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OH YES, OF COURSE, SHE GOT THAT QUESTION OFTEN.


Endlessly, I’d even say, after all, the Cheffe* was famous, and maybe she had a secret she’d give away, out of weakness or weariness or indifference, or by mistake, or moved by a sudden fit of generosity to counsel anyone interested in her trade and in some sort of stardom, or guaranteed acclaim, at least.


Yes, that fascinated a great many people, that glorious reputation she’d gained without really trying, and maybe they thought, maybe they imagined she was keeping the key to that mystery to herself, they saw a mystery there, she wasn’t very bright.


They were wrong on two counts.


For one thing she was terribly intelligent, and for another you don’t have to be as clever as she was to succeed in the business.


She liked being misunderstood.


She hated people accosting her, prodding her, she hated the threat of being unmasked.


No, no, she had never had a confidant before me, she was too reticent for that.


Very often people asked her that question you’re thinking of, and inevitably she shrugged, smiled with the look she liked to put on, faintly mystified, distant, a look of sincere or feigned modesty, it wasn’t clear which, and answered, “It’s not hard, you just have to be organised.”


And when they kept pushing, she told them, “It just takes a little taste, it’s not hard,” and turned her high, narrow forehead very slightly away, pinching her thin lips as if to say not only that she’d tell them no more but also that she’d put up a fight if anyone tried to forcibly unclench her teeth.


The look on her face, and even on her body – hard, closed, removed – turned dull and dim and ridiculously adamant, and that put a stop to the questions, not because people were sorry they’d troubled her but because they thought she was thick in the head.


The Cheffe was fantastically intelligent.


How I loved to see her delight in being taken for a simple-minded woman!


Our sly, shared awareness of her vast intelligence felt like a bond between us, a bond that I cherished and that she didn’t mind, a bond I wasn’t the only one to feel, since there were others, longstanding acquaintances, who knew just how sharp she was, how perceptive, and who also sensed she wanted to keep that a secret from strangers and meddlers, but I was the youngest, I didn’t know her before, back when she cared less about secrecy, I was the youngest, and the most in love with her, of that I’m sure.


But also, she thought there was something excessive in the praise people had begun to heap on her cooking.


She found the phrasing of those panegyrics ridiculous and affected, it was a question of style.


She had no taste for preciousness or grandiloquence, and no respect.


She knew all about the force of the senses, after all it was her work to awaken them, and she was always enchanted to see that force show on the diners’ faces, she strove for nothing else, day in and day out, for so many years, virtually without rest.


But the words people used to describe it struck her as indecent.


“It’s very good,” was all she wanted, all she could possibly ask.


To analyse in graphic detail all the causes and effects of the pleasures offered by her green-robed leg of lamb, say, since today that’s her most famous dish and the emblem of her style (what people don’t realise is that towards the end she didn’t want to make it anymore, she was tired of it, just as a singer tires of the same beloved song she’s continually asked to repeat, it sickened her a little, she resented that magnificent leg of lamb for being more famous than she was, and for having let so many other dishes languish in undeserved obscurity, dishes that took far more work and skill, dishes she was far prouder of ), to subject that rapture’s many and varied forms to minute analysis was in her mind to expose something intensely private to the full light of day, something in the eater and by extension in the Cheffe, it embarrassed her, at times like that she wished she’d never done anything, offered anything, sacrificed anything.


She never said so, but I knew.


She never would have said so, that too would have been revealing too much.


But I knew it, from the cold, stubborn silence she closed herself up in when she was dragged from her kitchen to hear out a customer who insisted on offering his compliments, who, whether intrigued, troubled or spurred on by the Cheffe’s silence, refused to give up until he’d got some sort of answer, and to be done with it she slowly shook her head from right to left, as if, modest as she was, that gushing praise was a torment, she didn’t say a word, she was ashamed to be exhibiting herself, stripped bare, and the customer too, even if he didn’t know it.


And afterwards her mood was dark, as if she’d been not praised but criticised or insulted.


If I was there looking on, or if at least she thought I was (often wrongly, since I always tried to slip away when the Cheffe was forced out into the dining room), I sensed that she held it against me, her dignity had been wounded in front of me.


And yet for my part – and mine alone, I wish I could say, but how to be sure? – nothing could ever diminish my reverence and tenderness for the Cheffe, not even the spectacle of a scene in the dining room when, as did sometimes happen, she met the complaints of the very occasional dissatisfied customer with her usual lofty silence, offending the customer, who thought she was scorning him when she was only ignoring him, in her reserved way, just as she did her admirers.


Yes, that’s right, no happier with applause than with attacks.


At least those attacks never aspired to eloquence, and their words didn’t aim to penetrate the Cheffe’s heart and soul.


Yes, that’s right, the complaints concerned only the food, the Cheffe’s decision to combine this ingredient with that (even the celebrated green-robed leg of lamb, for instance, before its renown grew so great that today it can’t be questioned, there were those who found fault with its sheath of sorrel and spinach, they would have preferred one or the other, or even chard), whereas the applause soon turned to glorification of the Cheffe herself, and then ventured into the secret world of her presumed intentions, a longing to know her truest being, the only possible source for those sublime dishes.


“Idiots,” the Cheffe once said to me, of all that to-do.


She also claimed she couldn’t understand a third of what people wrote about her cooking – confirmation for those who thought her dim-witted, who were convinced her gift had come to her purely by chance.


Yes, they thought the severe, intransigent god of cuisine had chosen to become flesh in the form of that difficult, slightly dense little woman.


As I’ve told you, she was perfectly happy to be thought simple-minded, it was a way to be free.


She wasn’t one of those people who play stupid for so long that they become stupid, forgetting it started out as an act, no, playing that part only made her wilier, shrewder, maybe a touch cynical, I don’t know.


She was sharp, she was prickly, but for all that I’ve always thought the girl she once was – eager to please, keen to enchant everyone even as she stayed behind the kitchen door, finding pleasure enough in the contented murmurs filtering through as they savoured what she’d conceived and created – that lonely girl, ever searching for friendship and compassion, was still nestled deep in the Cheffe’s breast, and sometimes she rose up, suddenly remaking the Cheffe’s face, tempering her words, surprising even her.


She often showed me a softer face, she had faith in herself, and I’d get no more out of her than that.


Still, she was ambitious, yes, why not?


She wanted to be someone, but in her own way, without fuss, without having to talk about it, someone people don’t forget even if they never actually knew her.


She wanted to leave only a vague, marvelling recollection in the eaters’ minds, so when they tried to remember where that delectable image had sprung from, and that melancholy image too, like a happiness that will never come again, they’d remember only a dish, or just its name, or its scent, or three bold, forthright colours on the milky white plate.


The Cheffe would have rather they not even remember her name, rather they never saw her face, rather they had no idea if she was plump or slender, short or tall, if her body was pleasingly put together.


Which turned out not to be possible, it wasn’t the Cheffe’s habit or style to work at shaping her legend.


She never hid, even if she didn’t like showing herself.


She did this and that, she posed for a regional newspaper, standing with her employees at her restaurant’s front door, and that photo, amateurishly shot by the food critic, with the Cheffe grinning broadly at some off-the-cuff joke from the sous-chef behind her, with the Cheffe looking more, in her strange, self-satisfied cheeriness, squinting a little in the bright noontime sun, like a mother just awarded a medal for her flourishing fecundity than the inflexible, austere boss we all knew, resolutely close-mouthed, discreet, sometimes unknowable, that photo of the Cheffe is the best-known today, and every article on the Cheffe is now illustrated with a close-up of that laughing, frivolous face, as if that were the Cheffe’s real face.


It wasn’t, I assure you.


At the same time, because she had no sense of strategy, the Cheffe always said no to being photographed in the dining room with important customers, politicians, actresses, CEOs, and people resented it, they thought her cheaply manipulative or arrogant when in fact she was only skittish, timid, and tired too, of course.


Had she said yes, I have no doubt that those snapshots, showing her distant, uneasy face, adamantly closed over her inner complexity, would have portrayed a far greater truth than her impish picture in Sud-Ouest.


And in any case she wasn’t fond of that photo, not because she didn’t recognise herself in the look on her face, that’s one thing she might have liked, since the Cheffe always tried to throw people off where she was concerned, but rather because she was afraid that deeply incongruous picture might make people think the photographer had captured her genuine nature, and might make some of them hope they too could one day flush it out, could maybe even convince the Cheffe that that was her true self, that at heart she was that jovial, serene, earth-motherly woman she herself didn’t recognise.


She didn’t particularly care if people misunderstood what she was, if they were convinced she was friendly and open and so on.


It’s just that she didn’t want anyone talking to her with that absurd misrepresentation in their heads, she didn’t want anyone trying to summon up her beaming, beatific face by pushing her into places she’d never been, places that weren’t hers at all.


She didn’t want anyone wondering if that was a true or a false image of her real self, and she didn’t want them to have any reason, like that photo, to care or even think about that question.


That’s how she was. At least I think that’s how she was.


The Cheffe kept the deepest part of her nature hidden even from me.


Understandable, yes, since I was her employee, and we were separated at least as much by age as by rank, by experience, even by gender, if you like, though I never thought it mattered, in my quest to understand the Cheffe’s soul, that I was a man, I never saw it as a handicap.


Quite the reverse? Yes, possibly.


I try even harder, I question everything I think I know, sense or interpret.


Yes, if I were talking to you about another man I would possibly or even probably analyse his behaviour by my own in some similar circumstance, and that would of course be a terrible mistake, because I’ve learned that I’m not like most men in the way I feel certain emotions, in the very nature of those emotions, whereas my innermost heart could always read the Cheffe’s, even though she was a woman, even though she was twice my age.


Forgive me this little boast, but I think I’m fairly perceptive.


Which was exactly what the Cheffe feared most, she tried to push me away and she couldn’t.


There’s nothing you can do faced with the loyalty of a loving, impassioned person.


Did she accept that? Resign herself to it? Yes, of course, she loved me too, in her way.


You give me a cold smile and ask, “What about the childhood of a Cheffe?” assuming I don’t get the reference, you’re convinced I don’t have much of an education.*


You’re right, I didn’t learn much in school.


As soon as I walked into the classroom I felt a groundless terror contracting my bladder, and also, and worse, draining my memory of everything I’d crammed into it the night before, at home, in many diligent hours of anxiety and desperation to please, to be perfect, and so the precious fruits of my attempts to learn and remember vanished into thin air, the mere smell of the classroom – sweat, leather, dust, chalk – instantly turned my brain into a helium balloon, ready to fly out of my skull if I made just one move, and I knew what that move was, and I struggled in vain not to make it: it was my trembling, breathless little body hunching down as the teacher looked for someone to call on, making me look guilty, like some laggard who doesn’t even have the nerve to assert his boredom and laziness, when in fact I was yearning to cry out “I know all this backwards and forwards, there’s not one question I can’t answer!” and then the balloon started to rise, drifted out through the open window, climbed into the autumn sky to join all the others that broke free before it, the balloon of my memory, my work, my intelligence, leaving only the shell of my true being on the chair, limp, tiny, stupid, pathetic.


I’ve mostly lived alone.


And even more alone now, now that the Cheffe is gone, even if my apartment in Lloret de Mar has more visitors in a week than my Mériadeck studio saw in several years, I still feel profoundly alone, and just as profoundly glad of it.


I’ve made what people are quick to call friends here, odd sorts of friends I’d never dream of confiding in, whose lives I know next to nothing about, at least not the lives they led before they came to live out their old age in Lloret de Mar, who see me as one of them even though I’m far younger, they’re fond of me because I’m like them and I like being with them, downing endless aperitifs together on their terraces or mine, which is exactly like theirs, overlooking the shimmering, luxurious, bottom-lit pool, I like that because they expect nothing from me but pleasant companionship, and neither they nor I want to burden our memories with stories we might feel obliged to tell if we were in France, our luxurious exile drapes us in a very cosy mystery.


I read a great deal, I believe I’d even call myself lettered, as people used to say.


I don’t cook anymore, in fact I never have cooked for myself.


Yes, of course, the Cheffe told me about her childhood, at least what she was willing to have me know of it, but isn’t that what we all do?


I knew her daughter well, and she described certain places, explained certain happenings, and although that woman only spoke of her and the Cheffe’s past to show me how terribly she’d been wronged at every moment and in every place, I picked up enough overlapping details from their stories to reconstruct that time I never knew in the Cheffe’s life.


Let me say first of all that the Cheffe did not have an unhappy childhood, no matter what may be said by those who place their faith in facts and dates, they mean nothing, virtually nothing.


You thought so too, that her life was pure misery from her earliest childhood on?


So what do you do with the Cheffe’s own experience, facts and dates aside, of ways that many young people today, raised with all the comforts of a respectable upbringing by parents who want them to know everything about life but never run into anything unpleasant, must find terrible and unjust and incomprehensible and archaic?


I don’t mean to say that they aren’t all that and worse.


They may well be.


But if the Cheffe felt differently about those facts, wouldn’t it be condescending not to try to judge them from exactly the same angle as she did?


She’s the one who actually lived them.


And so, since all through her certainly poor and even destitute childhood the Cheffe found many opportunities for fun, and could later even say she was as happy as a little animal bursting with health, perfectly attuned to its environment, unwilling to change it for anything, then we’ve got to believe her, in all simplicity, and not do her the disservice of presuming she dressed up those early years in a joy they never held.


You’re thinking, and I once thought the same, that no-one could genuinely remember himself or herself as a happy, fulfilled child in that kind of environment, I certainly wouldn’t have been happy, I would remember that time with sorrow, the sorrow I would most certainly have felt at the time.


So that child can’t possibly exist, and the Cheffe was misremembering or deluding herself, it makes no difference which.


But no, not at all. I’m certain everything she said was the truth.


It’s our job to work at reaching her there, in her early happiness we find so hard to imagine.


Yes, it’s almost too much to ask.


“Such a wonderful childhood I had,” the Cheffe used to say when she talked about Sainte-Bazeille, where she’d spent her first fourteen years, where her parents hired themselves out here and there as farm labourers, dragging her along with them, putting her to work once they were reasonably sure the boss wouldn’t notice, that was already forbidden back then, hiring children.


And like them she pulled beetroot or gleaned corn, ever ready, on a prearranged sign from her mother, to drop whatever she had in her hands and mime some sort of play, should someone who might report them come near.


Yes, the Cheffe was born after the war, in ’50 or ’51, I never knew exactly, for all my digging.


I went to see that little house in Sainte-Bazeille where the Cheffe claimed she lived the best years of her life even though she never went back to it, even though she refused to make the briefest detour to see it again, like that time we were driving from Bordeaux to Grignols to buy fattened ducks from a promising new farmer and I suggested we make a quick side-trip through Sainte-Bazeille.


She was silent for so long that I said it again, thinking she hadn’t heard me, I imagine my voice was filled with the repressed but tremulous, proud, happy excitement of someone who’s sure he’s had a wonderful idea, and I turned my head to glance at the Cheffe, very pleased with myself, I so wanted to make her happy, to satisfy her every wish, I so longed to give her the tiniest pleasure, even at the expense of my own, I mean my immediate pleasure, which meant nothing to me because at the time I found my happiness only in the Cheffe’s.


And although her face had been unusually serene ever since we had taken the main road out of Bordeaux, I saw a shadow come over it then, and even two angry little creases fencing off the corners of her mouth.


The clear, silvery, majestic light of that November morning so precisely set off the Cheffe’s head, her hair pulled back and imprisoned in a pitiless chignon on her nape, her long, straight neck, smooth and solid as a young beech trunk, that for a moment I thought it wasn’t the Cheffe there beside me on the passenger seat but only her image, two-dimensional, without flesh or life, but nonetheless captivating, grand and aloof, as she often appeared in my dreams, or as I saw her, felt her beside me when I found myself in my room after work, alone but because of that never truly alone.


A very tight chignon, yes, almost torture for her poor hair, grown fine and lank from having been too long pulled tight.


She never wore her hair any other way, and it’s only another effect of the cursed Sud-Ouest photo that you find that surprising, because it’s true that in the picture you see her with a cloud of soft, brown hair that seems less to surround or encase her skull than to float delicately around it, and since as I told you that photo misleadingly accompanied every article ever published about the Cheffe, all sorts of people who’d never met her, who could never have hoped to meet her, were convinced she let her hair spread out like that, like a weightless nimbus, all around her temples, her brow, a freedom that in truth she never granted it, and I can’t imagine why, on that day of days when that deceptive picture was taken, she had.


No, I’m not in the photo, I wasn’t yet working for the Cheffe.


But I know she always bound her hair behind her head, and not only for the obvious reasons of kitchen hygiene, I know she would have been happier with no hair at all, and if such a thing were conceivable back then she would have shaved it all off rather than torture and blight it by strangling it in a rubber band twisted over and over.


She would have liked to be only that face I saw against the cold, bright November light coming through the car windows, she would have liked her art to be incarnated, since it had to be, in only the plainest way, the strictest way, the most neutral: by nothing more than a face.


Oh no, I’ll come back to that, being a woman mattered to her. I’ll tell you about that later.


But it had nothing to do with her face.


It wasn’t a feminine face, there in that pallid, distant light, and even less, if this makes any sense, a masculine face.


It was the idea of a face, the emblem of a face, proclaiming, in that exact, impartial morning light: “Since my cooking must be represented by a human face, here’s the face that best expresses its deep simplicity, even its poverty, because this face isn’t seductive or pretty or adorned, it’s a face beyond all consideration of beauty or ugliness.”


Which is why, even though I never knew the obviously random and anomalous reason why the man who took her picture found her that one day with her hair set free, yes, it’s true, almost proudly shown off, even though I never knew that reason because no-one would tell me the precise circumstances of the photo shoot, in the very middle of the day, in front of a restaurant that must have been packed at that hour, I’m sure the Cheffe was later sorry that on top of everything else she’d displayed that mane which in a way didn’t belong to her, that mane she tolerated only for the sake of convention, in every way incompatible with the essence of the face she wanted to show the world.


And then I saw how deeply she was annoyed by my suggestion of a pilgrimage to Sainte-Bazeille, the place of her childhood.


Without even a fleeting look to soften her words, she murmured, “That’s none of your business.”


And of course she was right, I couldn’t deny it, but it was still a cruel blow to my sensitivity, which was always particularly tender where the Cheffe was concerned.


Stupidly, not out of pride, with her I had none, but because, reeling, I must have thought a kindly insistence on my part would bring a less brutal answer, one that would partially wipe out the first, I added: “You were so happy there, it might be interesting to . . .”


“Will you be quiet, be quiet, you don’t know anything about it!” she shot back, her voice muffled, contained with great difficulty, and the effort I could see her making not to let her irritation explode in a furious shout crushed me just as much as the words she was saying.


I mumbled my shamefaced apologies and she shrugged, tense, irked, suddenly all the sunniness this outing had brought her was gone, and it was my fault.


It came back when we drove home to Bordeaux with three little crates of beautiful fattened ducks that she would come up with the idea of glazing with white-fig jelly and slow roasting for hours in a pastry-sealed pot.


But I never forgot her sharpness that morning.


When, much later, I went to Sainte-Bazeille on my own, telling no-one, and after asking all over the village finally located the house she grew up in, I wondered if she was afraid of coming face to face with what I then discovered in all its sadness: not so much a house as a hovel shabbily built by the side of the road, on a plot of land ringed with sagging barbed wire, and to be sure everything about the place suggested no-one had lived there for years, the windows were all broken, maybe by the same people who’d covered the cladding with tags and graffiti, but even at so long a remove it was all too clear that a family of eight (yes, the Cheffe had five brothers and sisters) who lived in such a place had to be among the poorest in the village, and even very likely the poorest of all, especially, as the Cheffe once let slip, because her parents were only renters on that tiny patch of land, an embankment where nothing much grew, despite all her mother’s efforts to make a vegetable garden.


Maybe the Cheffe would have been embarrassed to show me that house, maybe she was ashamed?


No, the Cheffe was never ashamed of anything that wasn’t her doing, and besides, at the age I was then I meant far too little to her, she couldn’t have cared how I might judge her or feel about her.


No, I think she feared her own pity at the sight of so vivid an image of her parents’ misfortunes, the whole family’s public disgrace.


Because, the Cheffe used to say, her parents always managed – were always trying – not to make their troubles seem fewer and slighter to their children but to teach them to find those troubles far less interesting and therefore less serious than what common sense told them, common sense being embodied in Sainte-Bazeille by their neighbours and teachers.


So the Cheffe could always counter pitying words and veiled looks of disdain or reproachful contempt with her parents’ healthy optimism, the expression of their indomitable spirit, and in this case their heroism.


They always assumed things would get better, and they thought they’d been proved right when things simply didn’t get any worse.


Which is why, since the Cheffe so loved her parents, so protectively watched over their memory, and since all their lives her parents had worked at not being pitied (or pitied only in a global way that wasn’t aimed specifically at them, didn’t touch them), she would have thought she was betraying their memory if she’d felt, if she couldn’t help feeling, a stinging sympathy at the sight of that Sainte-Bazeille hovel, even if hers would have been slighter than mine on seeing that jumble of boards where by some miracle her parents gave her a luminous childhood, or, yes, the illusion of a luminous childhood, but aren’t they the same thing, since it’s all about memory?


As far as I know, her brothers and sisters never talked about those days.


They were reserved people, uncomfortable opening up, and in any case they wouldn’t have dared take a position different from the Cheffe’s, she was the only one who’d succeeded, the only one who’d made money.


They were all younger, but they all died before her (Ingrid excepted), two of them apparently by suicide, the Cheffe never spoke their names, what could she have done?


What could she do, with the hard-working life she’d chosen, the almost total lack of time off, the worries that don’t punctuate a cook’s life, don’t accompany it, but are the very stuff of it once you’ve climbed as high as she had, what could she do for them but get in touch once or twice a year and, when they came asking, lend or give them various sums of money, always keeping her geographical and emotional distance, since for all those reasons and no doubt still others she couldn’t possibly look into the exact nature of the problems pushing them to ask for her help, problems the two youngest chose to escape, one by throwing himself under a train, the other, I believe, by hanging?


She never turned them away. She never abandoned them or anyone else.


But what more could she do for them?


Wasn’t that already a lot, signing those generous cheques?


Never demanding they justify it, never asking any questions at all, and even if her tact was inspired by a determination to keep clear of endless, depressing, unsolvable problems, her brothers and sisters didn’t know it, they could only be glad she was at once so discreet and so generous.


They at least never complained. Certainly not, that would have been very foolish.


You’ve heard the Cheffe’s daughter’s claims, she who knows next to nothing about it, and as is so often the case you’d rather believe the slanderer than try to hear, in her very silence, the one being wronged.


I’ll tell you about that in due course.


The Cheffe would never have boasted of the money she gave, or hold it up as evidence in her defence, in the end she thought it better or less painful for no-one to know, for people to think her an unfeeling person, devoid of sisterly sentiment.


She didn’t mind being misjudged, never being asked her side of the story, that was fine with her.


That it was her own daughter misleading everyone, in vengeance for who knows what wrong, that must have hurt her, yes, terribly, I think.


But what truly tormented the daughter was life itself, she was nothing but a victim, always and forever, of having been forced to be born.


She had no will. She was too absorbed in herself. I’ll tell you about all that later.


In any case, just as the Cheffe vehemently refused to revisit her house in Sainte-Bazeille, so she wouldn’t run the risk of betraying her brave, worthy, carefree parents in her heart, I’m looking for a way to tell you about her childhood and not feel I’m betraying her in my heart, she who was so grateful to her parents for her happy upbringing.


She went to school on and off, when she had time.


To hear her tell it, school was a chore to get through, whereas the work she did for her parents, however monotonous and exhausting, always gave her the pleasure of feeling useful, and so of feeling alive.


Yes, very likely, sitting in a classroom, thinking of her parents having to do without her, having to work even harder and longer just so she could warm a chair in a school for a purpose she couldn’t imagine, since she was absent too often to see any coherence in the things she was taught, very likely, yes, being kept away from her parents under those conditions she might well have felt only impatience and repulsion for school, most of all because she was painfully aware of everything that made it impossible for the teachers to like her, despite laudable efforts from some of them: her hostile, bored, closed manner, her hardworking but absurdly cavalier parents, always satisfied with everything, neither arrogant nor humble but, shall we say, inexplicably carefree.


She wanted them to like her, and more than anything she wanted them to like her parents.


If they did, she would have thrown everything she had into her schoolwork, and more besides, both her and someone inside her who hadn’t come out yet, whose secret, larval existence she would learn of only when she discovered cooking.


No, that’s true, she could have taken not being liked, it wouldn’t have saddened her in the least.


I agree with you there.


But I still say she couldn’t bear the lack of friendship or admiration for her parents, she couldn’t accept that the few times they’d consented to come to the school for a meeting their exceptional, flamboyant personalities didn’t immediately snuff out all the harsh words the teacher was planning to say to them, that he did say to them, as if they were bad parents, neglectful, crude, greedy, blind to their child’s capacities, or maybe simply indifferent.


And to make matters worse they never answered, they left in the same cheerful mood as when they came, having done their duty, docile but impenetrable, bucking the school as they bucked all institutions, yes, submissive on the surface because they were fundamentally easy-going people but deep down immovable and obdurate and not even aware of it, like two little donkeys wrapped up in their own mysterious world.


And had just one teacher realised all the wonderful things those parents were hiding beneath their destitution, thought the Cheffe, then she would have approached her schoolwork with the same tenacity, the same tireless intelligence, the same ingenuity she devoted to helping her parents in the fields, where, even as a tiny girl, she’d come up with many perfectly respectable tactics to fight off the pain or fatigue that came from too much time in a stressful position.


But since no representative of the school ever congratulated her on her parents, or held back the unpleasant things he thought it only right that they hear (having to do with the Cheffe’s many absences and the outlandish parental excuses she wrote out and signed herself, not wanting to trouble them), she came to see herself as the enemy of the teachers, of the headmistress, of anyone, her classmates included, who took the world of the school for the world of truth and goodness, and who recognised neither the truth nor the goodness of her parents’ strange world.


It’s true: if the Cheffe were attending that school nowadays, her teachers would have received those mystifying parents with an open mind, without judgment or indignation, they would have seen the stoical coherence and decency in which, for all their many failings, the Cheffe’s parents were raising their children, they would have tried to relate to those parents’ stubborn, feral but perfectly peaceable approach to getting along in society, they would have tried to understand all that and they would have been the better for it, they would have been edified, perhaps even inspired, and the Cheffe wouldn’t have thought she was being disloyal to her parents if she felt a fondness for school, if she simply consented to participate in it.


That’s right. She didn’t.


At fourteen she left school forever, having learned to read but just barely to write, though she was good at arithmetic, she had a natural talent for numbers.


On the suggestion of a farmer they sometimes did jobs for, the parents sent the Cheffe off to a family in Marmande, relatives of his, since it was winter and the parents were having trouble finding work, and as it happened those people in Marmande were looking for a maid, and so the Cheffe discovered city life, the oddly self-conscious authoritarianism of the newly met mistress of the house, the very unfamiliar and for her bewildering relationship she had with the two other employees, a woman who cooked and a man who tended the grounds.


Of those two, the Cheffe couldn’t help but say, decades later, with a wry little smile, “Life with them was no bed of roses.”


And then she’d say it again, she always repeated that sentence, but the second time the wry smile was gone and her lips turned down gravely: “Oh no, life was no bed of roses.”


It was a long time before I learned just what sort of mistreatment the Clapeau couple’s cook and gardener inflicted on the Cheffe, and I must confess that, not knowing, my suspicious, melodramatic imagination showed me images of the Cheffe, a tiny creature not fifteen years old, in a setting where the outright rape of a child would have been told or remembered by the protagonists and the victim herself fatalistically, like a necessary step in the initiation into adulthood.


Yes, I used to think, it would be just like her to have been raped at fourteen and a half and say her life was no bed of roses, and I was so furious with the Clapeaus’ gardener and cook that I would have gladly set out to hunt them down, to grasp them by their grey hair and pull their faces up to the height of their crime.


Yes, that’s how I was, perhaps a little excessive but above all tormented that I couldn’t protect the Cheffe from the start, from the moment the bus brought her and her poor cardboard suitcase from Sainte-Bazeille to Marmande and the Clapeaus’, where she found herself offered up to greed, to depravity, to lies respected as a way of getting along, she whom her parents had enveloped in an oblivious innocence that was theirs alone, which they weren’t even aware of, which was as natural to them as the air they breathed.


No, I never did try to find out what had become of them.


It was only because of my endless questions, gentle but obstinate, that the Cheffe finally told me the details of the life she led in Marmande.


Not that there was anything to hide, it’s just that she took years to realise how much it all interested me, and it was good that she did but not only good, because, realising it but not understanding it, she was cautious, as she was of anything she didn’t entirely grasp, she carefully weighed everything she told me, and sometimes she chose to say nothing.


But she didn’t hesitate to tell me that the Clapeaus’ cook and gardener treated her like a thing of no interest, pretended they didn’t even notice she was there, even though the cook had to share her room with the Cheffe.


By mutual agreement or not, they let their gazes vaguely glide over her without ever landing on her, not running through her either, and so she felt like she’d become a mass of dead, formless flesh, as repellent to the eye as to the mind.


They never said a word to her, and since apart from reprimands and instructions the Clapeaus weren’t in the habit of speaking to the staff, the Cheffe had to get used to keeping quiet, she whose parents never minded her chatter, as she said, she who even took a certain childish pride in her ability to rattle on and on, and in so doing entertain and amuse her family, whose words came out sparsely and laboriously.


You ask me, you’re wondering, why the Clapeaus’ cook and gardener pretended to see the household’s new maid as a colourless obstacle for their gazes, how they could have failed to see she was only a sad, lonely child, ripped away from the warm, nurturing environment that was all she’d ever known, you’re wondering and asking me why they should have been so unkind when there was no conceivable question of competition between them and the Cheffe.


As it would turn out, the Clapeaus’ cook wasn’t wrong to be hostile to the little creature she’d been forced to make space for in her already cramped room.


But she had no way of knowing that when the Cheffe started at the Clapeaus’, no way of knowing she wasn’t wrong.


Did she sense it?


I don’t know. The Cheffe didn’t know.


“What did they have against me, right at the beginning?” she used to ask me. “Later on, I understand, but right at the beginning . . .”


Was there something about the Cheffe that made her off-putting or intimidating?


Did she bring into the Clapeaus’ banally corrupt, unexceptionally venal household the intransigent purity that reigned at her parents’, that showed on their very faces, the Cheffe asked me more than once, still wondering after all those years, even as her memory was perhaps exaggerating her parents’ miraculous innocence (I don’t know if it was, I don’t know anything about them, we never met), wondering in ever greater perplexity, and almost despair and delight, what could have made such guilelessness and joie de vivre possible in a couple so bereft of everything that constitutes other people’s happiness?


Had the Cheffe, not knowing it and not wanting to know it, brought a little of that insufferable integrity into the Clapeaus’ house?


Did the goodness that quietly, permanently illuminated her parents’ faces show on her face as well?


I don’t know. The Cheffe didn’t know.


It must be said that the Clapeaus themselves felt none too at ease with the Cheffe, although, and this is important, the face she’d inherited from her parents was a face that never judged, so any discomfort they felt in her presence came not from some stern disapproval they thought was directed their way (to which they would have been entirely indifferent) but from the questions the peculiar look on that childish face forced them to ask about their own decency, by which I mean their lack or failure of decency.


I’m not talking about money or even behaviour, I’m talking about goodness of soul, I’m talking about the very basic fact of having a good soul and feeling it.


Feeling it, not knowing it, because there’s no room for pride in these things.


In later times, the Cheffe would always believe her talents and intuition and the exceptional career that grew out of them had robbed her of the face that was hers in those days, she’d always think her success and ambition had dragged her far, far away from the pure shores her parents lived on, and at that she felt a loss and a deep sadness.


Life with the Clapeaus, in that atmosphere of icy hostility on one side and timid imperiousness on the other, soon grew so wearing that after six or seven weeks she decided to run away, to go back to Sainte-Bazeille and her parents, never doubting for a moment that they’d give her complaints and unhappiness a loving, sympathetic welcome.


She imagined herself simply resuming the happy, arduous life her time at the Clapeaus’ had interrupted for no good reason.


But as she walked along the main road out of Marmande, on the grassy strip between the pavement and the ditch, in the fading afternoon light, she pictured ever more clearly what would be going on in her parents’ house at that hour and at that hard time of year, she saw them both coming and going in the three little underheated rooms, her father restless and bored in such a small, crowded house, knocking into things everywhere he went, too tall, too massive, her mother hunched over the youngest child she was still breastfeeding even though, thought the Cheffe, she was so scrawny, so ill-equipped just to provide for herself, she could see everything that was happening at that moment, unchanged by her absence, she could see it all, and little by little, her pace slowing, she began to think there was no room for her in that picture anymore.


The space she’d vacated when she left, which her brothers and sisters must have immediately filled with their confined, hungry young bodies, was a space she couldn’t let herself take up again, even if she could find a way back into it, she couldn’t let herself do that, she thought, standing still by the roadside, separated from Sainte-Bazeille, from the wonderful life she remembered in Sainte-Bazeille, not so much by the kilometres she had still to walk in the dark as by the sudden thought that her parents wouldn’t be able to fight off an ambivalence on seeing her come home.


And that was the first time the Cheffe ever dared think her parents capable of ambivalence.


Oh, I think she was wrong.


As I imagine them, they would have accepted their daughter’s return with no show of emotion, would have asked no questions, wouldn’t have taken her to task, would have been able to forget, immediately and to their deepest depths, all about Marmande and the Clapeaus.


But very likely she wanted more than that, she wanted to surprise them and see them visibly happy and proud of her for fleeing the Clapeaus.
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