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         This is it: we’re really on our way. Blankets and big suitcases and coats, a pile of maps, sunglasses to protect us from the dust and the glare. Chocolate, hard-boiled eggs, cognac, bananas: it’s going to be a long journey, a journey without lunch, instead we’ll have a quick bite when the gates are lowered at railroad crossings, and there’ll be irritated chewing when we’re delayed at the border.

         We’ve put a long winter behind us, full of work and anxieties, rain, fog, hail and snow. It’s five in the morning. We have the feeling we’re running from something, toward the easy life, toward a sunlit world. It’s almost a kind of betrayal, this journey through the gray morning haze, betrayal of the friends who have stayed behind to freeze, betrayal of the morning and evening papers that from now on will only ever reach us late, hardly any scent left to them, hardly even true anymore. We feel guilty as Germany slips by beneath us, devoured by our accomplice’s four wheels, as the windshield wiper, eager accessory, busily shoves away a fine mist of rain.

         We’re on our way: the car, you and I.

         Oh yes, in spite of it all it’s sheer joy to be on the road. Anything could happen to us, a flat tire, an accident might call us back, like a gendarme hard on the heels of a fugitive—but 10each kilometer makes us feel safer. The uncertain early light grows surer, more confident. We really are on our way—

         I move closer to you. You wear thick gloves, a good camel traveling coat, you’re hidden in its warm skin and you watch your turns closely, you watch for slippery streets and for obstacles that might get in the way of your progress. Later on it will get easier, I know, clearer, your strained attention can relax once the world crosses from the early hour into plain morning, the spell broken. But at this hour shrubs still look like haycarts, haycarts like shrubs, danger lurks, the farmers have long poles on the sides of their carts hidden by the early light. We have to just keep going, we can’t afford to get tripped up now, we’re on our way.

         ‘It’s gorgeous,’ I say. ‘Not completely real yet.’

         The car veers sharply to one side. A prehistoric creature lumbers against us, bangs and clatters past.

         ‘We could have been killed,’ you say.

         ‘You should have used the horn.’

         ‘At this hour?’

         The roads are an adventure, like a jungle. Something could be lying in wait round any corner, ready to leap out at us. But we love adventure, we surrender to its winds as they come at us over the radiator.

         ‘Annemarie said to me, how can you go to that fashionable, crowded seaside—’

         ‘Just wait.’

         I sink into silent exhilaration. We count kilometers and calculate hourly averages. You tell me about the wide, long, 11straight avenues in France—tout droit, tout droit, comme un billard, Madame—the mottled trunks of plane trees to the right and left. We talk about the journey and not us, though here too we are marking a departure from old habits for new. Up till now we’ve met for meals together, been to concerts together, danced with each other, talked deeply, fought and loved each other. You are familiar to me from those many hours; but how you look while shaving, that I don’t know. I’m still not acquainted with your morning mood or your working quiet; I only know your exceptions, not your rules. This trip is meant to lead us to common ground, we want to weather new adventures, different from the old. We’re no longer challenging each other to small war and small peace, we are braving the dragon called every day that dwells in the cavern every night. How long until I’ve exhausted all my reserves, everything I’ve read or can remember, until I won’t be able to enchant you with words anymore because you’ll know all of mine already. And you’ll notice how quickly I get tired, and—but I’m not afraid of what I’ll notice.

         ‘What are you thinking?’

         No, I don’t tell you what I’m afraid of. ‘How many kilometers to the border?’

         ‘Take a look at the map.’

         I get the map out. I comb over it for the villages and towns and can’t find the road. Finally I find it, but can’t add up the distance in kilometers. I fall in your esteem. You tell me to take the wheel. No, I am no Diana on these country roads, no bold knight of the steering wheel, you’ve found me out too soon. I 12daydream easily and see trees instead of milestones, rooftops instead of signposts. If you’ve taken me for competent—

         ‘What are you thinking?’

         ‘I’m wondering whether we’ll find a cottage.’

         ‘Wouldn’t we be better off in a hotel? It’s much more comfortable.’

         ‘Everyone lives in hotels. No, it has to be a cottage. And it should stand in a small meadow and a white cat should sit on the well and purr as soon as you look at her. And I want a fig tree in front of the doors, then we’ll want to grow old like Philemon and Baucis and never go back to Munich or Berlin.’

         ‘Of course,’ you say seriously, and step on the gas, now that the road is straight and widening. ‘Yes. Never again. Not until fall.’

         He said until fall, I think: that could be September or November. But I don’t ask. Until fall is a long time, more than just months, more than a quarter of a year. With a few words you’ve cut a fat slice out of the round year and put it on my plate. I look wonderingly, because it’s still whole, only the crumbs of an hour have fallen off it.

         Meanwhile, because the day is now bright, you place your arm round me and drive with only your left hand. I’m lost in admiration.

         We are free. We are happy. We have money for a few months, you more, I less, as is the way with us. I’m nearly certain that you love me and that it can last perhaps for a summer. Especially in the south, where they say it’s in the air. Yes—step on the gas pedal, cut into the fog and rain, soon we’ll be in Switzerland. 13Already we’re at Lake Constance, and here and there you can see trees blossoming.

         One border guard asks us how much money we have and whether we don’t in fact have more. Another wants to see our car’s registration number, to know how much tobacco we have, how many cigarettes. The car rattles impatiently, because you can’t bring yourself to turn the motor off. The tollbooth attendants are wet and freezing and show some understanding. They grasp at least that we have to keep moving, that already another country is opening up for us.

         It’s welcoming here, it’s peaceful. But we hardly take it in. We can’t stop for the gorgeous blue lakes of Zürich, Vierwaldstadt, Geneva. We don’t stop to rest in the surrounding villages. It’s beautiful, but we drive past and the landscape doesn’t sink in. Only small fragments, scraps of mountains, a pretty rising curve, all the flags on the hotels in Geneva. We’ve devoured all of Switzerland. The day grows tired like us, but you still want to get to France before it’s over, drink warm red wine and sleep in a wide bed like you’ve promised.

         We haven’t spoken, haven’t paused, only pushed on, onward, onward. You sit doggedly at the wheel and take the curves hungrily. The mountains to you are obstacles, you curse at the slower cars and want to clear the train crossings like hurdles. You only open your mouth when I stuff a hard-boiled egg or a banana into it, or when I entice you with a chicken leg. You don’t look my way. But I know we’re of one mind, we’re silently fixed on the same goal, strung on the same bow, I’m grateful beyond words to have been brought along, to be allowed to sit 14mounted here alongside you. And while you gallop I hold on breathlessly, just as women have always clung full of joy and fear to the manes of horses bearing them away.

         You’re still wearing your winter face, rather furrowed, simultaneously tired and impatient, but a new skin is already growing underneath. Forty years old, I think, amazed: to have eaten your fill so many times and yet still be so hungry. To have seen so much, and still want to see more; loved so much, and yet be seduced again and again.

         Out of the blue you say, ‘Remind me I have to write to Eva, she always worries.’

         This again. I’m brave and ask cheerfully: ‘Why go off with me this time, anyway?’

         ‘I want to spend a summer with you.’

         ‘And with Adelheid?’

         ‘Holy Week,’ you respond, pleased with yourself. ‘And now let’s talk about today and tomorrow. Have you ever eaten bouillabaisse?’

         No, I have not. I’ve seen absolutely nothing, eaten absolutely nothing interesting or exciting.

         ‘You’ve run off with a virgin,’ I say.

         ‘We’ll soon take care of that. This is France, after all.’ You say this grandly, as though handing me the country on a serving platter.

         Each country welcomes us with the same words of greeting: Cigars—Cigarettes—Tobacco. France is no exception. The customs agent is appealingly lazy. Ça ira becomes ça va, the republic consolidated. We’re allowed to drive on and now all borders 15are behind us. In a deeper sense, we’ve arrived. Already the French country roads are all around us. They’re not country roads at all, actually, but boulevards, absolutely straight and arched over with still-barren branches. The distance markers are adorned with red caps and they’re numbered, Route Nationale 201—now even I can find my way—and we’ll stay on this road until we reach Chambéry.

         ‘Chambéry—a good place for truffles,’ you instruct me. ‘It’s a crime to drive through truffle country without stopping, only excusable in this case because these aren’t the real truffles. Those grow in Périgord.’

         French place names fill the mouth wonderfully, there is something savory in their sound. We become bold. We forget the thunderclouds brewing back home in Germany. You talk about truffles and express a desire to drink a warm Châteauneuf du Pape this evening—these are the borders now to be crossed, a lust for life growing up from the earth. The billboards cry out, Cointreau, Pernod—Hitler and Hindenburg seem far away.

         We hardly saw each other in the days leading up to our departure.

         ‘How long has it actually been?’ you ask.

         ‘So long that I’m practically like new,’ I say.

         ‘Tonight,’ you say.

         But tonight you’ll be tired, full of food and wine, and you’ll want to rise early in the morning, so no, not tonight.

         We kiss. Evening draws nearer. We plan to spend the night in Grenoble. Grenoble, by the Isère River, which flows to our left along the avenue. This is my first time in France. The roads are 16beautiful, the trees beautiful, one of divine creation, the other human, and it’s good. I’d like very much to kiss you again, but the city’s outskirts are busy with cyclists and you have to drive carefully to avoid them.

         We quarrel fiercely over the hotel. You want to stay at the Majestic and I think it’s too grand. At last we ask a policeman to referee the debate. We land at the Majestic.

         This is France. Our room comes with a gigantic bed. It’s a matchmaking hotel, I discover. No one asks for my name. C’est la dame à Monsieur. No one wants to know whether we’re married; if what we want is to sleep together, all is well.

         We freshen up. The windows are open wide, noise echoes up from the plaza below, some festival with a circus and carousel. You want to go down and take a look, have a go on the see-saw, but I’m too much diminished from the journey, unwillingly I confess I’m more fatigued than you. Then comes the food—the whole menu, actually. The waiter sets the chicken on the side table and we sit across from the giant bed and drink wine.

         Now you tell stories about Monte Carlo. You get very animated and sketch out the gaming table and draw rouge et noir, pair et impair, passe et manque. My head spins like a roulette wheel, I say yes and nod and don’t follow.

         ‘The bank has better odds than the player,’ you say. ‘You see, when you roll a zero…’

         You fill my glass. I’m not used to this much wine and it draws its circle around me, I feel like a stone dropped in water, now I’m sinking deep and then it lifts me back up lightly to the surface, where I stay buoyant, tipsy. 17

         The waiter has cleared our dishes away. We’re alone in a strange town, I haven’t even seen it, it was already night when we arrived, I only know that Stendhal was born here: mere literary reminiscence, no more of that, just sit quietly.

         ‘Time for bed—come here, I’ll help with those clothes.’

         ‘But I thought—I thought you still wanted to write a card.’ While the bath is running you sit at the desk wearing a bathtowel and do in fact, remarkably, write a postcard, despite the hour. I’m in awe. Eighteen hundred kilometers at the wheel, plus the wine, but you can still write postcards—right now writing a postcard sounds like climbing the Matterhorn to me.

         ‘Hmm,’ you say, licking a stamp—yes, you’ve miraculously conjured French stamps from somewhere—‘the card has to go out tonight. I really can’t go downstairs like this. Would you?’

         I walk the length of the hallway to the stairs apprehensively. Oh God—the stairs! They’re horrifyingly wide, down the middle runs a narrow red strip. I’m to walk along this strip, it’s clear, and the strip leads into the great hall, where everyone looks at you. It stretches like a tightrope. I think desperately of my guardian angel, wondering whether he’s invisibly steadying me so I don’t tumble onto the smooth white marble on my right and left. And all for Eva, I think, all these terrors for Eva, these awful trials for Eva. I’m filled with rage and suddenly I’m on solid ground, as a small attendant—there’s my guardian angel—takes the card from me and sticks it into a narrow slot that’s somehow both a little higher and a little lower than you’d expect. I marvel at this young page and the angel helps me on my way, I reach the elevator and go back up, emerge at the 18correct floor, now the final adventure: I have to choose the right door, then there you are, my love, and you’ve taken possession of the enormous wide bed, legs spread far apart: I hunt for a small corner to fold myself into, and see that you’re already asleep.

         
             

         

         And here we are at the end—the speedometer jumps from 100 to 110—behind us lies a foggy morning in the Savoie mountains, stone huts, destitution, barrenness, the gray of the stones and the inhabitants, herds of goats driven by young Savoyard boys, fond memories from the books of my childhood—and then the descent, gliding down into these blessed plains, into the first rays of sun, into an immaculate church-window blue, into the fertile expanse, into olive groves—so this is Provence—old, heavy and rich with history, aged and clarified in the cellar of many centuries, and always born anew under this sun. We drive past vineyards and rubble slopes, among strange rust-red domes of rock, moon-mountains you call them. The heavens stretch over us unbroken, colors glow more truly, houses and farms shimmer pink and ocher, cypresses and poplar rows stand upright against the wind, a stunning and severe drawing of the southern landscape.

         Maybe there is no such thing as a fatherland, as they call it back home; and borders are arbitrary and that’s why they’re so often moved around, here as there; what there are instead are climates, milder and harsher, rougher and gentler, and climates kind to us humans.

         You know the country here, you and our good steed, you’ve bathed in this world before, left the other far behind, cold, 19hard, gridded with laws. You drive past what’s here too, further southward, until the last barrier in your path is gone; you wind through the Maritime Alps, and then you really give her free rein, poor heaving beast, the road pulls straight and wide once more, it glows white under the sun, you laugh, happy for the first time in months, you laugh as if you’d accomplished some victory, like someone who’s conquered a country and rides in triumphant. The vernal blues of the sky stretch over you like triumphal arches, almond trees are holy virgins who curtsey as you pass but you hardly spare them a glance. ‘Nice’—you toss the name to me—and the wind snatches the word from your mouth, leaving it far behind. Already the city begins to show the tips of its toes, and now you hail the sea in greeting—which all of a sudden, at this magic word, comes into view, only to vanish again alluringly—you greet it like the Greeks: Thalatta, Thalatta!

         ‘That was the most beautiful drive of my life,’ I say.

         We’re sitting at Pistonato’s on the Promenade des Anglais, and you order, very much at home here.

         ‘You’re still young,’ you say. ‘Now, we’ll have the bouillabaisse and the rosé du pays with it—to a warm and beautiful summer to come, my dear child!’

         ‘So you think it’s beautiful too?’

         ‘Yes, spectacularly so. With you. And tonight I won’t fall asleep like yesterday, that was unforgivable.’

         ‘Is it customary here to talk about making love over lunch?’

         ‘It’s the French way.’

         Then I powder both our noses, mine first since that’s more important, and we consider where to stay tonight. 20

         ‘Nice,’ you instruct—because you know everything, or just about everything, and you’ve tried everything too—‘is a city for shopping, and for eating the best ice cream. Not for living, and not for making love.’

         ‘Anyhow,’ I say (I say ‘anyhow’ far too much, you tell me), ‘it’s a city. And the palm trees look like giant feather dusters.’

         ‘You always manage to find a flaw,’ you say.

         ‘Always,’ I say. ‘Anyhow, I don’t want to be in a city. What we wanted was to rent a cottage in a meadow.’

         ‘Hmm,’ you reply. ‘Did we?’

         At least you don’t say no.

         The bouillabaisse arrives, seasoned with saffron and garlic, swimming with hunks of bread soaked in broth, and among them float langoustines, fish with complicated names, mussels and onion slices. It’s a bright, voluptuous dish, a dish for people who take joy in life.

         ‘You should really have a mustache for this meal,’ I say as you bite down on a langoustine shell. ‘A good long mustache, so that both ends can drip slowly and deliciously. It’s such wonderfully messy food, why don’t you make more noise eating it?’

         We smack our lips noisily. We slurp from langoustine shells till they’re empty. We eat with Pantagruelian manners, the juice drips from our hands and mouths. One can only eat this way on the street under an awning, not surrounded by mirrors in some formal dining room—the sea and the sun don’t mind a bit. Between courses we wash our hands. The next dish is artichokes. Once again we’re a mess. 21

         ‘How does the south strike you so far?’ you ask during a break from this hard work.

         ‘Blue,’ I say, and reach for another artichoke, to really make the handwashing worth it. ‘I love it, so long as I get to eat with my hands.’

         ‘You haven’t seen anything yet—nothing at all,’ you say. ‘But just around the corner there’s lots more of the south to see; I think we’ll need to go for a drive.’

         ‘Do you really? Can that be true?’ I ask.

         ‘Today is Friday,’ you say, ‘so yes, it can be true.’

         Friday is my day of good fortune. On Friday, everything is true.

         A grubby man brings by astonishing carnations white as snow. You buy a bunch and lay them between us. We pretend to be on our honeymoon by the Mediterranean. You kiss me, and I blush.

         ‘Everyone kisses on the street here,’ you advise.

         ‘At two in the afternoon?’

         ‘Two in the afternoon is a very proper hour, as good as any other. Now, let’s see if we can find a post office.’

         In your language, to look for the post office means enough nonsense, back to reality, back to reason. You can never quite shrug off your restraints, never quite swing free in the present. Mail attaches you to the country and people you left behind with such impatience only yesterday. Even this climate isn’t perfect. If I had Aladdin’s magic lamp or at least his ring, I’d wish for part of this beautiful world to be elevated to a stratosphere where no postman could go, 22somewhere with a spell too strong for the telegraph operator to break.

         Of course there’s no post office. You’re caught between relief and disappointment. I want to walk to the flower market. I’m impressed by the gorgeous bay, endless, pure, washed by the sea, nothing can ruin it, not even the casino. We’ve walked all along the quay by these absurd pink fountains and light fixtures which look—so you tell me—like lit-up bidets in a fancy brothel, and I must say it’s how I would imagine a brothel might look. The world is divided into the precious blues of sky and ocean and the cheap pinks of these sugar sculptures, and humans can only sign the latter as their invention. And the humans themselves fit right in: groomed baboons and guinea fowl under their Basque-striped parasols, idle and chattering—but we don’t stay long, and God likewise seems not to want to examine this place too closely, where Rolls-Royces are allowed to pile up to the sky.

         I’m hanging on to your arm. I’m small and you’re big. If I don’t cling tightly I’ll have to trot behind you, out of breath, like a little dog tied by a short leash to the back of a car.

         The landscape, someone once said—a most charming woman—is best understood as a background for love. Here in this moment, when our strides are in sync, the foreground and background merge, the bay with your face, the warmth of the sun with the feeling of love, into complete relaxation, a weightless, suspended, intoxicating serenity; for just a few seconds life is perfect, humanity redeemed. You: you’re more than a lover, you’re the great enchanter, you make our dreams real. Other men offer tender words, other men are more faithful 23or at least love longer, but you are the one always looking for ways to leap from the everyday into the extraordinary, you don’t let yourself get attached or settle. Other men are rational and intelligent, but they also have worries and doubts. Instead you have courage and wings. I love you as one loves a bird or some other beautiful, strong, light-hearted animal. In this instant I love you without reservation, set adrift from my own fate, which when I’m with you climbs to new heights, sublime and precarious. I love you as you are.

         You look at me. You don’t ask, as you usually would, what I’m thinking. You know. We mirror one another without a word, our images are clear. I imagine eternity is just like this moment. And in another moment, it’s gone.

         A yellow car stops suddenly and skillfully in front of us. Oh, not this: now for the routine and tedious Where have you come from?—How long are you staying? You greet the elegant woman behind the wheel, who suits the landscape so exactly, she looks like a great bouquet of pink carnations, she blossoms and carries a gay hat and is colorful all over, much too colorful for my taste, and all at once I’m painfully conscious of my paleness, my dirty overcoat, my not-so-new shoes and my very, very old beret. A person should look like a person, not a meadow in summer, I think, and I doubt the genuineness of her hair color even as I know in my heart it’s real, but that doesn’t improve my mood. The woman is kind, to me as well as you, overbearingly so I decide. It’s too bad you can’t just say to people: You’re bothering us, dear woman, stop blocking our light, drive on, adieu, farewell!

         But of course you’re being kind now too, the two of you 24toss questions back and forth, I grow impatient and scan the newspapers at the kiosk: corpse defilement, decision of the cabinet, exchange rate of the British pound, news in every language. Now go away—va t’en—off with you—

         You go on chatting. Dear God, don’t let him make plans with this woman, I pray, weakness of the pound, naval agreement, just give me this one day, maybe two—

         You pull me over and hold my arm a little more tightly than necessary, which means ‘Get a hold of yourself.’

         ‘We’re going to walk to Vogade for ice cream.’

         We—which means the woman, you and me. On the way she learns this is my first time here.

         ‘Oh, you mustn’t run around without a hat in this sun, it’s too much. You’re already so pale.’

         Only with great difficulty do I manage to keep her from putting her own hat on my head. She really is very kind. Suddenly she vanishes into a store and reappears with a parasol. It’s a bit colorful, but I say thank you and you’re touched. Then we sit outside at Vogade and eat ice cream, and you engage us—us—for the following morning. And in the afternoon we’re supposed to go for tea at this woman’s house, because somewhere around here she has one; and in the meantime I’m supposed to go hat-shopping with her since, of course, she knows the shops.

         At last you announce it’s time for us to go. We still intend to make it to Menton. Your farewell is prolonged and sincere. I keep mine brief and mute. I’ve left the parasol behind at Vogade. Unfortunately, you remind me in time. 25

         ‘What a lovely, kind, attentive woman, very open-minded. If we spent the summer in this area, she could give us a few tips. Did you like her as well?’

         ‘I’d call her hyperactive.’

         You laugh. ‘She’s just healthy.’

         ‘I’ve always shopped for my hats by myself,’ I venture.

         ‘And it shows, my dear.’

         ‘Well I don’t want to look like a tropical bird.’

         ‘Are you jealous? So soon?’

         How you ask it! As if jealousy were some disgusting disease, the lowest and most despicable thing you can catch. And with that you place yourself several rungs above me, lay pettiness and selfishness on my account, pre-empt every word or objection that might form on my lips.

         Yes—maybe I am already jealous. But I really don’t like this woman. I disliked her from the start, and I wouldn’t have spent time with her of my own volition, here or anywhere else, with or without you. She’s loud and she gets on my nerves, and she’s nothing like any of my friends. You ought to have known this, grasped it, instead of applying your simple, comfortable masculine formula to every situation as usual, casting me from now on as the jealous woman.

         I grow quiet. We drive down a fairy-tale road. You’ve already forgotten and are back in the present, point out Cap Ferrat to me with its lighthouse, Monte Carlo the operetta city, Èze the bird’s nest in the steep cliffs, you point and you glow with the pleasure of seeing old friends, the pleasure of gift-giving, for it’s you, yes you, bestowing this country on me. We both forget 26the blonde woman. Things are no longer perfect, but after all they’re still very, very good.

         We drive through Cap Martin without stopping, you promise we’ll return there the day after tomorrow, gardens and olive groves, pine trees bent over the water—a background for love.

         And then we’re in Menton. The slanted roofs of the old city stand out darkly against the blue sky, charmingly crowded around a church-tower that rises up from the gorgeous arched bridges, brightly colored boats, and brown nets of the harbor, the bay curves gently round, and I can easily believe the Romans called it ‘Peaceful Bay’.

         The hotel recommended by our blonde friend is the sort of fine establishment that suits you, not me. We’re booked into what amounts to a small apartment: two rooms, a bathroom and a tiny vestibule, all on the top floor at the end of a long hallway. I don’t think we’ve ever been so secluded. We have a balcony higher than the palm trees growing in the front garden. I unpack your things, lay them out lovingly on the bathroom vanity, the army of brushes and combs, the small flasks and bottles, I lightly make fun of your packing—you man of property—we kiss on the balcony, and the sun goes down. You send telegrams so your mail will reach you here, you’re surprised I have no messages to send, not so much as a postcard. And then I unpack my own things, everything a young bachelor woman needs: a large grip, an overnight bag. It’s quickly emptied or filled again. It’s ugly and convenient. When I want to leave in a hurry, we’re both travel-ready in half an hour. Comb and 27brush, two small tins, two small bottles: my side of the vanity looks scanty, like it’s been picked clean. And then I dress up proudly in my evening wear, still more or less in fashion, and I’m ready before you’re even done shaving.

         So this is how you look covered in shaving cream. And this is the way you walk through the room, mirror in hand, instead of sitting still like a dignified person. It seems there’s no such thing as privacy to be had with you: you fling the door open without knocking, sit down on my bed and leave flecks of foam on the carpet, you search through my dresser, you are amazed that I have no perfume or skin cream, and I think how nice it is to have no privacy, no distance built into our closeness. I am half shocked, half enchanted. I throw you out and two minutes later am disappointed you’re not back yet. You disappear for ten minutes and I feel abandoned. But then you reappear, bringing lipstick and rouge, suitable for a woman of the world now in the company of a man of the world who’s left her practical, bread-earning days behind her.

         I put on make-up while you offer advice. It seems you’ve watched other women with close attention. But I’m not thinking of other women just now. You’re impatient and touched by my faltering, my lack of confidence. Suddenly you say, ‘You really are the innocent,’ and we kiss to test whether the lipstick is safe to kiss. I feel secure around you, I throw the past and future into the nearby sea, I decide to be at home in your arms and in this elegant hotel, not to be afraid in front of the doorman or the strangers in their evening wear, I’m slightly intoxicated and set free from myself. I find you 28beautiful, good, young, an excellent companion for adventure. I decide to live the good life this time, arm in arm we descend the stairs, cross the street to the restaurant dining room on the water, where naturally you get us a table by the window. The waves below us slap gently, a radio softly plays ‘Happy Days’, I see the lights of Menton, you see the lights of Ventimiglia, the moon is rising, you search out my foot under the table, the langoustines arrive and we’re toasting one another when—‘Man’—a voice interrupts this scene; ‘Man, what on earth are you doing here?’

         I would happily have stabbed this voice, in fact I was already holding the knife, but you leap up, already beaming, a small man embraces you, he’s dark-haired and tanned and has the energy and countenance of a little monkey. ‘Man,’ he says, ‘this is fantastic.’ I give him a look and lay the knife down again, he pulls a chair up to our table, sniffs like a dog at the breeze wafting around us, decides against politics or the economy and talks instead of wine, the countryside, women.

         ‘See that woman over there?’ he asks. ‘An American, the doorman tells me, with a delicate, porcelain face, wears clothes in soft pastels, has a smile that could outlast Mona Lisa, only less secretive. I call her Keep Smiling. It’s a funny thing, isn’t it—love? For me it always comes on quick. There I am sitting on the beach, this woman thank God has a dog—’

         ‘In the Renaissance dogs were the courtesan’s companion,’ you say. ‘Just think of Titian.’

         ‘These women have a talent for making nothing of marriage—really, I find it extraordinarily appealing.’ 29

         ‘How far along are you?’ you ask.

         ‘Man,’ he says, ‘you got here just in time. I need your advice, since you’re something of a specialist when it comes to love. I’ve already met with her for tea once. That was nice, but we had no privacy. Now I want to take her out for an evening stroll. But—should I try for a kiss? Or should I walk her back to her room right away? Or—’

         ‘I’d have a word with the doorman,’ you say. ‘Are you thinking of tonight for this walk?’

         ‘One moment,’ says the small man, and jumps up. Keep Smiling turns her smile up a notch. She plucks grapes from a bunch with meticulously manicured fingers. Every woman’s eyes are on her table. The small man speaks in a low voice, confidentially.

         ‘Bold,’ I say.

         ‘How do you like him?’

         ‘Sweet,’ I say. ‘He could be our little son.’

         The small man returns dissatisfied. ‘Life is short and she’s putting me off. Has to play bridge this evening. Bridge: the Anglo-Saxon substitute for having a love life. What an idiot nation, eh? They need civilizing—’

         We return to the hotel. In the smoking parlor there’s a slot machine. The coins go in at the top, you spin a wheel in the middle, then if all goes well ten times what you put in comes out at the bottom. But that almost never happens. The men try their luck—when have they ever been able to resist this sort of thing?—the small gentleman, his name is Erich, has lost twenty francs, and on your losses no comment. A pair of shoes, my 30calculating brain tells me; it thinks more easily in terms of the value of practical objects.

         ‘I have an idea,’ cries Erich, ‘a wonderful idea. This piece of junk is a joke. Let’s drive to Monte Carlo. We’ll get square again there, for sure.’

         And so we drive to Monte Carlo, squashed tightly together all three of us in the front of your car, in high spirits, adding our headlights to all the others illuminating the magical night. This outdated world lives on for who knows how much longer: the ghastly casino, the ghastly carpeting with recessed footlights, yet everything is crowded with people, with cars, with lights. I find it all uncanny, like murky water frothed up into foam: the uncanny casino, the uncanny monotonous noises, the uncanny fanatics, most of whom you seem to recognize and point out to us. The Zero-Freak, the Phosphorescent Man, the Drowned Body—nearly all stand to the side, haunting the tables, they jot down symbols and figures in notebooks, abracadabra, incantations for luck. The whole scene is otherworldly: the croupier’s rake, the eerie roll of the ball, it’s just what you always read about and it’s all there, exactly as it’s described in books. Here the world has stood still, it doesn’t turn round its accustomed axis, it turns instead with a nightmarish monotony, with nightmarish sameness, in the same ghastly spaces under the same ghastly chandeliers, around scores of minuscule balls thrown by an indifferent hand. You call out rash, statistically derived numbers. I can only feel the stationary moment. Outside is the starry sky and soft breeze; in here, it’s stifling and oppressive. My radiant mood is spoilt and suddenly you’re both nowhere to be found. 31

         You—yes you, you too are under the spell, I’ve never seen you like this, so unguarded, so greedy and almost mean. You’ve found a chair at last, you have a notebook out, you scribble and draw graphs, you move chips around feverishly, giving, taking, tossing, the larger ones as well that weigh more, worth a great deal of money. I place a hand on your shoulder, you spin round angrily and hiss at me. I go. I find a small bench against the wall meant for players who want to count their money. I sit down and let a few tears fall, cry and hate money, think of my overnight bag, hate you, hate this whole coast where once again before sunrise money and property, property and money enjoy this idolatry. A crowd forms around the table where you’re playing. People are drawn as if by magic as soon as lots of money is being won or lost. The circle of onlookers doubles. My heart catches. You sit there, hoarse, sweat on your forehead, the veins on the backs of your hands are swollen and blue, you toss banknotes down on the table, you fling them desperately across the table’s surface, no time even to exchange notes for tokens, the ball rolls and like a madman you keep throwing money, emptying wallet and coat pockets, a last few bills fly into the vortex. Don’t, I cry, don’t—but no human voice can reach you now, only the croupier’s monotone. It lasts mere seconds, but I know during these seconds I could fall down dead and your heart would be unmoved. Zero, the croupier calls. You wipe the sweat from your brow, a handful of heavier tokens make their way back to you, you smile, turn round and, wearing a wrecked, aged, hunted face, your hands trembling, you say: ‘Exactly even.’ 32

         ‘Man,’ says Erich, ‘Man—are you nuts, that was thirty thousand francs!’

         No, I think, that was our entire summer you tossed down onto the table. That was it, our freedom, our long days unclouded by worry—

         ‘I didn’t win a sou, but if I’d lost I’d have lost sixty thousand francs.’

         ‘But why on earth do something so idiotic?’

         ‘It’s the greatest thrill in this world,’ you say. ‘The second before the ball finds its number is like the last second between life and death. Life hangs by a hair, then fortune’s stroke lands. The rush is incredible, it’s a rush of fear, a feeling like nothing else.’

         ‘You’ve got to be lucky,’ mutters Erich. ‘I never bet more than ten francs at a time, and I lost five hundred. And that was me showing restraint.’

         ‘You’ve got to be daring, my friend,’ you laugh, changing your tokens back into banknotes.

         Erich inspects me and says: ‘Our dear lady here is pale, she needs a cognac,’ and he puts a solicitous arm through mine as you count your money.

         Erich, with your snub nose like a small dog, you made your ten-franc bets so cautiously, I saw it. You were angry when they were taken from you, so you bet again, only to be annoyed again, in the meantime cursing, Shit! you said, and plenty of other things besides. You play roulette the way one plays marbles, your hands don’t tremble, your heart stays uninvolved. Erich, you can still see that I’m pale, you’re a human here among the possessed. 33

         ‘Come on, man,’ says Erich, ‘let’s get out of this stinking box, we have to go celebrate. I’m leaving a winner.’

         ‘I thought you lost five hundred francs?’

         ‘Listen, I’ve got a system. I designate a certain amount, and then I stick to it. I made myself a promise: don’t lose more than a thousand francs at the tables. I’ve still got five hundred to lose. But the thing is I’m getting bored. So since I didn’t lose that five hundred, I won it. Get it?’

         I do get it. To me this adds up. I congratulate the winner, we’re all in high spirits. Erich takes us to the Café de Paris. Once it’s won, let it run, he says, and orders a bottle of Heidsieck Monopole. At one point you try to excuse yourself discreetly, but Erich runs after you and presses a franc into your hand. ‘You’re my guest tonight—if you need to piss, it’s on my tab. It’s on me, you hear? Everything counts at the casino.’

         The bartender is attentive; Erich acts like Croesus. Everyone congratulates him.

         ‘The secret,’ says Erich grandly, ‘the secret is knowing when to stop. But you need strength of character.’

         We dance. Erich flirts with every pretty young woman in the room. The pastel-clad American is forgotten. You I love, Erich: you lively little marmoset, soft and good-hearted. Like a conjurer, you’ve magically produced this party out of thin air. You’ve laughed away money, you’ve put it in its proper place. You’ve played so carelessly with winning and losing, with the white and black ball, that black and white blur into one another before our eyes until we can’t tell them apart anymore. You’ve transcended the law of gravity bestowed upon money, and 34magically lifted us all up with you into your fictional realm. You dance with abandon like a sylvan faun, and so may the dryads and forest nymphs appear to you and give you what you want—fleeting joy in a carefree hour.

         
            Dearest Beloved,

            I must go. As I write this I’m filled with doubts, filled with tenderness, and I can’t stop crying. I’ve said goodbye to your bedroom, and to the mosquito net, our nightly tent. Last night I watched you sleeping there. You were beautiful, like Adam before the fall. I love you. I have to leave you and I can’t leave you. I don’t want to see you again, yet I long to cling to your image with my whole soul.

            My love—we don’t belong together. I made a mistake. I repeat this to myself a thousand times but it’s no comfort. I kiss you again and again, I’m still hungry, but fourteen days from now I won’t be any more satisfied. I can’t see you again with your fingers green from the felt on the game-tables. Your world is not my world, your home is not my home, your happiness not my happiness, your life not my life. But it tears my heart in two. I accepted you blindly, as lover, as guide, as companion. I made a mistake. Now I’m alone again.

            My love—you don’t need comfort. You’ll go to the Blonde, or to some other woman, you’ll speed the hours till death on your par force hunt through this short life. We both know that it’s short—but you want to hunt it, while I want to tend it.

            Maybe you’ll say, what a pity, or how stupid, or thank God. I really don’t know. 35

            I went to the market once more early this morning and bought flowers, so you won’t be completely alone when you get back. Now it looks like a wedding, or a funeral. The pink carnations remind me of the Blonde. So you see, I’m not petty or jealous after all.

            One last embrace; I wish you only the best. A kiss between these tears. I must go, I must go, I must go.

         

         That’s what I’ve written. I plan to leave it lying on your desk where it can wait for you. I take a last look around. The room is tidy. The flowers will greet you smiling. Crystal and silver gleam confidently. Your evening wear is draped over the armchair, immaculate and ready. This room isn’t made for scenes or tears. I take my letter, my despair, my real feelings, and I rip them into tiny pieces. It’s such pleasure to tear something up. I throw the pieces out the window and they catch in the palms or come to rest on the carpeting below.

         For you I’ll have to write something else, something completely different. Proud and even light-hearted. The way one might give a low score to a bad lover. I feel dizzy and wretched. I have a headache as though I’ve been drugged. But I pull myself together and start over, brief and cool. You don’t care for big words.

         
            Dear Friend:

            I hoped for a cottage, a meadow, a loving animal—since children are not an option for three months or five weeks. I wanted a bit of sun and moon for us both, trees and fresh 36air. You wanted a hotel, every comfort, dancing at the bar in the evening. I want to live, and you want amusement. No my dear, not with me.

            Adieu—I wish you the best.

         

         That’s more your line—it won’t make you smile. You can easily show it to your next girlfriend, the way you like to do. It’s also the truth, though only the tiniest corner of the truth. The other version is better kept to myself.

         Now it’s time. My God, yes—otherwise you’ll be back and I’ll have to talk and fight or else torture myself again at your side for another day and night.

         The valet comes to help me. He gathers up my bags. I go through my room methodically, as one does when leaving a place for good, scanning one last time for the things that have been forgotten. Here is where you sat on the bed and shaved. We were happy for a short while. I’ve forgotten to pack my slippers. They’re new, acquired just for this trip. I don’t need them now, I can leave them behind: blue and lined with white, an empty sheath, a brief joy.

         Then I leave quickly, wanting to put this behind me. I want to leave the hotel behind, the view of the blue sea and the too-bright sky, too carefree, teasing with its tropical glow, promising pleasure in life and joy in love, an orgy of sweet nothings. A background for love with a premature ending.

         The train shudders. The panes rattle. Have I done the right thing? Or do I simply not love you enough? The recollection of last night returns, like the aftertaste of a bad meal. We sit packed 37tightly together around a tiny table in a small bar. Besides the Blonde, you’ve scared up a few new faces. Two black musicians play. The bar is so loud one has to hack through it by shouting, one’s voice like an ax. The air is thick, full of sweat and smoke. To me we seem like livestock on a truck, and everyone around is full of joy, they clamor with joy at not being alone. The hostile night, the hostile starry sky, everything that lies above and beyond them is drowned out by noise and light. Elderly women dance with elderly boys, all parties appallingly smeared in make-up. You are madly amused by it all. The clock strikes two, then three, I’m half unconscious, senseless with fatigue, it simply has to end at some point, at some point this human bunch of grapes has to pull itself apart. But it only contracts more tightly. The party’s still going here! call the new arrivals, plunging into our tightly packed shoebox. Room is made for them, obligingly. More people—the closeness amplifies the general pleasure. More people—it brings safety, a wall, a thicker vapor guarding against any consciousness of how senseless it is. Each person is protected from self-knowledge, it’s like their own nirvana, their disintegration, and that’s how they fend off their fear. Yes, I see it plainly, they have to exhaust themselves, have to spend themselves like this, down to the last degree into a stupor so they’re not filled with the horror of going home, of the hotel room, the bed, the dresser mirror.

         No—that’s no background for love. I’ve done the right thing. But it’s no comfort.

         Now I’m headed toward Nice. I want to leave France behind—by the quickest route possible. My head drops to one 38side, and I fall asleep as it grows dark outside the window and the train lurches to a stop at Nice station.

         ‘Where did you come from?’ I ask Erich, whose little monkey face materializes before me, much to my astonishment.

         Erich tells me he boarded at Beaulieu and has been observing my sleep since then; just something he likes to do. He himself is headed to Marseilles. He learns from me that I’ve been called back home. He pretends to believe this. Then he ponders. And he tells me I should grab my bags and disembark, at once.

         ‘At least you should take the scenic route, dear woman! Go by Marseilles and take the bus. Go during daylight. If you don’t, you’ll be doing this gorgeous country a terrible injustice.’

         He finds a scrap of paper and writes out the names of several towns: Saint-Raphaël and Toulon, Le Lavandou you can’t miss, he grows enthusiastic, makes me eager as well, the train is still standing. Erich takes my overnight bag and tosses it to a porter, calls the name of a hotel, that will do nicely for you, yes, and he sweeps me up, hustles me out, hands me over to the porter, kisses my hand, calls out something like enjoy yourself and till we meet again, the train gives a jerk, let yourself be tempted, he yells after me rather enigmatically and blows me a jaunty kiss. Now the train begins to move, and I’m standing alone on a train platform as evening falls in a strange town. Doing as a man I hardly know has told me to do, I purchase a seat on the bus to Toulon. It leaves the next morning.

         The bus the next morning is overcrowded. I’m not happy about the interference of well-meaning strangers. I don’t know why I went along with this plan, I hate the boring coastal road 39we’re winding down. There’s nothing interesting to look at; we pass through a banal provincial resort town. Why did I spend a sleepless night in a hotel, why waste my time and money? Now the lurching bus starts to make me nauseous. And it’s hot. I think of the lovely cool breeze in your car, of the comfortable, ample space beside you, of the happy looks you’d give me. The man beside me has a handlebar mustache like a harbor seal, and yesterday he surely ate garlic, and we’re still hours from Toulon. It’s purgatory, atonement I suppose, the road to Canossa. I wanted to let myself have a little fun, to commit a little sinful anachronism, but I can’t outrun my misery, it’s caught up with me here, between Saint-Raphaël and Toulon; out of the common maze of abjection I’ve blundered into a dead end of my own private pain.

         The bus leans sharply into the curves, a sign reads ‘Saint-Tropez 5 km’. A Saint Tropez, was there? Peculiar—and does this mean children here must be named Tropez, too? I’m responsible for myself now, I pull myself together: this is a geography lesson, you’ll need to have stories to tell once you’re home, you’ll need to play up this Saint Tropez, this Saint Maxime, Canossa is no one else’s business.

         I can see on the map that Saint-Tropez lies on a peninsula, and that the road we’re now hurtling down—in very poor shape—is a dead end. The red line runs straight for some way, then stops abruptly. We drive by grapevines and grassy meadows, several ugly villas, several neat houses, then there’s a factory, it seems an unpleasant enough spot, the approach is not promising—then the bus takes a curve, for just a moment the 40vista opens, an image flashes up, the contoured line of a jetty ascending from the sea rounds out and blends into the warm colors of the houses, rooftops and steeples, a cheerful glimpse of the south—immediately cut off, as though this earthly perfection had materialized out of the otherworldly blue of the water just long enough to be reflected in the midday sun. But there it is again at the next turn of the road. Le port! someone calls out, the harbor, the harbor of Saint-Tropez. We wind down a narrow street; the magical scene now lies within reach before us, graspable yet unreal, bright and warm and glowing. Warm, yes, and gorgeously curved like an arm sweeping out before you, and not too big, just what I’ve been wanting. The agitated water splashes up at the jetty’s edge, and in the harbor I see all the boats with their sails raised to greet me. Improbable though it seems now, it must have rained overnight. I see red sails too, vermilion defiant against the sky, boats with powerful bodies in green, ultramarine and brown, barrels being unloaded, everything alive and dancing with light and music. It’s the south at midday, even the stone is friendly and radiates warmth, the strong smell of tar and fish, and I decide to stop here awhile, to explore this place, to pass through the stone arch that stands invitingly open, to sit at the Café de Paris and to stay at the Hotel Sube, whose modest façade looks out over the bright harbor.

         This is love, I think—love at first sight, love already at the first half-glimpse of the harbor’s bend stretching into the sea, love for each singular detail, the colorful window shutters, the warm whitewashed buildings, the touchingly small lighthouse 41at the end of the jetty; only love can revive as I am revived now. Yes, and suddenly I’m hungry too—all my vital spirits awakened, I’m enchanted, in a state of bliss, a heavy burden is lifted, a great emptiness is filled; the clock strikes again and the curse is broken, all thanks to love. I’m in love with Saint-Tropez.

         I’m determined to stay. Not, however, in the hotel. The noise of the harbor begins at daybreak and penetrates the closed blinds in this neat, old-fashioned room with its flower-patterned carpets, fireplace and obligatory double bed. Anyway, what I want is a cottage in a meadow, now more than ever it’s what I want, now that I can satisfy my own desires. Things are a bit complicated for me, here in foreign territory; I study the map, but my talent for topography was never strong; faced with this peninsula, it falls utterly flat. It’s impossible for me to absorb all its inlets and promontories.

         So I go to breakfast instead. This is the best decision I could have made. I eat heartily, as before a long journey, and with heart pounding I set off at last on my voyage of discovery. I try to stay close to the sea, and far from the major thoroughfare. Behind the main square planted with tall plane trees—where locals were playing boules the night before—the road begins to slope gently up. Underneath the intense blue of a cloudless sky, a sunlit ocher wall cut across at a slant by a palm has the look of African scenery. I ask myself where this road is supposed to be taking me, tell myself it’s futile, this running around back roads with no signs, but I do it anyway, expectantly, even optimistically.

         A two-wheeled donkey cart clatters up behind me. A farmer in a straw hat is perched on a wobbly plank, talking to his small 42donkey. Espèce d’imbécile, he says to her. Here’s someone local who already knows where he’s headed, I think enviously, while I’m just eating dust. Again he yells at her, Jolie espèce d’imbécile, hauls on the reins and the trusty cart comes to a halt; the farmer turns a friendly look my way and, with his white stubbly beard and his ancient, sweat-stained straw hat, invites me up; the little donkey can easily pull me too, it’s no trouble, she’s very strong, he offers proudly, well nourished, small but powerful. He reaches out a hand, pulls me up onto the plank, and now I’m enthroned on the donkey cart with him and the donkey has to prove her mettle. She races over potholes, jerking our heads violently, we jolt up and drop rudely back to earth, smile at each other, and then he asks me where I want to go and I gesture vaguely. To the right and left houses lie scattered over rolling wine country. I size them up but sadly they are all villas or farmhouses, much too big, hideous things really, with gables and turrets and unnecessary balconies. I would dearly love to ask my neighbor for his advice, but he can’t understand me, the hard wooden cartwheels toss the little vehicle around and prevent all conversation. The old man stops suddenly with a lurch; he signals to me that we have reached his farmyard and asks whether I have much further to go. I climb down with effort and say goodbye to him and his donkey, he waves to me once more and turns down the narrow driveway that leads to his house. Alone again, I stand and assess my surroundings; to my left is a garden with oleander bushes through which the sea gleams, to my right runs a ditch with a dense wall of reeds concealing whatever’s beyond it. There’s nothing to do but keep 43going, see what’s behind the reeds, keep hunting for a cottage just small enough for one.

         And lo, there it is: behind the wall of reeds, just a few steps further, the farmer has set me down at my very door: fifty meters back from the road, among the vine rows, painted bright yellow with green shutters; the drive leads along the reed patch like a tiny ancient forest, yes, there it is: rectangular with two chimneys and a red-tiled roof, without a doubt exactly big—and small—enough. This house must be for me, I’m sure of it. God owes me this.

         Across the drive stands an ox, a gorgeous dark muscled beast with gentle eyes, and in the vine rows a man and woman are working. I look closely at them: he wears a straw hat like my cart companion and a handkerchief round his neck to protect from the sun; she too wears a scarf, draped in the fashion of a nun, under a wide-brimmed hat. They appear kind, I decide, almost as kind as my gallant squire of the donkey cart. I greet them and smile, always the best prelude to conversation, and then I ask them nervously whether the house belongs to them and if it’s for rent. The man and woman exchange a look, both shaking their heads, they’ve never rented the cottage before; they plan to move in themselves, once they’re too old to work. I ask if perhaps I might have a look, just a look, and they think this over, deliberate the way farmers tend to be, and my eyes tear up in disappointment and I keep repeating regarder—just a look—un coup d’oeil, a quick look around—until the man pulls the key from his pocket with a sigh, gives it to his wife and walks like some gentle creature through the vine rows, the chemical 44spray at his back, stooped and patient. The woman has a good, wise face. Women are quicker. Maybe I’ll win my case now that I have her to myself. We walk along the path by the reeds; she is dignified in her black costume, and I wonder how on earth I can persuade her. Nothing comes to mind. Meanwhile the cottage approaches, the entrance is at the back, she explains, we turn the corner, Oh! I say and stop still: a Grimms’ fairy tale in Saint-Tropez, ‘The Virgin at the Spring’ on the 43rd parallel, it’s much, much lovelier even than the side facing the road, it’s almost like a dream. Geraniums sprout from huge clay Provençal urns, to the left of the door is an enormous marguerite daisy bush, like a huge white globe, climbing roses trim the wall, and the woman points proudly to the lemon tree which shades one window with dark-green foliage. In front of the entrance to the house, here in the middle of the vineyard, you come upon a recessed lawn, and on the lawn you see a well, and on the well’s edge sit two earthenware basins, one on the right, one on the left. The woman praises the water, it’s the best in the area, and as proof she lowers the bucket—Rosa von Tannenburg, I think rapturously, and look down the stone shaft with anticipation—it rises again, clear and cool and immediate, water that has never been near a pipe. I take a gulp, gush with compliments, the old woman is pleased and opens the door. We enter first into a narrow hallway, it’s nice and cool here I think, wonderfully cool, and then we’re in the main room, and there my delight stops short: this room, with its salmon-colored brick hearth, its walls painted pink, the floor done in red tiles, this beautiful, giant, perfectly proportioned room—is empty, absolutely empty. 45

         I look dumbly at the old woman for a moment and ask: ‘Not furnished?’

         She shakes her head.

         ‘I’d like to rent it,’ I say rashly. ‘You won’t be needing it just yet. Do you think someone would lend me a bed?’

         Bed linens, I think hopelessly, tableware, towels, oh God…

         ‘We’ve never rented it before,’ says the woman. ‘But I might be able to loan you a bed. We do have one for my daughter’s dowry.’

         ‘She doesn’t need it yet herself?’

         ‘She’s only fifteen.’

         These wise people, it seems to me, are almost excessively prudent.

         ‘So, you could loan me a bed…?’ I ask, as brightly as I can.

         She thinks hard for a moment. ‘My daughter has a bureau, too.’

         A bed and a bureau: surely some have set up house on less. It’s madness, of course. But I risk it. I just need one more guarantee from the woman.

         ‘I don’t suppose you have a cat?’ I inquire sheepishly. ‘As small as possible, of course,’ I add, as though that somehow makes it better.

         Now the old farmer woman has to smile too, she smiles for a good while, finally she laughs aloud. She promises me a small cat, too. ‘Around here, they come up like weeds,’ she says. And then I ask the price. At this she grows slow and thoughtful again and needs to talk it over with her husband. Meanwhile, I’m free to look over the rest of the house. 46

         The rest of the house is the kitchen. It’s larger than most modern kitchens and there’s an enormous fireplace, which is where I’ll have to cook since there’s no stove. I regard it uncertainly. But there’s also a gorgeous red-tile sink and in the corner a built-in cupboard. It doesn’t matter that it’s not terribly elegant, that it’s made of the two discarded halves of a door, it also doesn’t matter that it won’t close or that a spider and several unfortunate earwigs are crawling around inside. It’s still a third piece of furniture. The fourth is an old table, and once I tack down a piece of oilcloth it will be like new, and the fact that it wobbles isn’t really important, not for a kitchen table at any rate.

         The farmer woman is standing in the doorway and I quickly close the cupboard again. It won’t do, peering into other people’s cupboards, no matter how empty.

         ‘One hundred francs,’ is all the woman says, because money is a straightforward thing, farmers don’t waste words. One hundred francs, I think, how much is that again, keeping accounts has always been your job: all right, sixteen marks.

         I nod. I pull three hundred-franc notes from my pocket. One has to be sure. Now I can’t be evicted. We shake hands. No one mentions a receipt. And then she promises me her son will bring over the bed in the afternoon, the bureau as well.

         I’ve rented a house. They wanted sixteen marks. It has a draw well, a bed, a dresser, a cat, a small meadow, a lemon tree and a quince tree, a plane tree, hundreds upon hundreds of grape vines, and among them artichokes and shell peas are growing too. I wish I could fling my arms round your neck, I 47want to tell you, show you that I’m not as silly and clumsy as you think I am, I can have good luck too, a different kind from yours no doubt, not luck at the gaming tables but a dreamer’s luck, you benevolent gods, benevolent and redeeming gods—I want to roll around in the grass immediately, but under the farmer woman’s gaze I simply walk once more through the house looking serious, trying out an air of ownership. As I do so she says casually:

         ‘If you like artichokes or peas—help yourself, help yourself,’ with a dismissive wave of the hand, as though they were all weeds. ‘In the back the cherries will be ripe soon as well, they’re sour cherries I’m afraid, just help yourself.’

         Now I’m headed back into town. Everything here is given out freely, houses, artichokes, cherries, I won’t need to spend any money at all, and I still have nearly a thousand marks, two hundred and fifty a month is what I had planned on, seven hundred and fifty for three months, one hundred for contingencies, and one hundred for the trip home. I worked all winter, every Sunday, endless Sundays, endless winter evenings, I never went out, never went to the cinema, instead I translated three huge tomes and read edits and prepared the indexes, the subject index, indexes for names and for places, the list of illustrations, and with all that work I ransomed three months of freedom, and the result is I now have no regrets about it, absolutely none.

         And now I don’t want to give another thought to indexes or commentaries or footnotes, instead I want to make a list of everything I need. First I write out the things that bring me joy: a reclining chair, flower vases, lights, a bedspread, cups and 48saucers and a pretty teapot. And a desk, stained dark, and one of those chairs with the seat woven out of straw, to put by the window. Then the list starts to get dull and dangerously long: gas stove, pots, broom, bucket, dish towels and bedlinens and silverware, grater and frying pan—Holy Tropez!—and a butter dish, a glass for my toothbrush, and I’m sure I’ve forgotten half of what I need.

         As a new local I see the village with fresh eyes. I’m no longer drawn in by the steep alleyways; now I’m hunting for shops, fabric and ceramic stores, I’m distracted by kitchenware, and soon I’ve acquired a bright striped deckchair that will look splendid on the grass; and what about this garden table, painted green? Surely I’ll have all my meals outside, I think grandly, so now I’ve bought a garden table and forgotten the stove. But the real madness, the delicious frenzy of consumption, comes over me at a store for earthenware goods. These I can bring back home with me, these are souvenirs, I reason with myself, buying a dish for the cat, plates and cups, a jam crock, a butter dish, bowls—of course, I’d completely forgotten bowls!—salad bowls and fruit bowls, a platter and vases, glazed flower vases, miniature replicas of the huge Provençal geranium pots. I’ll hire a young man with a handcart and everything can be wheeled home.

         At last it’s evening and I’m in bed at the hotel, I’ve bathed as a farewell to luxury and comfort. Packages are strewn about, on the sofa, on the mantel, on the floor, the garden table and deckchair are waiting in the entryway, all my possessions are assembled about me, a rampart against bad dreams and bad 49memories, and I’m richer in experience: actually, nothing comes free in Saint-Tropez. Today was dreadfully expensive and I won’t be counting my money tonight. I want to sleep a long, deep, sound sleep, to pay gratitude to this exhaustion.

         The next day I find myself already feeling very alone. Perhaps I’m not quite up to this move. Today, there’s no young man with a handcart to be seen. The fishermen are busy and brusque. I stand at the harbor square in dismay as it dawns on me: not a soul knows you, this isn’t your country, and yet you want to spend three months here with your cat and your garden table; and again it all rushes back, the feeling of security by your side, the easy, carefree feeling of leaving together for some destination you’ve already chosen. I played the part of a woman, but now it’s time once again to make decisions, to work hard, to bring order, to put the gears actively in motion.

         Yes, I have my freedom and independence back, the coiled springs I need to propel me through life on the bumpy road of bachelorhood; but I haven’t had my fill of dependence and being cared for, all I’ve been is a transient passenger before hopping off again, and now that I’m alone I have to find my own way. It wouldn’t have to be a lover, boyfriend, or spouse, a father would do as well, like that one there, I think, enviously watching a pair that have just stepped off a sailboat. You’ve got it good, I think, I wouldn’t mind having a father like that—a father with such brown skin, such white hair, such radiant eyes, with the face of a handsome sailor. Pretty blonde girl: I hope you know enough to cherish the arm he puts around you protectively and tenderly; I hope you appreciate the weathered 50patina on the proud figurehead at your side, magnificent wide red trousers flapping about in the wind like a pirate flag. Now one of the fishermen greets him and he waves back sociably, inimitably, raising his hand in a gesture at once informal and regal. He seems quite perfect to me, he fits into this harbor like a farmer in his field, and his blonde daughter is his match, she is tanned to the same healthy brown as he, she wears silver rings round her throat and arms like a slave, she’s rather voluptuous; maybe it’s a pirate ship, and the girl the human spoils of war, at peace with her fate.

         The mistral blows in and I have to keep moving. The mistral is no gentle cloud chaser: it tears clothes off bodies and curtains off their rods, now the whole harbor is thrown into turmoil, the water dances, puckers in ripples, turns somersaults, is flecked with white, exuberant and frolicsome; the sky is much bluer than yesterday, the distant mountain range looks close enough to touch. It’s a giddy wind, not a wind for the faint of heart, it makes you uneasy, it makes your blood thrill and your head ache, it brings drunkenness and hangover at the same time. I make a dash for the cool protection of the stone building which houses the fish market. Today I’m going to try out the frying pan and the gas cooker, I want to have a picnic at the cottage, then at three the cat arrives and the big round-the-clock cleaning begins.

         At the market langoustines crawl over each other frantically in giant baskets, huge red fish like Chinese dragons gape indignantly, others are piled among them, slimy and nauseating. I can’t look—mottled snake-like shapes and a pair of great plump 51flat white fish with faces but no heads; I certainly won’t be able to manage those. The silver mountains of sardines alone seem plausible. There’s hardly anyone here, no other outsiders, I realize with some satisfaction. Next to me stands a young fisherman; he looks attractive, his blue canvas trousers amply patched with darker fabric, he has a dark tan and the look of a sailor, with powerful shoulders and surprisingly narrow hips, and he moves deliberately as people who work on the sea always do. I wonder to myself if he belongs to a cargo steamer or if he’s a local, until he says, I can’t believe it, he says to the fishwife, ‘No no, my good woman, that can’t be right,’ but he says this in German, with the barely perceptible hint of a Berlin accent. I laugh involuntarily and he turns to me with an especially sweet, open-hearted face, the face of a worldly but still innocent child, so I say: ‘Does the fishwife understand German?’ and he laughs and says, ‘No one here understands my French, it’s too polished.’ We shake hands and I take the opportunity to ask him for fish-purchasing advice. After a while we end up at the café, I pour my heart out to him, he nods and listens patiently. And when I’ve told him everything he stretches his shoulders till they crack, saying: ‘We’ll sort it all out before long.’ With a hand gesture that looks suspiciously like he might have learnt it from the pirate, he waves a small champagne bottle and a taxi appears. ‘Wait a minute,’ I say, ‘they have taxis here? The idea never even occurred to me.’ It turns out there’s always a line of at least three waiting right in front of the hotel, and that I have walked by them six times a day, but never noticed them for the simple reason that I couldn’t imagine such a thing as a taxi in this place. I still can’t quite wrap my head 52around it. The brown-skinned man has meanwhile picked up the garden table, he holds it on his shoulder as though it were a walking stick, whistling, and when I inquire if it isn’t too heavy he only says, ‘I worked as a packer in America, it’s pretty good exercise,’ and hoists the table easily on top of the car.

         And when the car is packed full, he swings himself up on the running board because there’s nowhere else he can fit, gives the driver directions, unloads everything back at the house, unwraps it, fetches water from the well, and we both begin scrubbing side by side as though we had been cleaning houses together our whole lives.

         ‘Wolf,’ I say during lunch—he’s sautéed the fish to perfection, only sadly I forgot the salt—‘what’s your last name, anyway?’

         ‘What does it matter?’ says Wolf. ‘You’re not writing me any letters.’

         And then while we drink coffee Wolf tells me a thing or two about Saint-Tropez. And about the figurehead I saw; the blonde girl is definitely not his daughter, ‘God forbid, my dear, that would be incest,’ so that clears things up. ‘But don’t let’s get ahead of ourselves,’ he adds. ‘You’ll see for yourself.’

         And now it seems I’ve only seen the half of Saint-Tropez, like someone who crosses an ocean without the first idea of the flora and fauna, the octopus and sea urchins, starfish and shore crabs, this teeming underworld. I’ll have to dive in, go deep into the bewildering throng of lunatics and half-lunatics that have settled around the harbor boats and behind the colored window shutters. Wolf agrees to be my underwater guide. 53

         ‘You know,’ Wolf says, ‘I just think all the people here are so delightful. Some are a bit ordinary, of course, some are good and queer, others stay drunk all day long, but in the end everyone’s really pretty funny. Now I know a girl, you’ve got to meet her, gorgeous, she’s got curves in front and curves at the back and she’s not shy about showing it off, if you know what I mean, a real redhead, so this girl, she brought a naval maneuver to a complete halt. They were meant to ship out at five in the morning and it just didn’t happen. The flagship couldn’t go anywhere: she was still on board, asleep. That’s the kind of girl I’m talking about.’

         He pronounces the last phrase with heartfelt appreciation.

         ‘What about you,’ I ask, ‘what’s your story?’

         ‘I’m studying painting.’ That’s all I learn about him today because at this point the cat is delivered. She’s just a little gray ball of fur, terribly small and soft with big wild eyes; I’d have liked to put her straight into my blouse and keep her there but decide that won’t do while I have a male guest. Her heart beats like crazy, she scratches, struggles, hisses; the farmer’s son explains to us this is her first time away from her mother. I put milk down for her in her beautiful new dish, which I did not forget, and she laps it up with her long, sleek tongue. The baby has a mustache, too. Wolf hopes it’s a girl cat, not a tom. ‘A dog should be male not female, but a cat the other way round,’ he declares. After her meal the little one makes her bed on a wool sweater in the kitchen; we see she has a snow-white belly and white stockings on her hind paws, while on her forepaws she has only low socks. Then Wolf and I get back to work. 54
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