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À mes parents






PART ONE

Le Printemps


J’ai fait la magique étude
 Du Bonheur, que nul n’élude.



 


— Arthur Rimbaud


I’ve probed the magic of Bliss,  
A path that no one can miss.






CHAPTER 1


She opened her eyes. A brisk little breeze had impudently slipped into the bedroom. Already it had turned the curtain into a sail and bent the flowers in their tall vase on the floor, and now it had set its sights on her sleep. It was a spring wind, the very first one, and it smelled of thickets, forests, and soil; it had swept unchallenged through the faubourgs of Paris, through their streets choked with traffic fumes, and now it was arriving softly but brashly at dawn in her bedroom, intent on reminding her, even before she emerged from her drowsy state, of the pleasure of being alive.

She reclosed her eyes, flipped over onto her front, and with her face still buried in her pillow, groped around on the floor for her alarm clock. She must have forgotten it — she always forgot everything. She carefully rose from bed and thrust her head out the window. It was dark, and the windows across the way were shut. This breeze should have known better than to go blowing at such an hour! She lay down again, wrapping herself tightly in her sheets once more, and spent a little while pretending to be asleep.

But it was of no use. Now the cocky breeze was strutting about her room, and she sensed its irritation with the limpness of the weak-willed roses and the obsequious swelling-up of the  curtains. It was sweeping over her coquettishly, urging her with all the power of its rural fragrances: “Come out, come out — come stroll with me!” Her sleepy body just wouldn’t go along, though. Little shards of dreams kept returning to fog up her brain, but ever so slowly a smile started to form on her mouth. Dawn, the countryside at dawn… the four plane trees on the terrace, their leaves so crisply outlined against the pale sky… the crunch of gravel under some dog’s paws… eternal childhood…

Was there anything left in this world that could still imbue childhood with some charm, after all the sad wailings of novelists, the obscure theorizings of psychoanalysts, and the fatuous outpourings of random souls encouraged to vent themselves on the theme “When I was a child”? Only the nostalgia for those days of utter, absolute irresponsibility, now long gone. But for her (and this she would never have admitted to anyone), those days weren’t gone at all. She still felt totally irresponsible.

This last thought made her again get out of bed. She scanned the room for her dressing gown but didn’t find it. Someone must have stuck it somewhere, but where? She opened the wardrobes with a sigh. There was no way she could ever get used to this bedroom. Nor to any other bedroom, for that matter. Decor in general left her completely indifferent. Even so, this was a lovely room, with its high ceiling, its two big windows opening onto a small rive gauche street, and a grayish-blue rug that was easy on the eyes and on the feet as well. The bed struck her as an island flanked by two reefs — the nightstand and the low table between the two windows — and both of them, according to Charles, were in the finest classic style. And then  her dressing gown, which finally she’d spotted, was silken, and all this luxury was, truth to tell, very appealing.

She walked into Charles’ bedroom. He always slept with the windows shut and the nightstand lamp on, and no wind ever bothered him. His sleeping pills were carefully placed next to his pack of cigarettes, his lighter, his bottle of mineral water, and his alarm clock, which was set for eight o’clock sharp. Only Le Monde was lying around on the floor. She sat down at the foot of the bed and looked at him.

Charles was fifty years old and had pleasant features, slightly soft, and an unhappy look when he was asleep. This particular morning, he looked even sadder than usual. He had dealings in real estate, and thus a great deal of money, but his relationships with other people were rather uneasy, thanks to a certain blend of politeness and reserve that at times made him come across as remote, even cold. They had been living together now for two years — if “living together” was the proper term for occupying the same apartment, seeing the same people, and once in a while sleeping in the same bed.

He turned towards the wall and groaned a little. She thought yet one more time that she surely must make him unhappy, but her very next thought was that he would have been unhappy with any woman twenty years his junior who had a flair for independence. She took a cigarette from the nightstand, lit it noiselessly, and resumed her musing. Charles’ hair was graying on top, the veins stood out on his graceful hands, and his mouth was losing a bit of its youthful color. She felt a sudden surge of tenderness for him. How could anyone be so kind, so intelligent,  and so unhappy? Yet she could do nothing for him; you can’t console someone for having been born and being doomed to die.

She started coughing — it was a mistake to smoke on an empty stomach in the morning. One should never smoke on an empty stomach, nor for that matter should one partake of alcohol, drive fast, make love too often, tax one’s heart, spend one’s money, or do anything else. She yawned. She was going to get in the car and follow that spring breeze a long way out into the countryside. She wouldn’t work today any more than she did on other days. Thanks to Charles, she had gotten very accustomed to not working.

Half an hour later, she was spinning down the autoroute  towards Nancy, with a piano concerto on her convertible’s radio. But was it by Grieg, Schumann, or Rachmaninoff ? Certainly some romantic, but which one? This uncertainty annoyed her and pleased her at the same time. The only cultural icons she liked were ones that she knew by heart, and to those she was very sensitive. “I remember hearing that piece of music twenty times and I know I was miserable in that period of my life, and it stuck to my suffering like a decal.” Already, though, she had forgotten who had caused her this sadness; already she must be growing old. But that was of little import to her. It had been ages since she had thought of herself, seen herself, even defined herself in her own eyes; it had been ages since she had run alone, with only the present beside her, in such a fine fresh dawn wind.






CHAPTER 2


The noise of the car in the courtyard woke Charles up. He heard Lucile humming as she closed the garage door, and he wondered, in a daze, what time it could possibly be. His watch said it was nearly eight. It briefly crossed his mind that Lucile might be sick, but hearing her carefree voice down below reassured him. For a split second, he felt tempted to open the window and to yell down to her, “Stop!”, but he refrained. He knew this euphoria of hers: it was the euphoria of being alone. He shut his eyes for a moment. This was the first of a thousand impulses he would stifle today in order not to inhibit Lucile, not to get in her way. If he’d been fifteen years younger, he would doubtless have been able to open the window and shout down, “Lucile, come back up, I’m awake!” in a slightly bossy yet casual tone. And she would have come upstairs and had a cup of tea with him. She would have sat down on his bed and soon he’d have had her in stitches with silly off-the-cuff remarks. But he shrugged his shoulders at this fantasy. Even fifteen years ago, he wouldn’t have made her laugh. He had, in truth, never been funny. He’d only discovered how to be lighthearted a year ago, thanks to Lucile, and it seemed to be one of the slowest and hardest traits to acquire, if one isn’t born with it.

He sat up in bed, noting with surprise an ashtray beside him.  At its center was was an extinguished cigarette, and he wondered if he might have forgotten, last night, to dump it into the fireplace before retiring. Impossible. Lucile must have come in and smoked in his room. Also, there was a little hollow on his bed, indicating she’d been sitting there. He himself never disturbed anything while sleeping. The various cleaning women who had overseen his bachelor’s existence had often praised him for this quality. It was, in fact, something people had always complimented him for: his calmness, whether he was awake or asleep; his composure; his good manners. Some people were always being praised for their charm, but that had never happened to him, or at least never in a truly disinterested fashion, which was a pity: he would have felt instantly endowed with a marvelous, sparkling, beautiful set of feathers.

Certain words always made him suffer, cruelly and quietly, like a blurry memory one can’t quite retrieve: the words “charming”, “easy-going”, “casual”, and also, God only knows why, “balcony”. Once he’d told Lucile about this ineffable nostalgia. Not about the other words, of course, but just this last one. “ ‘Balcony’?”, she’d said with astonishment. “Why ‘balcony’?” She repeated it: “Balcony, balcony”, then asked him if he thought of it in the plural. He said yes. Then she asked if there had been balconies in his childhood, and he said no. She looked at him with fascination and, just as occurred every time she looked at him with something other than mere friendliness, a crazy hope would start to flutter inside him. But then she mumbled something about Baudelaire’s balcons du ciel, his balconies in the sky, and that’s where things remained. Nowhere, as usual.

And yet he loved her; he didn’t dare let her know just how much he loved her. Not that she would ever have taken any advantage of it, but just that it would have upset her, saddened her. It was already quite unexpected that she hadn’t yet left him. All he offered her, after all, was security, and he knew that that was the least of her concerns. Or at least maybe it was.

He rang the bell, scooped up Le Monde from the floor, and tried reading. Nothing doing. He could just see Lucile driving too quickly, as usual, in the convertible — a very safe one, but even so — that he’d given her for Christmas. He’d called up a friend at the Auto-Journal to find out what the best sports car was, the one that held the road best, the safest make, and so on. He’d told Lucile it had been the easiest one to find, even tried to make it seem as if he’d ordered it on a whim the night before, “just casually”. She had been thrilled. But if this morning he were to get a phone call telling him that a dark blue convertible had been found by the road, flipped on top of the body of a young woman whose papers… He stood up. He was being an idiot.

Pauline walked in, carrying him his breakfast on a tray. He smiled. “What’s the weather like?”

“A bit overcast. But it smells like spring,” said Pauline. She was sixty years old and had taken care of him for ten years. Poetic reflections were not her forte, however.

“Spring?” he repeated mindlessly.

“Yes, so said Mademoiselle Lucile. She came down to the kitchen before me, and she took an orange and said she had to run, that it smelled like spring.”

Pauline smiled. Charles had been very worried, at the outset, that she would hate Lucile, but after a trial period of two months or so, Pauline’s moral judgment emerged very clearly: Mademoiselle was ten years old, emotionally, and Monsieur, who wasn’t any better, was simply incapable of protecting her against the vagaries of life. It was thus incumbent upon herself, Pauline, to take charge. So she dictated to Lucile, with admirable energy, when to take naps, what to eat, and not to indulge in drinking, and Lucile, quite taken by it all, or so it would seem, did as she was told. This was one of the small mysteries of his household that both befuddled and delighted Charles.

“All she took was an orange?” asked Charles.

“That’s all. And she told me to tell You1 to take a deep breath when You go out, because it smells like spring.” Pauline’s tone of voice was flat. Didn’t she realize he was begging her to tell him more about what Lucile had said?

Pauline occasionally turned away from his gaze. At such moments he felt it wasn’t Lucile that she resented, but the nature of his passion for her, his starved anguish, of which only Pauline caught rare glimpses, and which, despite her common sense and her maternal, slightly condescending acceptance of Lucile’s personality, she was still at a loss to understand. She could have taken pity on him if he’d fallen under the spell of “a nasty lady”, as she would put it, rather than of “a sweet person”. She didn’t realize, though, that things might be quite a bit worse than that.





CHAPTER 3


Claire Santré’s apartment had once been very lavish, when poor old Santré had lived there. It was a little less so nowadays and you could see this in tiny details, such as the relative sparseness of the furniture, the blue curtains that had been dyed and re-dyed twenty times, and the wild appearance of the caterers, who occasionally took just a bit too long to remember which of the main salon’s five doors led to the butler’s quarters. Even so, it remained one of the loveliest apartments in the Avenue Montaigne, and invitations to Claire Santré’s soirées were highly coveted. Claire herself was tall, slender, and energetic — a blonde who could just as easily have been a brunette. She was a bit over fifty though she didn’t look it, and she spoke of love flippantly, in the manner of a worldly woman who is no longer seeking it but who retains good memories of it. As a consequence, women were very fond of her and men pursued her lustily, laughing all the while. She was one of that small, hardy cohort of Parisian women in their fifties who make it alone, not just staying alive but staying in style — on occasion even setting it.

At her elegant dinners, Claire Santré would invariably have one or two Americans and one or two Venezuelans, about whom she warned her friends ahead of time that they weren’t terribly  fun people but that she was doing business with them. As for them, they would inevitably be seated next to some fashionable Parisienne whose banter they couldn’t quite keep up with, consisting, as it so often did, of riddles, unfinished allusions, and incomprehensible jokes, all of which one could expect them to recount with great mirth on their return to Caracas. And in exchange for this, Claire received exclusive French rights to Venezuelan fabrics, or sometimes the reverse, and there was never a lack of whiskey at her parties. All in all, Claire was an adroit woman, and she only spoke ill of someone if it was an absolute necessity in order to avoid looking foolish.

For ten years now, Charles Blassans-Lignières had been a mainstay of Claire’s soirées. He had loaned her a great deal of money but he never reminded her of it at all. He was wealthy, good-looking, a man of few but well-chosen words, and every so often he would give in and take on a mistress from Claire’s stable of protégées. It would generally last a year, sometimes two. He’d take them to Italy in August and he’d send them to Saint-Tropez when they complained of the summer heat, or to Megève when they complained of fatigue in winter. Each time, it would wind down with a lovely gift that spelled the death knell for their liaison, although usually no one knew quite why, and then, six months later, Claire would once again “go on the lookout” for him.

But it had now been some two full years that this calm and pragmatic man had been beyond the reach of Claire’s romantic schemes. He had taken a real shine to Lucile, and Lucile was somehow elusive. She was lively, polite, and often amusing, but  she obstinately refused to speak of herself, of Charles, or of her plans in life. Before meeting Charles, she had worked at a modest little newspaper — one of those papers that claim to be leftist so as not to have to remunerate their contributors very lavishly and whose social commitment goes no further than that. She’d pretty much stopped working for it as of late, and in fact, no one had the slightest idea how she spent her days. If she had a lover on the side, he certainly wasn’t in Claire’s entourage, even though Claire had sent several of her most appealing musketeers Lucile’s way. But without success. One day, running out of ideas, Claire had suggested to Lucile that she try one of those Balzac-style affairs that so many Parisian women engage in, and which would at the very least endow her with a mink stole and a check from Charles worth at least as much as a mink.

“I don’t need money,” protested Lucile, “and I hate that kind of playing-around on the side.” Her tone was curt and she could not even look Claire straight in the face. The latter, after a moment of panic, had one of those bolts from the blue that justified her social reputation. Taking Lucile’s hands in hers, she said, “Thank You, mon petit. Please understand — I love Charles as a brother and I don’t know You well. Excuse my indiscretion. In fact, if You had accepted, I would have been concerned for his sake.”

On hearing this, Lucile burst out laughing and Claire, who had been vaguely hoping for Lucile to melt forgivingly in her arms, became quite worried about what Lucile might tell Charles, until the next dinner where, to her relief, she saw he was still just the same old Charles. So Lucile knew how to keep quiet.

Or, perhaps, how to forget.

In any case, this spring had something troublesome up its sleeve. Claire was mumbling to herself while looking over the food the caterers had just brought, and Johnny, who by convention was always the first guest to arrive, was following her all about. He had gone for young men until he was forty-five, but now he no longer had the strength, after a hard day’s work and a dinner in town, to go out on the prowl for a pretty boy at midnight. He settled for tailing them with a melancholy gaze at fancy receptions. High-society living kills everything, even vices. Even the pious will have to give it credit for this. Johnny had thus become Claire’s devoted knight-at-arms. He accompanied her to premières and to dinners, and he played the host at her apartment a bit uneasily but with great aplomb. His name was actually Jean, but as everyone seemed to prefer the jauntier sound of “Johnny”, he had bowed to popular demand, and over two decades he’d even managed to acquire a slight Anglo-Saxon accent.

“Who’s on Your mind, my sweet?” asked Johnny. “You seem very nervous.”

“I was thinking about Charles. I was also thinking about Diane. Tonight, you know, she’s supposed to bring that stunning new beau of hers along. I’ve only seen him once, but I’m not counting on him to liven up the festivities. How can such a gorgeous thirty-year-old be so glum?”

“Diane’s got the wrong idea, always falling for intellectuals. It’s never worked for her.”

“Oh, there are intellectuals who are perfectly fun,” said  Claire tolerantly. “But Antoine in any case is no intellectual. All he does is put out a series of books at Renouard’s. And what do they pay in publishing? Nothing. You know that as well as I do. And so Diane’s money, luckily for her, has just what it takes to…”

“I don’t think he cares so much about that,” said Johnny in a quiet voice. He found Antoine very desirable.

“Well, he’ll come around to it,” said Claire with a world-weary tone that bespoke long experience. “Diane’s in her forties and rolling in dough, while he’s thirty and brings home only 200,000 francs2 a month. Such a mismatch can’t last forever.”

Johnny started to laugh but then cut it off all at once. He had put on a cream to cover up his wrinkles — Pierre-André had suggested it — and he hadn’t given it enough time to dry. He was supposed to keep a stony face until 8:30. But come to think of it, it was 8:30, so Johnny took up his laugh again, and Claire shot an astonished look at him. Johnny was an angel, but he’d been hit a few times by enemy fire back in ’42 when he was playing the hero in the R.A.F., and something in his brain had surely been damaged. It was a… what do they call it?… a lobe — yes, a lobe must have been affected. She looked at him with amusement. When you thought that those slender white hands, now arranging the flowers on the table with such great care, had once   grasped a machine gun and a joystick and had brought flaming airplanes safely home in the blackest of night… Human beings were really unpredictable. You could never know all there was to know about anyone. And that was in fact precisely why Claire was never bored. She gave a long sigh of satisfaction, which was suddenly cut off by the tight silk ribbon of her dress. Cardin was too much — he thought of her as a mere sylph!
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Lucile tried to hide a yawn; all it took was inhaling on the side of her mouth and exhaling quietly in front, through her teeth. Maybe it looked a little rabbit-like, but at least that way one’s eyes weren’t full of tears afterwards. This dinner seemed like it would never end. She was seated between poor Johnny, who’d been nervously rubbing his cheeks during the entire meal, and a good-looking but very taciturn young man who she’d been told was Diane Mirbel’s new lover. His quietness didn’t bother her, though. She didn’t have the slightest interest in being charming this evening. She’d gotten up too early. She tried to recall the scent of that damned breeze and closed her eyes for a moment. When she opened them, her gaze was met by Diane’s, who was looking at her so sternly that she was bewildered. Was Diane that terribly in love with this young man, or was she jealous? Lucile glanced over at him: his hair was so blond as to look ashen, and he had a very determined chin. He was rolling up a little ball of dough. In fact, there was a whole lineup of little bread-balls around his plate.

The conversation had turned to the theater, and things were  getting lively because Claire was swooning over a play that Diane abhorred. Lucile made a stab at small talk by asking her neighbor, “Have You seen this play?”

“No. I never go to the theater. How about You?”

“Not often. Last time I went, I saw this English comedy, very delightful, at the Atelier, with that actress who later died in a car crash — what was her name?”

“Sarah,” he said in a very subdued voice, slowly lowering his hands to the tablecloth.

On seeing the tension in his face, Lucile was petrified. Her instant reaction was, “Oh my God, what an unhappy fellow!”

“Forgive me,” she said.

He turned towards her and asked, “What?” in a doleful voice. He didn’t even seem to see her. She heard him breathing right next to her, very unevenly, the way someone does who’s just been hit hard, and the thought that she’d been the one who’d hit him, even though unwittingly, was unbearable for her. She never derived any pleasure from teasing people, let alone from being cruel.

“What are You daydreaming about, Antoine?” The tone of Diane’s voice had a peculiar quality to it, a little too light a lilt, and for a moment there was an awkward silence. Antoine didn’t say a word in reply; he seemed blind and deaf.

“Oh, there’s no doubt about it — he’s daydreaming!” exclaimed Claire with a chuckle. “Antoine, Antoine…”

He still said nothing, and now silence reigned over the whole room. All the guests, their forks frozen in mid-air, were watching this pallid young man, who himself was staring with no particular  interest at a carafe in the middle of the table. Out of the blue, Lucile put her hand on his shirtsleeve, and he seemed to wake up.

“You were saying…?”

“I was saying that You were daydreaming,” said Diane in a curt fashion, “and we were wondering what about. Is it indiscreet to ask?”

“It’s always indiscreet,” interpolated Charles. He, like everyone else, was now looking very attentively at Antoine, who had arrived as Diane’s latest lover, or perhaps her gigolo, but who all at once had become a Young Man Who Daydreamed. And a sudden flash of envy and nostalgia swept over the table.

There was also a flash of resentment in Claire’s brain. After all, this was a dinner for a privileged class of people, well-known people, brillant and witty people, people who were up on everything. This young lad should have been listening, laughing, lapping it all up with gratitude. If he was daydreaming about having a croque-monsieur with some young cutie in a Latin-quarter snack-bar, well then, let him just dump Diane, one of the most successful and charming women in all of Paris. And who, by the way, didn’t look close to her age of forty-five… Except tonight; tonight she was very pale and edgy. If Claire didn’t know her so well, she could easily have thought she was unhappy.

In any case, Claire went on: “I bet You were dreaming of a Ferrari! Carlos just bought the latest model, he took me for a spin in it the other day, and I thought my time had come. But by God, the fellow really knows how to drive!” she added with a touch of surprise, for Carlos was next in line for some royal  something-or-other, and to Claire it seemed rather miraculous that he knew how to do anything at all other than just hang around in Paris’s ritziest hotels while awaiting the return of the monarchy.

Antoine looked towards Lucile and smiled at her. He had light brown eyes, almost yellow, a strong nose, a wide and attractive mouth, and something very virile in his face that contrasted with the pallor and adolescent delicacy of his hair.

“Please forgive me,” he said very softly. “You must think I’m very rude.” He was looking straight at her, his gaze not sliding lazily down to the tablecloth or onto her shoulders, as so often happened, and he seemed to be focused on her completely, to the exclusion of the rest of the company.

“In just three sentences, we’ve already said ‘Forgive me’ twice,” replied Lucile.

“We’re doing things backwards,” said Antoine jovially.

“Couples always wind up saying, ‘Forgive me’, or at least one of the two does. ‘Please forgive me — I just don’t love you any more.’”

“At least that’s still quite civil. What really gets me, personally, is the ‘honest’ style: ‘Please forgive me, I thought I loved you, but I was wrong. It’s my duty to tell you.’ ”

“Surely that hasn’t happened to You very often,” said Antoine.

“Thanks a lot !”

“What I meant is, You surely haven’t given many men the chance to say such a thing to You. Your bags would have already been in the taxi!”

“Especially since all I carry around is a couple of sweaters and a toothbrush,” said Lucile rather merrily.

After a puzzled moment Antoine replied, “Hm! And here I’d been thinking You were Blassans-Lignières’ mistress.”

“What a shame,” thought Lucile to herself. “He’d seemed pretty bright till now.” For her, there was no way that such crassness and intelligence could coexist in one person.

“It’s true, You’re quite right,” she said. “And if I were to leave him now, it would actually be in my own car, and with plenty of dresses, to boot. Charles is very generous.” She had been speaking in a calm voice. Antoine looked down.

“I’m sorry, but I just hate this dinner and this atmosphere.”

“Well, don’t come to such parties any more. After all, at Your age, it’s dangerous.”

“You know, mon petit,” said Antoine, looking suddenly put upon, “I’m without any doubt older than You are.”

She burst out laughing, and as she did so, both Diane and Charles looked over at the two of them. Diane and Charles had been placed next to each other, at the far end of the table, looking directly towards their protégés — the parents at one end, their children at the other — thirty-year-old children who refused to act like grown-ups. Lucile cut her laugh short: after all, she was making nothing of her life, and there was no one that she loved. What a joke! If she hadn’t by nature been so full of  joie de vivre, she would have killed herself.

Antoine was laughing, and Diane was suffering. She’d seen him burst out laughing, with some female. Antoine never laughed with her. She would much rather he’d kissed Lucile.

She despised this laugh, and this sudden youthful glow that had come out of nowhere. What on earth were they laughing about? She glanced over at Charles, but he seemed touched by it all. Well, she knew he’d grown a little nutty over the past two years. This kid Lucile had a bit of charm and she behaved perfectly well, but she was no great beauty and she wasn’t a great wit either. For that matter, neither was Antoine. She’d had men far better-looking than Antoine go head over heels for her. Yes, head over heels. It’s just that, well, Antoine was the one that she loved now. She loved him, she yearned for him to love her, and one day she would surely have him all to herself. He would forget about that dead little actress, and he’d only think of her, Diane…

Sarah… How many times had she heard that name, “Sarah”. He’d talked about her all the time at the outset, until one day when Diane, at her wits’ end, had said to him that Sarah had been unfaithful to him and that moreover everyone knew it. He simply replied, “I knew it, too,” in a flat voice, and after that her name never came up again between them. But he still muttered it at night, while sleeping. But soon, soon… when he would turn over in his sleep and stretch his arm out across her body in the dark, it would be her name that he’d murmur.

All at once Diane felt her eyes filling up with tears. She started to cough, and Charles kindly patted her on the back. This dinner seemed like it would never end. Claire Santré had drunk a little too much, which was happening more and more often these days. She was holding forth very insistently about painting, and at a level considerably above her knowledge, and  Johnny, whose passion was art, looked like he was being tortured.

“And so,” Claire was saying exuberantly, “when the delivery guy turned up at my door with this package in his arms, and when I got the thing out in the open, I thought I was going blind, and so you know what I said to him?”

The assembled company boredly shook its collective head.

“Well, I said to him: ‘My good man, I thought I had eyes to see with, but by God, I was wrong; I don’t see a thing on this canvas, my man, not one blessed thing.’ ” And with an eloquent gesture, doubtless intended to convey the emptiness of the canvas, Claire emptied out her wineglass on the tablecloth. Everyone took this as a cue to rise from the table, but Lucile and Antoine did so looking at the floor, for they were both giggling like crazy.






CHAPTER 4


Enough cannot be said of the benefits, the dangers, and the power of shared laughter. It is no less central to love than are affection, desire, and despair. The shared laughter of Antoine and Lucile was the sudden mirth of schoolchildren. Both of them were desired, disrobed, and adored by serious persons, and knowing they would inevitably suffer the consequences in one way or another, they gave themselves over to their giggling in one corner of the salon. Parisian etiquette, although it requires lovers to be seated apart at dinner, offers in compensation a small respite after dinner, during which lover finds lover and the two exchange observations, words of tenderness, or possibly reproaches. Diane was thus waiting for Antoine to come join her, and Charles had taken a first step towards Lucile. But Lucile was determinedly looking out the window, with tears of laughter clouding her eyes, and the moment her gaze met that of Antoine, who was standing close by, she quickly turned away, while he hid his face in his handkerchief. For a little while, Claire did her best to ignore them, but it was undeniable that jealousy and even a slight resentment were taking over the salon. She dispatched Johnny, with a flip of her head that meant, “Tell those children to shape up fast or they will not be invited back” — but unfortunately her  gesture was intercepted by Antoine, who quickly turned away to conceal his mirth. Johnny in the meanwhile played it lightly:

“For pity’s sake, Lucile, clue me in — I’m dying of curiosity.”

“Oh, it’s nothing,” she replied, “Nothing at all. In fact, that’s what’s so terrible!”

“Terrible,” echoed Antoine, whose hair was all mussed up, and who suddenly looked even younger and more dazzling, and Johnny felt a sharp surge of raging desire.

But Diane was approaching. She was filled with wrath, and her wrath became her. Her celebrated regal carriage, her famous green eyes, and her extreme slenderness made a true warhorse of her.

“So what did you say to each other that you found so hilarious?” queried Diane in an even voice but in which one could detect both tolerance and insecurity, but mostly the latter.

“Oh — us? Nothing, really,” replied Antoine very innocently. But that little word “us”, a word she had never once squeezed out of him, neither for any shared hope nor for any shared memory, pushed Diane to the boiling point.

“Well, kindly stop acting in such a rude fashion,” she intoned. “If the two of you can’t be pleasant, then at least be polite.”

There ensued a moment of silence. To Lucile it seemed understandable for Diane to snap at her lover, but issuing orders to the two of them struck her as a bit over the top.

“You’ve lost control of Yourself,” said Lucile. “You have no right to tell me not to laugh.”

“Nor me,” said Antoine with deliberation.

“And now you must excuse me — I’m terribly tired,” replied Diane. “Good night. Charles, would You mind taking me home?” she said to the unlucky gentleman who had just walked up. “I’ve got a splitting headache.”

Charles bowed politely, and Lucile gave him a smile, adding, “I’ll see You at home.”

With Charles and Diane gone, a jolly pandemonium broke out, the kind that typically follows a big scene at a soirée, with everyone talking at cross-purposes for several minutes before settling down to gossip about the juicy event that had just taken place. Lucile and Antoine, however, stayed out of it. She leaned against the balcony railing and looked at him pensively, while he calmly puffed on a cigarette.

“I’m terribly sorry,” she said. “I really shouldn’t have flown off the handle like that.”

“Just come along with me,” replied Antoine. “I’ll take You home before things get too dramatic.”

Claire shook their hands with a knowing look. They were quite right to go home, but she knew all too well what being young was all about. And indeed, they did make quite an attractive couple. She could even help them out… but what was she thinking? What about her friend Charles Blassans-Lignières? Had she lost her mind tonight?
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Paris was dark, glowing, and seductive, and so they decided to walk back home. The relief that they had initially felt as they  watched the door close on their would-be co-conspirator Claire was now turning into a sudden yearning either to split up immediately or else to get to know each other, but in any case to do something that would put a completely different cap on this disjointed evening. Lucile had no desire whatsoever to play the role that all the guests’ eyes had been urging on her when she’d bidden them all good night: that of the young woman who leaves her elderly protector in the lurch to go off with some dashing young blade. This was utterly out of the question. After all, she’d once said to Charles, “I may make You unhappy, but I’ll never make You seem ridiculous.” And in fact, the few times that she had been unfaithful to him, he would have had no reason to suspect anything at all. This soirée, though, had been ridiculous.

What was she doing, hanging around in the streets with this total stranger? She turned towards him and he smiled back at her. “Don’t look so down in the mouth. We’ll get a drink on the way home, all right?”

But in truth they had several. They went into five bars, while avoiding two others that clearly would have been unbearable for Antoine to set foot in with anyone other than Sarah, and the whole time they talked and talked. They crossed and recrossed the Seine while talking, then headed up the Rue de Rivoli as far as the Place de la Concorde, went into Harry’s Bar, and left it just as fast. That morning’s very same breeze had now picked up again, and Lucile was almost keeling over from a mixture of extreme drowsiness, too much whiskey, and all that attention.

“She was being unfaithful to me, You understand,” said Antoine. “The poor thing really believed that this was the thing to do — to sleep around with producers and journalists and the like. She lied to me day and night and I resented her, I acted proud, I acted ironic, and I judged her harshly. But by what right, my God — for she loved me — yes, there’s no doubt, she did love me — it wasn’t like she was mooching off of me… And then that evening, the day before she died, she practically begged me not to let her leave for Deauville. But all I said to her was: ‘Go on, go on — it’s what you’ve got your heart set on.’ What a fool, what an arrogant fool I was!”

As they walked by a bridge, he inquired about Lucile’s life.

“I’ve never understood anything at all about anything,” said Lucile. “Life mostly made sense to me until I left my parents’ home. I wanted to get a degree in Paris. But it was all a pipe dream. Ever since, I’ve been looking everywhere for parents, in my lovers, in my friends, and it’s all right with me to have nothing of my own — not any plans and not any worries. I like this kind of life, it’s terrible but true. I don’t know why it is, but the moment I wake up something in me feels things are going right. I’ll never be able to change. What could I do? Work? I don’t have any great talents. Maybe I’d have to love someone, the way You do. Oh, Antoine, Antoine, why on earth are You involved with Diane?”

“She loves me,” he replied. “And I go for thin, tall women like her. Sarah was short and stocky, and that brought tears of pity to my eyes. Do You know what I mean? But she also got on my nerves.”

Tiredness suited him well. They were walking up the Rue du Bac, and decided on a whim to go into a rather ghastly smoke-shop café. Inside, they looked at each other without smiling but unjudgmentally. The jukebox was playing some familiar Strauss waltz to which a tipsy customer was trying to dance, teeteringly, at one end of the bar. “It’s late, it’s very late,” whispered a little voice inside Lucile’s head. “Charles must be going out of his mind with worry. You don’t even like this fellow, so just go home.”

And all at once, she found that her cheek was pressed tightly against Antoine’s jacket. With one arm, he was holding her against himself, wordlessly, with his chin on her hair. She felt a strange calm settling over the two of them. The bartender, the tipsy dancer, the music, the lights all seemed to be eternal — or then again, maybe she herself had never existed. She couldn’t figure anything out any more. They took a taxi and he left her at her door. They said good-bye to each other in a polite fashion, without even exchanging addresses or phone numbers.






CHAPTER 5


But the social whirl lost no time in reuniting them. Diane had made a scene and there was not one woman who’d been at that dinner who could possibly imagine inviting Diane back without inviting Charles, or more precisely, Antoine without Lucile. Diane had switched sides without warning: she had moved from the side of the executioners, where she had done very well for herself for twenty full years, over to the victims’ side. She was jealous, she had let it be seen, and now she was lost. The distant blare of hunting horns could be heard in the sweet Parisian spring.

By one of those strange reversals that were so typical of this upper-crust crowd, everything that had once contributed to her prestige and power now became part of her vulnerability: her beauty was “no longer quite what it had been in her youth”, her jewels were now “no longer adequate” (whereas a mere week earlier the tiniest one of them would have been just fine for any of her friends), and even her Rolls-Royce, “which wasn’t going to leave her”, seemed impotent. Poor Diane: her craving had turned inside out just like a glove and now everything was exposed; no matter how much makeup she caked on her face, no matter how heavily she loaded herself down with diamonds, the only companion she would now be able to take for a spin in her  fancy car was her Pekingese pooch. At last, at last, Diane had become an object of pity.

Of course she knew all this. She was so familiar with her town, and she’d had the good luck, when she was thirty, to marry an intelligent writer who had given her a few lessons in the intricacies of Parisian high society but who then one day, completely turned off by it all, had simply flown the coop. Diane undeniably had pluck, which she owed in equal parts to an Irish background, a sadistic nanny she’d had when very little, and her personal fortune, which was sizable enough that she had never had to curry favor with anyone at all. But adversity, no matter what some might say, humiliates everyone, women in particular, and now Diane, who had essentially never succumbed to passion, who had only deigned to turn her gaze towards men who first eyed her with interest, all of a sudden found herself, to her horror, staring with longing at Antoine, who was looking in another direction altogether. And already she was calculating how to win him back without recourse to feminine wiles.

What did he covet? He didn’t care at all for money. He earned a pathetic little salary from his publishing house and when he couldn’t afford to invite her out, he simply refused to go to restaurants. And thus she was condemned to having frequent  tête-à-tête dinners with him at her place, a situation that would have seemed ludicrous to her only six months ago. But luckily, there were premières galore, and an endless succession of society suppers and fancy banquets — all those delights that Paris offers with no strings attached to those who are sufficiently well-heeled.

From time to time Antoine said, in a vague tone of voice,  that all he cared about was books and that one of these days he would make it big in the publishing world. And it was true that at these dinners, he only grew lively if he ran into someone who was willing to chew the fat about literature at least a little bit with him.

That year, as it happened, sharing one’s bed with an author was quite the fashion, which inspired Diane to suggest to Antoine, “Maybe you could win the Goncourt!” He, however, retorted that he was lousy at writing and that you had to be top-notch to tackle a book at all, let alone win a prize. She didn’t give up, and urged him, “But I’m sure that if you tried…”, or “Don’t you remember old X, who…?” — but Antoine, never one to shout, just shouted back, “It’s out of the question!” No, he would wind up as an editor at Renouard, pulling down 200,000 francs a month, and even fifty years down the road he’d still be dripping endless tears for Sarah. And yet, despite it all, Diane loved him.
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After that terrible dinner, she had not slept a wink: Antoine had finally returned to his apartment at dawn, drunk without any doubt. She had phoned him every hour, poised to hang up the moment she heard his voice; all she wanted was to know where he was. At 6:30, he’d finally answered, whispering just “I’m very sleepy” in a childish voice, and without even asking who was calling. He must have hung out in those bars along Saint-Germain, and quite likely with Lucile. But she had better not mention Lucile to him — one should never name what one is  afraid of. The next day, she called up Claire to apologize for her hasty exit; she’d had such a frightful headache all evening.

“It’s true — You looked pretty awful,” said Claire in a friendly and understanding manner.

“Well, I’m not getting any younger,” said Diane bitterly. “And these young studs can be pretty demanding.”

Claire gave a knowing laugh. She took great delight in hearing hints, or, more precisely, specific descriptions of lascivious activity, and there’s no one on this earth who can be more specific and precise about the virility of her lover than one Parisian socialite talking to another. It was as if the constant use of passionate adjectives for their dress designers left them no choice but to use raw physical terms in describing their lovers. And thus, after a few rather favorable comments had been exchanged about Antoine, Claire was growing edgy while Diane was talking in circles. But then Claire took a daring plunge: “That little Lucile is quite annoying, with her stupid schoolgirl giggling. How old is she, anyway — thirty or so?”

“She’s got lovely gray eyes,” said Diane, “and if it’s good enough for our fine friend Charles…”

“Two years with her has got to be a damn long stretch,” sighed Claire.

“But it’s with him as well, my treasure, and don’t You forget it!” With that witticism, both women burst out laughing and hung up feeling delighted. Diane felt she’d somehow made up for the scene the night before. And Claire could say that Diane, who never had second thoughts about anything she did, had called up at noon to apologize. The thing was, Diane had  forgotten a key principle of Parisian society, which is that one must never apologize for anything at all, and that whatever one does must be done with an insouciant air.

And so Johnny, following Claire’s instructions, had Charles Blassans-Lignières invited to the première of a play where Diane too was supposed to show up. It was agreed that afterwards, they would all go out — “just us friends” — to dinner somewhere. Aside from the amusement that the Lucile-Antoine reunion would provide her, Claire had the assurance that Charles would cover the dinner all by himself. And this was most convenient, since Johnny, after all, was scraping the bottom of the barrel these days, and it was inconceivable to ask Diane to pay, and Claire couldn’t remember if she’d had the sense to invite any other rich male — a precious species, by the way, that was rapidly growing endangered in this day and age when pretty much the only decently upkept people were men belonging to men. In any case, the play would certainly be most entertaining because it was by Bijou Dubois, and if anyone knew what good theater was, it was Bijou Dubois.

“What the hell, my darling,” Claire was saying to Johnny as they rode together in a taxi to the Atelier, “I really can’t take any more of Your modern theater. When I watch actors seated in big plush chairs droning on and on with platitudes about life, I’m bored to tears. And I won’t hide it from You,” she added with verve, “I far prefer the lighter fare on the boulevards… Johnny, are You listening?”

Johnny, who was hearing this same refrain of Claire’s for the umpteenth time this season, nodded sagely. Claire was a dear  but her intensity exhausted him, and suddenly he had a strong yearning to jump out of the taxi, saunter up the Boulevard de Clichy, swarming with people, buy himself a cone of sizzling  frites, and, who knows, maybe even get beaten up by a mugger. The schemes Claire cooked up struck him as so simplistic, and he was always amazed when they actually worked.

At the Place Dancourt, all the guests were mingling nicely, saying hello and earnestly telling each other that this was without any doubt Paris’s loveliest theater but that this little square where it was located was frightfully provincial. Out of the blue, Lucile appeared, emerging from a café with Charles, and she sat down on a bench to devour a huge sandwich. After a moment or two of tsk-tsking, a couple of hungry guests followed suit. Just then, Diane’s car pulled up with its noiseless purr and parked more or less randomly very close to the bench. After Antoine got out, he opened the door for Diane and then turned around. He spotted Lucile with her mouth full of food and looking happy, and Charles as well, who was rising in embarrassment to greet Diane.

“My goodness — you’re all having a picnic? What a splendid idea!” said Diane. She had already glanced about and noticed Edmée de Guilt, Doudou Wilson, and Madame Bert, who were all following Lucile’s lead and eating at various benches.

“It’s nine o’clock, and they won’t start for at least a quarter of an hour. Antoine, be a good boy and trot over to that café for me, would You? I’m starving.”

Antoine balked. Lucile watched him look at the café and at Diane, weighing things in his mind, and then make a resigned  gesture and head off across the street. When he pushed open the café door, Lucile saw the owner rise immediately, walk around the counter, and shake his hand with a look of deep commiseration. Then the waiter came over as well. Lucile could only see Antoine’s back, but she had the impression that he was recoiling, slowly collapsing almost as if under a hail of blows. And then all at once she recalled: Sarah. This same theater, the rehearsals, the café where Antoine must so often have waited for her. And to which he’d never returned.
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