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Introduction


DAVID BELLOS


This remarkable book is not a novel. It is a personal diary, not intended for publication, and, like any private document, it is occasionally enigmatic. Written by a passionate, intelligent, and musically gifted woman of twenty-one from a cultivated and prominent French family, it is, to begin with, just a diary. Hélène tries to analyze her feelings for one young man, Gérard, whose background is similar to her own, then slowly realizes that she has fallen in love with another, the handsome Jean Morawiecki.


Hélène began her Journal in the spring of 1942. Despite nearly two years of German occupation, life among the elite of French youth seemed almost unchanged, at least on the surface. Up to that time Hélène had not wanted to admit even to herself that the persecution of Jews was affecting her. As spring turned to summer, however, increasingly flagrant acts of oppression opened her eyes to reality. Her personal diary becomes a precious, horrified, and horrifying eyewitness account of the means by which the Nazis’ “Final solution to the Jewish Question” was implemented in France.


Hélène’s rich and busy life moved between four overlapping sets of people. She had a crowd of student friends in the English Studies Department at the Sorbonne (some of them went by nicknames borrowed from their favorite books or authors: “Sparkenbroke,” “Charlotte Brontë,” “Lancelot of the Lake”). Secondly, she played the violin in a group of gifted amateur musicians, one of whom was Gérard’s father, a high-court judge. In her own comfortable home in avenue Elisée-Reclus, Hélène lived with her older sister Denise and their two parents (as well as the domestic staff ). During the summer months they often took the half-hour train ride from Gare Saint-Lazare to the family’s country seat at Aubergenville, usually with friends and relatives in tow. Hélène’s fourth circle centered on her maternal grandmother’s apartment in rue Raynouard and the family of her beloved cousin Nicole S.


France was at the time divided in two, and some people in Hélène’s circles had fled the Occupied Zone to seek refuge in the south. Her younger brother Jacques had crossed the line already, while Gérard was on his way to join the Free French. Over the following months Hélène came under strong pressure to follow suit. But because she made the firm and conscious decision to stay in Paris with her parents and older relatives, she entered a fifth and entirely new circle—that of the Jewish support and relief agencies, in which she forged strong friendships, notably with Françoise Bernheim, an acquaintance of Sylvia Beach, the famous bookseller.


Even in wartime, the Berrs led an extremely sociable life. People were invited to lunch, tea, and dinner quite frequently, and hospitality was extended to those who just happened to call. Face-to-face conversation was the main source of information, as newspapers were just propaganda, telephones were few and far between, television service did not exist, and people of Hélène’s standing and class did not frequent bars or cafés. (By the evidence of her Journal, she did not go to the cinema either.) Her intense and varied social life took place in the library and courtyard of the Sorbonne and in the Luxembourg Gardens, but mostly in her own or her friends’ families’ homes.


One feature of Hélène Berr’s writing that is hidden from readers of this translation is that it is to a surprising degree in English in the original. Like many European families of their class and period, the Berrs were keen Anglophiles. English was the language of good taste and the social graces, and they gave their daughters, among other things, an English nanny and a taste for Dundee marmalade. As a student, Hélène specialized in English language and literature, and she could well have become a professor of English. She was well read in British literature, especially the Romantic poets, and was familiar with many English and American writers of her own day (Walter de la Mare, Aldous Huxley, Louis Bromfield, Maurice Baring). Literature in English came to her mind more often than French as she wrote her firsthand account of France’s dark years, and English words and expressions crop up on every page. The significance of using English in French is hard to represent in English. Hélène has constant recourse to the language, whether for single words (she uses “maid” for bonne, “potatoes” for pommes de terre, “blight,” “exhilaration,” “damn it!” and so on), or for expressions that cannot be put succinctly in French, such as “singleness of mind,” “self-pity,” “glorious muddle,” and “better self.” Sometimes she uses whole expressions, such as “there’s no one to blame but yourself,” as well as literary allusions and quotations: “The pity of it, Iago,” “naked to the awaited stroke,” “captain of my soul.” When Françoise Bernheim was arrested together with a whole group of friends and co-workers, what comes to Hélène’s tortured mind are words in English from the Book of Job, as quoted by Herman Melville in Moby Dick: “And I alone am escaped to tell thee.” The last words Hélène was able to write in her journal are also in English; they come from Shakespeare’s Macbeth.


I have not sought to indicate which of Hélène Berr’s words were written in English in this translation so as not to introduce distracting or misleading emphases. This produces an unusual, somewhat paradoxed effect: the translation contains fewer foreign words and expressions than the original, and is therefore a plainer text. Another unintended consequence of a linguistic transposition that is also, unavoidably, a change of cultural frame, is to allow Hélène’s literary allusions to echo more fully in English readers’ minds. It is not the translator, but the simple fact of translation, that has made the Journal in English more straightforward, and if that were conceivable, even more moving than it is in French.


Hélène wrote her diary straight off and never had the opportunity to correct it. At times she thought it would serve as a basis for a book about the persecution of French Jews to be written after the war; at other times, she wanted it to serve most of all as a message to her fiancé, Jean, perhaps from beyond her own grave. To give her writing a better chance of surviving than she herself could have, she gave the sheets in small batches to the family cook, Andrée Bardiau, who was not Jewish. This means that when she sat down to write an entry, Hélène did not always have access to what she had written the day or the week before. Despite these difficulties, her writing is strong and clear. (One sentence that remains obscure, possibly because it has a coded meaning now lost, has been left in French [page 48]; Hélène also mistakes the date, usually by one day, on pages 90, 92, 152, 153, 154, 237, and 246.) Struggling to come to terms with the horrors before her eyes, to separate rumor from historical fact, and to give an honest account of her city, her people, her heart and her soul, she never slips into telegraphese, vulgarity, or vagueness. Translation tends to shift the tone of the original by a notch, and something of the informal, chatty, or girlish nature of parts of the Journal has been lost. But I do not think that the slightly greater polish of this English version seriously misrepresents Hélène Berr’s unique achievement. What she wrote was a clearheaded, elegant, and heartrendingly beautiful account of a descent to hell.


In the manuscript, many initials are used in place of personal names. Wherever possible, these have been expanded into full, names. But with the passage of so many years and the disappearance of all but a tiny handful of the people who appear in the diary, it has not been possible to recover the identities of them all. Readers interested in knowing more about the people who crossed Hélène Berr’s path should consult the Index of Personal Names on pages 302–307, where I have given as much of the key information as is possible at the present time.


Readers of the French text may detect a small number of changes. Save for any inadvertent slips on my part, the differences in meaning, names, and spellings bear witness to continuing research into the text by the French editors.


One sentence whose meaning is not in doubt I have left in French. In February 1944, Hélène realized that she probably had little time left, knowing that deportation meant certain death, but she did not know how the Germans were disposing of the trainloads of Jews deported from Drancy. She turned to an older friend, Mme Loewe, for moral support. “Don’t let things get you down,” Mme Loewe said. “We’ll be together in the same batch, we’ll be in the same cattle truck.” Her intention was to boost Hélène’s morale by saying they would be picked up in the same raid and stay together through the ensuing ordeal. The word Mme Loewe used for “same batch” is the ordinary one for a baker’s tray of loaves: “la même fournée”—made out of the suffix “–née” attached to a stem, “four,” whose literal meaning is “oven.” The French makes your heart miss a beat. The language itself seems to know what the speaker did not. I cannot reproduce in English the hideous lurch into prophecy made by this phrase in French, and so I have left it alone.


I would like to express my gratitude to Mariette Job, the niece of Hélène Berr and the person responsible—along with Henri Bovet and Antoine Sabbagh, the publisher and editor of the French edition—for making this extraordinary document available to the public. She made generous efforts to answer my unending questions about the text of the Journal and its background, and also enriched and revised her invaluable afterword specifically for this English-language edition. My thanks also go to the many people who contributed knowledge and expertise to make this edition what it is, among them Annette Becker, Andrea Belloli, Jean-Marc Dreyfus, and especially Christopher MacLehose, who is both a publisher and a friend.


Princeton, N.J.
28.viii.2008


1. Hélène Berr’s Paris
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2. The Latin Quarter in 1942
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This is my journal.


The rest is at Aubergenville.
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1942


Tuesday, April 7, 4 p.m.


I’m just back from . . . Paul Valéry’s concierge. I finally decided to go and fetch my book. After lunch the sun was out and there was no threat of a squall. I took the 92 to place de l’Etoile. As I walked down avenue Victor Hugo, I began to feel nervous. When I got to the corner of rue de Villejust, I panicked. Immediately a reaction set in: “I must take responsibility for my own actions. You’ve no one to blame but yourself.” All my self-confidence flooded back. I wondered how I could have felt frightened. All last week, up to that very moment, I thought it all perfectly natural. It was Maman who had frightened me by showing how amazed she was by my daring. Otherwise I found it quite ordinary. My usual sleepwalking state! I rang the bell at number 40. A yapping fox terrier rushed at me and the concierge called it to order. She asked me suspiciously: “What is it?” I replied in my most natural tone of voice: “Did M. Valéry not leave a packet for me?” (I was nonetheless amazed at my aplomb but from afar, so to speak, from far away.) The concierge retreated into her office.


“Name?”


“Mlle Berr.”


She went over to the table; I already knew that the book was there. She rummaged through the pile and handed me a packet wrapped in white paper like the others. I said: “Thank you very much indeed”; she responded amiably: “Happy to oblige!” and off I went, having had time only to glimpse my name written very neatly, in black ink, on the outside. I opened the packet as soon as I was out on the street. On the half-title page, in the same handwriting, was written: “Copy for Mademoiselle Hélène Berr” and, above that: “On waking, so soft is the light and so fine this living blue. Paul Valéry.”


And joy swept over me, a joy that confirmed my self-confidence, in complete harmony with the joyful sunlight and the pastel blue of the sky above the puffball clouds. I walked home feeling gently triumphant about what my parents would say and with the impression that what is extraordinary is real, and that the real is the extraordinary.


Now I am waiting for Miss Day to arrive for tea. The sky has suddenly become overcast and rain is rattling the windowpanes. It looks bad—there was thunder and lightning just now. Tomorrow we are supposed to have a picnic at Aubergenville with François and Nicole Job, Françoise and Jean Pineau, and Jacques Clère. As I came down the steps of the Trocadéro I thought about tomorrow with pleasure; there are bound to be bright spells one way or another. Now my joy has clouded over. But the sun will be back soon, the squall is nearly past. Why is the weather so changeable? It’s like a child crying and laughing at the same time.


Last night I went to sleep after reading part two of The Rains Came. It’s magnificent. The more I read, the more I find beauty in this book. The day before yesterday it was the scene between Fern and her mother, the two spinsters. Yesterday evening it was the flood, the Bannerjees’ house, and the Smileys. I feel like I am living among these people. Ransome is now an old friend; he’s very endearing.


The evening has been full of excitement about tomorrow. Not an outpouring but a kind of underlying joy that got forgotten now and again and then gently resurfaced. Everything had to be got ready as if we were going on a journey. The train is at 8:33. We’ll have to be up at 6:45.


Wednesday, April 8


I’m just back from Aubergenville. I’m so sated with fresh air, bright sunshine, wind, showers, fatigue, and pleasure that I’m not sure where I am. All I know is that I felt depressed before dinner, in Maman’s bedroom, for no straightforward or obvious reason; the cause was sorrow to see such a marvelous day end, to be suddenly deprived of its atmosphere. I’ve never been able to get used to the fact that nice things end. I wasn’t expecting to feel despair. I thought I had left such childish things behind, but it came on without my being aware of it, and without my trying to stop it either. Then when I got home I found a postcard from Odile and one from Gérard, and his was hurtful and nasty. He’s making fun of me and the card I sent him. I can’t remember what it was about, but I thought he would understand. I’m going to reply in the same vein.


I can’t keep my eyes open. The day’s events pass through my groggy mind in fits and starts: setting off from the station beneath gray skies and in pounding rain; the train journey with its jokes and high spirits, the feeling that the whole day would be good, the first walk through the wet grass in the garden, in the rain, and the sudden appearance of a sunny blue sky over the little meadow, the game of deck tennis before lunch, the kitchen table and the lively, jolly meal, everyone helping with the washing up, Françoise Pineau methodically doing the drying and Job the putting away, with his pipe in his mouth. Jean Pineau putting away a fork and a plate simultaneously and laughing every time he was caught, throwing up his hands in a gesture of evasiveness. The walk along the plateau road, in full sun, the short, sharp shower, my conversation with Jean Pineau, then coming back down to the village, where we met Jacques Clère, then the walk to Nezel under a scoured sky and an ever wider and brighter horizon, then the lovely tea with unsweetened and tasteless hot chocolate, bread and jam; the feeling that everyone was happy, then coming back with Denise and the two Nicoles1 squeezing together on a single seat so that Job could get in beside us, and my burning cheeks; the fine face of Jean Pineau opposite me, with his pale eyes and strong features, saying goodbye in the métro, and smiles expressing genuine and honest enjoyment of the day. All that now seems strangely close and strangely distant. I know it’s over, that I’m here in my bedroom, and at the same time I can hear the voices, see the faces and the shapes, as if I were surrounded by living ghosts. It’s because the day is no longer entirely Present but not yet quite Past. The silence rustles with memories and images.


Thursday, April 9, morning


I awoke at 7:00. My mind was a muddle. Yesterday’s joyfulness, the evening’s disappointment, the state of unpreparedness in which I find myself today, since I have had nothing in mind for the day after yesterday, my irritation with Gérard, which dissolves if I think about it, because basically he is right to make fun of me; the serious and also passionate face of Jean Pineau on the train; the thought that Odile really is gone for good, just when our friendship was about to blossom and mature. How am I going to cope without her?


Saturday, April 11


This evening I’ve a mad desire to throw it all over. I am fed up with not being normal. I am fed up with no longer feeling as free as air, as I did last year. I am fed up with feeling I do not have the right to be as I was. It seems that I have become attached to something invisible and that I cannot move away from it as I wish to, and it makes me hate this thing, and deform it.


The worst of it is that for myself I feel unchanged and entirely free, but that for others, for my parents, for Nicole and for Gérard himself, I am obliged to act a part. Because whatever I might say to them, they will remain certain that my life has changed. As time passes, the gulf between inside and outside grows ever deeper. There’s the me who now aspires with all my strength to revert to what it was before and what it would be now if nothing had happened, and the me whom others necessarily believe has taken its place. Maybe that second self is a figment of my imagination. But I don’t think so.


The more time goes by, the more my situation becomes distorted. Why do I now think of it as a malaise I’m fleeing from almost as fast as I can run?


That’s why, when I came home this evening and found the postcard from Gérard telling me he would not see me again until the autumn, I wept, and those were my first tears in months. Not because I am upset, but because I am so fed up with this unspoken malaise. I am fed up to the gills with this false position; it is false to him, false to my parents, false to Denise, Nicole, and Yvonne. I was hoping that a visit from him would at least clear the air. But now I’ve got all spring and summer to live like this . . . And I can’t explain it to anyone. As I raised my head, I wanted to challenge something or somebody; I told myself I will get my own back: I would give myself entirely, without reservation, since things are the way they are; then I buried the whole story under the clutter of daily life, I put it away to “think about it tomorrow,” because I knew it was a rotten story.


I am perfectly aware that I am making a travesty of everything, but where does that come from?


In essence: thinking it through always leads me back to the same conclusion: that I can decide nothing until I have seen him again and learned to know him better.


Everyone agrees that is right; the reason I don’t believe my parents understand is because this conclusion has become absolute and unreserved: that I know absolutely nothing about what will come of it; that I have absolutely no wish for any particular solution, that I must wait for the result as if it were the outcome of a match I am not involved in.


All this presumably comes from my inability to accept an unclear situation. I like to have things cut-and-dried, maybe so I can get rid of them and return to normal. It’s much the same as the bother I feel at any disruption of my routines. Denise would call me a “homebody.”


So, ever since I reached my conclusion, I have been waiting for a match that has become totally indifferent and external to me. It is the only thing I am waiting for.


Only, in the long run, the tension becomes unbearable. That’s why I couldn’t bear the idea that it had to continue.


That’s why the whole affair has become a horror and why I joke about it, almost intentionally. Basically I do not want to change; but with things like this a change is inevitable. The change has to be sharp, and it has especially to be flooded with joy, as it should be when things are right.


This evening, if I wanted to, I could throw myself onto my bed, burst into tears, and tell Maman that I want to hang on as hard as I can to what I was before. And Maman would surely console me, and I would fall asleep with the taste of tears on my lips and a feeling of peace. But next door Maman would be making herself a little more ill with worry.


And I don’t even know if I could do that. It would be self-pity, and I have become hard on myself because nothing seems more essential at the moment. That’s the only reason why: I am not constrained by a sense of dignity. With Maman dignity would be a crime. Nor is it because I would exhibit and exploit an emotion or feeling that I don’t really feel, and end up cheapening it. For everything that I would tell her would be perfectly sincere and true. But I don’t want to hurt Maman. Already this evening Papa got an expropriation notice, and Maman is taking everything on herself and keeping it all under wraps.


It sufficeth that I have told thee, dear little writing paper; I’m feeling better already.


Let’s think about something else. About the unreal beauty of this summer’s day at Aubergenville. A day that unfolded in perfection, from the rising of a cool and luminous sun full of promise to the soft, calm dusk so rich with sweet feeling that bathed me as I closed the shutters just now.


This morning, when I got there, I peeled some potatoes and then ran into the garden, confident of the joy that awaited me. Last summer’s sensations came back to me, fresh and new, as if they had been waiting there like old friends. Light pouring from the kitchen garden like an explosion, lightheartedness emanating from the morning sun’s triumphant progress across the sky, the endless succession of joyful discoveries, the subtle odor of flowering box, the buzzing of the bees and the abrupt appearance of a butterfly hovering unsteadily in the air, as if it were slightly drunk: I recognized all those things with a unique joy. I sat dreaming on the bench and gave myself over to the caresses of an atmosphere so sweet that it made my heart melt like wax; and at every instant I became aware of some new splendor—an apprentice bird in a still leafless tree I hadn’t noticed before that suddenly filled the silence with its song, the distant cooing of pigeons and the twittering of more birds; I played a game, looking at dewdrops on blades of grass—by tilting my head I could make their color change from diamantine to emerald to vermilion. One of them even turned ruby red, a tiny lighthouse. I tipped my head right over to see the world upside down, and I suddenly became aware of the magical harmony of the colors of the landscape around me, from the blue of the sky to the soft blue contours of the hills, the pink and dark and misty greens of the fields, the calm browns and ochers of the rooftops, the peaceful gray of the bell tower, all of them steeped in luminous tranquillity. The only harsher tone came from the cool green grass at my feet, as if it alone were alive in this dreamscape. I thought: “In a painting, among all these pastel shades, this green would look unreal.” But it was real.
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Hélène Berr, 1942


Wednesday, April 15


I am writing this down because I do not know who to talk to. I’ve just received a postcard full of bitterness and disappointment and from the brink of despair. When I read it my first reaction was almost a feeling of triumph, to see that he was like me. My second reaction was terror, to see that I could not turn my own feelings on and off just like that without causing pain to another.


Some sentences made me shudder—you are following a different path . . . we are headed toward a dead end . . .—because it suddenly seemed to me that they confirmed the vague, unspoken intuitions I had always had. And now I am frightened.


What’s to be done? We are both in pain. But we cannot share the pain as another couple might. For if I tried to console him, I would only say that I am feeling the same way and wouldn’t that be even more painful for him? If I respond affectionately, I will be lying, or merely being sentimental.


At the same time I feel that I am up against something I do not know about and have no experience of—a man. I do not know how to behave toward him.


Maman is the only person who could help me. But I know she would think of Papa, that she would make comparisons with Papa, and she won’t understand when I cringe at her putting Gérard in Papa’s place. I cannot conceive of them as being similar.


He mentions how lyrical my postcards are. That’s why his path is diverging from mine. But doesn’t he understand that if I send him “landscape portraits” it’s because I can’t write about anything else, about my feelings, which are not certain, as his are? But I can’t explain that to him either.


At times I am overcome by silent desperation. I think: I have always known we weren’t made for each other. I felt it, and it frightened me when I saw other people imagining a different outcome. There’s something of the Hindu in my personality.


Good God! What is to be done? How will I reply?


The end of his message is cynical. But it doesn’t hurt me. If only he knew!


Why has life become so complicated?


Wednesday, April 15


I worked all day, to escape. I managed to forget. Three hours later, I returned from a distant land, and once again I felt that all this lacks substance.


I also worked all afternoon typing my chapter on Brutus. The sun was so strong that I had to close the shutters. Outside it was high summer.


At 4:00 I went out in the full summer heat—a strange feeling— to the Sorbonne, to Escarpit’s seminar. It reminded me of last year’s exams, but all the same I feel freer, more mobile, less oppressed.


I finished The Rains Came before going to bed. But I slept very badly.


Thursday, April 16


I went to the Sorbonne this morning for a change of scene. I was disappointed because I was hoping to see Sparkenbroke.2 But I caught up with him this afternoon. I got there too early, of course. I went up to the library for a few minutes, and as I was coming down I heard someone singing his head off in the stairwell. It was Escarpit, on the ground floor, with his fiancée. He was probably singing because he was happy—happy with happiness, with his work. He’s a wonderfully well-balanced young man. Despite not being terribly cultivated, he’s brimming with intellectual and moral health. I stopped in my tracks at the foot of the stairs when I recognized him. He laughed without the slightest embarrassment; I laughed; his girlfriend laughed. A wave of fellow feeling swept over me.


I waited in the courtyard, chatting with Charlotte Brontë, the girl who did her thesis on Charlotte Brontë. She’s very nice. She also has that indefinable quality of all the students I see, the ability to make you feel liked.


Cazamian’s class consisted of a paper on Shelley’s lyricism given by a young man who seems clever and funny. I didn’t follow it too well, but I felt that what he was saying was full of passion and poetry. Cazamian’s praise confirmed my intuition. But I didn’t have the patience to listen to the end. I left at 11:15. I went to the office to have my card renewed and then home.


After lunch, Maman came with me in the car to see Dr. Redon, who cut a few slivers of skin from my finger to get rid of the invisible blob of pus, and then I walked down boulevard Saint-Michel beneath the glorious sun among the milling throng, and by the time I got to rue Soufflot all my usual marvelous joy had returned. From rue Soufflot to boulevard Saint-Germain I am in an enchanted land.


So I was scarcely surprised when after leaving Maman at the S bus stop I bumped into Jean Pineau. He shook my hand, and I extracted my damaged finger without his noticing. His face was quite pink, perhaps from the pleasure of the encounter, who knows? For my part, I was delighted. But it was only afterward that I realized what was magical about this meeting. He grabbed the book I was holding—by Hugo von Hofmannsthal—which I actually intended to show to Sparkenbroke. He was brusque but happy, undefinable. We parted almost immediately, he went up the boulevard and I went on to the English Department. It was 3:10 and I was planning to go to Delattre’s lecture.


I went into the lecture hall and saw Sparkenbroke in his booth. I sat down in my usual place next to a moody girl. Delattre was talking about each of us in turn; I didn’t listen, I watched my shadow in the sunlight. On the half hour there was the shuffling that precedes the practical criticism exercise, and the girl next to me crossed in front on her way out. I stood up to let her pass and I saw Sparkenbroke signaling to me, asking: “Are you staying?” I shook my head no, and we went out into the sun together. I felt a bizarre wave of relief. I would have been really disappointed not to have seen him; it was the only glimmer of peace in the hell in which I live, the only way to hang on to real life, to escape.


He said: “Shall we go to the Luxembourg Gardens?” I glanced at my watch; Françoise Masse was coming to tea. But I didn’t hesitate. He went back into the lecture hall to get his bag and off we went. A strange walk along well-known streets that now seemed unfamiliar, rue de l’Ecole-de-Médecine, rue Antoine-Dubois, rue de Médicis. He talked about his plan to write a Chantecler et Pertelope, and his casual voice, his intonation, and my usual shyness brought things back to normal. In the gardens we stopped at the edge of the pool where dozens of toy sailing boats were floating. I know we talked, but all I remember is being fascinated by the sun glinting on the gently lapping and rippling water, the gracious shapes of the toy sailboats in the wind, and, above all, the great blue shimmering sky. I was surrounded by a crowd of children and grown-ups. But I was drawn to the sparkling, dancing water. Even when I was speaking, I now realize, my mind was on the water. All the same, I wanted to argue because Sparkenbroke was telling me: “The Germans will win the war.” I said: “No!” But I didn’t know what else to say. I felt I was a coward, a coward not to defend my convictions, so I pulled myself together and shouted: “But what will become of us if the Germans win?” He made an evasive gesture. “Bah! Nothing will change” (I knew he was going to say that) . . . “there’ll still be the sun and the water . . .” What irritated me most was that in my heart, in that instant, I too was aware of the utter nothingness of all these disputes in the face of such beauty. And yet I knew that I was yielding to an evil spell, that I was denying myself; I knew I would come to resent this cowardice. I forced myself to say: “But they won’t let everyone enjoy light and water!” Fortunately, I was saved by that sentence. I did not wish to be a coward.


For I do now know that it is cowardly. We do not have the right to think only of poetry on this earth. It is magical, but it is utterly selfish.


Then he began to talk about the sailing boats, about the trees at Aubergenville, about his childhood games, and my unease evaporated. At the gate he met a comrade, I kept walking, and soon I saw Jacques Weill-Raynal and spoke to him for a moment. Spark caught up with us and we left the gardens. He said: “That’s funny, when I meet a friend, you do too.” Afterward, he told me he didn’t want to meet his wife. As he had always spoken about her to me very casually, I tried to adopt the same tone and asked: “Why not? She would be cross.” But then he told me she was pregnant and rather agitated.


That is when something broke, the something that always threatens to ruffle this strange, magical, and limpid atmosphere, the something that might suddenly make me see all this “from other people’s perspective,” because I now know that I do not have the right to carry on this way, and although his wife has no reason whatsoever for jealousy, it could still cause her pain. And if I knew she was in pain, that would perhaps upset all my ideas and tarnish the ideal beauty of it. So something has come to an end.


As we walked back down boulevard Saint-Michel, he spoke about his friends, who were all married now and parents. He said yes, all the men marry young. And the conversation continued along those lines. At one point I said: “Basically, it’s not very hard to marry; what’s hard is finding true happiness . . .” At that point I stumbled, lost for words. He responded: “I have never believed in all that stuff.” I responded vigorously: “But I still do, and I don’t want you to rob me of my illusions.” I suddenly felt alone. The truth of it was that he too is very different from me. At the bottom of boulevard Saint-Michel we were talking about our views on life and he was explaining that for him everything and anything was interesting . . . “That’s not the way it is for me. I’m not a butterfly; I seek beauty and perfection, I discriminate between things that are beautiful and those that are not. I still have values, I haven’t gotten to the point where everything is worthy of attention.” Then we talked about the impossibility of communicating thought and about the possibility of communicating thoughts. We parted at the steps down to the métro; the sun was in my eyes. He said: “I’ll be back tomorrow.” I hesitated. I suddenly felt it would be useless to see him again, or rather, I could no longer find within myself any desire to see him again. I said: “I think . . . I’ll be back as well.” He went off. I realized all of a sudden that I didn’t have any money or a métro ticket. I had only one option, so I ran after him. He was walking slowly, as if lost in thought. I caught up with him and explained, laughing, what had happened. He smiled his sly smile and got out a pack of tickets. Suddenly everything switched back to the way it had been before.


But this evening I feel that even that is slipping away, that dissonance has crept in. And the only thing that now seems pure, healthy, and fresh in the whole day was the encounter with Jean Pineau.


And yet I am still young, and it is not fair that the limpid surface of my life should be disturbed. I do not want to “gain experience,” I do not want to grow blasé, worldly-wise, and old. What will save me?


I talked a lot, for hours, with Françoise Masse. I showed her my books and my school certificates. Now and again I was aware of the despair that threatens me. When she told me that Georges had written to say that Gérard was becoming increasingly misanthropic, I was cut to the quick because my feelings are raw. Why did she have to turn up and confirm that I had dragged someone else down, that my actions no longer affected only me, that I was no longer a free agent? Being free to suffer alone is itself a consolation.


Sunday, April 19, noon


I’ve just written this letter. A bout of crying has washed me clean.


And my finger provides physical suffering for which I am grateful.


I’ve just been to rue de la Chaise. Redon made another small incision because it was hurting too much. He says it’s nothing.


This afternoon I worked vaguely on my chapter on Anthony and Cleopatra. All of yesterday evening’s gloom had dissipated. Lisette Léauté, who obviously muddled up one Sunday with another for orchestra practice, came and chatted with me in my bedroom. I hadn’t done my hair or put on my stockings, but the Léautés don’t care about such things. It was very agreeable.


Then I went to see Denise at the Jobs’ apartment. She, François, and Breynaert were playing the Schumann trio. Sennizergues, Job’s and Daniel’s friend, came along shortly afterward. Tea was lavish, there was wonderful ice cream. I left at 5:30 to drop in on Francine Bacri. The métro was suffocating and sweaty. At the Bacris’ I saw Francine’s father in his dressing gown, Jeanne Audran and her parents, and a friend of Francine’s I know by sight, along with Francine herself.


Monday


When I went to bed last night, my finger again felt as if it was in the grip of a lobster’s claw. I only managed to sleep with the help of some aspirin.


But it is odd: the physical discomfort makes it seem as if all my nastiness and moral unease are contained in my finger. It takes them away; it is a salutary pain. It corresponds to a major change. I do not know whether I love Gérard or not, but all malicious thoughts about him have vanished. When I think of him, it’s almost like thinking of something sacred that I no longer wish to touch.


I spent all morning finishing off my chapter on Anthony and Cleopatra. After lunch I went back to see Dr. Redon with Maman; my finger was not a pretty sight. He gave me four injections to anesthetize the area. It was not pleasant. When I stood up to go and wait in the office for the ten minutes it would take my finger to go numb, I felt quite dizzy. When he began to cut, it could have been happening 10 kilometers away; I didn’t look, but Maman did, and by the expression on her face I understood it looked rather nasty. At one point I saw him extracting things with a pair of tweezers. But my finger was no longer part of me.


Then I went to the library to do my duty hours. I aroused a lot of interest, of course. But Vivi Lafon was so kind that I was filled with gratitude. They pampered me like a baby. Nicole and Denise came by. I had a lot of pain when the anesthetic wore off, but then it calmed down.


After dinner, from my bed, I dictated the beginning of my chapter to Denise. We spent a pleasant, not to say excellent, evening.


Tuesday, April 21


This morning we carried on with dictation and typing. Denise says it’s very good. I’m very glad, but at the same time I feel frightened. Then I went to the Sorbonne. Jas came for lunch. I thought that a fight might break out over lunch given how badly Maman’s conversation with him went.


This afternoon I am struggling against sleep and sinking into mindlessness. Is it the stormy weather? Is it a reaction to my finger? Odile would laugh if she were here, because today is Tuesday, and all year Tuesday has been a wasted day. But Odile is not here. I fell asleep at my desk while I was working, and I really feel like dropping off again. I wasn’t up to rereading Coriolanus. I went out and looked into having my violin case repaired in rue Saint-Dominique. I drank some tea to try and wake myself up. But it was no use. I’ve gone completely numb.


Wednesday, April 22


I received two postcards.


The whole week has been spent working on my thesis in the mornings, whiling away my afternoons, worrying myself sick about my studies in the evenings, typing after dinner and feeling alarmed at my inability to express myself. I wake at 7:00 in the morning, and when I get up, all the mental freshness I’ve been holding back so I could work properly has vanished.


I’m living in a bad dream, it seems. I don’t know what day it is or what I have done with my time.


Friday, April 24


I went to lunch with Jean and Claudine, and it was the only bright moment in the week. I stayed there until 4:00 in the afternoon playing violin. Jean was reading two chapters of my thesis, and he’s never been nicer. All the same he intimidates me a bit, and I’m aware I intimidate him too. But he’s wonderful.


I came back here, and in midafternoon, as always, I felt completely at a loss. I went out again at 6:00 to see Dr. Redon. On boulevard du Montparnasse, among the crowds sitting at café tables outside or bustling noisily by, I felt horribly alone and downcast. My spirits only revived when I saw the magnificent trees in the Petit-Luxembourg garden.


Saturday, April 25


I received a postcard from Gérard; he seems really upset. All of a sudden something serious has come between us. How will it end? I can only think of him now with a kind of distant affection.


Lunch at La Reine Pédauque. We went to Aubergenville. Denise stayed home because she had invited Jean Vigué and his wife.


The lilacs are in bloom, the grass is growing, but I stopped myself from enjoying it all because I now see myself as an idiot, having grasped how much I irritated Gérard with my descriptions of nature.


Sunday, April 26


Orchestra practice: Job, Breynaert, his sister, Françoise Masse, Annick Bouteville. Denise played her Mozart concerto and we accompanied her, with François conducting.


Monday, April 27


At the library I saw that boy with the gray eyes again; to my great surprise he asked me to listen to records on Thursday; we talked music for fifteen minutes. We were still chatting when Francine Bacri came by to tell me what she thought of my thesis after reading it through. I know his name. He’s called Jean Morawiecki. Before knowing it I thought he looked Slavic, like a Slavic prince. It’s a pity he has a voice like that.


Since Maman saw nothing wrong with the invitation, I also thought it quite natural, and I wrote a note accepting it.


Tuesday, April 28


I went to play a violin duet with M. Lyon-Caen. Afterward I went for tea at Miss Day’s. I accepted both these midweek invitations so as to avoid Tuesday. And it worked. First because I was both frightened and pleased to visit the Lyon-Caens, and it was something novel, at any rate. Moreover I did not realize what I had done in accepting the invitation until I had walked all the way to rue de Longchamp. The same route I had taken on my own, first of all, every Thursday, and then together with Gérard on Sundays. That was when I realized I was going to his parents’ place, to his home, and suddenly I became afraid. And I always feel a bit low going up their staircase and waiting at the door.


But it all went off fine. M. Lyon-Caen is extraordinary. When he came in, I hardly dared look at him because the shape of his face suddenly reminded me of Gérard. But I soon saw that he doesn’t really resemble him at all, and I could look at him without emotion. He is extraordinarily youthful in his manner, even in his gestures. To begin with, it seemed presumptuous to play with a gentleman of his age whom I hardly knew. Fortunately Françoise was there. Then I became absorbed by the music and thought no more about it. When we had tea with Mme Lyon-Caen and Claude, I was no longer uneasy: I was visiting people no different from any others.


Wednesday, April 29


I awoke very early after dreaming about Gérard. I carried on thinking about him until I got up, and I was very happy. I didn’t try to challenge the feeling; it was new and unknown. I knew I would receive a postcard this morning.


I received it, it didn’t say much, and I specially didn’t understand the allusion at the end.


All day, and for the first time in a long while, I was, in a sense, his. Is it going to stay that way? Is it an illusion?


I passed the Faculté de Droit [Law School] on my way back from taking a parcel to M. Boisserie at the Lycée Henri IV. And I thought with a kind of nostalgia that if he were there now, it would be all right for me to go and collect him when he came out of class. Whereas in the past I would rather have been swallowed up by the earth than even think of going that way. For me it would have been the nadir of the “Awkward Age”; and anyway I would never have been brave enough to do it. If only he knew that I had been thinking of him that long ago—it was the year war broke out! How things have changed!
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