friends are wearing present a forest of splendid cuts, Céline strolls through as in a museum, trying to identify the styles and the labels, some Quebec creations, some bland, predictable, all-purpose outfits, ready-to-wears that can, it’s true, bail you out, less fashion than an arrangement of cloth evoking an idea of fashion in its most garish manifestation, the “haute couture” of ruffles and vulgar motifs, Céline knows people (and clothing) well enough to be aware that the women who wear those rags are truly desperate, that the men would do anything to have their style seen as daring or original, the atrocious frames of their glasses are proof of this, they’re guilty of a serious lack of imagination. Other guests are wearing outfits that merit being described, Céline recognizes a few famous houses whose brands reflect a prestige and an opulence that are a bit facile, conservative choices, but have the advantage of not being hideous, Saint Laurent, a few Paul Smith suits, a lovely pair of Alexander McQueen pants that she has already restrained herself from buying in Paris, the man wearing Giorgio Armani is unsurprisingly of an unspeakable vulgarity; Céline does not like that house. What is Pierre-Moïse wearing, she’ll have to remember to ask him, perhaps some Haider Ackermann, no, it looks more like Comme des Garçons, a designer they adore; Pierre-Moïse is very beautiful, but he was not easy from a sartorial point of view when Céline hired him a long time ago, a sublime young graduate with braided hair (he’s still a 24very good-looking man with a closely shaved skull, at forty-six he seems ten years younger), he dressed badly, so badly that Céline had to talk to him about it, two or three times she invited him out to eat and then to shop all afternoon, teaching him the fundamentals of men’s fashion: a well-tailored shirt, a well-fitting suit, colours, how you can put all that together, all those things that no one tells us about; in time Pierre-Moïse became interested in clothing and developed his own style. Céline still admires the fact that he has freed himself from the black business suit and white shirt that hold men prisoner, this social convention does great harm to fashion. Pierre-Moïse is wearing a beaded dark-blue hoodie over cotton trousers, carrot fit with a crease, and shiny military boots. Hers is an old Marie Saint-Pierre outfit that has not aged a bit, a black dress, long, made to measure, fitted and adjusted by Marie herself on Céline’s body, back when Marie had just moved into her location on Rue de la Montagne and was creating a sensation in Paris, a black dress with wide squared-off sleeves, and a white boiled wool coat adorned with large buttons from Stella McCartney’s fall collection, a coat that she had, on entering the apartment, handed over to the young girl in charge of the cloak room, thanking her effusively.

         Pierre-Moïse is slightly off to the side, Céline hasn’t talked to him for a bit, she glides up next to him, they exchange a conspiratorial look, this afternoon they’d been on the phone again, Céline was terrified at the thought of showing up at this birthday soirée, they’d be meeting many people from the worlds of politics and business, would perhaps revive old enmities, rivalries with troubled origins, exposing herself in the current context seemed risky to her, dangerous, she didn’t want to play the role of public enemy, of the reject whom 25everyone avoids as if she had bad breath, her colleague had been experiencing precisely the same fears since this morning, Céline felt less alone after they had spoken, planning her responses to any possible disparaging words, defusing the subject with humour then moving on to other things, it was out of the question for Céline tonight to undertake a great debate over Montreal urbanism with the first passerby, their major development has divided opinion, especially during the public consultations, but Céline has a right to her privacy, a moment of respite during her best friend’s party. “So far, I’ve received eleven congratulations and no criticisms,” Pierre-Moïse whispers in her ear. Céline smiles. They had been panicking for nothing.

         Even Christiane has congratulated her on this ambitious project that is making Montrealers proud, though some hostile individuals are being vocal in their opposition, that’s their right, but this nascent dream is charming most of those present at the party, which reassures Céline, who has been trying since her arrival to think of something else, capitalizing on the evening to be cheerful and to put work out of her mind, tomorrow at five in the morning she will be up and about like every other day, she’ll check the markets, then the Google alerts to see if her name’s in the media. Thinking about that morning plan, she’s resisting the temptation to question the young PR woman who is with her tonight to ask if there’s anything new, Pauline is seated in the hallway, she’s following the news and will alert her at once if there’s anything that requires attention, other individuals will perhaps be speaking out to support or criticize the project, the reactions of provincial and federal ministers are still pending. Over time Céline and Pierre-Moïse have developed a secret language, she had just sent him from 26across the room a little signal to tell him “nothing new, all is well,” which he deciphered immediately, Céline is moved when she pictures to herself the twenty years of work they have shared: Pierre-Moïse has had a dazzling career at the core of the business since his arrival at the Montreal headquarters, he became Céline’s assistant before being made an associate, then vice-president, Céline, since his hiring, presenting him with difficult challenges, a school in the south of Texas, we often underestimate the role of climate in architecture, it’s not simple when you come from a northern city like Montreal to adapt your way of thinking to a different environment, one almost like a desert, the heat dry and suffocating, the sun too strong, the young architect visited the site several times, he had never been drawn to Texas and knew nothing of this southern state, the research documents his team had prepared for him were impeccable, they would later serve as guidelines for other projects in similar climates, Céline was famously demanding, she was said to be hard to impress, and the young man had the uncomfortable feeling that he was putting his career on the line. Céline was moved by the John Taylor High School, by the munificence of an aesthetic that responded perfectly to the almost prison-like demands of the clients while projecting an authentic feeling of freedom, employing a play of shadow and light, an openwork roof comprising several latticed layers of differently sized aluminium polygons, tempering the heat in certain common spaces while allowing the sun’s rays to infiltrate, projecting a melancholy wash of luminous fragments varying in form and hue depending on the time of day, the building won the Royal Architectural Institute of Canada prize that year in the newcomer category, and was featured in a special issue of Metropolis devoted to “New School Design.” 27Thinking back on it now, Pierre-Moïse can appreciate this first big project, its gracelessness and imperfections embarrassed him for a long time, his thirty-year-old’s passion, his audacious energy, so virginal, now touches him, if he could he would now infuse himself with a little of this naïveté dissolving it in his glass of wine, he would kiss the young man on his brow while offering him advice, frank and authentic axioms replete with words such as “confidence,” “judgments,” and “doubts,” which the young man would not heed, despising being told what to do, and finding it all meaningless, given how he saw things. This young man adored Japanese architects, stammered when stressed, and every year subscribed to all his city’s theatres, Pierre-Moïse halfway recognized himself in this portrait, his timidity was vast when he was thirty, he never said a word too many and had learned to choke back his anger as well as his impulse to laugh. Some colleagues even told him that they wrongly saw his reserve as being judgmental. Pierre-Moïse, just by his presence at meetings, was mocking the excuses people came up with to defend their laziness and poor ideas: later, they wondered what he might be thinking when they became mired in vapid explanations, undermined by his attentive silence. As a child, he’d found that he could express the suffering to which he never gave a name through the shapes he drew. He had been charmed by Céline’s mysteriousness, had felt even before knowing her that they had things in common of which he was still unaware.

         He invited her one night (on impulse, he had an extra ticket) to a performance of L’Éden Cinéma at Usine C, Céline’s chauffeur drove them there, they arrived just as the show was starting, took their seats in the darkness, tripping over purses. Afterwards, Céline treated them to a bottle of Sancerre. She 28was relieved to learn that her young employee was involved with a boy, that the invitation had no seductive intent; after twenty years of marriage with another architect, she had sworn never again to mix love with work. Céline should have sensed the sexual orientation of her leading man, she had always felt a kind of natural, magnetic complicity with the many homosexuals in her circle. But she wouldn’t have thought … he didn’t appear to be … in any case. Pierre-Moïse discreetly pointed out the foolishness of what she was saying. Céline laughed along with him, made fun of herself, but felt guilty for a week. They ordered more wine. What could he possibly see in me? He must have much more interesting friends. At his age, she haunted the bars! He would doubtless spend time with her until he got what he wanted, and then would discard her like an old shoe. Pierre-Moïse confessed to having a solitary bent, he went out on Thursdays, was interested in films and electronic music, jogged and cut his own firewood at his chalet in the Laurentians; he wasn’t as close to his family as he would have liked, no, his brothers and sisters had a host of babies that made their get-togethers very noisy, cacophonous even, and his parents were interested only in the children. But he was very close to his youngest sister, Marielle. On their third outing, Céline was delighted to learn that Pierre-Moïse’s father had been her surgeon, he had operated on her knee, she adored that doctor, they must have a meal together, the three of them, it was not surprising that she hadn’t made the connection, their family name was as common in Haiti as Tremblay in Quebec. Céline often heard Pierre-Moïse’s father talking on the radio, addressing all sorts of subjects, his son described him as an old-fashioned intellectual, a romantic humanist, a critic of current medicine, his circle of friends included more poets, 29historians, and novelists than scientists, he had even published a few poems in the journal Dérives. His parents had settled in Montreal at the beginning of the 1960s, they had fled the violence of Duvalier while his mother was pregnant with his older brother; his uncle had been a high-ranking civil servant close to the powers that be until he was discharged, then accused of treason in a completely arbitrary manner, and they all went into exile on short notice. What did his mother do? She had never worked; Céline replied that raising five children was a full-time job. The theatre outings became a pretext, then a tradition, they went to fundraising evenings when Céline found herself in Montreal, they had themselves invited to dress rehearsals and previews, they became fervent followers of one theatre director, missing none of her productions, totally loyal to her stagings of Koltès, of Müller, of Norén, all playwrights they adored. This visionary artist was the equal, easily, of the most prestigious theatre directors whose work Céline saw when she was in Europe or New York, and she promised her young employee that one day they would go together to the Schaubühne or the Stadsschouwburg. During one conversation, Pierre-Moïse spoke of their “friendship,” and Céline blushed.

         Pierre-Moïse murmurs an “I’ll be back,” and disappears into the kitchen. Céline once more finds herself alone. Dina is sitting at a table at the rear, she would like to circle the crowd to join her, but her friend is whispering into the ear of a woman she doesn’t know as if she doesn’t want to be overheard and Céline is reluctant to disturb them. Not far off, at the core of a group milling about in the kitchen, Cai is immersed in a debate with some ex-premier involved in a libel suit against the Quebec government, which is investigating 30him on corruption charges, while other men and women are listening in on their noisy exchange. Cai is a distinguished and cultivated gentleman, unlike the politician with whom he is talking, his intelligence and sensitivity are impressive, and by making an effort Céline understands, in a way, how Dina could have fallen in love with him, she remembers how he reeled off at length all the layers of meaning in a monumental Ai Weiwei sculpture exhibited in Los Angeles, patiently pointing out how the baroque work’s every dimension speaks to a Western mentality while at the same time channeling a symbolic network rooted in traditional Chinese culture, a dual discourse that could only have been intended for the educated leaders of a country that had so often condemned the great artist, the intelligence of Ai Weiwei but also that of Cai, whose range was that day revealed to Céline and amazed her, except that Cai clearly, after all this time, ought to have learned French, he’s been with Dina for at least thirty years and he still can’t have a real conversation in his own wife’s language, it’s deplorable, such a lack of respect coming from this man who speaks such beautiful English, better than most Americans, who gets along in four or five other languages, but not yet in French, that sort of thing exasperates Céline. Her quiet arrival in the kitchen provokes a small stir, a few murmurs, some over-the-shoulder glances, it had not yet been noticed by some that she was at the party, and a kind of crackling, subtle at first, is felt in the air, inducing a lingering, cool tremor, Céline circles the clutch of guests, Gabriela at once senses the slight shift in mood, as if the sky had begun to gild the day’s last hours, the light roseate now with a hint of blood, while the eyes of the people with whom she has been talking turn instinctively towards Céline, scrutinizing her while still maintaining appearances, 31you cannot after all seem to be staring at her or lending her too much importance. Céline enters the kitchen, creating a mild commotion in the chimerical lace through which she wends her way, the air itself seems to shift when she passes near, borne along by this curious wind, the wind that’s been wafting since the party’s very inception and that will likely die down as it ends, Céline’s progress, with no clear destination, her icy smile that reacts not at all to what is going on around her, to the conversations she is disrupting or the gazes she is attracting, there is something captivating about it all, almost supernatural, as if she were rising from the ashes with every step, it’s often been said that she has a presence, a magnetism that calls to mind that of the great British actresses, it’s enough to glimpse her at a cocktail party or in a TV studio dressing room to have the clear impression that this woman transcends the human envelope in which the gods have enclosed her, one knows instantly, seeing her for the first time in the flesh, that she is of the calibre of one of those superior beings, and that it is to them that she will return when the time comes, if indeed it does. “Look who’s here,” those who are seeing her for the first time go silent and enter into an alcohol-soaked trance—Céline, finally I’m meeting her, that’s her, the short slender lady in the black dress with the impeccable white hair, the low cheek bones, and the sad eyes, she’s just appeared at the end of the counter, you know her right away even if you’re seeing her for the first time, some take a chance and tentatively wave her way while lowering their eyes, how not to seem absurd, she must find my hesitancy pathetic, my lack of confidence even in greeting her with my head held high and an assured smile, I wonder what she thinks of us, of our work, of our business—does she even know who I am? Until 32Céline approaches. Until we raise our eyes, until she grips us by the shoulder with one hand and stretches her neck out to kiss us. We interest her. Soon we find it absurd to have imagined that she was a sort of cold and calculating robot, she’s asking us questions and looking us in the eyes, she’s genuinely moved by the baby pictures we’re showing her on our phone, she’s making crude jokes about men who think they’re untouchable and who are talking loudly just a few feet away; soon you’re telling her about your projects, your desires, your joys and your pains, everyone is boasting about having Céline as a confidante, is citing the advice she doles out, sound and disarming, at times a bit hurtful, proffered to her closest companions, she has a special way of entering our minds, of reading us, you’ve already been told this, and you, too, feel it. Someone comes near and taps her on the shoulder to tell her something, she moves away and you realize with shame that she has not talked even once about herself, that you asked her no questions, a rush of guilt assails you when you think of the egotism you charged her with but that originated with you. Her white hair is piled into a bun into which she seems to have blindly planted a few pins that are showing, while two wooden beads are suspended from her ears. A twenty-year-old female entrepreneur trembles when Céline sweeps the room with her eyes; a well-known actor whom you can see on television, who every year plays important roles in the city’s most popular theatres, starts to weep with rage and humiliation when he sends her his most beguiling smile and Céline turns away; everyone hates her, fears her and hates her, but all would tear their heart out with their bare hands to offer it as a sacrifice, to place it on an altar in her honour, she is so much more than this face, this body, these bones, it is our own lives’ meaning 33made flesh, if we had to choose between Céline and life we would choose Céline, letting our lives run aground on the despair and pain that are their most constant hallmarks, their most arresting attributes, and the only ones that will appear to us at the hour of our death, souls with no value, victims of the cruellest tragedy, that of existing once only; Céline is one of the eternals, one of those to whom monuments, chapels, and religions are dedicated, it happens that she is taken for superhuman and this is not entirely untrue, many do not know what she has done to arrive exactly where she is, they are aware of some of her renowned accomplishments—the New York and Tokyo skyscrapers, her luxury apartments in Montreal and elsewhere, the show she hosts on Netflix—but her legend transcends any banal factual record. We feverishly probe the scope of our ignorance, vast as a temple in which each of her unimaginable accomplishments only calls for a bright enough light to display itself in all its fierceness and all its beauty. Later, we will speak badly of her behind her back to free ourselves from the fascination that has taken hold of us. Meanwhile, a few key concepts are firing off inside our heads: Céline the doyenne, Céline the pioneer, Céline the all-powerful, Céline who makes and unmakes careers. And to think that she grew up right here, in Montreal. One of the most influential women in the world … To that, someone responds that this world is one she herself has created.

         Bit by bit, joy returns. Céline murmurs “good evening.” She’d paused at the kitchen door, facing thirty heads turned her way, and mouthed her greeting to dispel the uneasiness, the hint of a smile at the corners of her lips where the guests are suspended, ready to obey whatever command might materialize there, they would do anything for her to love them even 34a little, for her even to take notice of them. Her voice is heard once more, breaks the silence with the solicitude and patience of a nurse lancing an abscess, this voice that doesn’t lift even a little to order another glass, red wine, that’s what she would like, not champagne, not scotch, just red wine: “Where is the red wine?” she asks, “Où est le rouge?” in her ersatz French accent, pursing her lips over the “où” before going silent and displaying her white teeth and measured smile, someone leaps for the nearest bottle. “Will this do?” She acquiesces ceremoniously, then raises her glass with its three mouthfuls of ruby wine, all aglow, and declares, as a tiny postscript to the night’s proceedings: “To Dina!” Wry, she looks towards her friend out of the corner of her eye, knowing that she is interrupting her, cutting short her conversation, yes it’s her, Dina, who is the object of Céline’s smile, they are, it’s said, good friends, so how does one become the friend of a woman like Céline, what do you do to interest her, to keep her in your entourage, how to have yourself loved by a queen, a goddess, she seems more inaccessible than paradise itself for the guests who know in advance that they are destined for the underworld, most of the rich believe that it’s cramped little wooden chairs that await them in the torture palace and nothing indicates that they are wrong, that’s why they make merry when they’re with their kind, why they have wide divans and well-stuffed armchairs, because an insatiable guilt is doggedly gnawing away at their bodies, the wealthy will try anything to obscure the anguish to come, rearing its head on the perimeter of their thoughts whenever their relentless discipline fails them. Meanwhile the party is back on the rails, “to Dina!” they all chant, raising their glasses. Céline brings hers to her lips and presumably empties the liquid into her 35mouth, not leaving a drop, seeing her do so a woman bursts out laughing. Céline looks her in the eye and cries “Wine!” raising her glass. That’s all it takes for joy to erupt, Céline’s airy madness pops into people’s brains a carefree seed that soothes nerves and numbs modesty: Céline is enjoying herself, who are we to begrudge her this happiness. Since she’s been working for Céline, Gabriela has accustomed herself to the impact her superior has in public places, in a restaurant, at a party, or a press conference, even in her own offices, where she always comes in through the main door when she could easily take the one on the side that leads to the fire escape, the ground-floor employees never fail to be galvanized by her entrance, they pretend not to have seen her so as not to make themselves look ridiculous in front of their colleagues; they talk more speedily, make theatrical gestures, mime what they take to be a serious, workmanlike expression tinged with a hint of exuberance that might suggest a sort of genius; if by chance they must get up to have a coffee or go for a smoke and pass her on the staircase, they allow themselves to look her right in the eye and smile, perhaps permitting themselves a small “bonjour” in tribute to a meeting they attended together, a working group wherein she had approved of one of their ideas, had plumped for a particular colour design emanating from an unexpected source. This admiration, which once overawed Gabriela, has been blunted by time and proximity; for three years they’ve been working on a project for which Gabriela has had the responsibility—onerous, draining, but stimulating—of making sure it conforms to the building code. All through her architectural studies, Gabriela, like everyone else, was captivated by this Montreal creator’s firm, that was more than ten years ago, Céline was not yet as celebrated as 36she is today although she already enjoyed a growing reputation everywhere in the international architectural community, this did not go unnoticed in Montreal as the knowledge infiltrated the concrete walls of every university department to fire the hopeful imaginations of all the young students. What is less well remembered today is that for some time Céline was not familiar to the general public, but that was long before her father texted Gabriela in French during the television show Tout le monde en parle to ask her if she knew the architect who had the same name as the singer. The show had finally invited Céline on in 2011, once she had secured, one after the other, in a year marked by thirty or so major projects, three of her career’s most noteworthy contracts, leading to three legendary buildings, the famous Decco Tower in New York, the media centre for the London Olympics, and the Abu Dhabi Guggenheim Museum that had just opened its doors. Yes Papa I know her, that’s where I worked last summer, if you meet her one day promise never to mention the singer [image: ], and Gabriela’s parents, who had no interest whatsoever in architecture, were for once impressed by their daughter’s ethereal studies, which had resulted in her meeting a woman they’d seen on TV. Gabriela’s mother would certainly make mention of her daughter’s privileged associations on joining her officemates the following morning.

         Her conversation with Pierre-Moïse, a radio host, a young actor, and a former federal minister is winding down, Céline’s brief appearance has distracted everyone, they are filling the void with “ah yes,” with “hum,” to make it seem that they are still listening, but Gabriela is in fact talking to herself. The day she was interviewed at Ateliers C/W, Gabriela was still under the spell of this bewitchment, she would perhaps have 37a chance to work, if everything went well, for one of the most prestigious architects in the world, she was paralyzed with fear before the interview and tried to release her bicycle lock without dirtying her hands, she was not herself and her movements seemed rehearsed, calculated, she felt as if everything she did was being monitored by Céline’s gaze, which she imagined to be uncompromising and unforgiving, Gabriela was wearing a white blouse that it would have been out of the question to sully before the interview, she blamed herself for not having applied more Jig-A-Loo, she was stressed out and she’s hard on herself when she’s stressed, she cursed the lock but finally attached her fixie to one of the free racks on the sidewalk, practical supports designed by the firm, which you could find all over town, and that were a perfect instance of what Céline’s team did best in urban design: a striking simplicity, a lightweight classicism, and a discretion that did not clutter your field of vision, a simple half-circle raised up by a rectangle, a black metal bike support that evoked a Greek letter, one that could easily anchor two bicycles without their touching one another. At least it wasn’t too hot on this June day. But Gabriela would still be paying a visit to the ground-floor toilets before going up one level for the interview. She knew the building well. Ateliers C/W occupied the site of a former Petite-Patrie coat manufacturer, whose exterior had been renewed with due regard for the hundred-year-old building’s original aspect, incorporating burnt umber American bricks, you can still make out the name of the building’s first owners on the east facade, LA CIE. C. H. CATELLI ILLIMITÉ, just like the pasta, yes, bought by Samuel Shiff in 1948. The imposing structure, four floors high, had altered its function in switching from the manufacture of noodles to that of clothing 38for SHIFF AND COMPANY INCORPORATED, the new factory’s name was superimposed over Monsieur Catelli’s white lettering, producing the palimpsest that Céline wanted to conserve, discreet bands of faded letters melting one into the other. Like most design and architectural students in the city, Gabriela had visited Ateliers C/W during her first year at university. The employee responsible for the school groups had provided the same guided tour that was offered to all the other cohorts, the same tour she would give the following year, she had no idea at the time that she herself would soon have to learn by heart that playful and absorbing text, run through with “did you know thats” and fun facts that the tall blond fellow with dark eyes and a perfect smile reeled off to them, he was the one who would explain to Gabriela, once summer came, all the stages for a visit to 305 Rue de Bellechasse: a warm welcome, then a short introduction (outside if the weather was fine) that sketched out a brief history of the neighbourhood, its urbanization after the construction, at the end of the nineteenth century, of a tramway linking Montreal to Ahuntsic, leading to the progressive industrialization of the sectors north of the former Mile-End station where waves of Italian immigrants had settled near the present Jean-Talon Market. Then Gabriela, like the handsome fair-haired boy before her—over the summer she’d learned his first name, Philippe, and many other things about him—would try to pass on the high points of the building’s history, built in 1900 by Catelli to house his factory and resold to Samuel Shiff, this of no interest whatsoever to the high school students who were bored to death and let her know it. Monsieur Shiff (“Shiff or ‘fif,’ madame?” one boy jested, to a burst of laughter from his friends) transformed the huge Macaroni Complex (it was 39Gabriela, this time, trying to make a joke, but it fell flat) into a factory. Did you know that the coats made by Sh— … this time she stopped herself, didn’t dare repeat the word that had those big oafs rolling on the floor, did you know that the coats they sewed were designed and manufactured entirely in Montreal, in the building you see before you? They were very well-known clothes, popular everywhere in Canada and even in the United States until the company shut down during the 1990s when globalization took over and people began shifting their operations to China or Bangladesh in order to enhance their profits. You should know that Shiff coats (“Hahahaha, fif, madame!”) were there before the very concept of local products existed. Today it’s considered very important to reduce our ecological imprint by buying more intelligently, but back in the day it was just normal to produce the things we needed close to where we lived. And they were very beautiful coats, very vintage today. You could see them in the window Gabriela always showed her listeners, telling them, in one last effort to interest them, that you could still find them in second-hand stores if you searched carefully—the eyes of a few curious girls lit up at that point. It was in 1991, long before your birth, that Céline bought 305 Bellechasse. Everyone called her Céline, her full name was almost never mentioned. Gabriela didn’t know why, even her university professor referred most often to “Céline’s influence on modern architecture,” very rarely to “such and such a building by Ateliers C/W,” did that not reflect a familiarity too often embraced when it came to women, Gabriela often wondered, as if they all remained vague acquaintances, even when they had raised themselves to the pinnacle of their profession. At the time, Céline Wachowski was already high up the ladder 40in the architectural world, she was receiving orders for buildings around the globe, and Madame Wachowski was seeking a workspace larger than the first, which was located (it was the teacher leading the group who wanted to know) in Old Montreal. Céline bought the building, then initiated ambitious renovations, executed according to plans that she herself laid out. Everything you see here today was her creation. More work was done over time, including the insulation of the walls and in 2007 the restoration of the facades (total indifference from the group, except for an accompanying father, who seemed to find that extraordinary—perhaps he worked in insulation, thought Gabriela). The 305 is celebrating its fifteenth anniversary. We’re at the heart of that place where all the famous buildings I showed you in the lobby and that you’ve seen in films and on television were conceived, planned, and designed. You can follow me; we’re going to go one floor up for the rest of the visit.

         The day she returned to 305 Bellechasse for the first time to be interviewed for a job fell long after those memorable summers when she worked as a guide for Ateliers C/W, days rich in burgeoning friendships, evenings without end, throbbing mornings after, and a love story with Philippe, the beautiful blond guide, which ended badly. (Gabriela felt she had “lived her youth” during that period, both distancing and hallowing, by referring to it in this way, a phase of her twenties that she should have known but that she felt deprived of because she had not truly experienced it, it had been imperative that she follow a certain path, a set of narrative patterns imposed by social opinion, her friends’ spicy stories, the stock of adventures they eagerly shared over a beer, eroding Gabriela’s confidence in the process without meaning to do so; she, ardently 41wishing to own, like them, memories to recount, had for a long time dreaded missing out on those precious moments, longed to have her own share of that sweet nonchalance, of the studied excesses in the expending of oneself that mark the true termination of childhood in the fulness of one’s twenties.) Nothing significant seemed to have changed in the Ateliers C/W lobby, yet everything appeared slightly off, as if someone had razed, then faithfully reconstituted the headquarters. Gabriela tried hard to detect the new element inspiring this sense of foreignness, but other than a few pieces of furniture, the pothos and the large ficus that were bushier than before, she could not put her finger on what, in the real world or in her memory, had been unmade and remade in five years, transformed sufficiently to give her the impression that she was rediscovering in a dream the improbable workplace that rose up before her like a hologram, awakening ancient, childlike feelings. The architecture of Ateliers C/W induced the same pleasure as the imaginary utopic spaces described in the fantasy novels that Gabriela used to read as a child but whose illustrations were disappointing, the visual portrayal never doing justice to the loftiness of those sublime fortresses in the trees, the cities built on mountainsides, or those ancient castles, each one capped with a terrifying tower looking down on a lost kingdom where caverns, remote bastions, secret cemeteries, and humble cottages proliferated. “Gabriela Lopez-Lachance. I have a job interview,” she announced to the receptionist, outlandishly beautiful in his late twenties, extremely polite but without any false airs, certainly gay—the heteros of his age never work as secretaries—who hastened to call upstairs and invited her to sit wherever she liked. Around her bustled a tribe that was a bit clichéd, one you would find in any architecture 42or design firm around the world, a species to which Gabriela knew she belonged: beautiful people, well dressed but not too chic, young for the most part, huddled in groups of three or four in workspaces scattered about, on long couches, around big wooden tables, or sitting on benches in the central island that included a small café. Gabriela liked that the Ateliers’ lobby was a public space, that local people could work there as in any other neighbourhood café, she herself often came to install herself here when she was doing her master’s, it’s good for a business to be open to the community, to be accessible, it’s stimulating, exotic, cool that the people of Petite-Patrie can circulate here among the architectural technicians, the interns, and the apprentices—the rest of the personnel have spaces that are even nicer (and private) on higher floors. Her own office, which offers a magnificent view to the city’s south, is at the very top, facing a mezzanine from where she can eye the emptiness separating her from the ground floor, as alive with activity as a small town being viewed from a helicopter. The high ceiling, the glass roof in the centre of the edifice frees the perspective, airs out the mind, and elevates one’s ideas. Céline had done remarkable work in designing her offices, it is perhaps one of Gabriela’s favourites among her creations, certainly less spectacular—especially from outside—than the firm’s great iconic projects, often brilliant, but sometimes very flashy, nearly all in other countries, she wouldn’t know how to explain it, but 305 Bellechasse seems to her more honest, you feel that the grandeur and the virtuosity truly serve its function: that of providing an agreeable and inspiring workspace. The first time she visited the site with her university class, her best friend from high school, Louis (who now lives in Berlin), drew her attention to the slight Jurassic Park feel 43you sensed on going in; he was right, it’s true that you had a vague impression, Gabriela thought to herself on viewing the five stories rising over her head, that you were discovering a mysterious portal deep in a lost jungle giving onto the ruins of an ancient temple whose roof would have been ravaged by time, a kind of vast interior courtyard encircled by majestic walls lined with byzantine balconies and stairways floating in the void. The building was fairly typical of Céline’s style and approach, something Gabriela often pointed out to the various groups she guided: a décor and layout that was close to baroque, more ornate than most contemporary creations, which tend to be stripped down; the reinvestment in and conservation of a site, with great sensitivity to its social and material history; a process of fastidious destruction and an aesthetic of controlled collapse, including partially broken walls, an “architecture of reduction” as the specialists would term it, borrowing this expression from the world of sculpture to describe a process striving for an unfinished aspect, deconstructed in certain respects; wide, irregularly formed balconies butting up against a shattered cement wall, as if the hall’s space had been excavated by a mechanical shovel right inside the building, ripping out great swaths of flooring; and an ecological and social preoccupation with an involvement in the neighbourhood’s daily life, plus many free events designed to teach people about architecture. It’s not impossible that Céline wanted to create, for her Ateliers, as for the Decco Tower or the San Francisco New Opera, that “eschatological feeling” characterizing her production during the 1990s and 2000s, as one of the experts in her work writes, a professor at Princeton and the author of Building the End to Come: Postmodern Spaces at the End of Times, imagining this filmic entrance, 44allowing for a quasi-panoptic view of the mezzanine workspaces, all bathed in the natural light cast down by the impressive glass roof designed by the same artisans who created the roof of the National Gallery in Ottawa, in a warm tribute to architect Moshe Safdie. Eight huge columns supporting the original structure, preserved for decorative purposes, adorn the hall. They are, as you can see, partly demolished, each at a different height, and swathed in climbing plants. “The sort of place,” Louis had said, “where you wouldn’t be surprised to see pterodactyls posing on a column, then chewing on an accountant’s head.” The image had disgusted Gabriela, who laughed to mask her unease.

         Loyal to her childhood disenchantments, Gabriela hoped to become an architect, forcing herself along the punishing path where the free and high-flying imagination encounters the concreteness of representation, the limits of materials and of human capacity. With each of her scholarly endeavours she had felt, on the wider scale now of her maturity, reality’s betrayal of the imagination as when, an adolescent, she had immersed herself in a succession of uplifting novels set in marvellous worlds. Her own world was so boring, her parents so pathetic, the other children so nasty, that from the age of ten to eighteen she had lived only for those characters she loved more than those who surrounded her, discovering, along with the sages and warriors of fabled lands, the unimaginable castles she loved to visit, eyes closed, making drawings with the high-quality coloured pencils her cousin, an illustrator, had gifted her. It was hard to set down on paper what she saw so clearly in her head, things visible not corresponding to what was in her heart. What she now retains of her adolescent reading, more than the complicated twists and turns of the plots, are the places 45through which she journeyed and that she wanted to reach as, tears in her eyes, she shut the last volume of an adored series, mourning the conclusion of an adventure that had come to its end, the heroes’ true nemesis had been a day-to-day life not unlike hers, the idiocy of school chums, the compulsory tasks, the hesitancy between French and Spanish, the discussions in which she was obliged to participate at suppertime with parents she had not chosen, who were not interested in reading, and whom she at times openly despised, insulting them before shutting herself up in her room. If Gabriela seemed strong on the day of her hiring, a confident young woman who held herself erect at the entrance to the studios, trying to attach her bicycle helmet to the strap of her vegan leather bag, if she had seemed capable of slaying all those disgusting creatures, dressed as she was in an armour of European linen made 50 percent from sustainable materials, if this assurance sometimes frightened her colleagues when for the first time a woman called into question the lazy idea they thought to be pure genius, it was because, like those engaging cutthroats who peopled her childhood imagination, Gabriela had, at the age of twenty, seized a sword to kill the young girl she had been, slipping into the bedroom of young Gaby—her glasses dirty and her hair full of knots, spending hours on her bed, devouring thick books in which she almost always found a map of imaginary lands where the story took place—putting a hand on a shoulder and planting a sword in a neck, pitiless, two solemn tears coursing down her cheeks. Gabriela can, she has many times proven it, be as cruel as the worst evil geniuses in Gaby’s novels, excising foes in one fell swoop. She shows it by assassinating her childhood fantasies, she shows it by obeying the need, according to her, to deny her hopes and dreams, and 46shows it once more in the at times sadistic demands she makes on herself, never content with small victories, never resting on her laurels, never accepting compliments, never thinking that all is won even if she has money in her pension fund, a savings account that is almost full, an income-yielding duplex that is increasing in value every year, good work experience, and a few precious friends with whom she goes to eat at Vin Mon Lapin or the Beaumont when there is good news to be shared, when Louis is in town and they have to get caught up on their respective lives. No one sees it, but Gabriela is running, she has a pace to keep up, an unknown line to cross, and many adversaries. In life it’s not normal to eliminate one’s enemies with a single stroke of the sword, to do away with those who harm us, those who stand in our path: Gabriela harbours her energy so as to destroy her self-generating obstacles, those grounded in her own behaviour, stemming from bad habits and commonplace inaction. She has imposed this purge on herself, and she tries to stay Zen in the midst of all that.

         She refuses the cheese that a young man has just tendered to their little group, she adores the aged Comté Marcel Petite, the raw milk AOP Sainte-Maure de Touraine, the burrata brought in by private plane straight from Puglia, but decides that she has eaten too much, and she is trying to cut back on dairy products; on the other hand, she will doubtless take one more glass of wine. White, please. The conversation has picked up once more, Céline’s presence is lending the air a certain effervescent nervousness, she is talking softly and her voice is being smothered by that of the former minister, who is a bit tipsy, embarking on a monologue that is boring everyone except Pierre-Moïse. He is listening with a concentration and a patience that Gabriela cannot muster. If she didn’t know 47better, she would almost think that Pierre-Moïse’s interest was authentic, but she’s certain, in the end, that he finds her tiresome. Subtle and ironic, he’ll make reference to her later between sips. Pierre-Moïse is the sort to let someone speak nonsense only out of politeness, and perhaps out of cruelty; his way of allowing people to bury themselves in their own excrement without his reaching out a hand frightens Gabriela. Pierre-Moïse is paying less attention to the CV the lady has been shamelessly reciting for the last ten minutes, her blend of pride and nonchalance lending a kind of opulence to the bland recital of her accomplishments; he doesn’t dare change the subject for fear of offending her, Gabriela could help him out and free him from this leech, but she chooses rather to distance herself while studying Pierre-Moïse’s silence as he affects a sensitive and interested demeanour; it irritates Gabriela that her colleague wants to please and hates so much to create a disturbance, it’s what slows the day-to-day decisional process on the job. What bothers her the most is that she knows she has something to learn from him, from his way of approaching the most thorny situations with finesse, how he can portray decisions he must execute as the most evident and reasonable options to employees as he’s letting them go, how he is able, by some mysterious magic, to make the individual comprehend the reasons for her firing, how he can persuade the woman who is being shown the door that this is the best decision for everyone concerned. Gabriela picks up a bottle of mineral water from a counter while scanning the room with her eyes. It’s the first time she’s seen Luc Plamondon in person, she is somewhat impressed, he’s talking with a couple his own age. She knows no one, turns back towards Pierre-Moïse now with the genuine desire to get him out of his pickle. Seeing Gabriela 48approach, the ex-minister quickly changes the subject, you must be stressed by all these public consultations? It’s the fourth time tonight that she’s been quizzed on this, she’s a bit tired of serving up the same neutral and measured answer, but the ex-minister doesn’t wait for her to open her mouth and plunges immediately into her own analysis—the criticisms are idiotic, worthy of a nursery school, I was outraged when I saw that, taking aim at one of our great entrepreneurs, and an outstanding project … In any case, if you want my opinion—and I’ve known “controversies”—she mimes quotation marks while clutching her glass, a bit of red wine sloshing onto the floor—it’s a tempest in a teapot, it’ll be over in a few weeks. When the project is approved, after the consultations, everything will go back to normal. Quebecers don’t really like this kind of nastiness, false accusations and … and … She loses her train of thought and asks again, but you, how are you experiencing this? Gabriela lets Pierre-Moïse reply, she’s not good at coming up with the convoluted formulas that help you to not say what you think.

         The party has its own alchemy and has entered its phase of dispersal, vaporization, particles are drifting apart in the wake of the final servings, an unpleasant current of air flows past the guests, a breeze that dries the eyes, people are mopping up small tears with silk handkerchiefs, Cai is trying to turn off the ventilation, pressing each button in turn on the control panel, but this bothersome flow of air does not relent, seeks us out in the salons, the dining room, on the mezzanine, in the offices and bedrooms, around the pool. The wines, the after-dinner drinks are still being served, “to stay upright on white marble wears on the knees,” declares the actor, who was operated on less than a year ago in a private clinic, he 49explains this to a busboy who doesn’t dare answer that he has been on his feet since three in the afternoon. You seek out a chair, a sofa, you sit on the ground on thick carpets, to continue your discussions and initiate new ones. Weariness presents itself, perversely, at the apartment door without knocking, and settles in, the familiar ennui all parties know, often arriving late but whose warped profile almost always turns up in the guise of an old man who trails his filthy boots over the cream-coloured carpet and, coughing, empties the bottles’ dregs, you’ve seen him elsewhere on the prowl, he makes his way to the large salon and drops into a wingback chair next to a bookcase. He picks out a fat new Pléiade and starts to read some run-of-the-mill old poems. The music has slowed, the players are more languorous, their suave notes leave more space in the air and words circulate more freely, the conversations, at times disjointed, scattered, lost, come back to life, are more linear, and when they swerve this way and that, no one feels they have lost their bearings. Some are still grazing next to the cold leftovers in the empty kitchen, even if they’re no longer hungry they swallow huge slabs of cheese, barely chewed, that break down in contact with their stomach acids. Tomorrow they will count their calories, will call their private trainers, and together will execute the dances that make them perspire. Somewhere, a man whose shirt has come out of his pants is asking a shocked waitress to give him a massage, the men nearby are amused by the young woman’s discomfort and the rudeness of their friend. Tomorrow they will be executing abstract operations on their computers that will create jobs and put people out of work. In the salon they’re talking about social justice, a conversation that interests Pierre-Moïse. A retired journalist on an unusual ideological path, as if 50drifting against the tide of his youth’s centre-right orientation in favour of a left that, at the end of his long career, is close to extreme, feels somewhat uneasy faced with the evening’s merry birthday splendour, and as he reflects, he utters the name of Marx—whom he has clearly read. An elderly man who grew up under a communist regime in the East before coming to Canada in his twenties to make his fortune in the world of aviation releases an indignant laugh while looking away, lacking the stamina to debate with this idiot journalist, often heard on the radio, who has a clear edge in oral fluency; he flags down a waitress and orders another syrupy bourbon.

         Céline is no longer amused by anything at the party. She drifts into the dining room, where groups of unknowns gawk at her shamelessly, then enters the adjacent salon, where The Bath is to be found. The couch where she was sitting earlier is taken. She can’t catch the eye of Cai or Dina, who are absorbed in conversations, so she casts her gaze over the crowd and takes in the remaining guests with disdain, there’s no one she wants to talk to, only some once-upon-a-time power brokers, mediocre little economic potentates, a handful of more or less media-friendly personalities, stirring in her is an archaic contempt for Quebec, her antipathies there are many, and her dossier in the case she is mentally preparing is chock full of indisputable pieces of evidence, the secret war Céline’s waging has deep roots, starting with Quebec’s hostility towards her, the Quebec that ignored her for a long time, she’s working now on her first ambitious project there after more than forty years of practice, and the public consultations, no surprise, have been tempestuous. It seems that Quebec could not welcome her without initiating another of its petty controversies, after she has successfully overseen hundreds of major projects around 51the globe, not counting the residential developments, the creation of workplaces and businesses, the restoration of historic buildings, the parks and urban planning in Chicago, Los Angeles, Lyon and Berlin, the skyscrapers in San Francisco, New York, Paris, Tokyo, Sydney, designed and led to completion by her team—plus the hundreds of plans, ideas, projects that will never see the light of day for lack of funding or a shortfall in aesthetic boldness, so many times, even if the projects were not the most galvanizing, she entered competitions won by foreign architects, firms led by technicians and mediocre generalists, or, worse, local colleagues with no vision whatsoever. The contracts she was refused in the course of her life and that ended up as total disasters are legion: the Maison Symphonique, Place des Arts, the Musée d’art contemporain, there must be boxes and boxes of plans bearing her signature sitting in the national archives, exquisite, imaginative designs proposed by Ateliers C/W that were passed over in favour of the most hideous structures, there was so little beauty in this sick and degenerate province, yet they were refusing her the occasion to apply her art and her talent, blindly hewing to the law of the least costly submission, while others were falling over themselves to offer her projects in Delhi, Dubai, Abu Dhabi, London, Philadelphia, she has erected buildings that have become legendary, that you can find in films and travel brochures, Pauline, her head of communications, showed her one day on Twitter the trending #NewOperaSF, the #GuggenheimAbuDhabi, men and women the world over dream of taking selfies in front of her creations, but the petty province where she was born, teeming with illiterates who voted no twice over in sovereignty referendums, did not find her work sufficiently convincing, not compatible enough 52with the norms and expectations of the bankers and doctors who here pass for leaders, for whom Céline’s ideas are too original, too “artistic” she was one day told, “we don’t want to displease the taxpayers,” how many times has she heard that phrase from members and ministers who claimed to speak in the name of a people they were supposed to be representing, professing to embody the voice of reason while they used their ministry’s funds to pay for prostitutes and travel, all indications were that the population loved the work her firm did, but in Quebec, thought Céline, one is always looking for a fanciful and unattainable consensus while killing art in the egg, choosing the least expensive project, the cheapest, how many artistic talents, especially when it comes to female artists, have been destroyed thanks to the idiocy of an elected accountant in some barbaric district, who refuses to put his hand in his pocket. That the province is adding insult to injury with its petty gripes against the Webuy Complex in no way enhances her appreciation of this evening well stocked with people who have stood in her way for the last thirty years. An old man in a corner is reading a thick book, doubtless an educated person who prefers reading to conversing with fellow guests. Céline has talked to herself enough, perhaps this gentleman will understand her inebriated grudges against the world. She walks up, dragging a chair, and sits down near the antisocial oldster.

         Céline’s indifference to her fellows feeds their love for her. In the salon her name is still circulating, people are whispering news of her, hazy theories abound concerning her current activities, the company she keeps, her life, her losses, and her struggles, while she really must get back, she has a flight tomorrow, yet Céline has to say a few words during Cai’s homage 53to Dina, when is he going to present it, his tribute, it’s getting late, Céline wants to leave. Fortunately she’s not working this weekend; just ten years ago that would have been a miracle, she never took time off except for a few special days, Christmas Eve or New Year’s Day, even on vacation she had to spend time on her phone, checking emails, share prices, Céline has had one of those lives sacrificed to work, one of those existences spent labouring seventy hours a week, though now for some years she’s been taking it easier, no longer working on Sundays, everyone has received instructions to that effect, not to contact her on Sunday unless it’s a real emergency—and if she responds she does so in very bad humour. A strange thing has occurred along with the substantial growth of her companies, it’s as if her role has become almost non-essential, her subordinates no longer need her, there are reliable people at the junctions of all her empire’s branches, strategically placed, and who are much more familiar than she is with the immediate challenges, the contracts in the works, there’s no reason to consult her except for the overall orientations and the important decisions, Céline has over the years relieved herself of the more onerous responsibilities, has passed them on to those who truly relish them, this dimension that was once central to her career, the pleasure she took in commanding like a general, preparing the next attack and deploying her troops on the ground, knowing she’d always have the last word, and that she would be able to impose her will and her vision without too many hindrances, all that has been blunted. She got involved in the stock exchange and sold significant parts of her companies. “My companies have gone from being an enlightened despotism to a democracy of idiots,” Céline says, laughing, to the small group she has finally joined. There 54remains in Céline’s relationship to money an ancient aversion, a remnant of the social cynicism that buoyed her in her twenties, philosophy was never much practised in Quebec, here we value a direct relationship to the world without any mediation, but her seminars on Kierkegaard or Being and Nothingness in Paris and at Yale enabled her to make valuable and surprising contacts, to forge some strong bonds; she has at times been unbearable, pretentious, unkind towards students in her program who had no interest in French thinkers who were fashionable at the time, who had no idea who Jacques Lacan and Gilles Deleuze were (the internet didn’t exist; today anyone can acquire a general knowledge without reading an author directly), she took a wicked pleasure in explaining to whoever wanted to hear, and as if it were something perfectly obvious, what Lukács meant by “social totality,” or outlining in great detail the true motivations behind the quarrel between Foucault and Derrida, the yellowed books with their austere covers, whose pages were saturated with coffee and the scent of cigarettes, those books underlined and annotated with magic formulas, sibylline slogans orienting her in the convoluted prose of intellectuals, lush and confused, those books embellished with an elegant script describing arrows and stars, creating divides or lobbing into the margins an indignant question mark, all this shored up in a corner of her memory, she had few exact recollections of those theories, but looked back nostalgically on the wonderment she felt, the satisfaction of tracing the tangled threads of those reflections, challenging and not always that enlightening, which she consumed the way others devour biographies of movie stars. And then at times, in the midst of a discussion, to highlight her dissent with ideas that shock her, a phrase comes back to her, a rhythm and a 55resource she draws on to enliven a conversation with a formula she doubtless read somewhere but never explains: “it’s a persecution fantasy, we’ve just entered into Lacan,” “but language is always fascist,” “you know, some arguments are based not on a quest for differentiation, but for its erasure,” “people say anything and everything, but of course nothing of what they are thinking,” “Capital exhausts three things: nature, the work force, and my own nerves.” Those readings were stirred into the very bottom of a dish she was preparing at the age of twenty and that has since been recycled in all her recipes, its flavours are hard to identify, but the broth still structures her sauces and marinades; from them she derives an attitude, a way to confront the world’s events. She replies humbly when interviewers interrogate her on her fortune: “These are things that happen all by themselves. Money has never been my thing—success comes when you’re faithful to what you really want to do. Against all odds I’ve developed a personal perspective, I’ve been open and attentive, and the rest is pure luck. I can’t take too much credit: there are lots of people more gifted than I am who should be here in my place.” In the famous profile of Céline Wachowski that appeared in Harper’s Bazaar in 2011, an article all in halftones, permeated with both avowed respect and subtle condescension, Joan Didion quoted Céline: “You run your business, you pursue your artistic reflection, you work, you work, and then one day you wake up a millionaire. Despite yourself!” She laughs. “It’s about like that that it happens. Quite scary to go from being an indebted student who comes from a fairly poor family to being a multimillionaire public figure, there are reflexes you have to abandon. It’s a new learning curve and, yes, in a sense, on a strictly personal level, a burden.”56

         Responding to a young businessman, Céline tries to explain to her small audience how the inclusion of shareholders on the Ateliers C/W board has curtailed the influence of the philosopher queen she had been for a long time, she now must follow the lead of tie-sporting financiers who represent such or such a trust but know very little about architecture. The terms in which she was accustomed to defining her activities have less meaning since the new sharing of responsibilities has come into force and changed her life, obliging her to forego the most stressful aspects of running her company—since the early 1990s she has been freed from such tedious tasks as client development, finances, human resources; her status now is more that of an artistic director crossed with a mascot. That is how she describes her true role, to the delight of the guests with whom she is sharing the anecdote, like a goddess casually bestowing a miracle on a zealous population as they perform sacrifices in her honour. “An artistic director crossed with a mascot.” She makes her listeners laugh with this quip that has amused so many on other evenings, her French accent, her Québécois French accent, is it not one of the essential components of the adoration she inspires around the world, is it not this accent, which tortures her English, that along with other factors has made her Netflix show a success, becoming a cult favourite as soon as it was launched? Curiously, Americans still see a French accent as a sign of good taste, and Céline, who spends three months of the year in Paris, finds this puzzling. Netflix, television, the media, all that is of course part of the “mascot” facet of her activities, a world that is nonetheless much less lucrative than finance—the actor, who has joined the small group, agrees—and it is there that you are exploited, you and your image, your words, your style, one 57after the other, it’s unimaginable, the appearances on TV, the instant interviews where you must be at once breezy and deep, funny and serious, and for which you must at times memorize answers penned by the show’s scriptwriters, not to mention the photos, everywhere, for magazines and newspapers, but also the cinema, on the red carpets of the Golden Globes or the Met Gala, at charitable events, as soon as you leave your home—it’s worse when it’s in LA or Paris, people who are well known (saying that, she deliberately excludes from this category those she’s talking to, even the actor, despite his having recently appeared on 7 Jours) are still spared in Montreal—not to mention the parodies, some of them nasty, on SNL or on other satirical shows, Romanian or Austrian, those humorous little images shared on social media that Céline doesn’t always understand when Pauline shows them to her, reassuring her, “They’re called memes, they’re all the rage, they’re good for us, you have to dare to make fun of yourself and play on the ambiguity of Instagram posts, no one knows if Dolly Parton really understands the #dollypartonchallenge, but no one cares because in any case it’s a hit. It pushes her ratings up among cohorts that didn’t even know she existed.” Céline also hates T-shirts, those horrible unauthorized T-shirts on which people print, without asking permission, words she doesn’t remember ever having pronounced, along with vulgar versions of her portrait, sketched clumsily in crayon, schematizing it and reducing it to a few lines as if she were nothing but a hairstyle and square glasses—she has thirty or so pairs of glasses and hardly ever wears the square ones; on a number of occasions she was advised not to take legal action against companies that stole her public image, being assured that she would be reimbursed a hundred times over by the transformation of a 58simple commercial icon for a largely anonymous company into a veritable goddess of popular culture and home design, a transformation first engineered by a small gay contingent captivated by her caustic declarations and the models, oozing sexuality and thirty years her junior, alongside whom she appeared on red carpets (meanwhile there is constant speculation regarding her own sexuality, and lesbian relationships are invented for her), all this capped off in January 2018 with her presenting the Golden Globe Award for best actress, and making a sarcastic and deadly remark in the context of the #MeToo movement, of which she had heard, attacking the corrupt producers who molest young actresses, “move over, they’ll be replacing you very soon,” that joke, which she had written herself and delivered dispassionately, had provoked riotous laughter in the theatre (in the clip you can see Robert Downey Jr. and Meryl Streep holding their sides, Lady Gaga with her hand over her mouth, and Quentin Tarantino chuckling while staring down at the carpet), that segment, all the show business sites agreed, completed her transformation in the public eye and won her millions more followers on Instagram. An amazing torrent of shares on social networks confirmed the round-the-world infatuation with this sixty-seven-year-old woman with a style that was a bit punk—that night she was wearing Vivienne Westwood—who scorns proprieties and speaks frankly and plainly, calling out the elephant in the room in a style that’s snobby, smart, and deadpan, a facade that masks a prodigious sensitivity that the viewers of Old House, New House were able to discover for themselves during some touching episodes when her eyes filled with tears. Influencers, the next morning, called it one of the ten most iconic moments of the Golden Globes ceremony, a 59stance that in that context bore witness to an intergenerational solidarity, the movement having up to then been associated with younger personalities; her words were recycled in all the forums, in just a few days her joke had become a popular expression, a hashtag, her jab turned out to be more hilarious, even crueller than all those penned by the band of scribblers ghostwriting for the host—“a dreary man, bland and macho,” offered Céline, making her listeners laugh by miming two fuck-yous with her slender fingers.

         This fortuitous life has busied her for several years, propelling an already lucrative architectural career into the highest ranks of entertainment and celebrity, an unheard-of trajectory with few equals in the current star system, even before she made her grand entrance through the main door with the resounding success of Old House, New House, Céline was already on good terms with several international celebrities who, behind the scenes, with admiring endorsements at events where influential people were present, facilitated her access to Hollywood, actors or producers for whom she had designed penthouses, apartments, and residences in Paris, New York, San Francisco, Los Angeles, vacation homes in the Hamptons or on the coast in Big Sur—each circle has its somewhat clandestine cartography, and that of show business differs from that of financial magnates or the heirs to great fortunes, a geography invisible to the common man, wherein a distinct, wealthy population sustains a parallel, worldwide economy of jewels, works of art, and contraband artifacts, you have to get a sense of the prevailing aesthetic biases, not always conscious, for the various financial profiles, thinks Céline, if only to maintain a distance from their clichéd requests, their pedestrian ideas. The architect, she reminds us, is not 60an executant but a full-fledged creator, her task is to make a foray into the planetary unconscious of how capital circulates, she believes firmly in the possibility of capturing a person’s essence and sensing her clients’ longings for a certain sort of space, depending on their origins and personal history, you must pay heed to the unsaid, to the contradictions testifying to dark and buried urges—are one’s wishes not always hypocritical, biased?—it is her job to interpret them, to reach an understanding of the authentic desire infolded, interred beneath the dust of discourses her mind’s curt breeze sweeps away into the purview of the lower classes; she expounds her theory in a number of works that have been well received, The Desire for Space, a classic, her controversial The Aesthetic Disarray of Modernity, Architecture and Women, her interviews with Phyllis Lambert, not counting the numerous collaborative publications she edited during the 1990s, including The Latin-American Architecture of Los Angeles: A Heritage to Preserve, or her Montreal Real or Imaginary: Quebec and its Architectural Heritage, before the appearance of a more “pop” monograph, addressing, in a simplified vocabulary, the strategies behind the most crucial commercial and aesthetic decisions of her career, many of which have joined the rank of popular philosophies thanks to that publishing sensation Vision of Style, the New York Times Best Seller, which sold eight million copies in fifteen languages, a serious book, but less so than its predecessors, more accessible, less polemical, simpler, and yet beautiful and passionate in the opinion of most critics from major newspapers, who talked about it enthusiastically, and which Céline had hoped to have appear with a literary publisher whose catalogue includes other great names in the realm of contemporary artistic creation—Gallimard for 61France, Knopf for the Anglo-Saxon world—the French made it into a “beautiful book,” highly priced due to the quality of the photographic reproductions, a true retrospective of her career in the tradition of Taschen or Phaidon, but paired with an autobiography and including a sublime preface by Philippe Starck. (Céline is still smarting after a cruel rejection from Jean Nouvel sent in a hasty and impersonal email, betraying a jealousy she didn’t know he harboured, since her success on television had she become too popular for the other great name in architecture, not earnest enough for this man whom she still considers a friend, an equal, Céline has fond memories of their plans for the Institut du Monde Arabe, Jean had instantly recognized her unusual talent and had urged her to launch her own company, “a head like yours should not be working for others,” he admired her impertinence and her perennially astonishing analyses, fluently expressed, he has often in interviews cited without saying so thoughts he’d borrowed from her, was it not this ancient conflict that resurfaced at the time of that preface, Jean repeating over and over that she had to divest herself of her American side, to lose this ugly culture she’d acquired growing up in Quebec, the peril of that proximity.) The British publisher produced a book that was much cheaper and much less stylish than the French edition, with photos printed on paper too cheap for them to age well, Knopf had assured her that they knew their market well and Céline had trusted them as she set her pen to the publishing contract, and she was not wrong to do so: the book figures among the stars of Amazon sales, and pirated passages, something she likes less, are circulating on the web, where you can find inspiring images bearing some of the best lines from the book, but quoted out of context.62

         The music stops and the apartment goes silent. Cai adjusts the microphone to his height, starts to speak, invites everyone to gather round, we all get awkwardly to our feet trying to walk on heels that are too high while advancing in a relatively straight line, moving down from the mezzanine while hanging on to the banister. “First I would like to ask Dina to join me.” A few guests applaud, a man takes her by the elbow and pushes her forward, Dina hides her face with a hand and moves to the centre. She kisses Cai on his mouth. People murmur that she is ravishing in her royal garments, a long dress with skintight sleeves and a high collar, from which there hangs a jewelled necklace, it suits her perfectly. Cai’s hands are damp, there’s a film of perspiration on his brow, he’s tense, he doesn’t do this often, he frequently speaks in public and can do so elegantly, but before Dina’s friends, this entourage he’s still getting to know, who have been with her for thirty, forty, even sixty years in the case of Lucie, he’s intimidated, as if he still has to prove himself after thirty years of marriage. Cai said nothing earlier, but he’s still furious that Lucie left so early, more than anything he looked forward to a reminiscence from his wife’s oldest friend; Lucie, knowing perfectly well that she was creating a gap in the evening’s plans, just said in French: “I’m working tomorrow.” Dina, oblivious to the surprise he had prepared for her, encouraged her to leave, “It doesn’t matter, we understand, you can’t always take a holiday,” she replied, ineffectually hiding her disappointment. Cai didn’t want to spoil things and did not protest, he sought in Lucie’s eyes something to hold her back, but she did everything she could not to meet his gaze before vanishing. Lucie is an unhappy woman who’s had a hard life, Dina always tried to help her out, inviting her to her Montreal receptions, 63even paying her travel expenses when they both went to Hawaii, to Antigua, to Bora Bora, to Mustique, or the Maldives. Though Dina knows she is pleasing her friend by giving her access to a world they dreamed of as adolescents and that Dina finally acceded to thanks to her work manufacturing integrated circuits, memory chips, she knows, too, that her own good fortune, at the age of sixty, that of embodying those princesses they dreamed of becoming, living a life of gold and pashmina that is nevertheless far from being as restful or as rosy as one might think, is violating the pact that Lucie and Dina sealed at the age of thirteen in the wooden cabin built by her friend’s father, a pact declaring that they would never leave each other. Dina had made Lucie promise, and she had promised, and Dina too. If they left one day to live elsewhere, if they won a million dollars or found themselves a rich husband, the one would take the other with her. Lucie never broke the vow that Dina tries to repair from time to time, she will never pay off this debt, no one hopes to keep childhood promises, coined innocently with no concept of the future that awaits us, things change as we grow older, yet it so happens that Dina feels guilty for betraying this naive entente. Lucie took a bad turn in her adolescence, waited for a long time to be rescued by some external force before landing her post at the university; Dina cannot blame her, cannot reproach her, but Lucie never thanks Dina for all she expends, Cai has often urged her to distance herself from this negative energy, “You’re the average of the five people you spend the most time with,” he reiterates this achiever’s formula, hoping his mantra will one day rein in that dreadful guilt inherent in Catholic cultures, in Dina who comes from a pious Italian family that has instilled in her those noxious psychological configurations, undermining her 64self-confidence; but isn’t there a threat veiled between the lines of Cai’s mantra, Dina wonders, does Cai want her to keep company only with the five people he associates with most frequently? To see him so nervous as he begins the tribute he has prepared for her, activating a small portable projector that beams a large blue rectangle onto the wall, Dina can see that he is mad about her, that he will never leave her, his love is limitless, did he not organize this entire birthday evening without her requesting it, a night of surprises and friendship, a perfect party, all that’s missing is her parents, who cannot go out, they’ll visit them this week, Dina has to learn to accept the positive, to let herself be swept away by Cai’s everlasting affection, it’s Dina’s bad habit to nourish delusions, to act in response to her fears, her cognitive predilections that, often inexact, grow stronger the more value she accords them. She has to learn to act, not react, she knows all that, she will act, she’ll talk to Lucie tomorrow or the day after; it saddens her that Lucie left so early, as if she had come just to eat before taking off, it’s not the first time Lucie has shown no gratitude, no sensitivity towards Dina, who continues to pay for her even if Lucie always arrives empty-handed, Lucie has so little interest in the feelings and passions of her friend, she is focused only on herself, Dina must talk to her the day after tomorrow, that will be the best time, Lucie will understand and they will renew the intimacy they always shared when they were alone together. Cai has loaded a USB key with a slide show of travel pictures to accompany his talk, we’re not asking her to bring a four-hundred-dollar bottle, but just out of courtesy a little twenty, twenty-five-dollar bottle of wine, she drinks two bottles all by herself, after all she has a good job at the university, Lucie could participate a little, Cai often says, he’s not 65completely wrong even if at times he’s harsh, with a resolve that has softened somewhat over the years. Appreciating that Dina’s friendship will not waver, Cai has adopted an attitude that is more understanding of his wife’s friend, whom he has learned bit by bit to accept and appreciate, insofar as he can. Dina has told him about Lucie’s troubled adolescence, she’d had a child very young and been forced to take painful legal action—paid for by Dina—not to have to pay an unfair maintenance allowance to the child’s father, who didn’t come forward with a penny; she went from one job to another before being hired by the university at the age of forty, she had never before had a stable income, but she has seen the world, crossing Russia with a backpack, she was an adventuress who taught French in Africa, Dina thinks that it was after that sojourn that Lucie changed, had wanted to pursue a humanitarian dream, to give of herself in order to help people, settling in her early thirties in Abuja to bond with her mother’s family, whom she had never known. She returned saddened, almost dulled, after only one year of humanitarian aid. Lucie never provides many details concerning what she calls, laughing, her Nigerian years, but Dina remains convinced that her friend was changed on her return. Cai finds that absurd, you don’t change because you go once to Abuja, there’s poverty everywhere, that’s pure Western romanticism, but can he really understand, he who is not the son of immigrants, who is from a wealthy family? Dina doesn’t like discussing these things with her husband, who mocks those questions that dogged her for a long time before she worked on herself—something Lucie has never done—he listens to her confessions while stroking her hair before dismissing it all with a wave of his hand to change the subject, are we not all one great people, 66replies Cai, do we not all live on the same planet, he explains, claiming that humans are essentially nomadic, Cai mistrusts any sort of attachment to one’s origins, he who lives a few kilometres from the house where he was born, who studied in English and travelled from a very young age, can he understand Dina, he who spent his entire youth in environments where children from all over shared the same tastes, the same experiences, possessed the same cultural references? He sometimes makes fun of his wife when she dreams in a French shot through with Italian words, he finds absurd the contributions she still makes to the Quebec political parties she supports, how can he denigrate the hurts, the hesitations, the feelings that Dina, to forgive her for not bringing any wine, attributes to Lucie, is it not true that her childhood friend allowed herself to be overwhelmed by the inevitability of her fate before being given her job at the university, lamenting her destiny but not acting on it, Lucie was the sort to react rather than act, Dina will talk to her about all that tomorrow. Lucie has to learn to be grateful, you’re the average of the five people you spend the most time with, she’ll talk to her about that, and that Lucie has to stop instilling in Dina the idea that her success is evidence for some ancient crime, Dina wonders what meaning there is in this life where people are always reproaching each other, projecting their fears and failures onto their loved ones, where does this attitude come from, we claim to know better than others what is good for them, leaping in one bound across the bottomless gulf that divides us from the inner life of those with whom we spend our lives without really knowing them, no, Dina has no energy left to spend on these quarrels, she hopes to enjoy the evening, to receive the tribute prepared for her, to at last savour life’s serenity like a weary gardener who, 67after years of weeding and pruning, decides to let her large garden grow, unattended.

         What is a life when reduced to a few images, to a biographical narrative full of tender words that make you laugh and move you, what is a love to which you bear witness talking into a microphone, Cai presents a touching video of Dina’s parents in their retirement home, pridefully wishing everyone a wonderful party, their life had barely begun at their daughter’s age. Her father, in Italian, wishes everyone a delightful evening, eliciting tender responses and applause from the crowd. Then it’s Cai’s turn, who paints a tender and entertaining portrait of his wife, recognizable to everyone except Dina herself. All the guests’ eyes are upon her, waiting for her to burst into tears, savouring her earthly happiness, Dina lets the others relish this smile she cannot hold back, unable to suppress the humble joy of having lived her life. Tears come to her eyes. Always remember me as I am today, Dina seems to be saying, bearing herself like a tragedienne, swiping at her wide eyes highlighted by a line of Egyptian kohl, the thick lips she has passed on to her daughter and son, there, applauding. Françoise and Valérien were born under a lucky star, but Valérien’s future was up for grabs before things came together; Françoise thinks his fashion model features did her big brother no great service, made him feel as if he could get whatever he wanted, that he hardly had to try: he frittered away his time playing in a music group and trolling the bars. Françoise lives in Hong Kong, works with her father, is learning the intricate ins and outs of running a business, negotiating with increasing confidence, honing her instincts when it comes to hiring, and she hopes, when he retires, to replace him, and to make changes at the upper echelons of the multinational. That this taciturn 68little girl has become an aggressive businesswoman impresses Céline. In his twenties Valérien came back to live in Montreal, the city where he always felt most at home, he speaks his mother’s French much better than his sister, that’s how things have been divided up between them, in a configuration that suits everyone, Françoise has chosen the East, Cai’s path, and Valérien French, his mother’s Italy, and the Western hemisphere, they meet halfway twice a year and on their birthdays send each other emails full of xoxos. Françoise and Valérien are delighted when Céline says her few words, she seems all the more lovable to them since assuming the improbable status of a global star, never mind who they talk to, colleagues, friends, acquaintances, each and every one knows Céline Wachowski, godmother to Valérien, whose cheeks she pinches as if he were still four and a half, saying over and over that he’s cute as a button. While the servers are passing out large flutes of champagne, Céline reveals the next surprise. “You remember the concert we saw together at the Olympia at the beginning of the 1980s?” They had missed their train and almost got there late, Dina nods, yes, of course she remembers. It was Diane Dufresne, her favourite singer. Just then Diane Dufresne appears at the far end of the corridor, advances, staring at the floor, she’s wearing a lace ruff and something like a bird’s nest in her hair, Diane takes the microphone as the bassist grinds out a few long, deep notes with his bow, soon to be joined by some chords tossed down on the piano. “Tonight we’re honouring my friend … Dina,” intones Diane Dufresne, like the crooner she is. “This song was written by Luc,” the songwriter raises his hand and turns to salute the crowd. Diane sets herself with legs spread wide, wraps her long sleeves around the microphone, into which she pours 69some odd vibratos, “The universe is a star system, the earth is stardust,” the guests are enchanted by this impromptu musical performance, a few young idiots and a few anglophones ask, too loudly, “who’s that lady singer?” and get some ugly looks in return. The diva’s voice has gained in depth and control, thinks Céline, everyone’s moved, the song’s solemnity is lending a melancholy tinge to the evening. “You who know the end of my story, Take me with you into the sky.” Diane agrees to perform an encore after repeated supplications from the guests, and follows up with a happier song, “just one more,” a jazzed-up version of “Alabama Song,” everyone knows that one, the actor begins to dance, flexing his elbows and knees, “Oh show us the way to the next pretty boy, oh don’t ask why, oh don’t ask why.” The guitarist spices it all up with assonant solos. “I tell you, I tell you, I tell you we must die.” People applaud, then the group follows up with an improvisation that’s something of a foxtrot and restores the ambience, while Dina and Céline thank Diane Dufresne. What generosity, what joy, the bubbles are going to everyone’s head, but the diva only drinks tea. A small dance floor begins to open up in front of the band, the more diffident form a circle around those who want to let themselves go to some happy music, lifting their arms and shaking their hips, a young boy rubs up suggestively against his sugar daddy, a few ladies, laughing, shout “woohoo,” the ex-premier throws himself into a jig to attract attention and make everyone laugh, the onlookers get into the act, urge him on, clapping their hands and covertly filming him, soon he takes off his tie and winds it around his head, unbuttons his shirt, revealing a hirsute beer belly. His wife, brazen and proud, whistles, raising her fist high. Cai tries hard to suppress his hysterical laughter, 70watching this “right honourable” who is drunk as a skunk, he whispers into the Czech businessman’s ear: “That’s a perfect likeness of the Quebec government.” The man and woman who have been French kissing all night long, hiding out in one of the apartment’s vacant rooms so as to preserve a certain image of themselves, are now shamelessly entwined in full view of everyone, they’re no longer thinking about tomorrow, just enacting their frankest and most urgent desires. New guests seem to be tardily joining the party, a famous young actress who never smiles and a popular director whom Céline has met a number of times in California, the boy had great success early in his career, he makes her laugh, talking in a Québécois accent during evenings when he’s surrounded by film people who can’t understand a thing, Céline ignores him, waiting for him to approach and greet her. Two young women jump into the pool fully clothed, holding hands, one of their dresses comes undone and spreads itself over the water’s surface like a wash of sequins, she climbs out embarrassed and furious at the inferior fabric, and for the rest of the night tries to come up with the best way to explain what happened to the friend who loaned her the garment. Some men glued to their iPhones are messaging boys they’re hiring to spill their seed, long-suffering boys who live off these gentlemen’s money and whose work gets little credit, serious work that consists of soothing titans of business while enhancing the global transmission of sperm being leached out in unsavoury byways, cars will head out soon on a singular trajectory, leaving Rosemont, Mile-End, the Plateau, to descend towards Old Montreal’s cobbled streets, aging taxis, their headlights scouting the territory on an unorthodox tour of the metropolis. Money flows into the savings accounts of those boys who for 71a few years yet will represent for these aging bankers, for these wedded or unattached lawyers, not their sexual ideal, but a type of consolation entailing the submission, the devotion they crave, and that young girls, though they may please them better physically, seem less willing to provide, sometimes the boys do not fuck, they just come by to pass the time with their old friend, to massage him, sometimes they put makeup on their faces and can don fishnet stockings if so desired. When they spread their comely cheeks it’s with an abnegation that is particularly touching for these old gentlemen who had thought themselves undesirable, on their way to an imminent expiration date; no, this boy is taking those bows just for me. If he could share with the entire world this love being expressed by the young thing spreadeagled over the hotel bed, this twenty-year-old who dares so delightfully to beg for his member, the gentleman would do so without hesitation, so touched is he by the boy’s hungry gaze. The rich men sometimes wonder where their marvellous lovers come from, do they grow in different soils, in another species of cabbage, what has led them to evolve into these abnormal entities beyond masculine and feminine, into creatures, a bit wayward, whose sole prospect is sexual, that of welcoming the cock, some slaps, and a few kisses.
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