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Halfway along the path of real life,


we were encircled by a dark melancholy,


expressed by so many sad and mocking words,


in the café of lost youth.


GUY DEBORD







 


OF THE TWO ENTRANCES TO THE CAFÉ, SHE ALWAYS used the narrower one, the one they called the shady door. She chose the same table to the rear of the small room. To begin with, she did not speak to anyone, then she got to know the regulars of Le Condé, most of whom were our age, I would say between nineteen and twenty-five years old. She would sometimes sit down at their tables, but, more often, she stuck to her spot, right at the back.


She did not come at any regular time. You might find her sitting there very early in the morning. Or else she would appear at about midnight and stay until closing time. Together with Le Bouquet and La Pergola, it was one of the cafés that closed latest in the neighbourhood, and it was the one with the oddest clientele. I wonder, over time, whether it was not her presence

alone that gave this place and these people their oddness, as though she had permeated them all with her aroma.


Supposing that you had been blindfolded and transported there, that you had been placed at a table, your blindfold removed and that you had been given a few minutes to answer the question: What part of Paris are you in? It would have been enough for you to observe your neighbours and listen to their comments and you would perhaps have guessed: in the vicinity of the carrefour de l’Odéon, which I imagine to be still as gloomy when it rains.


A photographer had walked into Le Condé one day. Nothing in his appearance set him apart from the customers. The same age, the same scruffy clothing. He wore a coat that was too long for him, cotton trousers and large military boots. He had taken a great many photographs of those who used to patronise Le Condé. He, too, had become a regular and, for the others, it was as though he were taking family photographs. Much later, they appeared in a photographic book devoted to Paris with just the first or surnames of the customers as captions. And she features in several of these photographs. She caught the light better than the others, as they say in the cinema. Of all of them, she is the one you notice first. At the foot of the page, among the captions, she is mentioned under the name “Louki”. “From left to right: Zacharias, Louki, Tarzan, Jean-Michel, Fred and Ali Cherif . . .” “In the foreground, sitting at the bar: Louki. Behind her, Annet, Don Carlos, Mireille, Adamov and Doctor Vala.” She is sitting very upright, whereas the others have relaxed poses, the one known as Fred, for example, has fallen asleep with his head resting on the imitation leather bench and he has evidently not shaved for several days. The following should be made clear: she was given the name Louki from the moment she first came to Le Condé. I was there one evening when she came in at about midnight and when only Tarzan, Fred, Zacharias and Mireille, sitting at the same table, were still there. It was Tarzan who called out: “Hey, there’s Louki . . .” She seemed frightened at first, and then she smiled. Zacharias stood up and, in a tone of mock solemnity announced: “Tonight, I am christening you. From now on, you will be known as Louki.” And as time passed and each one of them called her Louki, I really think she felt relieved to have this new name. Yes, relieved. In fact, the more I think about it, the more I revert to my initial impression: she was seeking refuge here, at Le Condé, as though she wanted to run away from something, to escape from a danger. This notion struck me when I saw her alone, right at the back, in this place where no-one could notice her. And when she mingled with the others, she did not attract attention either. She remained silent and reserved and was happy just to listen. And it even occurred to me that to be safer still she preferred noisy groups, the “loudmouths”, otherwise she would not almost always have sat at the table with Zacharias, Jean-Michel, Fred, Tarzan and La Houpa . . . With them, she melted into the background, she was merely an anonymous extra, one of those referred to in photographic captions as, “Unidentified person” or, more simply, “X”. Yes, in the early days, at Le Condé, I never saw her in private conversation with anyone. And then, it did not matter in the least that one of these loudmouths should call her Louki in front of everyone since it was not her real name.


Yet, when you considered her carefully, you noticed certain details that distinguished her from the others. The care that she took over her sartorial appearance was unusual among the customers of Le Condé. One evening, at Tarzan, Ali Cherif and La Houpa’s table, she lit a cigarette and I was struck by the delicacy of her hands. And especially, her gleaming nails. They were painted with colourless varnish. This detail may seem trifling. So let us be more serious. To do so we need to provide a little information about the regulars at Le Condé. They were aged between nineteen and twenty-five, apart from a few customers such as Babilée, Adamov and Dr Vala who were edging gradually towards their fifties, though we forgot their age. Babilée, Adamov and Dr Vala were loyal to their youthfulness, to what one might refer to by the fine, melodious and old-fashioned word “bohemian”. I look up “bohemian” in the dictionary: Someone who leads a wandering life, without rules or worries about the next day. That is a definition that certainly applied to those who were regulars at Le Condé. Some of them, such as Tarzan, Jean-Michel and Fred, claimed to have been involved with the police on a number of occasions since their teenage years, and La Houpa, at the age of sixteen, had escaped from the Bon-Pasteur remand home. But we were on the Left Bank and the majority of them lived under the protection of literature and the arts. I, myself, was studying. I did not dare tell them this and I was not really part of their group.


I had definitely sensed that she was different to the others. Where had she come from before she had been given her name? Those who frequented Le Condé would often be carrying a book, its cover stained with wine, which they would lay casually on the table. Les Chants de Maldoror. Les Illuminations. Les Barricades mystérieuses. But she, to begin with, was always empty-handed. Then, she probably wanted to be like the others, and one day, at Le Condé, I caught her on her own, reading. From then on, her book never left her. She would place it prominently on the table, whenever she happened to be in the company of Adamov and the others, as though this book were her passport or a residence permit that legitimised her presence among them. But no-one took any notice of it, not Adamov, nor Babilée, nor Tarzan, nor La Houpa. It was a paperback, with a grubby cover, the kind you buy second-hand along the banks of the Seine, and its title was printed in large red letters: Lost Horizon. At the time, it did not mean anything to me. I should have asked what the book was about, but I foolishly told myself that

Lost Horizon was merely an accessory for her and that she was pretending to read it so as to comply with the clientele of Le Condé. A passer-by who happened to cast a hurried glance at this clientele from outside – and even pressed his head to the window for a moment – would simply have taken them for student customers. But he would soon have changed his mind when he noticed the amount of alcohol being drunk at Tarzan, Mireille, Fred and La Houpa’s table. In the peaceful cafés of the Latin Quarter, they would never have drunk like that. In the slack hours of the afternoon, of course, Le Condé could be deceptive. But as evening approached, it became once more the meeting place of what a romantic philosopher called “the lost youth”. Why this café rather than any other? Because of the owner, a Mme Chadly, who did not appear to be surprised by anything and even displayed a certain indulgence towards her customers. Many years later, when the streets of the neighbourhood offered nothing but the windows of luxury boutiques and a leather-goods shop stood on the site of Le Condé, I came across Mme Chadly on the other bank of the Seine, on the way up rue Blanche. She did not recognise me immediately. We walked side by side for a long while, talking about Le Condé. Her husband, an Algerian, had bought the business after the war. She remembered all of our names. She often wondered what had become of us, but she had few illusions. She had known from the start that things would turn out very badly for us. Lost dogs, she told me. And at the moment we said goodbye to one another outside the chemist’s on place Blanche, she confessed to me, looking me straight in the eye: “Personally, the one I liked most was Louki.”


When she was at Tarzan, Fred and La Houpa’s table, did she drink as much as them or did she just pretend to, so as not to annoy them? In any case, with her upright posture, her slow and graceful movements, and her almost imperceptible smile, she

controlled her drinking really well. At the bar, it was easier to cheat. You took the opportunity of a moment’s inattentiveness among your drunken friends to empty your glass down the sink. But there, at one of Le Condé’s tables, it was more difficult. They forced you to join in their binges. They were extremely touchy about this and they reckoned you to be unworthy of their group if you did not accompany them right to the end of what they called their “trips”. As for other toxic substances, I was led to believe, without being quite sure, that Louki used them, along with certain members of the group. Nothing in her expression or her manner, however, allowed one to suppose that she visited any drug-induced paradise.


I often wondered whether one of her acquaintances had spoken to her about Le Condé before she went there for the first time. Or whether someone had arranged to meet her at this café and not turned up. She would then have sat there, day after day, night after night, at her table, hoping to meet him at this place that was the one point of reference between her and this stranger. No other means of getting in touch with him. No address. Nor any phone number. Just a first name. But perhaps she had wound up there by chance, like me. She happened to be in the area and she needed to shelter from the rain. I have always

thought that certain places are magnets and that you are drawn to them if you walk about in their vicinity. And it happens imperceptibly, without you even suspecting. All that is needed is a street on a slope, a sunny pavement, or else a pavement in the shade. Or else a downpour. And this leads you there, to the exact point where you were meant to end up. It seems to me that Le Condé, on account of its location, had this magnetic power and that if you were to calculate the probabilities, the result would have confirmed it: within a fairly wide radius, it was inevitable you would be diverted towards it. I know about these things.


One of the members of the group, Bowing, the one we used to call “the Captain”, had become involved in an initiative the others approved of. For close on three years, he had noted down the names of the customers at Le Condé as and when they arrived, recording the date and precise hour each time. He had entrusted two of his friends with the same task at Le Bouquet and at La Pergola, both of which stayed open all night. Unfortunately, in these two cafés, customers did not always want to give their names. Basically, Bowing was trying to rescue from oblivion the moths that flutter around a light for a few moments. He dreamt, he would say, of a vast register in which the names of the customers of all the cafés in Paris over the past hundred years had been collected, with a note of their successive arrivals and departures. He was haunted by what he called “the fixed spots”.


In this uninterrupted stream of women, men, children and dogs that pass by and are eventually lost along the streets, one would like, from time to time, to retain a face. Yes, according to Bowing, amid the tumult of large cities one had to find a few fixed spots. Before he left to go abroad, he had given me the notebook in which the customers of Le Condé are listed, day by day, over three years. She only appears under her assumed name, Louki, and she is mentioned for the first time one 23rd of January. The winter that year was particularly severe, and some of us did not leave Le Condé all day so as to keep out of the cold. The Captain also kept a note of our addresses so that it was possible to visualise the regular route that each of us took to come to Le Condé. For Bowing, it was yet another way of establishing fixed spots. He does not mention her address straight away. It is only on a certain 18 March that we read: “2.00 p.m. Louki, 16 rue Fermat, 14th arrondissement.” But on 5 September of the same year, she changed address: “11.40 p.m. Louki, 8 rue Cels, 14th arrondissement.” I imagine that Bowing used to mark out our journeys to Le Condé on large maps of Paris, and that for this the Captain would use ballpoints with different coloured inks. Perhaps he wanted to know whether we might have a chance of bumping into one another even before arriving at the destination.


As it happens, I remember having met Louki one day in a neighbourhood I was unfamiliar with and where I had been calling on a distant cousin of my parents. Having left his home, I was walking towards the Porte-Maillot métro station and we bumped into one another at the far end of avenue de la Grande-Armée. I stared at her and she, too, looked at me anxiously, as though I had caught her in an embarrassing situation. I held out my hand: “We’ve seen each other before, at Le Condé,” I said to her, and this café suddenly seemed to me to be at the other end of the world. She smiled awkwardly. “Yes, of course . . . at Le Condé . . .” It was shortly after she had made her first appearance there. She had not yet mixed with the others and Zacharias had not yet christened her Louki. “Weird café, eh, Le Condé . . .” She nodded in agreement. We walked a little way together and she told me that she lived around here, but that she did not like this neighbourhood at all. It’s ridiculous, but I could have discovered her real name that day. Then we said goodbye to one another at Porte Maillot, in front of the entrance to the métro, and I watched her as she set off in the direction of Neuilly and the Bois de Boulogne, walking more and more slowly, as if to allow someone the opportunity of detaining her. I imagined that she would not come back to Le Condé anymore and that I would never hear from her again. She would disappear into what Bowing called “the anonymity of the big city”, which he claimed to be fighting by filling the pages of his notebook with names. A 190-page, Clairefontaine notebook with red laminated covers. To be honest, it does not further matters. If you leaf through the notebook, apart from some elusive names and addresses, you learn nothing about all these people or about me. No doubt the Captain reckoned that it was already something to have named us and “fixed” us somewhere. As for the rest . . . At the Condé, we never asked one another questions about our origins. We were too young, we had no past to reveal, we lived in the present. Even the older customers, Adamov, Babilée or Dr Vala, never made any reference to their past. They were happy merely to be there, among us. It is only now, after all this time, that I have one regret: I would have liked Bowing to have been more precise in his notebook, and for him to have devoted a brief biographical note to each person. Did he really believe that a name and an address would be enough, later on, to find the thread of a life? And especially a simple first name which is not the real one? “Louki. Monday 12 February, 11.00 p.m.” “Louki. 28 April, 2.00 p.m.” He also indicated the positions the customers occupied around the tables each day. Sometimes, there is not even a surname or a first name. On three occasions, in the month of June that year, he noted: “Louki, with the dark-haired man in the suede jacket.” He did not ask this person his name, or else the man refused to answer. It appears that the guy was not a regular customer. The dark-haired man in the suede jacket was lost forever in the streets of Paris, and Bowing was unable to pin down his shadow for a few seconds. And then there are inaccuracies in his notebook. I eventually established some reference points that bear out my notion that she did not come to Le Condé for the first time in January as Bowing leads one to believe. I have a memory of her well before that date. The Captain only mentioned her from the moment the others had christened her Louki, and I suppose that until then he had not noticed her presence. She did not even have the right to a vague note such as “2.00 p.m. A dark-haired woman with green eyes”, unlike the dark-haired man in the suede jacket.
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