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Sidonie-Gabrielle Colette


1873–1954


 


Sidonie-Gabrielle Colette was a French novelist, journalist, and performer, widely regarded as one of the most important female voices in 20th-century French literature. Known simply as Colette, she broke literary and social conventions, addressing themes of female independence, sensuality, and identity with remarkable candor. Her works, rich in psychological insight and vivid depictions of everyday life, positioned her as both a literary innovator and a cultural icon in France and beyond.


 


Early Life and Education


 


Colette was born in Saint-Sauveur-en-Puisaye, in Burgundy, into a modest family. She did not receive a formal higher education but was strongly influenced by her mother, Sido, whose love of nature and independent spirit left a deep mark on her. At the age of twenty, Colette married Henry Gauthier-Villars, known as “Willy,” a writer and critic who encouraged her to write but published her first novels under his name. These early works, the Claudine series (1900–1903), became popular in Parisian literary circles, though Colette had yet to claim full authorship.


 


Career and Contributions


 


After leaving Willy, Colette pursued an independent career, writing novels, performing on stage, and establishing herself in Parisian artistic life. Her works such as Chéri (1920) and La Vagabonde (1910) explore the complexities of female desire, aging, and autonomy, often challenging the expectations imposed on women. In addition to her novels, Colette wrote essays, journalism, and autobiographical works, all of which display her sharp observational style and deep sensitivity to human emotions and relationships.


Her literary career was paralleled by her unconventional life. Colette openly defied the norms of her time, including her relationships with both men and women, which fueled the frankness of her depictions of love and passion. This blend of personal freedom and literary creativity made her one of the most progressive writers of her era.


Colette became a member of the prestigious Académie Goncourt and served as its president, an exceptional achievement for a woman of her time. Her works remain celebrated for their exploration of feminine identity and emotional authenticity. Novels such as Gigi (1944), which was later adapted into a successful stage play and film, brought her international acclaim.


Colette died in Paris in 1954 and was given a state funeral—the first French woman writer to receive such an honor. Her legacy endures not only in her literary contributions but also in her role as a pioneer of women’s voices in modern literature. Today, Colette is remembered as a writer who embraced freedom, defied conventions, and captured the intimate beauty and struggles of human experience.


 


About the work


 


The Last of Chéri (1926), by Colette, continues the story of Chéri, the spoiled and beautiful young man introduced in the earlier novel Chéri. Set in post–World War I France, the novel portrays Chéri’s return from the war and his struggle to adapt to a society that has changed dramatically during his absence. The world of elegance, leisure, and sensuality that once defined his life has been replaced by a harsher reality, leaving him adrift and unable to find purpose.


Chéri, once the center of admiration and desire, discovers that time has diminished his allure and that he no longer fits into the social circles that once celebrated him. He drifts aimlessly between fleeting encounters and empty diversions, increasingly haunted by memories of his past with Léa, the older courtesan who had been his lover and mentor. Her absence weighs heavily on him, serving as a painful reminder of the passion and stability he has lost.


As Chéri attempts to reconnect with old acquaintances, he becomes more aware of his isolation and inability to adapt to a modern, pragmatic world shaped by the war. His vanity, nostalgia, and refusal to accept change turn into sources of despair, leading to a profound sense of emptiness. The novel traces his decline with sharp psychological insight, emphasizing the tragic consequences of clinging to a vanished past.


Colette (1873–1954) was a French novelist, actress, and journalist, renowned for her keen observations of love, aging, and social transformation. With The Last of Chéri, she delivers a poignant conclusion to the story begun in Chéri, offering not only the portrait of a man unable to move forward but also a broader reflection on the fleeting nature of beauty and the inexorable passage of time. Her work remains central to French literature for its psychological depth and vivid exploration of human relationships.





THE LAST OF CHÉRI


Give it to me! Lea, hand over your pearl necklace! Do you hear me? Give me your pearls!"


There was no answer from the huge, brass-bedecked, wrought-iron bedstead that glimmered in the shadows like a coat of mail.


“Why won’t you let me have your necklace? It looks just as good on me as it does on you — even better!"


At the snap of the clasp, ripples spread over the lace-frilled sheets. From their midst rose two magnificent, thin-wristed arms, lifting two lovely, lazy hands on high.


“Leave it alone, Chéri! You’ve been playing with that necklace long enough.”


“It amuses me. Are you afraid I’ll steal it?"


He capered about in front of the sun-drenched, rosy-pink curtains  —  a graceful demon, black against a glowing furnace. But when he pranced back toward the bed, he turned white again, from top to toe, in his white silk pajamas and white Moorish slippers.


“I’m not frightened,” the soft, deep voice answered from the bed.


“But you’ll wear out the thread. Those pearls are heavy."


"They certainly are," Chéri said respectfully. "Whoever gave you these never meant to make light of you!"


He stood in front of a mirror framed by the space between two windows and gazed at his reflection: a very youthful, good-looking young man, not too short nor too tall, with hair that shone like a blackbird’s plumage. He unbuttoned his pajamas, displaying a hard, dark chest curved like a shield. The whites of his dark eyes, his teeth, and the pearls of the necklace gleamed in the overall rosy glow of the room.


“Take off that necklace!” The female voice was insistent. “Do you hear what I say?”


The young man, motionless in front of his reflection, laughed softly to himself. "Yes, yes, I heard you." I know you’re terrified I’ll run off with it!" *


No, I’m not. But if I did offer it to you, you’re quite capable of taking it."


He ran to the bed and jumped onto it. "You bet I am! I rise above the conventions. Personally, I think it’s idiotic for a man to allow a woman to give him one pearl for a tie pin or two for a pair of studs and then consider himself above it all if she gives him fifty...”


“Forty-nine.”


"Forty-nine  —  as if I hadn't counted! I dare you to say they don't look good on me. Or that I’m ugly!"


Lea sat up in bed. "No, I won't say that. For one thing, you’d never believe me. But can’t you learn to laugh without crinkling your nose like that? You won't be happy until you have wrinkles all up the side of your nose!"


He stopped laughing at once, relaxed the skin on his forehead, and drew in the fold under his chin like an old woman coquetrying. They looked at each other with open hostility: she leaned on her elbow amid a flurry of frills and lace, and he sat side-saddle on the edge of the bed. He thought, "Who's she to talk about any wrinkles I may have one day?" She thought, "Why is he so ugly when he laughs? He's the very picture of beauty!" After a moment, she finished aloud, "It's because you look so ill-natured when you're joking. You never laugh except unkindly, and that makes you ugly. You’re often ugly.”


“That’s not true!” Chéri exclaimed crossly.


His anger knitted his eyebrows close above his nose, magnifying his eyes. They glittered with insolence behind a palisade of lashes and parted the chaste bow of his disdainful mouth. Lea smiled, loving him best when he was rebellious, yet submissive; enchained lightly, yet powerless to free himself. She put a hand on his young head, which shook off the yoke impatiently. Quieting an animal, she murmured, "There, there! What is it? What is it, then?"


He fell upon her big, beautiful shoulder, nuzzling and butting his way into his favorite resting place with his eyes already shut. He sought his customary long morning sleep in the protection of her arms. But Lea pushed him away. "None of that now, Chéri! You're having lunch with our national Harpy, and it's already twenty to twelve!"


“Not really? I'm having lunch with the old girl? You too?"


Lea lazily settled deeper into the bed.


“Not me. I’m off duty. I'll have coffee at half past two, tea at six, or a cigarette at seven-thirty. Don't worry. She'll see enough of me. Besides, I haven't been asked."


Chari’s sulky face lit up with malice.


"I know, I know why! We’re going to have high society. We’re going to have Marie-Laure and her poisonous child.”


Lea brought her big, blue, wandering eyes to rest.


“Oh, really?” The little girl is charming. Less so than her mother, but still.” Now, take off that necklace once and for all."


"Pity," Chéri sighed as he undid the clasp. It would look so well in the trousseau."


Lea raised herself on her elbow. "What trousseau?" “


“Mine,” Chéri said with ludicrous self-importance. “My trousseau, full of my jewels for my marriage.”


He jumped in the air, did a perfect entrechat-six, landed, pushed his way through the curtains, and disappeared, shouting, "My bath, Rose!" And quick about it! I'm having lunch with the old girl!" "


"That's that," thought Lea. "We'll have a lake in the bathroom with eight towels floating in it and razor stubble in the sink. If only I had two bathrooms!"


But, as on former occasions, she soon realized that it would mean getting rid of a wardrobe and cutting a corner off her dressing room. She concluded as she had before: "I'll simply have to put up with it until Chéri gets married."


She lay down on her back again and noticed that the night before, while undressing, Chéri had thrown his socks on the mantelpiece, his pants on the writing table, and his tie around the neck of her portrait bust. She couldn't help but smile at this hasty, masculine disorder and half-closed her large, tranquil eyes. They were as beautiful as ever, as were her thick chestnut lashes.


At forty-nine years old, Léonie Vallon, also known as Lea de Lonval, was nearing the end of her successful career as a wealthy courtesan. She was a good person, and life had spared her the more flattering catastrophes and exalted sufferings. She kept the date of she willingly admitted, with a look of voluptuous condescension for Chéri’s benefit, that she was approaching an age where she could indulge in a few creature comforts. She liked order, fine linens, wines at their peak, and carefully planned home-cooked meals. She had transformed from an idolized young blonde to a wealthy middle-aged demi-mondaine without ever attracting outrageous publicity. Not that she went in for any pretense. Her friends recalled a Four-in-Hand Meet at Auteuil around 1895 when the subeditor of Gil Blas addressed her as "dear artist" and she replied, "Artist! Oh, come now, my good friend. My lovers must have been telling tales.... "


Her contemporaries envied her unshakable good health, and younger women, whose figures were padded in the front and back according to the 1912 fashion, mocked her ample bust. Young and old alike envied her possession of Chéri.


"Though, good heavens! Léa used to say, there’s no reason why they should. They're welcome to him! I don't keep him on a leash. He goes out by himself."


But she was not entirely truthful, for she was proud of a six-year liaison that she sometimes referred to as “an adoption.”


"Trousseau," Léa repeated. “Marriage for Chéri! It’s not possible. It’s not human. You can’t give an innocent girl to Chéri! It would be like throwing a doe to the hounds! People don't know what Chéri is!" ”


As if saying a rosary, she traced the necklace that Chéri had tossed on the bed with her fingers. She put it away at night because with his passion for fine pearls and his fondness for playing with them in the morning, he would have noticed that her throat had thickened and was no longer as white with the muscles under its skin growing slack. Without getting up, she fastened the pearls around her neck and took a hand mirror from the bedside table.


"I look like a gardener's wife," she said unflatteringly, "a market gardener's wife." A market gardener’s wife in Normandy, off to the potato fields wearing a pearl necklace. I might as well stick an ostrich feather in my nose — and that's being polite!" ”


She shrugged, critical of everything she no longer loved about herself: her vivid, healthy complexion that was a little too ruddy  —  an open-air complexion that emphasized the pure intensity of her blue eyes. Her proud nose still won her approval. “Marie Antoinette’s nose!” Chari’s mother used to say, never forgetting to add, "In another two years, our Lea will have a chin like Louis XVI." Her mouth seldom opened in a peal of laughter, but she smiled often. Her smile set off the lazy flutter of her large eyes to perfection  —  a smile lauded, sung, and photographed a hundred times. It was a deep, confiding smile one never tired of watching.


As for her body, 'Everyone knows,' Lea would say, 'that a well-made body lasts a long time.' She could still afford to show off her pink-and-white body, endowed with the long legs and straight back of a naiad on an Italian fountain, and her dimpled hips and high-slung breasts. 'They'll last,' Lea used to say, 'until well after Chéri's wedding.'


She got out of bed, slipped into a wrap, and went to draw back the long curtains. The noonday sun poured into the gay, rosy, overly decorated room. The room's luxury was dated: double lace curtains, rose-bud watered silk on the walls, gilded woodwork, and antique furniture upholstered in modern silks. Lea refused to give up this cozy room or its massive, indestructible, wrought-iron-and-brass bed, which was grim to the eye and cruel to the shins.


"Come, come!" Chéri’s mother protested. “It’s not that bad. Personally, I like this room. It belongs to a period. It has a style of its own. It reminds me of La Paiva.”


The memory of this remark made Léa smile as she pinned up her hair. She hurriedly powdered her face when she heard two doors slam and a male foot collide with some delicate piece of furniture. Chéri came back into the room wearing a shirt and trousers, his ears white with talcum powder. He was in an aggressive mood.


“Where’s my tie pin?” What a wretched hole this is! Have they started stealing the jewelry?" “


"Marcel must have put it in his tie to go to the market," Lea replied gravely.


Chéri, who had little or no sense of humor, was taken aback by the quip. He stopped his angry pacing and found nothing better to say than, "Charming! And what about my boots?"


“Your what?”


“The calf, of course!”


Lea smiled up at him from her dressing table too affectionately. "You said it, not I," she murmured in caressing tones.


"The day a woman loves me for my brains," he retorted, "I'll be done for. For now, I must have my pin and my boots."


"What for? You don't wear a tie pin with a lounge suit, and you already have one pair on."


Chéri stamped his foot. "I've had enough of this! There’s no one here to take care of me, and I’m sick of it.”


Lea put down her comb. "Very well, say goodbye to it all for good!"


He shrugged his shoulders like a tough guy. "You wouldn't like it if I did!"


"Be off with you! I hate guests who complain about the cooking, leave bits and pieces all over the place, and leave cream cheese sticking to the mirrors. Go back to your sainted mother and stay there."


Unable to meet Lea’s gaze, he lowered his eyes and began to protest like a schoolboy. “Soon I won’t be allowed to open my mouth! Anyhow, will you let me borrow your car to go to Neuilly?"


“No.”


“Why not?”


"Because I'm going out in it myself at two, and because the chauffeur is having his dinner."


“Where are you going at two?” “


"To say my prayers." But if you need three francs for a ride... idiot," she added tenderly. "At two, I'll probably come to your mother's for coffee. Does that satisfy you?"


He tossed his head like a young buck. "You bite my head off. You won't give me anything I ask for. They hide my things away. They — "


“Will you never learn to dress yourself?”


She took the tie from Chéri’s hands and tied it for him.


"There! And that frightful purple tie... It's just the thing for Marie-Laure and her family at the fair. ... You wanted to wear a pearl on top of all that, didn't you? You little dago. Why not earrings too?”


His defenses were down. Blissful, languid, irresolute, and supine, he surrendered to lazy happiness again and closed his eyes.


"Nonononon”


She brushed the hair off his ears, combed a straighter part in his black hair, dabbed a little perfume on his temples, and gave him a quick kiss, unable to resist his tempting mouth so close to hers.


Chéri opened his eyes and his lips, then stretched out his hands.


She moved away. "No! It's a quarter to one! Be off now, and don’t let me see you again!"


"Never?" “


"Never," she laughed back at him with uncontrollable tenderness.


Left to herself, she smiled proudly. A sharp little sigh of defeated desire escaped her as she listened to Chéri’s footsteps crossing the courtyard. She watched him open and close the gates and drift away on his winged feet. He encountered the adoring glances of three shop girls walking arm-in-arm.


"Lawks! He’s too good to be true! Let's touch him to see if he's real!" ”


But Chéri took it all for granted and didn't even turn around.


"My bath, Rose! Tell the manicurist she can go; it’s far too late now. Get my blue coat and skirt, the new one, the blue hat with the white underbrim, and the little shoes with the straps. No, wait..."


Lea, with one leg crossed over the other, rubbed her ankle and shook her head.


“No, the blue kid-leather boots. My legs are a little swollen today. Is it the heat?


Her elderly maid with a butterfly cap raised understanding eyes to Lea. "It's the heat," she repeated, shrugging her shoulders as if to say, "We know. Nothing lasts forever. With Chéri out of the house, Lea became herself again: very much alive, cheerful, and on the spot.


With Chéri out of the house, Lea became herself again: very much alive and cheerful. Within an hour, she had taken a bath, received a spirit rub scented with sandalwood, and gotten dressed, hatched, and shod. While the curling tongs heated, she found time to look through the butler's book, send for Smile the footman, and point out the blue haze on one of the mirrors. She ran an experienced eye — rarely taken in — over everything in the room and lunched in solitary bliss with a smile for the dry Vouvray and the June strawberries served with their stalks on a Rubelies plate as green as a tree frog after rain. Someone who appreciated good food in the past must have chosen the huge Louis XVI mirrors and the English furniture of the same period for this light and airy rectangular dining room with high pedestaled dumbwaiters and spindly yet strong Sheraton chairs in a dark wood with delicate swags. The mirrors and massive silverware caught the full light of day with a touch of green reflected from the trees in the Avenue Bugeaud. As she ate, Lea examined a fork, checking for any trace of pink dean's powder left in the chasing. She half-closed one eye to better judge the quality of the polish on the dark wood. Standing behind her, the butler watched this performance nervously.


“Marcel!” Lea said. "For the last week or so, the wax on your floors has been smeary."


"Does Madame think so?"


"Madame does think so." Add a little turpentine while melting it in a double boiler; it's quite easy. You brought up the Vouvray a little too soon. Close the shutters as soon as you’ve cleared the table. We’re in for a heat wave.”


“Very good, Madame.” Will Monsieur Ch —  Monsieur Peloux be dining with us?” “


“Probably.” ... There won't be any crème surprise tonight. We'll just have strawberry water ice. Coffee in the boudoir."


As she rose from the table straight and tall, her legs visible under a form-fitting dress, she had ample time to note the “Madame is beautiful” in the butler’s discreet glance. This did not displease her.


"Beautiful," she whispered on her way up to the boudoir. "No. ... No longer. I must now wear white near my face and pale pink underclothes and tea gowns. Beautiful? Pish.” ... I hardly need to be that way anymore."


Nevertheless, she didn't allow herself a siesta in the painted silk boudoir after finishing her coffee and reading the newspapers. With battle written on her face, she gave her chauffeur the order: “To Madame Pejoux’s.”


They drove along the tree-lined road through the Bois, dry beneath the young, arid, faded June foliage. They passed the tollgate, then Neuilly, then the Boulevard d’Inkermann. “How many times have I come this way?” Léa wondered. She began to count, but then she grew tired and softened her steps on the gravel outside Madame Pejoux’s house, hoping to overhear any sounds coming from inside.


"They're in the garden room," she concluded.


She had applied more powder before approaching the house and secured the fine-mesh, misty blue veil under her chin. In response to the manservant’s formal request to enter through the house, she replied, “No, I’d rather go around by the garden.”


A real garden — almost a park — completely surrounded the vast white villa, typical of the outer suburbs of Paris. Madame Peloux’s villa had been called "a country residence" in the days when Neuilly was still on the outskirts of Paris. This was apparent from the stables that had been converted into garages and the kennels and wash houses. Not to mention the size of the billiard room, entrance hall, and dining room.


"This is a handsome investment of Madame Peloux's," her female devotees would say. The old toadies would come there to take a hand against her at bezique or poker in exchange for a dinner or a glass of brandy. They added, "But then, where hasn't Madame Peloux got money invested?"


As Lea walked in the shade of the acacia trees, amid trellised roses and enormous rhododendrons in full bloom, she could hear the murmur of voices. Rising above it were Madame Peloux’s shrill, nasal trumpet notes and Chéri’s dry cackle.


"That child's got an ugly laugh," she thought. She paused to listen more attentively to a new feminine note, weak and pleasing, but it was quickly drowned out by the formidable trumpeting. "That must be the girl," she said to herself. A few quick steps brought her to the garden room with its glass front. From there, Madame Peloux burst out, exclaiming, "Here comes our beautiful friend!"


A little, round, barrel-shaped woman, Madame Peloux  —  in reality, Mademoiselle Peloux  —  had been a ballet dancer from age ten to age sixteen. Occasionally, Lea would search Madame Peloux for traces of the once chubby, fair-haired Eros or the later dimpled nymph but found nothing except the big, implacable eyes; the delicate, aggressive nose; and the still-coquettish way of standing with her feet in "the fifth position," like the members of the corps de ballet.


Chéri, coming to life in a rocking chair, kissed Lea’s hand with involuntary grace, but ruined the gesture by exclaiming, “Hang it all! You’ve put on a veil again, and I loathe veils.”


"Will you leave her alone!" Madame Peloux interjected. "You must never ask a woman why she is wearing a veil. We'll never be able to do anything with him," she said to Lea affectionately.


Two women rose from their seats in the golden shade of a straw blind. One, wearing mauve, offered her hand to Lea rather coldly. Lea looked her over from head to foot.


"Goodness, how lovely you are, Marie-Laure! You’re perfection itself!" Marie-Laure deigned to smile.


Marie-Laure deigned to smile. She was a redheaded young woman with brown eyes whose physical presence alone took your breath away. She drew attention to the other young woman almost coquettishly by saying, "But would you have recognized my daughter, Edmée?"


Lea held out her hand, which the girl was reluctant to shake.


"I should have recognized you, my child. But a schoolgirl changes so quickly, and Marie-Laure changes only to become more and more stunningly beautiful. Are you quite finished with school now?" "


"I should hope so! I should hope so!" exclaimed Madame Peloux. "You can't hide her under a bushel forever. She's a miracle of grace and charm, and she's nineteen already!"


"Eighteen," said Marie-Laure sweetly.


"Eighteen, eighteen!" Yes, of course, eighteen! Lea, you remember? She was just making her First Communion the year Chéri ran away from school. Surely you remember. Yes, yes, you did. You ran away, and Lea and I were driven nearly out of our wits!"


"I remember perfectly," said Lea, exchanging an imperceptible nod with Marie-Laure, like the touch of a punctilious fencer.


"You must marry her off soon! ” pursued Madame Peloux, who never failed to repeat a basic truth at least twice. "We'll all come to the wedding."


She brandished her little arms in the air, and the young girl glanced at her with innocent alarm.


“ She’s just the daughter for Marie-Laure,” thought Léa, gazing at her more closely. "She has all her mother’s dazzling qualities, but in a quieter key: fluffy, ash-brown hair that looks powdered, frightened, secretive eyes, and a mouth she avoids opening, even to speak or smile." ... Exactly what Marie-Laure needs as a foil — but how she must hate her!”


Madame Peloux insinuated a maternal smile between Léa and the young girl. “You ought to have seen how well these two young people were getting along in the garden!”


She pointed to where Chéri stood, smoking a cigarette on the other side of the glass partition. His cigarette holder was clenched between his teeth, and his head was tilted back to avoid the smoke. The three women looked at the young man, who, with his forehead held at an angle, his eyes half-shut, his feet together, and his body motionless, looked like a winged figure hovering dreamily in the air. Léa did not fail to observe the fright and subjugation in the girl’s eyes. She took pleasure in making her tremble by touching her arm. Edmée quivered from head to foot, withdrew her arm, and whispered almost savagely, "What?"


"Nothing," Léa replied. "I dropped my glove."


"Come along, Edmée!" Marie-Laure called negligently.


Silent and docile, the girl walked toward Madame Peloux, who flapped her wings. "Leaving already?" Surely not? We must meet again soon. We must meet again soon.”


"It's late," Marie-Laure said. "You'll be expecting company, as it's Sunday afternoon. The child is not accustomed to company."


"Of course not, of course not," Madame Peloux said tenderly. "She's had such a sheltered existence...such a lonely life!" '


Marie-Laure smiled, and Léa looked at her as if to say, "That's one for you!" “


"But we'll call again soon."


“Thursday, Thursday! Will you come to lunch on Thursday?"


“I’ll be here,” Lea answered.


Chéri rejoined Edmée at the entrance to the room and stood beside her, disdaining all conversation. He heard Léa's promise and turned around. "Splendid! Then we can go for a drive in the car."


"Yes, yes, just the thing for you young people," Madame Peloux insisted, touched by his proposal. “Edmée can sit in front with Chéri at the wheel, and the rest of us will sit in the back.” Youth at the helm! Youth at the helm!” Chéri, my love, will you ask Marie-Laure for her car?”


Her small, stumpy feet kept slipping on the gravel, but she managed to take her two visitors to the corner of the path where she handed them over to Chéri. Upon her return, she found that Léa had taken off her hat and was smoking a cigarette.


"Aren't those two sweet!" Madame Peloux gasped. “Don’t you think so? Lea?" *


"Delicious," Lea breathed out in the same puff as her cigarette smoke. "But really, that Marie-Laure — "


What has Marie-Laure been up to?" asked Chéri as he rejoined them.


"How lovely she is!" “


"Ah! Ah!" Madame Peloux began, in formal assent. "That's true, that's true. She has really been lovely.”


Chéri and Léa exchanged glances and laughed. “


"Has been?" Lea emphasized the past tense. “But she’s the picture of youth! Not a single wrinkle!" She can even wear the palest mauve — such a foul color! I loathe it, and it loathes me."


Madame Peloux raised her big, pitiless eyes and thin nose from her brandy glass.


"The picture of youth! The picture of youth!" yapped Madame Peloux. "Pardon me, pardon me! Marie-Laure had Edmée in 1895, no... '94. She ran away with a singing teacher, leaving Khalil Bey, who had given her the famous pink diamond, in the lurch. No, no! Wait! That must have been the year before!"


The trumpet notes were shrill and off-key. Lea put a hand over her ear. Chéri declared with feeling, "Everything would be heavenly on an afternoon like this if only we could be spared my mother’s voice!"


She looked at her son, showing no sign of anger; she was accustomed to his insolence. Dignified and with her feet dangling, she settled back into a basket chair that was too high for her short legs. She warmed her glass of brandy in one hand. Lea rocked herself gently back and forth, occasionally glancing at Chéri. He lay sprawled on a cool cane settee with his coat unbuttoned. A cigarette died between his lips, and a lock of hair covered one of his eyebrows. "He's a handsome young blackguard," she thought admiringly.


There they remained peacefully, side by side, making no effort to talk or be sociable. They were happy in their own way. Years of close familiarity had made silence congenial, and Chéri slipped back into his lethargy and Lea into her calm. As the afternoon grew hotter, Madame Peloux pulled her narrow skirt up to her knees, displaying her slender calves. Chéri ripped off his tie, prompting an audible "Tch, tch" from Lea.


"Oh, leave the child alone," Madame Peloux protested from the depths of a dream. “It’s much too hot! Would you like a kimono, Lea?" “


“No, thank you. I’m perfectly comfortable.”


Their unbuttoned siestas disgusted her. Her young lover had never caught her untidily dressed, with her blouse undone, or in her bedroom slippers during the day. "Naked, if need be," she would say, "but squalid, never!"


She picked up her newspaper again but didn't read it. "These Pelouxs — mother and son alike!" she thought dreamily. "They only have to sit down to a good meal or in the heart of the countryside, and — snap! The mother whisks off her stays, and the son his waistcoat. They behave like publicans on holiday, the pair of them." She cast a vindictive eye on one of the publicans in question and saw that he had fallen asleep. His eyelashes were pressed against his pale cheeks, and his mouth was closed. His upper lip, lit from below, reflected two pinpoints of light at the curves of his Cupid's bow. Léa was forced to admit that he looked more like a sleeping god than a publican.


Without moving from her chair, she gently plucked the lit cigarette from between Chéri’s fingers and put it in the ashtray. The sleeper's hand relaxed, and his tapering fingers, tipped with cruel nails, drooped like wilting flowers. It was not strictly feminine, yet it was a trifle prettier than one could have wished. It was a hand she had kissed a hundred times — not in slavish devotion, but for the pleasure of it and its scent.


From behind her paper, she glanced at Madame Peloux. Was she asleep, too? She always liked to stay awake while the mother and son dozed, giving her a quiet hour to herself in the dappled sunlight of a sweltering afternoon. But Madame Peloux was not asleep. She sat bolt upright in her wicker chair like a Buddha, staring into space and sipping her champagne with the absorption of an alcoholic baby.


"Why doesn't she go to sleep?" Lea wondered. "It's Sunday. She's had a good lunch. She’s expecting her sponging old cronies to drop in for tea at five. By rights, she should be taking a nap. If she’s not, then she must be up to something.”


They had known each other for twenty-five years. Their friendship was the hostile intimacy of women ruined by one man and cast aside by another, the tetchy affection of rivals stalking each other's first wrinkle or white hair. They were two practical women of the world, both adept at the money game, but one a miser and the other a hedonist. These bonds count. Rather late in their day, a stronger bond came to link them more closely: Chéri.


Lea could remember Chéri as a little boy  —  a marvel of beauty with long curls. When he was quite small, he was known as Fred and had not yet been nicknamed Chéri.


Sometimes forgotten and sometimes adored, Chéri grew up among pale housemaids and tall, sardonic manservants. Although his birth mysteriously brought wealth to the house, no "Fraulein" or "Miss" was ever seen at Chéri's side, and his mother had protected him from these "ghouls."


"Charlotte Peloux, you belong to another age." The speaker was the moribund, mummified, yet indestructible Baron de Berthellemy. "Charlotte Peloux, in you I salute the only courtesan who ever had the courage to raise her son as her own!" You belong to another age! You never read, you never travel, you make a point of knowing your neighbor's business, and you abandon your child to the servants' tender mercies. How perfect! How absolutely... Or better yet, how like a novel by Gustav Droz!" ... And to think, you’ve never heard of either! Chéri had enjoyed the full freedom of a profligate upbringing.


Chéri had enjoyed the full freedom of a profligate upbringing. Even as a toddler, he was quick to pick up all the backstairs gossip. He joined in on the clandestine suppers in the kitchen. His ablutions varied between milky baths in his mother’s orrisroot and scant cat-licks with a towel. He suffered from indigestion after eating too many sweets or from hunger pangs when no one remembered to give him supper. He was wretchedly bored at every Battle of Flowers, where Charlotte Peloux would exhibit him — half-naked and catching a cold — sitting on wet roses. But when he was twelve, he had a glorious adventure in an illicit gambling den. An American woman allowed him to play with a fistful of louis d'or and called him "a little masterpiece." Around the same time, Madame Peloux imposed a tutor on her son  —  an abbé, whom she sent away after ten months. "Whenever I saw that black robe trailing along the passages," she confessed, "it made me feel like I was hosting a female relative. And God knows there are few things more depressing than having a poor relative stay!" At the age of fourteen, Chéri had a taste of school.


At fourteen, Chéri experienced school. He didn't believe in it. He escaped and ran away. Madame Peloux found the energy not only to incarcerate him a second time but also, when faced with her son’s tears and insults, to run away with her hands over her ears, screaming, "I can't bear the sight of it! I can't bear the sight of it!" Her cries were so sincere that she actually fled Paris in the company of a young but unscrupulous man. Two years later, she returned alone. It was the last time she succumbed to an amorous impulse.


Upon her return, she found that Chéri had grown too fast, that his cheeks were hollow and his eyes were ringed with black, and that he dressed like a stable lad and spoke with an even worse accent. She beat her breast and snatched him back from boarding school. He refused to work, demanding horses, carriages, and jewels. He insisted on a substantial monthly allowance. When his mother began to beat her breast and shriek like a pea hen, he silenced her by saying, "Madame Peloux, ma'am, don't carry on so. If no one drags you down into the gutter except me, you're likely to die a comfortable death in your downy bed. I don't fancy having a trustee for my estate. Your cash is mine. Let me go my own way. Men friends cost next to nothing — a dinner and a bottle of champagne. As for the fair sex, Ma'am Peloux, seeing that I take after you, surely you can trust me not to treat them to more than a trinket — if that!"


He pirouetted while she shed tears, proclaiming herself the happiest of mothers. When Chéri began buying cars, she trembled once more, but he simply advised her, "Keep an eye on the gas, Madame Peloux," and sold his horses. He was not above checking the two chauffeurs’ books. His calculations were quick and accurate, and the figures he jotted down on slips of paper  —  dashed off rapidly, round and regular  —  were in marked contrast to his rather slow and childish handwriting.


At seventeen, he was like a little old man, always fussing over his expenses. He was still good-looking, but skinny and short of breath. More than once, Madame Peloux ran into him on the cellar steps while coming up from checking the bottles in the racks and bins.


"Would you believe it?" she said to La. "It's too wonderful."


"Much too wonderful," Lea answered. "He'll come to a bad end." Chéri! Show me your tongue!" *


He stuck out his tongue, pulled a face, and showed other signs of disrespect. Lea took no notice. She was an intimate friend and a sort of doting godmother whom he called by her first name.


"Is it true," she asked, "that you were seen last night at a bar, sitting on old Lili's lap?" “


"Her knees!" Scoffed Chéri. "She hasn't had any for ages. They foundered years ago."


"Isn't it true," Lea persisted, "that she made you drink gin laced with pepper?" You know gin is bad for your breath!" ”


On one occasion, hurt and annoyed, Chéri snapped back at Lea, "I can’t think why you bother me with all these questions. You must have seen what I was up to. You were tucked away in that cubbyhole at the back with your prizefighter friend, Patron.”


"That's perfectly correct," Lea answered, unmoved. "There's nothing of the dissipated schoolboy about Patron. He has other attractions and much more to recommend him than a perky little face and two black rings around his eyes."


That week, Chéri had been out on the town in Montmartre and Les Halles, consorting with ladies who called him 'poppet' and 'my pet vice,' but he got no kick out of it. He suffered from migraines and a dry cough. Madame Peloux poured out her heartbreaking woes  —  "Life is nothing but a series of crosses for us mothers"  —  to her masseuse, her corset maker, Madame Ribot, old Lili, and the Baron de Berthellemy. Thus, she passed painlessly from being the happiest of parents to being the martyr mother.


One night in June, when Madame Peloux, Lea, and Chéri were together in the garden room at Neuilly, the destinies of the young man and the middle-aged woman changed. Chéri’s friends had left for the evening — little Baxter, a wholesale wine merchant, and the Vicomte Desmond, a hang-on of his, barely of age, difficult, and arrogant — and so Chéri had returned to the maternal fold. Habit had also drawn Lea there.


For one more evening in a long line of such occasions, these two women, each suspicious of the other, found themselves together. They had known each other for twenty years, shared a past of dull evenings, lacked other friends, and had become mistrustful, self-indulgent, and cut off from the world in their later days, as women who have lived only for love do.


Both stared in silence at Chéri, who never spoke. Madame Peloux lacked the strength to take charge of her son’s health, but she hated Lea a little more each time she bent her white neck and glowing cheeks over Chéri’s pale cheek and transparent ear. She would have bled that healthy, wrinkled neck in order to give her slim, lily-green son a touch of color, yet it never occurred to her to take him away to the country.


"Chéri, why are you drinking brandy?" Léa scolded.


“Out of politeness to Madame Peloux — who would otherwise be drinking alone,” Chéri answered.


“What are you going to do tomorrow?”


"Dunno, and you?"


“I'm going to Normandy.”


"With whom?"


"That's none of your business."


"With our friend Sp&leieff?" “


“Don’t be so stupid. That was over two months ago. You’re behind the times. Is Speleieff in Russia?"


Chéri, darling, what are you thinking?” Madame Peloux sighed. “Don’t you remember going last month to the charming dinner Lea gave to celebrate the end of the affair?” Lea, haven't you ever given me the recipe for those langoustines I enjoyed so much?”


Chéri sat up, his eyes sparkling. "Yes, yes, langoustines swimming in a creamy sauce! How I'd love some now!"


"You see," Madame Peloux said reproachfully, "he has no appetite, and yet he's asking for langoustines?"


“Shut up!” Chéri snapped. "Léa, are you going to the shady woods with Patron?" *


“Certainly not, my boy. Patron and I are just friends. I'm going alone."


Nice to be so rich!" Chéri threw out.


“I’ll take you with me if you like. There’ll be nothing to do but eat, drink, and sleep.” "


“Where is this place of yours?” He had risen to his feet and was standing over her.


"You know Honfleur — the Côte de Grâce — don't you? Sit down. You're green in the face. As you go down the Côte de Grâce, you know those farm gates where your mother and I always say something in passing?


She turned to where Madame Peloux was sitting. Madame Peloux had disappeared. The way she faded away so discreetly was so unlike normal Charlotte Peloux that they looked at each other and laughed in surprise.


Chéri sat down close to Léa. "I'm tired," he said.


"You're ruining your health."


He sat up straight in his chair with offended vanity. "Oh! I'm still in good enough shape, you know."


Good enough! For others, perhaps, but not for me. I'd have you know that."


"Too green?"


"The very word I was looking for." So why don't you come down to the country? No nonsense, of course. Ripe strawberries, fresh cream, cakes, grilled spring chicken...that's just what you need — and no women."


He snuggled up to Léa’s elbow and shut his eyes.


"No women...grand... Lea, tell me, are you my friend? Are you? Then let's be off." Women indeed! I’m fed up with them. Women! I’ve seen everything they have to offer.”


These vulgarities were muttered in a drowsy voice. Lea listened to his soft tone and felt his warm breath against her ear. He took hold of her long string of pearls and rolled the larger ones between his fingers. She slipped her arm under his head, so accustomed was she to treating the boy this way that she pulled him toward her almost without thinking and rocked him in her arms.


“How comfy I am!” he sighed. He sighed. "You're a good pal. I’m so comfy.”


Lea smiled as though she had just received a compliment she valued intensely. Chéri seemed ready to fall asleep. Lea looked closely at his glistening, almost dewy eyelashes, which were sunk flat against his cheeks. Then she looked at his cheeks, hollowed by his joyless dissipation. His upper lip, shaved that morning, was already turning blue, and the pink lampshades made his mouth look unnatural.


“No women!” Chéri exclaimed, as though dreaming. "Then...kiss me!"


Taken by surprise, Léa didn't move.


"Kiss me! I tell you!"


He barked his order, frowning, and Lea felt embarrassed by the rekindled gleam in his eyes. It was as if someone had turned on a light. She shrugged and kissed his forehead, which was close to her lips. He pulled her down towards him, drawing his arms tighter around her neck.


She shook her head only at the instant their lips touched; then, she remained motionless and held her breath as if listening. When he released his hold, she broke away, rose to her feet, took a deep breath, and tidied her hair. She turned to him, looking rather pale with rueful eyes, and said teasingly, "That was a bright idea!"


He leaned back in the rocking chair, speechless, and scrutinized her with a suspicious, questioning gaze. She asked, "What is it?" *


"Nothing," Chéri said. I know what I wanted to know."


She blushed with humiliation, then skillfully defended herself.


"What do you know? That I like your mouth? My poor child, I’ve kissed uglier.' What does that prove? Do you think I’m going to throw myself at your feet and beg, 'Take me!' You talk as if you've only known nice young girls. Do you think I’m going to lose my head because of a kiss?"


She grew calmer while speaking, wishing to prove her self-control.


"Listen, child," she said, leaning over him. "Do you think a handsome mouth means anything to me?" ”


She smiled down at him, completely sure of herself, but unaware that her face still showed a faint quiver and an appealing sadness. Her smile was like a rainbow after a sudden storm.


“I’m perfectly calm. Even if I were to kiss you again, or even if we ..." She stopped and pouted with scorn. "No, no. I really can't see you and me doing that."


Nor could you see us doing what we just did," Chéri said, taking over for her. "And yet, you don't mind doing it. Not in a hurry, either. So, now you're thinking of going further, are you?" I never suggested such a thing."


They faced each other like enemies. Lea was afraid to reveal a desire she had not yet had time to develop or disguise. She resented this child, who was suddenly cold and perhaps derisive.


"You're right," she conceded lightly. "Let's not talk about it anymore. Instead, let's say that I'm offering to put you out to pasture! The food will be good...my food, in other words."


"We'll see," Chéri answered. “Shall I bring the Renouhard tourer?” “Of course. You’re not going to leave it with Charlotte, are you?” "I'll pay for the gas, but you'll feed the chauffeur."


Lea burst out laughing. "I'll feed the chauffeur!" Ha! Ha! There speaks the son of Madame Peloux!" Get along with you! You forget nothing. I'm not usually nosy, but I'd love to eavesdrop on you flirting with a woman."


She sank into a chair and fanned herself. A sphinx moth and several long-legged mosquitoes hovered around the lamps. Scents of the countryside drifted in from the garden now that night had fallen. A sudden waft of acacia scent burst upon them, so distinct and active that they both turned around, half expecting to see it advancing toward them.


"It's the rose-acacia," said Lea.


“Yes,” Chéri said. But tonight, it has sipped a draught of orange flower water."


She stared at him in vague admiration, astonished that he had come up with such an idea. He breathed in the scent with helpless rapture, and she turned away, suddenly fearful that he might call her. But he did call, and she went to him.


She went to kiss him on impulse, partly out of resentment and selfishness and partly to chastise him. "Just you wait, my boy. It's true that you have a pretty mouth. This time, I'm going to take my fill because I want to, and then I'll leave you. I don't care what you say." Now...”
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