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To my mother who first showed me the grave of
Heinrich Heine at the beautiful cemetery of Montmartre




 




Come, my love,
be mine again
like once in May







Prologue
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Montmartre – that famous hill on the northern edge of Paris, where tourists cluster around the street painters on the Place du Tertre as they create artworks of dubious quality, where couples ramble hand in hand through the lively springtime streets before sinking down a little breathless on the steps of the Sacré-Cœur, to gaze in amazement across the city shimmering in the final gentle rosy glow before nightfall – Montmartre is home to a cemetery. It is a very old cemetery, complete with dirt paths and long shady drives that meander under lindens and maples. It even uses names and numbers, which make it seem like a real town – a very silent town. Some of the people resting here are famous. You can find graves ornamented with artistic monuments and angelic figures in flowing stone garments, their arms gracefully outstretched, eyes fixed on the sky.


A dark-haired man enters the cemetery, holding the hand of a young boy. He stops at a grave known only to a few people. No one famous slumbers here. No author, musician or painter. This isn’t the Lady of the Camellias, either. Just someone who had been deeply loved.


Nonetheless, the angel on the bronze tablet attached to the marble gravestone is one of the loveliest here. The woman’s face – earnest, perhaps even serene – gazes out, her long hair billowing around her face as if being tossed by a wind at her back. The man stands there while the child scampers around the graves, stalking colourful wings.


‘Look, Papa. A beautiful butterfly!’ he cries. ‘Isn’t it wonderful?’


The man gives an almost imperceptible nod. Nothing is beautiful to him any more, and he stopped believing in wonders long ago. There is no way he can know that here, of all places, something wonderful is going to happen, something that will actually come close to being a wonder. At this point, he feels like the unhappiest person on earth.


He had met his wife in this same Cimetière Montmartre, five years ago at Heinrich Heine’s grave. It had been a sun-drenched day in May, as well as the start of something that had been irretrievable for some months now.


The man casts one last look at the bronze angel with the familiar features. He is writing secret letters, but he is unprepared for what will happen, just as unprepared as anyone can be for the arrival of happiness or love. And yet both of them are always there. As a writer, he actually should know that.


The man’s name is Julien Azoulay.


And I happen to be Julien Azoulay.




1


The world without you
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I had just sat down at my desk to fulfil my promise and to finally, finally, write to Hélène, when the doorbell rang. I decided to ignore it, and instead unscrewed my fountain pen and straightened my piece of white paper.


‘Dear Hélène.’ I stared rather helplessly at the two words that stood there just as lost as I had been feeling for the past year.


How do you write to a person you love more than everything, but who no longer exists? I had suspected back then that I was crazy to make this promise, but Hélène had insisted, and like every other time my wife got something into her head, it was hard to argue against it. She always came out on top in the end. Hélène was very strong-willed. The only thing she’d been unable to defeat was death itself. Its will had been stronger than hers.


The doorbell chimed again, but I was already far away. I smiled bitterly and could still see her pale face and green eyes, which seemed to widen above her sunken cheeks with each passing day.


‘After I die, I want you to write me thirty-three letters,’ she had said, her eyes boring deep into mine. ‘One letter for each year of my life. Promise me this, Julien.’


‘But what good will it do?’ I replied. ‘It won’t bring you back.’


At that point, I was out of my mind with fear and anguish. I sat day and night beside Hélène’s bed, clinging to her hand, unwilling or unable to imagine a life without her.


‘Why write letters when I won’t ever get an answer? What would be the point?’ I continued quietly.


She acted as if she hadn’t heard my objection. ‘Just write to me. Describe what the world is like without me. Write about yourself and Arthur.’ She smiled as tears gathered in my eyes.


‘It will have a point, trust me. I’m sure that when all’s said and done, there’ll be an answer for you. And wherever I happen to be, I’ll read your letters and be watching out for both of you.’


I shook my head and started to weep.


‘I can’t do it, Hélène. I just can’t!’


I didn’t mean the thirty-three letters, but rather just everything. My entire life without her. Without Hélène.


She watched me with a gentle gaze, and the pity that shone from her eyes broke my heart.


‘My poor darling,’ she said, and I could feel how much effort it took for her to squeeze my hand encouragingly. ‘You have to be strong now, so you can take care of Arthur. He needs you so much.’


And then she said what she had said so many times over the past few weeks since that devastating diagnosis. Unlike me, this admission seemed to give her the strength to face the end with serenity.


‘We all have to die, Julien. It’s completely normal and part of life itself. I’ve just reached this point a little earlier than expected. I’m not happy about it, believe me, but it’s just the way it is.’ She gave a helpless shrug. ‘Come here and kiss me.’


I brushed a coppery curl back from her forehead and pressed my lips gently against hers. She had grown so fragile over these final months of a life cut far too short. Every time I gingerly hugged her, I was scared I might break something, even though pretty much everything was already destroyed. Only her courage stayed intact, and it was much stronger than my own.


‘Promise,’ she ordered once more, and I caught a little glint in her eyes. ‘I bet that by the time you’ve written the last letter, your life will have taken a turn for the better.’


‘I’m afraid you’ll lose this bet.’


‘I promise you I won’t.’ A knowing smile flickered across her face, and her eyelids fluttered. ‘And when that happens, I want a giant bouquet of roses from you – the biggest in the whole damned Cimetière Montmartre.’


That was Hélène. Even in the lowest of moments, she managed to make you smile. I cried and laughed at the same time, as she held out her frail hand. I shook it and gave her my word.


The word of an author. In any case, she never specified when I should write those letters to her. So October turned into November, which then slipped into December. One sad month followed another. The seasons might change their plumage, but for me, everything remained the same. The sun had plummeted from the sky, and I lived in a pitch-black hole devoid of words. In the meantime, we had reached March, and I still hadn’t written any letters. Not a single one.


It wasn’t that I hadn’t tried. I wanted to keep my promise. It was Hélène’s last wish, after all. My waste basket was overflowing with crumpled pages sprinkled with sentences I couldn’t seem to end. Sentences like:




My most beloved Hélène, since you’ve been gone, there’s been no …


Darling, I’m so weary of all the pain. I find myself asking more and more if life is even …


Dearest, yesterday I found the little snow globe from Venice. It was stuck far back in your nightstand, and I couldn’t help thinking about how the two of us …


Dearest person in the whole world, I miss you every day, every hour, every minute. Do you have any idea …


Dear Hélène, yesterday Arthur declared that he doesn’t like having such a sad Papa and that you’re having fun with the angels …


Hélène, mayday, mayday! This is an SOS from a drowning man. Come back, I can’t …


My angel, I dreamed about you last night and was bewildered when you weren’t next to me when I woke up this morning …


My greatly missed darling, please don’t assume that I’ve forgotten my promise, but I …





I had simply been unable to set onto paper anything more than this helpless stammering. I would just sit there, overwhelmed by despair, and feel the words slip away from me. I hadn’t written anything – not exactly a good thing for a writer to admit – and that was also the reason there was now a storm brewing outside.


With a sigh, I set my pen back down on the desk, stood up and walked over to the window. Down on Rue Jacob stood a small, elegantly dressed gentleman in a navy-blue raincoat. It was obvious he had no intention of removing his finger from my doorbell any time soon, and my fears had come true.


The man glanced up into the damp spring sky, at the clouds skittering in front of the driving wind. I jerked my head back.


It was Jean-Pierre Favre, my publisher.


Ever since I can remember, I have moved through a world of beautiful words. I started out working as a journalist, then as a screenplay author. I eventually wrote my first novel, a romantic comedy that struck a nerve and surprised us all by becoming a bestseller. People always say that Paris is the City of Love, but that doesn’t necessarily apply to what interests Parisian publishers. Back then, I received one rejection after another, when I received any response at all. But then one day a small press contacted me, one located on the Rue de Seine. While his fellow publishers focused on literary and intellectual fiction, Jean-Pierre Favre, the publisher at Éditions Garamond, was fascinated with my amusing little romance packed with all sorts of tragicomedic entanglements.


‘I’m sixty-three years old, and not much can make me laugh at this point,’ he explained during our first meeting at Café de Flore. ‘Monsieur Azoulay, your book made me laugh, and that’s more than can be said about most books these days. As you get older, you laugh less and less anyway, believe me.’ With a deep sigh, he sank back into the leather bench in front of the window on the second floor where we had found a quiet table. He raised his hands in mock despair. ‘I often wonder where the authors who can write really good comedies have gone? Something with heart and wit. But no! They all want to write about hopelessness, decay, grand drama – drama, drama, drama.’ He struck his palm against his forehead, where his grey hair had begun to thin, the strands combed elegantly back. ‘Urban depression, murderous nannies, visions of horror, terrorism … ’ He brushed a few breadcrumbs from the table. ‘Everything has its place, but … ’ He bent forward and gazed hard at me with his pale eyes. ‘I want to tell you something, young man. A good comedy is much harder to write than people think. The ability to conjure up something wonderfully light but without platitudes, something that leaves us with the feeling that life is worth living despite everything – that is true art! I, at least, am too old for stories where after reading them you think you’d best locate the nearest skyscraper to jump out of.’ He ripped open three packets of sugar before shaking them into his freshly squeezed orange juice and creating a small whirlpool with his spoon. Then he switched mental gears.


‘Or films! Don’t get me started on those!’


He paused for effect, and I waited eagerly for what would come next. This man was a brilliant conversationalist, that much I already knew.


‘Nothing except tristesse and ambitious convolutions. Everyone today wants to be one thing in particular: unique. But I want to laugh, does that make sense? I want something that will make my heart pound.’ He grabbed a handful of the sky-blue waistcoat he was wearing underneath his suit jacket and took a large gulp from his juice glass. A youthful grin stole across his face.


‘Did you see that film about the Japanese butcher who falls in love with his pig? The one that ends with them committing double suicide through hara-kiri? I mean, who comes up with stuff like that?’ He shook his head. ‘People have lost their minds. I really miss the filmmakers like Billy Wilder and Peter Bogdanovich. Their heads were screwed on right.’ He tsk-tsked in confirmation of this. ‘Trust me, Monsieur Azoulay, life isn’t one big walk in the park, which is why we need more books like yours.’ He brought his fiery speech to an end and held out his Montblanc fountain pen for me to sign the contract. ‘I believe in you.’


That had been six years ago. My novel became a bestseller, and Garamond offered me a three-book deal, which gave me financial security for the next few years and granted me the luxurious freedom of writing full-time. I met auburn-haired Hélène, who loved the poetry of Heinrich Heine and sang Sacha Distel songs in the shower. She became a teacher, got pregnant, and married me. We became the parents of a little boy who, Hélène always insisted, was lucky to have inherited my dark blond hair and not her fiery tresses.


Life was as bright as a summer’s day, and everything we put our hands to seemed to meet with success. Until misfortune struck.


‘Blood at the wrong time,’ Hélène said one morning as she emerged from the bathroom. ‘Don’t worry, it won’t be anything bad.’


But it was bad. Worse than bad. I was the author of romantic comedies that sold amazingly well. That was how I made my livelihood. And then all of a sudden, my vocabulary was punctuated with deeply troubling words like colorectal cancer, tumour markers, cisplatin, metastasis, morphine pump, hospice.


I learned first-hand the truth that life is no walk in the park, despite Hélène’s brave face and the first, optimistic, prognosis. After one year, it looked as if the illness had been beaten. It was summer, and we took Arthur on a trip to the Brittany coast. Life was more precious than ever – a gift. We had once again dodged the bullet.


But then Hélène complained about pain in her back.


‘I’m slowly turning into an old woman,’ she teased as she knotted her vivid pareo around her.


But the cancer had already spread everywhere, clinging like tiny crabs to her body and refusing to be evicted. It was all over by mid-October. The metastases kept on spreading and Hélène was failing along with them. My ever-optimistic, joyful Hélène, who loved to laugh. All the dreams we’d had died with her.


I remained behind, with our little son, a heavy heart, a promise still unkept, and a bank account that was gradually dwindling. It was March, and I hadn’t written even one line in over a year. My new novel consisted of fifty pages, and now my publisher was standing at my door, wanting to know how the book was coming.


The ringing stopped.


Monsieur Favre was a real gentleman. He had been extremely sympathetic, and hadn’t pressed me over the past year. He had given me time to pull myself together, to recover, to sort myself out, as people like to say. He hadn’t mentioned the novel even once, despite having originally planned for it to be released this year, before silently postponing it to next spring.


He had tried to make contact for the first time two weeks ago. The grace period was obviously over. Tentative questions left on my answering machine, which stayed plugged in day and night. A sympathetic letter that concluded with a question. His number appearing over and over again on my cellphone.


I was pretending to be dead, and in a way I was. My creativity had been extinguished. My wit had turned to cynicism. I floundered through my days and was at a permanent loss for words. What could I have said, anyway? That I would never again put anything readable down on paper? That I no longer had words left inside me – a sad, sad man who was supposed to create lighthearted comedies? The irony of fate. God was a sadistic joker, and I was hopelessly lost.


‘Drama, drama, drama,’ I murmured with a bitter smile as I peered out of the window again.


Monsieur Favre had vanished, and I breathed more easily. He had obviously given up.


I lit a cigarette and glanced at the clock. Three hours to go until I had to pick up Arthur from nursery school. Arthur was the only reason I was still among the living. Why I still got up in the mornings, got dressed, went to the grocer’s to buy food. Talked.


My little boy never gave up. He got that from his mother. He would lace his small fingers into mine and drag me over to admire what he had built from Lego. He crawled into bed with me at night and snuggled up against me, trustingly. He drew me into conversations, asked thousands of questions, and made plans. He said things like: ‘I want to go to the zoo to see the giraffes,’ or: ‘Papa, you’re scratchy,’ or: ‘You promised to read to me,’ or: ‘Is Maman lighter than air now?’


I stubbed out the cigarette and sat back down at the desk. I smoked too much, drank too much. I was subsisting on stomach tablets. I shook another cigarette out of a packet that featured a picture of a smoker’s lung. Oh, come on! That’s how I was going to end up, but before that point, I would finish at least this one letter – the first of thirty-three, which seemed as superfluous to me as a goitre. Letters to a dead person. I ran my fingers through my hair.


‘Oh, Hélène, why, why?’ I whispered, staring at the framed picture that sat on the dark green leather desk pad.


It made me jump when the apartment doorbell chimed. Startled, I tugged at the small chain on the old-fashioned green banker’s lamp, cutting off the light that had been burning needlessly since early morning. Who could that be? A moment later, someone started pounding on the door.


‘Azoulay? Azoulay, open up. I know you’re in there!’


Yes, I was in here, in the prison of my own choosing up here on the fourth floor. I couldn’t help thinking back a few years, to the time when Hélène and I had met with the real-estate agent in the empty rooms of this old apartment, which we could actually afford with my first royalty payment. The agent had called it a dream apartment: sunny, only a few steps from Boulevard Saint-Germain, but still quiet. But no elevator, Hélène had protested. When we’re old, we’ll be huffing and puffing by the time we clamber all the way up here. We’d laughed – ‘When we’re old’ had sounded so distant then. How strange, what people think about – and then something completely different comes along.


In any case, Jean-Pierre Favre had successfully entered the apartment building, and had nimbly conquered the stairs as well.


He had probably rung the neighbour’s doorbell. Hopefully it hadn’t been Cathérine Balland, who had a key to our apartment – in case of emergency.


Cathérine had been my wife’s best friend. She lived on her own with her cat Zazie, one floor below us, and had tried to support me as much as she could. Up until five days before Hélène’s death, she had kept the faith that everything might still turn out all right. She occasionally babysat Arthur and spent hours playing Uno with him, a card game whose appeal I had never understood. She really was amazingly nice, but she missed Hélène too much to actually provide much consolation. Quite the opposite – I sometimes couldn’t bear her ‘Oh, Julien … ’ and the mournfully expressive gaze from her half-moon, Julie Delpy eyes.


So far, I hadn’t started bawling in front of her. Thank goodness for that.


‘Azoulay? Azoulay, don’t be silly. I just saw you at the window. Open the door! It’s me, Jean-Pierre Favre. Your publisher, remember me? Don’t leave me standing out here like an idiot. I just want to talk. Open up!’ Renewed pounding.


I stayed in my chair, not moving a single muscle. How could a little man with such perfectly manicured hands muster up so much endurance and strength?


‘You can’t stay holed up in there for ever,’ he bellowed through the door.


Sure I can, I thought defiantly.


I tiptoed over to the hall door, hoping to hear his footsteps fade away down the wooden staircase. But I didn’t hear anything. Maybe we were both standing there – me on the inside, he on the outside – holding our breath and straining to listen.


And then there was a noise, the sound of someone tearing a page out of a notebook. Seconds later a white sheet of paper slid under the door.




Azoulay? Are you all right? Please tell me, at least, that everything is fine. You don’t have to let me in, but I won’t leave until you have given me some sign of life. I’m worried about you.





He clearly assumed I was standing on a chair with a rope around my neck, like the sad hero in Bread & Tulips, one of his favourite films.


I smiled against my will and softly padded back to my desk.




Everything is fine.





I printed neatly on the page before pushing it back under the door.




Why won’t you let me in?





I thought for a moment.




I can’t.





This received an immediate response.




What does that mean? Are you naked? Or drunk? Do you have a lady visitor?





I covered my mouth, pressed my lips together, and shook my head. Lady visitor – only Favre would still use such an old-fashioned phrase.




No, no lady visitor. I’m writing.





I shoved the sheet back under the door and waited.




I’m so happy to hear that, Azoulay. It’s good that you’re writing again. It will help distract you, you’ll see. I won’t bother you any more. Write, my friend! Let me hear from you. Talk to you soon!


Yes. Soon! I’ll be in touch.





I wrote back.


Jean-Pierre Favre hesitated a moment, irresolute, but I then heard his footsteps on the stairs. I hurried to the window and watched him leave the house, his coat collar turned up. With quick little steps, he headed along Rue Jacob towards Boulevard Saint-Germain.


I sat back down at the desk and started to write.




Dear Hélène,


You’d have enjoyed the funeral. That makes it sound as if it were yesterday, and for me it is, although six months have passed since then. Time has stood still since that glittering golden October day that was so unsuited for a funeral and so suited for you, who were always aglow. I hope you can see that I’m finally writing to you. The first of thirty-three pointless letters. No, forgive me. I don’t want to be cynical. You wanted this, and we shook on it. I will keep this last promise. You had something in mind, I’m sure of that, even if I have no idea what it might have been.


Everything has become pointless since you left.


But I’m trying, truly I am. You told me that you would read my letters from wherever you happened to be. I really want to believe that my words will somehow reach you.


It’s almost spring, Hélène. But spring without you isn’t really spring. The clouds are moving through in clusters. It rains, and then the sun comes back out again. This year we won’t be able to go for walks through the Jardin du Luxembourg, holding Arthur’s hands and swinging him through the air with a ‘one-two-three upsy-daisy’.


I’m afraid I’m not very good at being a single dad. Arthur complains a lot that I never laugh. Tonight we watched an old Disney film together, Robin Hood. You know, the one with the foxes. We’ve seen it five times this month. When we reached the scene where Robin Hood and his men use a rope and pulleys to steal the sacks of gold from bad old Prince John, while he’s snoring away in his bed, Arthur suddenly announced: ‘Papa, you have to laugh. That was really funny!’ I tried to smile and pretend like it was.


Oh, Hélène! I spend all my time pretending. I pretend to watch TV, pretend to read, pretend to write, to talk on the phone, to go shopping, to go for walks, to listen. I pretend to live.


Life is so damned hard. I’m trying, you must believe me. I’m trying to be strong the way you said, to keep on living without you.


But without you, the world is so lonely, Hélène. Without you I’m lost. It feels like I can’t get anything right any more. Anyway, you would have liked the ceremony. Everyone said it was a really nice funeral. I know that’s a contradiction in itself, but still … I planned everything the way you wanted. I can at least be proud of that.


I found a wonderful spot in the Cimetière Montmartre, right next to an old chestnut tree. Heinrich Heine’s grave isn’t too far away, either. You’d be pleased. I told everyone who came to the funeral to wear anything but black, just as you’d asked. On that October morning – only a few days after your thirty-third birthday – everything would have been perfect, had we not been saying goodbye to you for ever. The sun shone, and the leaves glowed in shades of yellow and red. Everything was peaceful, almost cheerful. A long procession of brightly dressed guests trailed behind your coffin with all of its flowers, almost like they were going to a party of some kind. I wondered if something so dressy could also be so sad. And yes, it could.


Everyone came. Your father, your brother, and your aunts and cousins from Burgundy. My mother and her sister Carole, who even brought along old Paul, her perpetually bewildered husband, who kept asking every few minutes: ‘Who died?’ He forgot again as soon as you told him. All our friends were there. Even your childhood friend Annie from Honfleur came, dashing into the cemetery after the ceremony in the chapel had already ended and we were gathered around the grave. She was so late because some poor guy had thrown himself in front of her train. She managed to find a taxi driver willing to drive her at breakneck speed over the last stretch to Paris. Her arrangement of roses and lilies was in tatters, but she made it, loyal soul.


So many of your worker friends were there, as well as the students from your class. The principal said words in the chapel, and the priest also handled his part with some feeling. The school choir sang the Ave Maria. I surprised myself by finding it moving. Cathérine gave a wonderful eulogy, which touched everyone. She was very calm and collected, and I really admired that. Later she confessed that she’d taken a sedative. I couldn’t manage anything – I’m sure that comes as no surprise – but I did set up a large photo of you in the chapel – the one of you standing in the giant lavender field, your arms folded as you laugh so exuberantly into the camera. Our first trip together to Provence, remember? You look so happy. It’s one of my favourites, even if you always complain that the sun makes you squint.


I picked out a song for you, and it was played as we stood around the grave. ‘Tu est le soleil de ma vie’, our French version of Stevie Wonder’s hit. Because that’s what you always were for me, my love, the sunshine of my life.


I couldn’t console Arthur when they lowered the coffin into the ground. He clung to me, and then to Mamie. It was horrible for all of us to have to watch you disappear, for ever and irretrievably, into that deep hole. Alexandre stood beside me, like a boulder in the surf, and squeezed my arm.


‘Trust me, this is the worst moment,’ he said. ‘It won’t get worse than this.’


This reminded me of the words from Philippe Claudel, who once wrote that eventually we all end up following coffins.


I stood there, frozen, and saw all the flowers and wreaths with the final wishes. I watched my sobbing child who no longer had a mother, and that was the last thing I saw, as the tears wouldn’t stop. Things eased up once we reached the restaurant afterward. The guests chattered busily, loaded up their plates, even laughed. Everyone was relieved to be on the other side, and this brought a temporary intimacy and joviality. I even ended up chatting with various people, and eating some of the appetisers because I was suddenly ravenous. Arthur flitted from one person to another, explaining that you had taken all of your suitcases and moved to heaven, where you would be pretty once more. And that you were bound to be happy to see your Maman again. (I wasn’t quite sure about that, though, knowing how difficult your mother was. I just hope you won’t end up arguing up there in heaven, where they say great peace and quiet is supposed to reign.)


Anyway, Arthur imagines that you’ve been able to somehow magically abandon your coffin and are now floating above the clouds. He is convinced you are doing well because now you’re an angel and can eat clafoutis aux cerises up there every day. You adored that warm cherry cake, didn’t you?


I recently fixed him spaghetti and his favourite sauce (a little ketchup combined with cream and everything warmed up in a pot – I can still manage that), and as I did so, Arthur suddenly announced that you’d told him you were going on a very, very long trip, and that you wouldn’t be able to get phone calls where you were going because the reception was so bad.


‘But don’t worry, Papa,’ he added. ‘We’ll see each other there someday, and until then, Maman will visit us in our dreams. She said she would. I often see her in my dreams,’ he assured me, though I wasn’t completely sure that he wasn’t just making this up to help me feel better. ‘She looks like an angel, and has long hair now.’


Yesterday, he also wanted to know if you had wings and if you really could see EVERYTHING from heaven. I think he’d secretly eaten some chocolate after brushing his teeth and was a little anxious about that.


I wish I could cope with your death as well as Arthur has, Hélène. Now and then he’s sad and misses his Maman, but he has been much quicker at accepting that you no longer exist down here. He often asks me what Maman would say to things – and I wonder that myself. I have so many questions and no answers, my beloved. Where are you now?


I miss, miss, miss you!


I have used only one exclamation mark here, but it ought to be a thousand.


I’ve grown humble in my pain. I’d be satisfied if I could just borrow you from ‘up there’ for one afternoon a month, so we could spend a few hours together. Wouldn’t it be wonderful if something like that were possible?


Instead of that, I’m finally writing to you. Anyway.


I’m glad that Mamie lives so close that she can take care of Arthur. She helps me so much. She misses you, as well. She liked you from the start, from the very first time I took you home to meet her. Remember? She is the complete opposite of the evil mother-in-law. And like every good grandma, she idolises little Arthur. He can twist her around his little finger with his endless chattering, and she can’t resist any of his requests. It’s enough to make you jealous. I don’t recall her being nearly so patient and kind with me. When it gets warmer, the two of them want to drive to Honfleur for two weeks, to the beach. It will do the boy good to not have to see my mournful expression all the time.


Favre showed up at my door this morning. He also came to the funeral with his wife Matilde, who seems like a very nice, warm-hearted person. Of course, he wants to know what’s going on with the new novel. I have no idea if I’ll ever finish it. You would tell me that I need to pull myself together, but I still need some time. Time gives, time takes away. Time heals all wounds. That’s the stupidest saying I’ve ever heard.


I can only hope that you are doing better, my angel! By the way, you might be happy to hear that I ordered a marble gravestone for you. It’s decorated with a bronze tablet with the head of an angel on it. Alexandre, our super-aesthete, knew of a stonemason who works with a sculptor. He was the one who designed the relief, using a picture of you as the model. Even Arthur recognised you right away when we visited your grave recently. It turned out exquisitely. I told him that the two of us had met at this cemetery, at Heinrich Heine’s grave. I explained that without this poet, he might never have been born. That made him laugh out loud.


I’m going to drive to the Cimetière Montmartre tomorrow and deliver my first letter to you. I’m so sorry it took me this long. Now that the curse has been broken, the next will be with you much quicker. And you’ll be amazed because I’ve come up with something very special for our one-sided correspondence.


Until then, my beloved Hélène, until my next letter – until you can be mine again, like once in May.


Julien
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