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Happiness is a continuation of the story begun in Deceit and told, ultimately, across three novels and more than half a dozen novellas and short stories. Their chronologies do not parallel their compositions—they dart around, intertwining, overlapping, doubling back only then to leapfrog over one another—and so the reader need not take them in any fixed order. Nevertheless, a few preliminary remarks may aid the orientation of those readers not yet familiar with Deceit.


The narrator—whose name is revealed here to be Volodya—is a Russian émigré living in Paris. His writing is addressed ever to his fickle muse, the often tormenting, always beguiling object of his love, Elena Vladimirovna Heard, known as Lyolya—the You with whom this novel opens. While the events of Happiness take place a year or two after those diarised in Deceit, the aftershocks of past romantic entanglements are felt keenly still: Volodya’s repeated and ominous references to ‘the days of Bobby’ refer back to Lyolya’s affair with ‘the non-entity’ Bobby Wilczewski, whose beautiful sister, Zina, was pursued in turn by the narrator before being dispatched to a sanator-ium at the end of Deceit. The spectre of Sergei N., Lyolya’s ex-fiancé, likewise returns here to haunt Volodya anew: a big Soviet film star with a contract in America, he is rich beyond the penurious narrator’s dreams, a financial advantage that is little assuaged by Volodya’s more indolent creative inclinations, or indeed by the efforts of his more industrious acquaintances, such as the French businessman Monsieur Derval—‘that debonair old boy’ who looks out for Volodya in an almost fatherly way. While other characters return to make bit-part appearances, such as Ida Ivanovna Z. (another old flame of the narrator’s) and the ‘erudite chap’ L. (an habitué of the Wilczewskis’ dubious ‘salon’), the most prominent characters to figure in Happiness—Shura, Rita and Marc Osipovich—are all new introductions.


B.K.




Happiness




Part I




You were, unless I am much mistaken, no less affronted than I was by those liberties that Shura takes, by that unabashed boorishness with which he treats Rita, and by her much too quick, much too beholden-to-him readiness to oblige. Perhaps what is so unforgiveable about those two is the sheer degree to which they are ill-suited to each other, at least on the face of it; even now, that initial outrage still dwells within me, pristine, almost unconscious, a particular sense of insult that first manifested in those long-vanished days of my childhood, triggered by the apparent incongruity of a certain couple, a couple that, to any adult, would have seemed the most ordinary, even an exemplary, match—and to think that just now, because of that same incongruity, I found myself almost petulantly offended, only then—joy of joys!—to spot that you and I were on the same page, that this morbid sensitivity of mine was apprehensible to you as well. I cannot, without some quasi-superstitious fear (as though this fear, this superstition concerned none but myself), compare Rita’s slender, radiantly white hands—with their impossibly darling, uniform fingers that taper all the way to their tips—to Shura’s: soft, diminutive, disproportionately broad as they are, and their fingers, which are forever curling in unnaturally, hiding themselves in his sleeves, as though they were ashamed somehow; for no sooner do I close my eyes than I see immediately how preposterous these so dissimilar hands look beside one another, how ridiculous the pink ovals of her nails next to his uncouth talons, among which one—that on his index finger—has been jammed, broken, and has turned black.


All this is unfair and meaningless, and my hypercritical, ‘aesthetic’ sense of outrage may well be irrationally inflated, but (as you, of course, can easily surmise) I find myself in thrall not only to the memory of an identical slight—the manifest betrayal of hands that once touched me so tenderly —nor only to the vague fears I harbour over our uncertain future, but also to the irresistible effects of your unaccountably breathless tales of Rita, of her maidenly purity and the soigné demeanour she had back in her schooldays: you, her friends, were enamoured of her and envied naïvely that happy stranger who, someday, would win her. And now, indignantly and with regret, I must admit that it is Shura who has ‘won’ her (and so undeservingly, at that), and already I find myself irritated by his appearance—that of a lucky rival—by his perfectly innocent, perfectly ordinary features: by his gently sloping brow, as though he were some great thinker, and which, because of his incipient balding, looks much too big; by his wan, lustreless hair, slicked back with brilliantine; by those kind yet cunning little eyes; by those boyish dimples on his cheeks; by that fat, bulbous nose of his, with its absurd dent where there ought to be a bridge; by his weak, underdeveloped chin; and by all his ungainly, squat physique, nimble though it is, and which, what with its surprising compactness, seems to cringe rather.


I dare say you must see him differently, as Rita certainly does, but I simply cannot muster the imagination to find another way of looking at him, be it one of physical strength or intellectual superiority—and, really, this is no throwaway remark, no cheap irony on my part. But still, it is not entirely clear to me why I am so affronted on Rita’s behalf (or indeed on yours or mine), or why I am tilting at poor Shura, with whom I have been on almost civil terms for so long and whom I am now betraying so uncivilly to you—but then you and I, of course, with our robust friendship, do not betray, do not gossip or slander, if, should we find ourselves alone together, we speak ill of some acquaintance, just as our private, albeit flagrantly unscrupulous thoughts of any such acquaintance do not constitute gossip or slander either. But even if I do not, cannot, commit an act of betrayal, with you or in front of you, I am undeniably drawn—doggedly, persistently—to treating Shura unjustly, while Rita I place, oddly enough, on a pedestal: after all, she is not the incomparable beauty that your girlfriends at the gymnasium, in their universally shallow candour, would have her be; nor is she a creature so priceless, so fragile, that she must be protected from the impropriety of others; no, she is supple and svelte with a willowy grace, she has a sweet little head, soft chestnut hair, a face every bit as pale and white as her hands, and, besides these general traits, uncommonly attractive although shared by many, she does have certain less-fortunate features that, alas, detract from her (for such a contrast is permissible and not entirely arbitrary)—namely, her expressionless leaden eyes, her plump, slightly drooping ‘Habsburg’ lip, her lisping pronunciation, her much too bashful—to the point of flagrant insincerity—tone of voice. And so Rita is no ‘embodiment of miraculous beauty’, nor is she the object of my intense jealousy (a preposterous thought), and yet, when Shura pressed her victoriously to the wall with too explicit, too cocky a manoeuvre, and she merely blushed in enamourment, pronouncing tenderly and ecstatically those words that already bore us, ‘Shura, you’re mad!’ (which sound to me more like ‘Shura, you cad!’), for a moment I found myself loathing them both, and I immediately vindicated myself for doing so, for you in that moment loathed them, too, and I am neither obliged nor even desirous to justify myself, so long as I am justified in your eyes.


What I am writing now is no brief letter, nor is it some lengthy missive; I am not laying the groundwork for some cathartic confession; I do not even know whether these pages, begun today and running amok, will ever be read by you (but obviously they will be, for I have long shared everything with you, long abstained from posturing or preening in front of you), yet it was as if I experienced today a moment of epiphany, as though at long last I suddenly realised that my well of creativity has not in fact run dry from all my exhausting infatuation with you (something that I feared continually and was on the verge of believing in the end), but rather has simply migrated unnoticed from the realm of feverish conversations with myself—conversations that cried out for the outward form of a diary—to that of perpetual apostrophe: to you, my sole muse and mayhap future reader, I turn consciously for the first time, and my creative powers, which have been unleashed on a sudden, having lain dormant for so long, already seem to be growing and inexhaustible.


I was also pleased to see that in our joint fit of pique at Shura’s arrogance there was not even a hint of smugness at how differently you and I conduct ourselves and how, in the presence of others, we invariably maintain an austere, exemplary reserve—even if, truth be told, I take no pride in this exemplariness myself, foisted as it has been upon me, finding it much too tedious and too mannered. So often I have the irresistible urge to be near you, to touch you, to see you and only you—yet this, I trust, comes across differently, more exaltedly perhaps, than it does with Rita and Shura—but, when you are in the company of others, you forever give off this palpable, withdrawn, self-conscious chill, and yet whereas in the past I was so unspoilt by you, I am now so soothed and delighted by your generosity when we are together that I find this affected froideur of yours only charming, and I chide myself for not demanding more of you, convinced that I have no desire at all to pick up and remedy my wounded sense of amour-propre—which sense you both awakened and disfigured.


Yet if I should attempt for a brief moment to revive our dismal, sorry past, neither is it my intention to reproach you, nor is it my desire to torment myself perversely and extravagantly—I merely wish to make as explicit as possible the comparison, to deduce from the past our present, imperfect though it may be (but ah! incontestably happy one that it is). One of its many regrettable imperfections is this apparent reticence of ours, this coyness, this impossible self-control in all matters: though I am against wanton displays of affection, I do not blush on their account, as if I were the one at fault somehow. This reticence first appeared in me long ago—when relations between the two of us were restored (just after your return from Cannes) and you came back to me from Bobby. Do you remember how he would go out in the evenings back then, as dark as a berry, so terribly cross and brooding, and then one night, on the divan, all three of us were together, and he was pretending to be indifferent and sound asleep, and I—owing to the excess of your loving tenderness, to the abundance of my newfound riches, holding the purse strings, as it were, and pitying poor Bobby with condescension—took your hand and stroked it across his sticky, glued-down, wiry hair, only for you to look at me in disbelief, outraged partly on his behalf, partly on your own?—yes, in those days, come evening or afternoon, he would invariably be the first to head out, leaving you and me alone in an environment that was safe and comfortable for us but so very agonising for him, and yet, even after he left, we would just carry on sitting there, never stirring, never speaking, for you would not allow me to approach you right away, as though too hasty a betrayal would constitute a scandalous moral insult to Bobby, while I, failing at first to sympathise with your exaggerated scruples, did emphatically as you did, forever striving for unity, for accord, and fearing vaguely to lose you the very next instant, on account of some disagreement. Hence, methinks, our present habit of aloofness whenever we are together in public, and I am equally afraid of repulsing you with the slightest gesture that might be interpreted as an assertion of my ‘rights’, or indeed any attempt by you to mollify my ‘predecessor’. It is a pity that when you were with him you never once showed that same, touching concern for me; with unfathomable cruelty, you would quite simply forget my presence, and so now, to make myself considerate, calm, modest, I must revive in my mind those terrible months before you left for Cannes. For my part, I cannot explain any more plausibly this so apparent and so unjust dissimilitude—is it that you and I exert an inadvertent and yet mutually ennobling influence on each other, or is it that you are forever drawn all the more irresistibly to ‘seducers’ like Bobby than you are to me, and that your kindness is always bested in the process?—whatever the case, I can make my peace with any injustice, provided you do not vanish and that ghastly, woeful past does not return.


I should merely like to draw from it a few simple lessons for the future, and not for you to recant your dispiriting sense of reserve with me; I require only that you maintain it with others, too, and thereby shelter me at least partly from jealousy—but then, of course, I do not believe that I can influence you in any meaningful way. You are sensitive, observant and intelligent enough and have already thought of everything that I could possibly say to you (although, granted, you have applied it to your own conceivable failure), and so all that remains now is for me to repeat your own words back to you, or else to remind you of their approximate meaning. Several times you have told me that you fear, more than anything, being jilted, that the one doing the jilting is always unfeeling and does not realise his heartlessness, that, confronted with him, you would be so utterly, so terribly, helpless and would be shown no pity, no magnanimity, no consideration. You have also spoken of the only correct form of benevolence—that shown not to everybody, nor even to a few, but to one, to the individual who will, in reality, be infinitely enriched by it. Yet even in those ‘days of Bobby’, and in a few other instances I could name as well, you showed me, the jilted party, none of that understanding or conscientious compassion, and now, in our finest, most careless season, this perfectly irresistible benevolence of yours, destined supposedly for one man alone, all too occasionally spills over onto whichever man with whom you happen to find yourself, which in turn diminishes inadvertently the value of those rapt exclamations that you so begrudge me and with which you bless me only after these great pains to which I go. I know how poor and repetitive language is, how destitute our means of expressing this or that kind of gratitude; I know also that you have doubtless been offended many a time by the excessively cordial tone that I reserve for those whom I scarcely know, who are strangers to me, yet I also know that in this regard you are far guiltier than I, that you are more neglectful, more callous, more demanding, and that I shall never change you, nor shall I ever set you aright.


When you prick me with your indifference (the very moment you and I find ourselves in company), with the liberties you allow others, the amiable tone you adopt with any undeserving stranger, it is usually only the last of these that I find so insulting, while the others, which in the past would have insulted me, no longer seem so terrible and do not violate our impeccable relations.


Yet now, with this easy quietude that exists between us, so few and sporadic are these moments of resentment that they never overlap or jostle against one another, and so, despite myself, I find that I can ponder them with a certain dispassion and an unaccustomed sense of generosity, which has revealed to me the one thing that I fear above all else: any outward display of familiarity, any hint of your physical betrayal. I have a firm (and, perhaps, too presumptuous) belief in my own irreplaceability, in the fact that your habitual, time-illumined friendship will and must always be restored to me, but such a semi-treasonous and shameless act, especially one committed in my presence, can be neither erased nor forgotten. I know already what your perfectly valid objections will be—that such proprietorial views on my part are presumptuous, that in love anything can and must be forgiven, that scrupulously faithful unions are either insipid or stale—and yet not only is my masculine capacity to bear a grudge both stronger and more enduring than any of these rational objections, but it also outweighs my sincere desire to forgive, the sweet anticipation of confronting you and making it up with you. And if, on occasion, our little détente is too conciliatory (and incomparably saccharine), then the peace that is restored is sure to be incomplete, short-lived, and some poorly repressed feeling of vindictiveness will linger on, justifying, provoking even, my own acts of disloyalty and intensifying my sense of indignation.


You will doubtless object, telling me that now, when everything is going ‘just swimmingly’, there is no sense in raking up the past, that things are hardly likely to go back to the way they once were, that our situation is indeed good, ‘and that is what counts’—and that we must not spoil this. But I have this unshakeable urge somehow to safeguard what I have already attained—be it peace of mind, friendship, love—to have that final, sapient, word, to compel my partner to ‘cultivate’ the relationship that we have established, as if I were so convinced of my unwavering devotion that I now dare to hold it up as an example; yet every time I am astonished to find how frivolous, how inconsistent, how myopic my partners are, and so, I want to rail and shout until my words sink in, before it is too late; but, alas, in this endeavour I invariably fail. And now, because of Rita and Shura, both you and I find ourselves troubled by some sense of foreboding, perhaps by some dangerous memory of our past, and so we both of us cherish the strong, salutary bond that we share, and all my words about grudges, about the cooling of affections, about your possible loss or departure, stand to hurt you as never before, and you even reproach yourself for the ‘infidelities’ of which all this reminds you, you pity me and admit that I am right about everything (and only out of pride do you say nothing), but of what really happened, of my torments, of the feelings of mistrust that materialised suddenly back then, and are now, poised to make their return, you quite simply know nothing, nor shall you ever know, for it was not you who were tormented by them, but I. Yet if even now you cannot sense anything fundamental—now, in the hours and days of our strange and tender intimacy—then what can I ask or expect of you when you are distracted, at best temporarily, by something extraneous, and when these happy days are forgotten for a while, along with all our promises to one another and all our gratitude. Sometimes I try to divine whether this is a general trait or particular to you—this never-ending chain of forgetting, the alacrity with which you set aside our quarrels after a rapprochement, the sense of harmony if you are occupied with something or somebody else—and, as you destroy a harmony that once seemed inviolable, you seem so disarmingly naïve and yet cruel. I fear that this is characteristic of me as well (although probably to a lesser degree); that I, too, am blind to my mistakes, forgetful of them, that you have your own unaired grievances against me that are difficult to forgive. After all, the more casual acquaintances we have, and the more intimate we grow, the more misunderstandings will occur, and often I find myself wanting to ask you not to draw me quite so recklessly into any absurd, unnecessary circle of acquaintances, with all these dubious, all these questionable, fickle, wretched types (viz. Shura and Rita); in essence, I would much rather lock myself away with you for years and years, until our youth is well and truly over, sparing these so lofty sensibilities of yours and mine; I should like to indulge you alone, but infinitely, and to preserve somehow the immaculacy of our fate from bitterness, quarrels and the inevitable interference of others. Perhaps there is yet another means of sparing myself (or indeed ourselves) some unspeakable lot—and that is trying to think of you in purely poetic terms; over the years, I have developed such a keen dependence on your old-fashioned, and of course illusory, ‘purity’ that I have never (despite how infinitely alluring I find you) permitted myself any improper thoughts about you, and I try to drive out these involuntary visions that hound me. Even I find risible the patent fragility of this method of combatting your long-established and unrivalled power over me, the imbalance of my position next to yours, yet somehow I am obliged to struggle on, to resist, to ready myself for the next blow, which could fall at any moment and from the most unexpected quarter. And if ever you were to read these notes or I were to speak these words of warning to you, nothing would change, nor would anything be averted: there are such clear, well-established relationships that are beyond our influence—they may still be refined (if only slightly) by smoothing out any external, too exposed roughness, for we must not neglect appearances, the outward beauty of relationships, merely to spare ourselves some shameful, nagging pain that may yet be remedied, at least in part.


You arrived with startling and terrible news, having decided to inform me of it immediately, audaciously, and forthrightly, banking on my staunch inner resolve, yet showing both pity and compassion for me all the same:


‘I’m afraid you’ll find what I have to say rather distressing. Sergei Nikolaevich will be arriving in a few days’ time.’


You were mistaken somewhat in your estimation of my fortitude—first, I had to deceive myself, placate myself with the contrivances that Sergei N. would be staying only for a short while, that I should simply have to endure these few weeks, that I am patient, am used to and capable of waiting, that I shall see out his brief visit, and that it shall all be quite tolerable. You see, I never in fact doubted that Sergei N. would wind up in Paris sooner or later. After his much-vaunted contract in America, he is free to go wherever he pleases during the months when he is not filming—every city outside of Russia lies open to him, and outside of Russia he has only you. Neither can he have forgotten that ‘princely’ gift of his, the one presented to you on the eve of your departure from Berlin: with this, with his interminable goodliness, with this easy life—the one that he has, essentially, bestowed on you—he has, in the finest sense of the word, bound you to him for ever, and, however noble, altruistic and generous he may be, he shall one day (again, in the finest sense of the word) want to see his beneficence incarnate, and to ‘reap the fruits’ of it quietly, discreetly, deservedly. Perhaps he is the only thing that stands between us. Which is by no means to say that I am troubled by Sergei N.’s lavishing of such favour on you—indeed, I accustomed myself to this fact long ago—and I am well aware that you are not dependent on him in perpetuity—no, he came to your aid once, and, ever since, you have needed neither him (although, granted, only because of him) nor anybody else for that matter, but if, now and then, I permit myself to entertain what may be termed ‘wild fantasies’—to wit, those of the vast sums of money that I shall make some day, of repaying your ‘debt’ to Sergei Nikolaevich, of buying you out of bondage, of redeeming you, of all those untold miraculous consequences that such an impossible redemption would entail—it simply means that all this has touched me deeply, that it haunts me still, that I alone have acclimatised myself to the impossibility of a favourable outcome. You, with your constant willingness to be moved (for all that you may deny it), with your innate and ever-present sense of gratitude, cannot but consider yourself beholden to Sergei N., and you even seem honour-bound at times to punctuate your gratitude to him, practically bowing and scraping, for all that you must find it a burden to be obliged to someone for ever—as would any strong, innately self-reliant individual, let alone one who cares nothing for her benefactor, who, despite herself, casts about for some trifle ‘to spoil everything’, to invalidate, insultingly and unjustly, everything that he has done for you. It often strikes me that my advantage over Sergei N.—or one of them, at any rate—is that you are in no way beholden to me, that I have done nothing for you in any material sense. Queer, that: it is the very reason that you are so good to me (comparatively speaking), whereas I am left with the rambling, irrepressible need to make some grand gesture, to help you in some significant way, to be touched by my own rendering of this assistance and to revel in it. How plain it is to see that no matter how well you know, no matter how impeccably you recall all the ‘rules of thumb’, you cannot always apply them to yourself, and so, taking yourself as the exception that allegedly proves the rule, you end up trying to convince yourself that human perfection is possible. Hence do I, in my desire to make you happy, forget the entire, almost inevitable incongruity between the naïve expectations of the benefactor who smugly relishes the anticipated ‘selfless devotion’, and the customary resentment of the person whom he has helped and whom he has alienated with none other than these very expectations. But then, so readily do we try to prove our own impartiality by anybody else’s example, that we are prepared to apply even the most ruthless rules of thumb to it: thus, when you speak about Sergei N., I do not trust your ‘official’ gratitude (which is so unlike you) or indeed those empty stock phrases you use, as you did today—‘Whatever should I do without him?’ ‘What a fine specimen of a man he is!’ ‘He uplifted me not only materially, but also spiritually.’ You are wise enough and shrewd enough to imagine my indignation at such flagrantly insincere praise and enthusiasm, albeit ‘official’—after all, in your perfectly lovely hours and days you never think to mention Sergei N., but then no sooner do you weary of me than you automatically slip him into the conversation, and if ever—although this happens less and less frequently these days—you and I should quarrel openly and not care to make amends, then you (again automatically, hastening to contrast me with this other source of support) will begin to talk about Sergei N., not out of any sense of obligation to him, but with a sudden shudder of exaltation, with a hint of heartfelt and even loving tenderness.


It feels strange to think about Sergei N.’s new gestalt, how irrevocably my sweet, psychological submission to him, my imaginary union with him in both rivalry and friendship, have been displaced. After all, unaware and unattainable, he once acted as my guide on account of his ability to achieve whatever he set out to do—with you, in art, in life. Now he has lost every advantage he once had over me (save perhaps one: money)—he has without question ‘sold out’, albeit partly for your sake, and has, as it were, diminished himself of necessity (I write as I find, with a simple and merciless candour, and I will not embellish anything, nor shall I make excuses owing to any chivalrous sentiment felt towards a rival or a foe), yet the most vital, and for me the most conclusive, change is that it is I (and not he) who am with you, that it is I who read his dreary missives, that he is the one who has long stopped trying, stopped making the effort, that it is with you that he has been a failure, pathetic, and weak. I dare say that we shall each of us find within ourselves, if we are lucky, a kind of self-assurance, a victoriousness, a ‘swinishness’, a certain disdain for the luckless and the vanquished, and perhaps this oblivious sense of indifference that I now feel for Sergei N., the one that has taken hold of me gradually, can be explained not only by his absence, but also by his long lack of success with you. All the same, had he been closer to you than I, I should have remembered him quite differently, and then his ex-romantic, ex-adversarial significance would have been cast in an altogether different light.


We find it easier and less painful somehow when our happy rival is a decent sort, a man of quality, for otherwise our jealousy will be compounded by a sense of injustice, nagging thoughts of poor decisions, and the dismay that a woman who once seemed incomparably worthy to us could have been so wrong and chosen so unwisely. If, on the other hand, the unhappy rival is indeed a decent sort, as I now find with Sergei N., and there can be no question of disdainfully, ‘swinishly’ disregarding him, then a certain dissatisfaction with oneself can manifest, a nagging discontent, a conviction that this opponent could have played his hand better, along with a pernicious, unrelenting, wanton sense of antagonism towards him. Meanwhile, it is with you—because I love you so rapturously and, moreover, because in this love I love you even more than I love myself— that I have this immense, exigent need for my own unique, inimitable, sublime sense of decency, and the first sign of such exigency in me is a stoic contempt for my own comfort and needs: I can go without food and sleep, rise at any hour, leave right in the middle of lunch, make do without money, entertainment, even friends. I have this ‘fanatical’ notion—much like a zealot, a patriot, a revolutionary—to make unto you a sacrifice of anything you desire, to steel myself unsparingly, and, as I ‘cultivate’ this notion, Sergei N. forever stands in my way, somehow full of reproof: after all, the circumstances are such that I have made no sacrifice, that I, as it were, exaggerate and ‘get off lightly’, whereas he is backed up by something essential and important, something that cheapens my future sacrifice, my sense of decency, all my petty, ascetic victories over myself, just as those countless acts of gallantry and deaths on the front lines cheapen the labour of those who, for whatever reason, find themselves held up in the rear. More importantly, his ‘ministrations’ and mine are much too alike in every respect: just imagine how tedious it must be when somebody smiles every bit as radiantly and encouragingly at the woman you love, brings her books or sends her flowers, listens to her with every ounce of understanding that you do—how much more tedious and unbearable it must be, then, when this fatally fatuous coincidence of trivia is caused by the kinship of those feelings themselves, by the commonality of their goal, their basic principle, their spiritual disposition, by everything that renders one love and the next—little more than odd, senseless emotions—twins (one of nature’s immortal jokes—a rarer one, true, but on the receiving end of which I nevertheless find myself). It may well be harder on us and more onerous if the intentions and actions of a rival are somehow baser than our own (and any other intention will surely seem baser to us), if the rival seems ‘predatory’, ‘egotistical’, a man incapable of sacrifice—how easy it is then to give free rein to injury, resentment, jealousy, the yearning for justice, which fortifies us so; it is easy and natural then to struggle, and, in so doing, we accept our defeat and these cruellest torments without losing our sense of dignity, still hoping all the while for a reversal of fortune or an end to them. But if a rival sets his sights on the same thing as I do, and if the woman for whom we are fighting reveals in us, not without some private ridicule, a uniformity in both our aspirations and means, then it is as if the object of my affections and even my whole—admittedly, unavoidably circumstantial—sense of enamourment has been stolen away from me, as if nothing of myself remains in love, and I cannot fathom why she should prefer me, when I myself cannot endorse such unmerited favour. Where Sergei N. and I are concerned, this grievous indistinguishability of the two relationships, of the two separate sets of emotions, developed long ago, and the only thing that has saved me is his continued absence, the fact that I have not seen the two of you together with my own eyes, that I have, until now, thought about him so rarely, so disparagingly and unrealistically, and if from time to time I ever did think of him, and if I ever then inadvertently compared myself to him, I would feel ashamed of my good fortune, of your rapturous estimation of my decency, that same decency which, touched and grateful, you return to me in kind. But now, inevitably, the illusion that my devoted, self-sacrificing sentiments are unique needs must be shattered: I shall see Sergei N. by your side, and he will be the mirror image of me, and then no cowardly, reassuring thoughts will help me—that it is only temporary, for a week, for a month or two: do not believe such false, cheering thoughts, my dear—the dark hours, the dearth of good ones, our sorrow at their passing, our pain, none of these will ever end or disappear, and their countless vestiges (as well as those of parting, happiness, intimacy, nights of ecstasy, unconditional goodwill and mutual understanding) are essentially what makes us who we are, and we should surely—for the sake of our human dignity—strive for victory, and, in victory, for redemptive generosity. And so, perfectly conscious of all the fatal irreparability of Sergei N.’s visit, of all my dejection at the prospect of his arrival here for a brief spell, I immediately set about pinning my much too compliant hopes on this meagre and flimsy ‘brief spell’, yet out of pride, out of courage (or rather, aping you in both pride and courage, attempting to take exactly what you would consider to be the most dignified course of action), I set aside my natural impatience to question you about Sergei N., changed the topic of conversation to my pre-arranged meeting with Shura and Rita in some café—but then, somehow weakened by fear, with a sense of finality and that inevitable empty indifference that precedes the end, trying in vain not to betray myself with the tremor in my voice, with the pointedness, the non-sequitur of my momentarily delayed question, I asked timidly and feebly (and at the same time in mock jest):


‘Tell me, Lyolya, votre ami, will he be staying in Paris for long?’


‘For quite some time, I’m afraid. Apparently he’s had a falling-out with somebody. It seems they’ll pay him his advance and let him go. He plans to live in Europe—right here in Paris, most likely. You’re apprehensive? You’re not the only one.’ (Such perfidious words against Sergei N. offered unprecedented proof that I am in your good graces.) ‘But really, worrying won’t change anything. And, you know, of the two of us, it will be much harder for me.’


These words of yours did not reassure me in the slightest; not only did I not believe you, but I was assailed by vague, almost unfounded, indignant, dissenting thoughts (which later on, in the street, thanks to my usual imaginary argument with you, were tangled at first, but were then gradually put in order); I thought that of the two of us it would undoubtedly be easier for you, that you would be able to retain your faith in me and not be obliged to share me with anyone, that you would never have to stand beside a rival who devalues and degrades your very person. And, already past this imaginary dispute, with a kind of hopeless clarity, with some sudden insight into the bitter failures that now await me, all of a sudden I began to cling to the good times with you that were passing, these recent weeks and months that I have never before had. Among my few fortunate qualities is the ability not to be disappointed by what has been promised and what has come to pass, to find in it the very thing that I anticipated with such excitement, and even more of it and better, and to grow strong on what I have found there, reminding myself endlessly of my good fortune: this is how it was with the first women I knew, and in my intellectual friendships, and now, too—because of your unfailing kindness to me. Before you, I did not know kindness in love, and in my youthful enthusiasm, feverish beyond my years, I anticipated how perfect it would be, yet the reality was even more wonderful, even more intense than I imagined, and now it horrifies me to write that it may be over already, that it has been imperilled—and from such a banal, insulting quarter.


Of all the things I could so easily lose, I would be especially sorry to see the naturalness, the sense of ease and freedom that you and I have achieved, go: I speak whatever comes into my mind, suggest what is most pleasant to me at any given moment, but never do I temper myself, never must I use guile, or humour you in any way, and I always sense that same implicit trust in you. All this seems startlingly new to me: I have experienced such unthinking simplicity before—owing to a feeling of indifference for certain people, or to some vague, wonted sense of apathy towards them—but at the slightest touch, at the least depen- dence on these people, the moment they became necessary to me in any barely noticeable, insignificant way, that easy sense of composure would vanish, and I—so as to show how dependable I am—would try in vain to reproduce at least a semblance of it. Now, however, but for your occasional derelictions of duty (‘I have a headache’, ‘I overdid it last night’, ‘I’m tired’—or even just a hostile, sullen look), we find ourselves mostly on a jolly, even keel, nothing is out of bounds, nor will you try to brush me off with a shrug or, in all likelihood, refuse me anything. Even now it feels strange and pleasant to dispose of your time, to take you to a café if I so desire it, to go to the cinema with you, to postpone breakfast, to have you read a novel or some poetry I liked, to get out of bed, still drowsy, so that we can go somewhere out of town together… Never do I weary of your company, never do I have my fill of you, but then nor is there any of that morbid, irrepressible impatience to see you—on the contrary, our days spent together give us all the joy and well-being we could wish for. After all, the racing of my heart cannot be called morbid, when at eleven o’clock in the morning, as usual, I climb your stairs or—on rareoccasions—telephone to announce with regret that I have been ‘detained by business’: clearly, we ought not to part so untimely after a night out—with such flagrant contrivance and undue sensibility—and the departures that I am forced to make far too early, the reckoning with the shackles of convention, with artificial, outward, I should even say material, fastidiousness (the fact that you retain your independence and will not live with me)—this is undoubtedly the price I pay, even if it is hardly necessary. Forgive me for splitting hairs, for trying to prove something, for bartering with you like this—I have a knack for revelling in any success: it is a habit of mine to argue, on account of being so indulged, insatiable and petty—and I shall not speak of it again.


The beauty of our wondrous relationship lies in the fact that its various particulars are imbued intangibly with something that unites them—with mutual benevolence and trust, our continual encouragement of each other, a kind of gentle, sensuous, tender blending of two individuals who have shut themselves away from the world together—and also in the fact that each of these particulars is charming in its own right, and imperishable. Take the café, where you and I like to ensconce ourselves as the afternoon wears on, where we talk so freely about ourselves and, as ever when one can do so, experience a rush of inspiration, exalting not only in ourselves, but also in our almost numinous synchronicity. We are both of us buoyed by that same rush, that same power that, as with spiritualists, is born of us mysteriously, and we are both, to the point of undisguised physical trembling, so extremely, impressionably neurotic, and so unduly, joyously astonished by these generous revelations—those we give and those we receive—while our delight and sense of amour-propre, which is satisfied by the minute, bind us all the more fastly and in ever new ways. Yes, ordinarily the café is our creative enterprise, our take-off and flight, a vindication of these outwardly lazy, absurd, aimless, conceited lives of ours. Or take the not infrequent evenings we spend in your smart pension, in your inimitably precious room, vast and unwieldy as it is, cluttered with rugs, furniture and lacy cushions with gaily coloured satin bows: you and I lie, fully clothed, on a cramped, rather firm chaise-longue (the dusty French bed stands against the opposite wall), your shoulders resting on my arm, your head a little lower than mine, and, with my right cheek closest to you, I slowly stroke your short, dazzlingly blonde hair, which is, for me, the most powerful thing about your irresistibly thrilling appearance, and at times the most accommodating. We are both of us frozen, blissfully still; we say nothing, and every inch of my skin (or so it naïvely seems to me, or so I want it to seem)—through my suit and your paper-thin dress—is obsessively, palpably drawn to you, as though elatedly astonished at the incomparable perfection of your soft, flowing lines, while my free left hand, without breaking any shamefully secret agreement between us, moves stealthily along those smooth curves, from the tender protrusion of your knee to your triumphantly fair hair, which is now grazing me and trustingly inclined towards me. Then my right arm goes numb, you complain about a maddening pain in your back, the harmony, the magic is about to be taken from us, but we change our positions, we try to contort ourselves, to arrange ourselves in different postures, more simply, more comfortably, you close your eyes in pleasure, sighing heavily, like a child before going to sleep, shuddering one last time before shrugging—and so the magic returns, and soon we forget our rupture. With unfathomable and uncharacteristic stubbornness, we restrain our now waxing, now waning arousal, and for us these curious hours, which are not at all identical, constitute a physical and spiritual repose, one that is increased tenfold by that mysterious, that ineffable, acuity, which at times the dull and the idle communicate to one another when they are apart. Such wholesomely beneficial repose and such unbridled creative inspiration in varied, albeit diluted, combinations, arise unexpectedly from each chance encounter, from every conversation that touches us even slightly, and, cognisant of this, I ought to rejoice all the more in my uninhibited freedom with you—for, after all, I can always be near you, raise your spirits with insignificant, heart-lifting words, remind you of my love for you or, with great trepidation, enquire about yours for me, I can console you, take you by the hand and bestir any of our invariably salutary interactions that may be necessary in a given moment, while you, almost unaccountably, will be grateful to me and ready to rhapsodise over any trifle imaginable. To the onlooker, I dare say all this will seem rather funny and immature—apropos of which, only the other day Shura tore into me, saying that you and I were both behaving as though we were ‘deranged’, that at times he even felt uncomfortable laying eyes on us. Perhaps he is right, and for him our endearing looks, our incessant smiles, our unwearying happiness and congeniality, are every bit as obnoxious and antagonistic as his unabashed libidinousness is for us an unnecessary lesson in tolerance for any and all kinds of behaviour that stand in distinction to our own, and he is the more right, and the lesson the more illustrative, for the fact that I shall never countenance any forgoing of our smiles and congeniality: for all this—these responses of mine, these expectations and the gratitude that follows, this unbroken fever that has taken hold of us both in all—this is the stuff of which love is made imperceptibly—and in this lies its nourishment, and in this alone lies its inexhaustibility. I cannot sate myself with your loving assurances, your exaggerated thank-yous on whatever pretext, the melancholy devotion in your eyes and voice, sometimes even, in front of others, the calculated aloofness that is understood, alas, by me alone and that will break suddenly, only to transform into some unforgettable, melodious tenderness: all this, as in our very first days, is still both new and rare to me—and so meaningful that, greedily, I do not want to miss even the littlest accident of favour.
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