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To Susana, who flies with me











The music which was playing over the sound of the engine as these pages were emerging was ‘The Bricklayer’s Beautiful Daughter’ by William Ackerman.
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CHAPTER 1
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Le Bourget Aerodrome (Paris), 1922


ANTOINE DE SAINT-EXUPÉRY


HE PULLS THE JOYSTICK BACK toward his chest and the biplane lifts in search of a bank of clouds over Paris. The Caudron C.59 shudders, the Hispano-Suiza motor snorts. He soars through the white clouds, then pulls on the metal cable and forces the plane to climb an air mountain until it’s doing a handstand in the sky. The vibration of the fuselage carries through to his hands and from there, to his entire body.


Sublieutenant Saint-Exupéry shivers, intoxicated with vertigo, and smiles with the infinite satisfaction of the mad, of children absorbed in their games: no notion of risk or time, immersed in a world that belongs solely to them, because they have made it to their own measure.


While on the ground, the Caudron C.59 plane is nothing more than a cumbersome 700-kilo lump of wood, full of screws, rivets, and solder. It looks pathetically fragile as it rolls along on its little bicycle wheels, dragging its heavy frame—an overgrown child, chest puffed out, rattling precariously on its wire feet as it starts to trundle down the runway. The smallest stone in its path could knock it off balance, causing it to overturn spectacularly. But then the miracle happens: The heavy rolling hulk takes off from the ground, lifts itself toward the horizon, ascends and then suddenly banks slightly, agilely, gracefully even. It’s made a mockery of its destiny as a whale stranded in its hangar.


Antoine matches the plane itself. On the ground, both his big body, which forces him to move awkwardly, even clumsily, and his head filled with daydreams, totally ill-equipped to handle the most mundane aspects of daily living, convert him into a confused, tottering penguin futilely flapping its wings and unable to reach the sea. But up in the sky, he’s a totally different person.


He becomes weightless.


He moves the rudder to the left and the nose of the plane abruptly rolls in that direction. He smiles. He’s fulfilled every child’s dream: to make toys real and reality a game.


He traces a braid in the air. He loves feeling that giddy tingle which elevates him beyond mediocrity; realising that he’s left all the vulgarity of the barracks on the ground, together with those officers who yell until the veins stick out in their necks.


Antoine only raises his voice on those happy nights when he’s had too much burgundy or pastis and he launches into songs which start out cheerful and end up melancholy. When he gets angry, he falls silent.




How sterile it is to say


What silence already knows . . .





The plane sways in the air and Antoine sways too. He is a great admirer of the poet Mallarmé, and to show his support, he himself occasionally writes verse.


He has already performed a thousand pirouettes in the air, but that’s not enough. It’s never enough. For him, life always feels like a suit that’s too tight. He adjusts the throttle and the machine loses momentum until it comes to a standstill. A plane hanging motionless in the sky becomes a lump of metal definitively attracted by a violent gravitational force. The plane stalls and goes into a spin. A small group of spectators on the ground follows the spine-tingling nosedive with an accompanying “Ohhh!” which wants to be cheerful but sounds nervous. An eternal few seconds later, Antoine abruptly pulls on the joystick and levels the plane into a glide which shaves a field of poppies.


He’s taken advantage of the absence of most of the officers of the 34th Regiment this Sunday afternoon to mount his own little air show. His favourite childhood game at his family’s Saint-Maurice-de-Rémens mansion, full of nooks and crannies, was, in fact, devising plays he staged for his siblings. He was both the playwright who wrote the scripts and the over-the-top actor who performed them. His family could never tell whether he was a serious child or a clown. They were incapable of confirming which was the real Antoine: the one who would stand mesmerised in front of the window on rainy afternoons watching the drops racing across the glass, or the one who turned the attic upside down and then suddenly appeared disguised as a buccaneer or an explorer shouting ridiculous phrases in order to amuse his sisters and cousins.


He asks himself that very question. Who am I? The court jester who shakes his bells when he’s with others, or the silent introvert I am when I’m on my own?


A vibration in a wing pulls him out of his daydream. He shouldn’t become distracted when he’s flying, but his thoughts soar when he’s in the air. He turns his head for a few seconds in a reckless attempt to catch a glimpse of his friends who are watching his aerobatics, but they are mere pins stuck into the ground.


There they are—Charles Sallès, Bertrand de Saussine, and Olivier de Vilmorin . . . But when he performs his most outlandish spins, he’s performing for only one person, the girl who never leaves his thoughts.


He recalls the first time his cousin took him to visit the lavish house on Rue de la Chaise where Madame de Vilmorin was already then hosting one of the most intellectual salons in Paris.


A waxen-faced butler had shown them to a room with quilted sofas and walnut bookshelves to wait for the two Vilmorin brothers to finish getting ready to accompany them to an ice cream parlour on the Champs-Élysées. And then he’d heard the music. It was a violin being played with a mournful slowness, the bow moving ever so slowly across the strings without the note ever disappearing entirely. The notes had been so frayed that they hung in the air as if snagged and, rather than a melody, they had seemed more like its echo.


The music had pulled him upstairs and he’d reached the third floor in a trance. The second door off the hallway had been ajar, so he had poked his head in.


A young girl in purple pyjamas had been playing, reclining against cushions of various colours on top of a bed covered with a blue satin quilt. Her chin had rested so softly on the chinrest that the violin had almost become a pillow. A governess with a white cap had been sitting on a chair by her side and had fixed her gaze on the intruder. But instead of throwing him out, she had gestured for him to wait and put a finger to her lips to tell him to be quiet.


Hypnotised, he had contemplated the girl’s red hair, her green eyes, her pale hands. She had been playing with a mixture of indifference and concentration, which had forced her to focus on the far end of the fingerboard, where her own fingers were playing at jumping rope.


He remembers fervently begging the god of all things beautiful never to let that melody end as long as he lived.


When it had finished, the governess, Madame Petermann, had begun to clap with scant enthusiasm, and had arched her brow as a sign that he should do the same. And he had, of course, loudly and enthusiastically. After carefully laying her violin inside the case on top of the quilt, the girl had given him a smile. That smile could stop time. At least it had stopped his, and all the chronometers in his life had been reset to zero.


“I don’t think we’ve been introduced . . . ,” she had said, and Antoine had blushed as if the girl’s red hair had been reflected in his face, and he’d started stuttering.


“I beg you to forgive me bursting in, mademoiselle. It was the music that made me lose my discretion . . .”


“And you are . . . ?”


“Oh, of course, forgive my lack of manners! I’m Antoine de Saint-Exupéry. You must be Olivier’s sister. I’m a friend of his; we study together at the Académie Bossuet.”


“I’m Louise de Vilmorin.”


“My apologies for appearing in your room uninvited. I’ll leave now.”


“Oh, don’t fuss. A hateful condition of my hip bones forces me to keep to my bed, and my bedroom serves as the salon where I receive my visitors. I adore visits!”


“Could I come and see you one day?”


“You can ask for an appointment,” she had replied without enthusiasm. But at the sight of the young man’s look of desolation, she’d added coquettishly: “Or you can just sneak in during my music practise.”


A voice had called him from the depths of the house: “Saint-Ex! Where the devil are you?”


“Your brother wants me; I have to leave. I’ll be back!”


He’d barely said it when his enthusiasm was replaced by concern. “But will you remember me when you see me again? My face is so ordinary!”


She had looked at him with an inscrutable smile which could have meant either complacency or disdain.


“Who knows. I’m forgetful.”


“It doesn’t matter!” he’d replied quickly. “I’ll definitely remember you, Mademoiselle de Vilmorin. I’ll remember for both of us!”


In the cockpit, he laughs now at his own awkwardness. He presses down on the throttle pedal, opens the flow of fuel, and moves the joystick so the plane will perform a zigzag in the sky. Shortly after he had met her, he had to report for his obligatory military service and enlisted in the air force to make his long-held dream of flying a reality. After several transfers, he was posted to Casablanca, and during that period of training and discomfort, he was accompanied by the memory of Louise, a love that kept growing at a distance.


His return to Paris and a posting to the 34th Regiment quartered at Le Bourget filled him with delight at being back in a city full of theatres, bookstores, boulevards, and get-togethers with his friends . . . but in particular at the opportunity of revisiting the house on Rue de la Chaise. He needed to see her again.


He asked André de Vilmorin over and over again to be received by Louise, but André was tired of seeing all his friends stammering pathetically when confronted by his sister, even being prepared to line up in the small visitors’ room in the naïve hope of begging a few moments of attention from a girl who allowed herself to be idolised without losing that gesture of disdain with which she dismissed her suitors as soon as she tired of their presence.


One Thursday morning when he thought it would never happen, a private entered the office, where Antoine was scribbling lines of poetry in his spare time, and gave him a note which informed him that Mademoiselle de Vilmorin would receive him.


The next day, he barely ate, moving the noodles around on his plate, leaving them virtually untouched. He got dressed with the utmost care: He put on the only suit he owned, which he’d managed to get the barracks laundry to iron for him in exchange for a half pack of cigarettes, and carefully arranged his hair, combing it up high with brilliantine. He left early for the Vilmorin residence because he needed flowers, lots of flowers, the most beautiful flowers in France. He would have loved to be the Merovingian King Childebert, who built an entire rose garden for his queen in the centre of Paris. Louise de Vilmorin deserved nothing less.


He walked to a very high-class flower shop in Rue Charron, which had a display in its front window as enticing as a candy store, and asked for an enormous bouquet of colourful flowers. When the sales assistant told him the price, he went pale. That month his mother had made the payment on the coat he’d been buying on installments since the previous winter, and he’d barely managed to eke out his military pay to the end of the month, leaving him with just a few coins. He couldn’t hide his embarrassment from the sales assistant as he told her he’d thought better of it. Back out on the street he sighed, defeated. He’d been the happiest man in the world for twenty-four hours and now he was back to being the most wretched.


As he reached the corner, it occurred to him that he wasn’t far from the flower market on Île de la Cité. It was a grand hothouse with a mossy smell and the feel of a train station in among the bustle of barrows from the food market and soldiers on leave buying flowers for apprentice seamstresses on the Right Bank of the Seine.


He emerged with a small bunch of lilacs and happy again.


The butler, dressed in a vest with golden fringes, opened the front door with professional indifference and pointed to the small reception room with a gloved hand. An unpleasant surprise was waiting for Antoine: two other young men were already sitting there. There was clearly a queue to court Louise de Vilmorin!


His rivals were impeccably dressed in pinstriped suits. One was carrying a gilded vase full of exotic flowers and the other was weighed down by an enormous box of cakes and assortments bearing the logo of Dalloyau, an exquisite pâtisserie on Rue du Faubourg Saint-Honoré with the finest cream pastries in Paris.


He hid his little bouquet behind his back before they noticed it. He now realised that his posy was too common, inappropriate for a refined young lady like Louise de Vilmorin. He greeted the two men with a nod and propped himself against the doorframe with the unpleasant feeling that he was a vagrant in this elegant house and that at any moment they would realise he was an imposter and the butler would throw him out on the street.


It’s true that his family belonged to the old aristocracy of Lyons and that he had spent his childhood in a small castle with a thousand doors. But that was too many doors for the paltry heating. As a ruined count, he felt ridiculous using his title. He loathed his cheap flowers and angrily squeezed their defenceless stems.


The butler announced that Mademoiselle de Vilmorin was awaiting them in her bedroom, and the three of them headed upstairs on their pilgrimage. Antoine let the others go ahead and, when no one was looking, crushed the flowers into the pocket of his jacket and made a half turn to leave while he still had time to avoid making a fool of himself. But as he was turning around, he saw that the sphinx-faced butler was following them, so he continued up the stairs.


Louise was sitting on her bed with her back against the headboard and two enormous cushions supporting her arms. Her beauty was in her weightlessness; there was something that made her float above everything.


With a triumphant smile, one of the boys approached to hand her the weighty vase overflowing with ribbons, bows, and flowers. Instead of stretching out her arms to receive it, she extended a politely indifferent “thank you” and turned to Madame Petermann, who stepped forward to accept it with an annoyed expression on her face and deposited it on the bedside table next to two similar floral arrangements. The other gentleman stepped up to give her his sweet delicacies; she gave him the same brief smile and thanked him. Without the slightest sign of taking the box with the huge purple bow, she looked at the governess, who accepted the package. Louise propped herself up on one elbow to see the third visitor, who seemed to be concealing himself behind the other two.


“Are you playing hide-and-seek?”


Antoine blushed and took a few steps forward.


“Ah, it’s you! The Count Saint . . . Saint what?”


“Saint-Exupéry! How nice that you remembered me after all this time!”


She looked at his empty hands, and in order to hide them, Antoine stuck them into the pockets of his jacket. His words came out flustered.


“Forgive me, I wanted to bring you a gift . . .”


As he began to gesticulate, his nervousness made him pull his hands from his pockets, and with the movement of his gigantic paws, a shower of lilac petals flew out. They scattered throughout the room, forming a cloud which hung briefly in the air before landing softly on the quilt.


Louise’s bored expression changed for the first time.


“Are you a magician?” she asked.


“M-my apologies . . . ,” Antoine stammered.


“Don’t apologise,” she replied with a glimmer in her eyes that made them seem even greener. “I love magicians.”


“A corporal in my squadron in Casablanca taught me a few card tricks.”


“Put on a show for us!”


“I, err . . . I don’t have a deck of cards.”


“Madame Petermann, could you go and find us a deck?”


“Mademoiselle, you know I have orders from Madame de Vilmorin not to leave you alone with gentlemen.”


Louise, used to being in charge, turned to the other two young men, who were observing the conversation as if turned to stone.


“Why don’t you two go in search of Monsieur Dupont, the butler, and ask him to bring up some cards from the bridge room?”


Reduced to the role of secretaries, the two dejected young men left the room, and returned followed by the butler carrying a deck of cards on a silver tray.


Antoine performed his tricks. He guessed the card she deposited in the middle of the deck, and repeated the trick with one of the gentlemen, who collaborated reluctantly. Not long afterward, the two gentlemen left, defeated.


“Do you know any other magic?” asked Louise, tired of card tricks.


“I know the works of Mallarmé . . . He performs magic with words!”


“Tell me something . . . what do you think of Baudelaire?”


“He’s capable of the most sublime and the most grotesque.”


“Come back tomorrow and explain that to me better. I love poetry.”


Her smile was full of promise and their love affair began from there.


If only Lou-Lou, as he now calls her, could be here this Sunday afternoon to see his aerial feats, but her painful hip still hasn’t recovered and she has to rest a little longer. He performs his aerobatics to continue surprising her with tales of his exploits. She can’t abide boredom! With cheerful impulsiveness, he becomes a trapeze artist in the sky over Paris.


As soon as he lands, he gets rid of his goggles and the military flight suit he put on over his shirt and Sunday trousers. He hurriedly fixes his tie as he walks along the edge of the runway toward the waiting group. Sallès strides to meet him, arms open wide.


“Saint-Ex, you were magnificent!” And he grabs him by the arm with camaraderie. “I salute a crack aviator!”


Bertrand de Saussine claps and whistles and Antoine reciprocates with an exaggerated bow. Olivier de Vilmorin, however, impeccable in his tweed jacket and silk tie, keeps his arms crossed, the expression on his face severe.


Antoine looks at his friend and future brother-in-law.


“Those manoeuvres of yours . . .”


“That last turn was an L . . . An L for Lou-Lou! I did it in her honour. Will you tell your sister? You should tell her; she won’t believe me!”


“You shouldn’t be doing that.”


His bitter tone surprises Antoine.


“I shouldn’t trace her letter?”


“You shouldn’t perform such idiocies. Don’t you understand? You’re going to kill yourself one of these days!”


Antoine takes him arm affectionately, but Olivier, irritated, shakes himself loose.


“It’s nothing more than a game for you! You’re an egoist. Those ‘great aviator’ pirouettes . . . What about my sister? What future awaits her? To be a pilot’s widow before she’s thirty?”


Bertrand tries to defuse the situation.


“Come on, Olivier! Saint-Ex knows what he’s up to, right?” Charles Sallès gestures ambiguously. He once flew as a passenger with Antoine, who let go of the joystick and pretended he was playing the maracas.


Antoine has fallen silent. It happens to him sometimes: Suddenly, the lights go out.


Olivier de Vilmorin softens his tone and addresses the others: “My mother’s worried. Do you know what my older siblings call Saint-Ex?”


“No.”


“The condemned man.”


The Vilmorin family are like a fortress. Descended from Joan of Arc, they are aristocrats and millionaires. And who is this Antoine de Saint-Exupéry? It’s true that he has an ostentatious surname and even the title of count, which he is embarrassed to use. But he is an aristocrat from the provinces, his father is dead, he’s known to have only one winter suit and one summer one, with shiny patches on the elbows. He’s doing his obligatory military service with the air force, and says he wants to dedicate himself to a profession which is as seemingly useless as it is pointlessly dangerous—an aviator. Olivier knows that his mother is uneasy about this fiancé that her daughter has found herself, when she could have future government lawyers, sons of ministers, and heirs to the greatest fortunes of France falling head over heels for her, all of whom have made a futile pilgrimage to the house on Rue de la Chaise since she was of courting age. But she has chosen this ungainly young man with nothing to offer. Lou-Lou and her damned whims!


Charles Sallès intervenes to ease the silence.


“If Saint-Ex is a condemned man, he has the right to a last meal! Let’s celebrate it at the Café des Deux Magots!”


Antoine emerges from his lethargy.


“Yes! My treat!” he says happily.


As soon as he’s said it, he realises that he has just a few miserly francs in his wallet to get through the rest of the month, but that’s not important right then. He can get to the end of the month by eating all his meals at the barracks mess, and if he’s in dire need, he can always ask his mother, a nurse in Lyons, for some money and reimburse her when he gets his next pay packet.


Montmartre is the painters’ and sculptors’ quarter, but the writers’ stomping ground lies between the Latin Quarter and Saint-Germain-des-Prés. That’s why Sallès, to paper over that somber moment, has proposed the café in the heart of Saint-Germain, a spot which has an irresistible attraction for Antoine and for Louise herself, who also writes poetry.


As they take the Pont Neuf across the Seine in Saussine’s Citroën, Antoine repeats what he tells them every time they go there: Mallarmé, Oscar Wilde, Apollinaire . . . they were all regular customers.


“But Verlaine more than anyone . . . he was the Socrates of the Deux Magots!”


Although they’ve all heard the story many times, they listen to him with pleasure. They know that as long as Antoine is talking, everything’s fine. He’s especially good at storytelling, a power of seduction that turns his flying anecdotes into fascinating tales.


The four young men wave at the waiter, dressed in an apron down his ankles, and settle in at a table under one of the two figurines of the Chinese wise men for which the establishment is named. Fifty years earlier, when the former proprietor decided to convert his fabric and novelty store into a restaurant, he kept the decorative statues of two Chinese men in meditative poses. Nobody remembers any more how they came to be there, nor what they represent. Antoine loves to invent biographies for them.


“I maintain they were Marco Polo’s commercial go-betweens in China when he used to travel in search of silk and fabrics. What do you say?”


“But if they were mere fabric dealers, why would they call them wise men?”


“My guess is we’re dealing with two Si-Fan masters,” ventured Sallès.


“Si-Fan? What the hell is that?”


“What? You haven’t read the Fu-Manchu novels? Well, the Si-Fan secret society is silently infiltrating everywhere. Its members are assassins who move like shadows and are trained to kill without a sound.”


“You’re wasting your time, Charles. You ought to read more serious things,” Bertrand reproaches him.


“That’s nonsense!” Antoine can’t help blurting out with excessive vehemence as he gets up from his chair and pounds the table. “How can you ask literature to be serious? If literature is serious, it becomes nothing more than a notarised document!”


He says this so forcefully that an embarrassed silence falls over the room. Customers at other tables stare at him and Antoine is mortified. Olivier changes the subject, but Antoine has become taciturn and tells them he’s going outside for some fresh air.


In fact, it’s not fresh air he’s after, but solitude. On the terrace, all the tables are empty—that languid, late-Sunday-afternoon abandonment when night falls without warning. He turns up the collar of his jacket and lights a cigarette, trying to warm himself with the embers. Traffic on the boulevard has died down, barely any pedestrians remain, and a cold wind lifts the edges of their jackets.


An elderly man dressed in an old three-quarter-length drill coat is leaning on a long, thin stick that looks to Antoine like a Zulu lance. The man turns to him.


“Don’t you think it’s extraordinary?”


Antoine looks in front of him and all he can see is an empty sidewalk, a few cars, and a cyclist riding past in profile.


“What’s extraordinary?”


“The streetlamp!”


And then it dawns on him: the cap, the drill coat, and that stick which, in reality, is a pole that in times gone by must have had a wick on its tip.


“Are you a lamplighter?”


“Yes, sir, I am.”


“But we haven’t had gas lights in Paris for years.”


The man makes a wry face.


“And don’t I regret it. You know something? When I was working, my job often tired me out, and I could only think about getting home and going to bed. The lamplighter was the last one to go to bed after lighting all the lamps at night and the first to get up at the break of day to put them out.”


“Lighting and putting out . . .”


“That’s it.”


“And it wasn’t a boring job?”


The man looks at him, genuinely perplexed.


“Boring? What a strange idea!”


“What I mean is, didn’t it become repetitive?”


“Repetitive, sure, of course. That’s how it had to be. First one lamp, then another, and another after that. First one street, and then another, and another, and another. And so on . . .”


“And you didn’t find that tedious?”


“Tedious? What do you mean? It was my work, I had a mission: Light the light and put it out. If I hadn’t lit them every night, someone could have fallen into a pothole and broken his legs, or worse. An honest couple might have been assaulted without anyone realising it. I was responsible for the light. First one lamp and then another and another. And so on. And at dawn, the reverse: put one out and then another and then another after that . . .”


“But now that you’re retired and the streetlights are electric, you must be happy; now you can sleep as much as you want.”


“No. I now realise how happy I was when I was going round the whole city. First one lamp and then another, and another one after that . . . and so on.”


“So what are doing here at this hour?”


“I continue to go round the city making sure all the lights are working. If there’s a burnt-out bulb or a vandal has broken one, I jot it down in a notebook and the next morning I tell them at city hall so they’ll fix it.”


“And do they pay any attention to you?”


The man looks sad.


“Hardly ever.”


Antoine feels the urge to get up and embrace him, but he holds back because at school they taught him the norms of social behavior, one of which was not to hug strangers in the street at night. He can’t recall if, in that book of good manners, an exception was made for lamplighters. He just can’t understand a planet on which no one finds two strangers fighting in the street odd, but many are scandalised if they see two strangers embracing.


“I’m going to go on with my rounds.”


“Sir?”


“Yes?”


“With your permission, I’d like to be your friend.”
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CHAPTER 2
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Service Aéronautique Barracks, Istres (Southern France), 1921


JEAN MERMOZ


A PLATOON OF RECRUITS IS struggling to dig a ditch under the watchful eyes of Sergeant Pelletier, who is scrawny and swarthy—a sardine left on the grill too long. In a voice redolent of muddy trenches and cheap alcohol, he demands they work harder, and threatens to confine them to barracks and hang them by their balls from the flagpole.


“Goddamn slackers, mommy’s boys! You’d have shit yourselves in the war. And I’d have made you eat your shit.”


One of the boys slows down momentarily. Pelletier walks toward him and deals him a blow which resonates across the whole camp.


“Four days’ detention.”


“Sergeant . . .”


“Six!”


When they’ve comfortably reached a depth of two metres, the sergeant signals for them to get out of the hole. Some climb out with difficulty, exhausted after several hours of digging. Pelletier makes them stand in formation in front of the rectangle they’ve dug in the ground. The young men, most of them newcomers to military service, can feel the sweat pouring down their backs and their temples throb from their effort. The odd one has wobbly legs. The head of the unit plants himself in front of the soldiers and smiles for the first time all morning.


“Now fill it up again.”


Some close their eyes in despair. One somewhat overweight boy in the front row sighs. With two strides, the sergeant stands in front of him and demands his number.


“Four days’ detention.”


Pelletier scrutinises the rest of the platoon and the recruits stare at the horizon to avoid meeting his rabid eyes. But one of them looks directly at him with an uncompromising stillness.


“Any problem with my order, recruit?”


“No, sir! At your command, Sergeant!”


The sergeant reads a form of insubordination into his look and his resolute tone. But there’s no question the recruit has made no punishable gesture and his response has been firm and virile, as the sergeant demands. He checks out the young aspiring soldier from head to toe with suspicion: He’s a good six inches taller than the sergeant and almost a foot broader in the shoulders, and Pelletier notices that he’s gripping his shovel with so much force that his biceps are visible under the sleeves of his uniform. He feels an instinctive aversion toward this recruit because he realises the young man isn’t afraid of him.


“What’s your name, recruit?”


“Mermoz, sir! Jean Mermoz!”


He can’t punish him for having a military attitude. The sergeant nods and looks at him with the eyes of a hunter watching a rabbit evading his shotgun, but also with the greedy glint of someone waiting to savour that moment down the track when the prey is in his sights again and he blows it to smithereens.


As they toss the earth back in, with hands blistered by the handles of their shovels, Mermoz gazes toward the far end of the Istres camp where half a dozen biplanes sit quietly on the runway. He hears his stomach growling because the midday meal isn’t enough to satisfy his hunger, but he also notes another emptiness: flying. That’s why he enlisted in the air force, willing to face the incredibly long four-year commission.


One day, having never been up in a plane, he felt that inner urge that takes us down a particular path at a crossroads of life. He had a somewhat bohemian, even indolent youth, filled with lengthy afternoons reading poets who wanted to be rebels and roaming the streets of Montparnasse around the Avenue du Maine, where he lived with his mother, a good woman embittered by life. One afternoon, leaning on his elbows looking down on the Seine which was overflowing its banks, he saw an enormous floating log being dragged along by the current. And he saw his own life reflected in that swollen water-soaked log.


He wasn’t going to let the years drift by like that log. He swore to himself that, no matter what happened, he wouldn’t allow himself merely to be carried along: He’d swim upstream. He’d never be a piece of water-logged wood. He needed a challenge to achieve this, something that would put him in charge of his own destiny. And that was when he looked up into the sky for inspiration and saw the clouds. He nodded his head in agreement and laughed out loud, not at all concerned by the looks he was being given by the pedestrians crossing the bridge just then. He’d get up there, higher, faster, further than anyone.


He enlisted in the air force to become a pilot, but reality wasn’t in step with his dreams of adventure. Istres turns out to be a dead end where they’ve sent many of the infantrymen who survived the Great War which had ended three years earlier: people with no vocation, some decorated solely for their cruelty. Accustomed to feeling important in the mud of the battlefield, they are nobodies in the antiseptic normality of peace. Some of them, like Sergeant Pelletier, can’t bear the arrogance of the pilots in their leather bomber jackets who fancy themselves heroes of the skies. During the Great War they played with their flying pieces of junk while the infantrymen swallowed mud and blood in trenches that had become slaughterhouses.


Mermoz tries to avoid the oppressive atmosphere of the barracks, but he can’t escape his own frustration. Weeks pass and they still haven’t started their training as airmen. They just move stones to no end, dig pointless ditches they then have to fill in again, or carry out exhausting marches lugging heavy backpacks filled with pieces of metal. Many sense their vocation flagging. The odd one has already given up and transferred to the infantry corps, and can be seen every morning inside a sentry box on guard duty, free of all obligations save keeping boredom at bay. But Mermoz accepts these punishment activities impassively and even encourages his comrades to cope with them in good spirits.


“We’re doing healthy exercise. We’ll be as strong as oxen!”


He takes advantage of free afternoons, after the long sessions that leave others exhausted, to work on his boxing in the camp gym. He hits the bag methodically, uses a skipping rope, and exercises with an enthusiasm that amazes his companions.


The pay is minimal and he has to save for drinks at the Sunday dances in Istres. But his body demands more food than the miserly barracks meals. You can get a quarter of a litre of hot chocolate at the commissary for six centimes. It’s not much, but you can soak bread in it until you’re full. He realises right away, however, that his lunch box only fits half a baguette. One afternoon he fronts up to the soldier serving the rations and holds out an empty cookie tin he found in the storage room. The soldier stares at the tin in amazement.


“I’ve misplaced my regulation lunch box. I have to make do with this until I get a new one from the commissary.”


The soldier takes another look at the metal container and then studies him. The tin is twice the size of the regulation lunch box. It’s such an obvious ploy that it’s clear the recruit is not trying to deceive him. He’s asking for his complicity without a “please” or any sign of humility, merely claiming what is his. The container is duly filled with thick chocolate.


At the dance in the city he tries to suppress a different hunger as an orchestra of four wizened musicians scares away the Sunday torpor. It’s not hard for Mermoz to attract the attention of girls weighed down by the boredom of a city where nothing ever happens. He’s a handsome young man, well built, virile, and always polite. He changes girls more often than his socks.


One afternoon in the ballroom where the men and women play cat and mouse, a very slim girl crosses in front of him, her eyes more excessively made up than is customary in a prudish provincial city and her hair cut in the garçon style. The mothers, grandmothers, and aunts who are the virginity police of their daughters, granddaughters, and nieces, put their heads together and gossip.


Mermoz doesn’t like girls who are all skin and bones, but he likes this one because of her nerve, because she swims against the current. He walks toward her with the resolution that usually makes the local seamstresses fall in love with him. The vanity of a new conquest makes him puff up inside like a stuffed turkey. What he doesn’t know is that she spotted him the moment he entered the room, and sashayed past him as soon as she decided that she was interested in this soldier with the blond crew cut.


Mermoz takes her by the arm and whispers a compliment in her ear. She fakes a slight blush, letting him think he’s winning her over.


The curfew at the barracks is nine o’clock on Sundays. That doesn’t leave much time to take girls to the pension La Martinique where, for a few centimes, the receptionist lets him have a room for a short stay. Some days, when he turns up without any money, the receptionist lets Mermoz put it on a tab, and never complains about late payments. On other occasions, Mermoz doesn’t have time to go to La Martinique, or the girls are scandalised by his intentions. Sometimes he gets manual relief after assuring the girls with a hearty laugh that they won’t lose their virginity this way. But on this particular afternoon, not half an hour has gone by before Madeleine is crossing the threshold of the room at La Martinique with him, and a minute later, her clothes are off. Without the slightest hint of shame, she crosses the room to get her bag and takes out her compact.


“No need for makeup, you’re gorgeous as you are.”


She smiles. She has a soft spot for naïve boys. She shows him the metal box which doesn’t contain face powder, but rather, a small brass tube and some white powder.


“What’s that?”


She looks at him knowingly.


“This, dear, is your passport to paradise.”
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CHAPTER 3
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Paris, 1923


ANTOINE DE SAINT-EXUPÉRY


THE GÉNESTIN ROLLS DOWN THE crowded Boulevard de Clichy. André, the oldest Vilmorin brother, sings the praises of the new family automobile and explains how the new power-assisted brakes invented by Paul Génestin can stop a car travelling at 110 kph in 26 metres. Charles Sallès, seated next to him, agrees. Reclining on the seat behind them because of her hip problem, Lou-Lou watches the bustle on the street.


“I’d love to go to the Moulin Rouge,” she exclaims, pointing toward the cabaret with its windmill, the sails of which, at this hour of the morning, are motionless.


“I can’t picture you at an old-fashioned cancan show,” Charles says to her.


“Oh, Charles, darling . . . you’re really the old-fashioned one!” And everyone in the car laughs at Lou-Lou’s cheek. And she has the final say: “They haven’t done the cancan for years. They now concentrate on cabaret . . .”


“You wouldn’t like it, Lou-Lou . . . ,” Saint-Ex chimes in.


“Why?”


“It’s a brothel for the most uncouth nouveaux riches in Paris.”


“Saint-Ex, don’t use such language in front of my sister! It’s offensive to a young lady!” André admonishes him.


“Fine, fine . . . I take back the brothel bit. It’s a tearoom where no one drinks tea.”


As Charles and Lou-Lou burst out laughing and André shakes his head as if Antoine were a lost cause, the horse-drawn cabriolet in front of them suddenly brakes. The horse pulling it kicks out its back legs and the load tips out. André is forced to brake abruptly too.


“When will they rid Paris of these carts!” he shouts angrily.


A mountain of melons has rolled onto the sidewalk and a mayhem of pedestrians has formed, a mix of gentlemen in hats and spats observing, people from a nearby food market rushing to help the young boy with his spilled merchandise, and crooks taking advantage of the confusion to disappear with melons under their arms.


Loud cries of “Stop, thief!” can be heard.


The traffic has come to a halt and horns start to honk.


“Paris is impossible! This traffic jam will last forever. I’ll turn around and we’ll try to get there via the square.”


“Wait,” says Lou-Lou. “We’re only a step away from the Viennoise. We’re getting out here.”


“The doctor says you mustn’t walk.”


“Who says I’m going to walk? Aren’t there enough gentlemen here to carry me?”


Before her brother can open his mouth to protest, Louise already has the car door open.


“Wait! Do you always have to be so impatient?”


“I can’t waste a minute. Life is too valuable to fritter away, right, Antoine?”


He vehemently agrees.


“If they auctioned a minute of life at Christie’s . . . how high would the bidding go?”


“I reckon two thousand francs. What do all of you say?”


“Much more!”


“I bid twenty-five hundred!” shouts Sallès.


“Three thousand!” And Lou-Lou raises her hand energetically.


André snorts, wavering between amusement and irritation.


“Okay, okay! But wait a minute, I’ll leave the car at the curb.”


“Quick, André, hurry!” Antoine urges. “We’re losing thousands of francs.”


In the trunk is the litter which they’ve used occasionally to take Lou-Lou for a walk in the countryside during the worst moments of her illness. It’s a portable carrier which the Vilmorins bought from an importer of Eastern goods. It consists of a thick, varnished pole of cherry wood from which a small bamboo hammock hangs, shaded by a stiff piece of cloth above. Charles extracts the contraption and positions it next to the door. Lou-Lou accepts her fiancé’s hand to help her get in and lie back.


Antoine and André, one up at the front and the other at the back, have the honour of carrying her, resting the cherry wood pole on their shoulders like porters. Charles Sallès is in charge of clearing a path through the throng until they reach Rue Lepic.


“Make way! Make way, please,” he shouts with energetic authority, theatrically playing the part of barker. “We’re carrying a very illustrious lady.”


People step to the side for them, with Sallès resolutely leading the way followed by two young gentlemen carrying an exotic palanquin bearing a young redheaded lady gazing into the distance, her chin raised to show off her long, elegant neck.


The waiters attending the tables of the Brasserie La Place Blanche, their trays loaded with glasses of red currant juice and cups of tea, stop and stare. Curious workers wearing aprons pushing carts along the street, gentlemen in bowler hats, and female workers in long dresses crowd around to see this lady who travels quasi-airborne through the city, transported by her retinue as if she were a modern-day Cleopatra. A gendarme who has arrived on the spot to organise the confusion made by the cartload of melons sees the approaching litter and presents his respects to the lady with a military salute, convinced she must be the daughter of a diplomat from some remote country. Lou-Lou returns the gesture with a slight tilt of her head, and the policeman places himself in front of Sallès, imperiously ordering people to move out of the way.


In this manner, he clears a path for them as far as the corner, and escorts them to Rue Lepic, where, on the street level of the Beau Séjour hotel, the Viennoise pâtisserie exudes a delicious aroma of butter and toasted flour over several metres. Antoine and André carefully lower the palanquin. The policeman departs with another military salute. Antoine chivalrously offers one arm to Lou-Lou, while Sallès offers her another. The four of them, who have so far contained their mirth to add gravitas to their arrival, enter the pâtisserie roaring with laughter.
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CHAPTER 4
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Air Force Barracks, Istres (Southern France), 1921


JEAN MERMOZ


THE WEEK HAS LASTED ONE hundred days. Each day has lasted one hundred hours. Sergeant Pelletier has made them sweep the landing strip—only used for an hour a day—up to three times daily.


He’s made them march up and down in formation: one-two, one-two, one-two . . . mark time, mark time . . . Any error can mean punishment—cancellation of Sunday leave—and they all sweat as they strive not to make a mistake.


Mermoz is impulsive, but he doesn’t bear a grudge. These weeks, however, have solidified a dark anger inside him which blocks out everything. Something else is happening to him that has never happened before: His hands shake.


Wednesday, they’re given the opportunity to select their posting. Of the forty who volunteered for the air force, only five have chosen to go on. The others have accepted a posting in the infantry, which means they’ll spend the rest of their military service in some quiet administrative branch, perhaps at another base where they’ll never see Pelletier again.


But Mermoz hasn’t given up.


At five o’clock, the sergeant orders them to fall in and tells them he has a special job for the aspiring pilots. First, he orders them to march at the double to the far end of the base, close to the perimeter wall. Then, he orders them to raise a metal trapdoor in the ground. When they do so, a black hole with a ladder is revealed and they are hit by a nauseating smell.


“The base’s cesspit hasn’t been emptied for weeks. I want it spotless. If you leave just one bit of shit, I’ll make you clean it with your tongues.”


He points to a cart with some baskets into which they have to dump the excrement.


“Any questions?”


“No, sir! At your command, Sergeant! . . . Where are the shovels?”


Pelletier guffaws.


“Shovels? You can’t waste military equipment on these tasks. You’ve got shovels at the end of your arms. Hop to it, you slackers!”


Mermoz goes down first and a fellow sufferer called Corsault tells him to cover his face with a handkerchief. The methane expelled by the cesspit could cause them to black out and die in the least honourable way imaginable.


To avoid nausea and retching, Mermoz keeps telling himself that being there, in the middle of all that shit, is a victory. Because he hasn’t given up, he hasn’t taken a backward step.


Three of the five soldiers become ill and climb out of the well before they finish the job. Pelletier takes disciplinary action against them for disobeying orders and they lose any chance of being accepted into the pilot program. Corsault and Mermoz ride it out to the last basketful. As they hold their breath, they try to think only of their hope of learning to fly. They never thought such a pure dream could take them to such a filthy place. A captain heads their way to check out what they’re doing and Sergeant Pelletier informs him that he’s brought a pair of soldiers to clean out the pit.


The captain watches them emerge with empty baskets. Hands black, clothing black, faces black. They stink.


“Have you cleaned it out completely?” he asks them.


“Yes, sir!”


Pelletier screws up his black eyes.


“If you’ve lied to the captain, I’ll throw you in stockade till your hair turns white.”


The two soldiers remain at attention, but they don’t believe Pelletier will go all the way down to check, and stain his pristine uniform.


“I have a very precise way of finding out if you really have cleaned everything as you were ordered.” And there’s something almost sly in his smile. “If it’s true that you’ve done a thorough clean, you’ll have reached the bottom and so you’ll be able to tell me what colour the tiles are down there.”


“We can’t, Sergeant . . .”


In the silence that follows, Mermoz looks Pelletier in the eyes; Pelletier salivates, anxious to snatch his prey.


“We can’t say what colour the tiles are because there aren’t any. The bottom is cement.”


There’s fire in Pelletier’s look.


“Is that true, Sergeant?” asks the captain, wrinkling his nose at the smell of the soldiers.


A bitter antagonism still visible in his expression, Pelletier has no option but to agree.


“Then order these boys into the showers, and they are free of any remaining duty until tomorrow.”


“Yes, sir,” he replies with badly disguised irritation. “You heard the captain. Dismissed!”


The two race off happily toward the showers; the other soldiers stare perplexed at the two walking shit heaps.


Friday, Mermoz consults the printed order of the day hanging from a hook by the door of the sleeping quarters, and sees the entry he’s been waiting so long to read: “Private Mermoz will begin his pilot training on Monday. Report to the quartermaster at the aerodrome after reveille.” His cry of jubilation can be heard throughout the base.


That afternoon, he bands together with Corsault to play poker with a recently enlisted innocent from a good family who fancies himself a great player. They gang up so that when it’s Corsault’s turn to deal the cards, he manages to give the jokers and face cards to Mermoz, and Mermoz reciprocates when it’s his turn. In this way, sometimes one wins and sometimes the other, with the result that the youngster doesn’t suspect they’re screwing money out of him on both sides.


Since he has an overnight pass on Saturday, Mermoz takes advantage of his winnings to invite Madeleine to a restaurant he thinks elegant, where they serve a delicious trout stuffed with bacon. When she leaves half her trout uneaten, Mermoz fishes it off her plate onto his own, and empties the bottle of wine. He never gets his fill. When he asks her if she’d like dessert, she gives him a “good girl” look with those excessively painted eyes that give her a ghostly air. The dessert she’s after isn’t on the menu. That’s served in the cats’ alley, as they refer to the dark street behind the shutter factory, where they usually find someone to sell them the white powder. When they reach the Bouches-du-Rhône hostel an hour later, their eyes are shining and their blood is on fire.


Back at the base, thinking about the start of his apprenticeship makes up for everything that’s happened in the past. However, the theoretical classes soon grow tedious, and the bulk of the mornings are given over to scrubbing the greasy hangar floor and repairing damage to the burnt parts of the planes which have survived the First World War. The Nieuports and the Morane-Saulniers are flying coffins. One of the duties the novice pilots have to carry out every couple of days is attendance at the burial of a student or pilot.


Finally, the first training flights with an instructor arrive, and then the day when Mermoz is to climb on his own for the first time into one of those flying coffins which have broken so many young lives. Most people would be terrified at the idea of entering one of these pieces of junk with wings and a single engine that breaks down every three or four flights, but he’s happy when he finally turns the ignition key and sets his plane in motion down the tarmac.


Mermoz feels powerful. He and the plane vibrate in unison as if they were one and the same. His euphoria is extraordinary: He shouts, he laughs, he shivers.
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CHAPTER 5
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Le Bourget Aerodrome (Paris), 1923


ANTOINE DE SAINT-EXUPÉRY


THE SUNDAY DROWSINESS IN THE barracks of the 34th Regiment of the air force makes it easy for Antoine to convince young Lieutenant Richaux that they should take the Hanriot HD.14 out of the hangar.


“I’ll pilot and we’ll see the Seine from the air,” he tells him.


“We should have entered it into the daily flight log approved by Command HQ. You’re not following standard procedures.”


“Regulations are what frighten me the most in this world, Richaux.” Second Lieutenant Saint-Exupéry’s bug eyes beseech him with a look somewhere between plaintive and seductive. “Regulations are the death of imagination.”


Richaux shrugs. “It’s your call.”


At that, Antoine’s expression switches from sadness to joy.


They walk to the robust biplane normally used for training flights. It has a wooden frame covered with fabric, two open cockpit bays, tandem-style, and the upper wing serves as a roof. Antoine gets in the back, excited by the prank, and they take off abruptly, as if they were in a hurry. They climb rapidly over the city.


Antoine laughs. He can’t resist the temptation to check out the plane’s versatility, making it bank and then zigzag through the air as if they were skiing among the clouds. Richaux feels his stomach contract, everything contract, but he’s not going to make his flying companion happy by telling him he’s scared. Antoine shouts with pleasure.


They cross the Seine like children jumping over a stream. Antoine steadies the biplane and falls silent. Richaux is puzzled that he can’t hear anything from his rear companion.


“Why aren’t you talking now, Saint-Ex?”


“Because I’m thinking.”


“What are you thinking about?”


He gets no answer. On the way back to Le Bourget, as they approach the aerodrome to land, a cracking sound fills them with concern. They fear the worst and that’s just what happens: The engine stops when they’re eighty metres above the ground and there’s no way to abort the landing.


Richaux screams. Antoine shrieks. The nose touches the ground and the propeller snaps off with force, the plane tips over, one of the twin wings breaks, they feel an almighty jolt amid the chaos buffeting them. Their bodies are violently battered. There’s a loud bang, then grinding, the bodywork snapping, pain. Then everything dissolves into darkness and silence.
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CHAPTER 6
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Villemin Hospital (Paris), 1923


ANTOINE DE SAINT-EXUPÉRY


THE LIGHT IS WHITE AND the smell antiseptic. Antoine knows, or somehow senses, that hours or days have gone by; that it’s not Le Bourget; that his body isn’t lying in the wreckage of the plane. He doesn’t dare open his eyes. What if he were to discover that he’s dead? He prefers not to know. You’re not dead until you’re aware of it. And if he is dead . . . will they have sent him to heaven or to hell? He can’t resist his curiosity. He raises the shutters that are his eyelids and sees Charles Sallès sitting on a stool beside him.


“Sallès . . .”


“Nurse, the patient in room five has woken up.”


“Where am I?”


“Where do you reckon?”


“If you’re here, it can’t be heaven. And it must be a good hell, with music and attractive girls.”


“You’ve got it in one! Villemin Hospital isn’t exactly heaven. It stinks of disinfectant! But there are some fabulous nurses, you’ll see . . .”


Antoine tries to laugh but his whole body hurts as soon as it moves. He’s struck by a worrying thought and suddenly becomes serious.


“And Lieutenant Richaux?”


“He’ll be fine, but he’ll have a sore head for a few days. He’s fractured his skull.”


“I’m so sorry!”


The nurse comes in and signals to Sallès to leave the room.


“The patient needs rest.”


Sallès winks at his friend and nods mischievously to draw attention to the nurse’s figure. She pretends she hasn’t noticed and sets about checking the patient’s blood pressure.


As she squeezes the bulb which inflates the armband, she looks at him, bandaged from head to toe.


“A plane crash, right?”


“A somewhat bumpy landing.”


She shakes her head in disapproval.


“You’re the third injured pilot I’m taking care of. I just don’t understand you people. It would seem you’re not worried about dying.”


“Death . . . that seems to be the world’s biggest concern.”


“And isn’t that how it should be?”


“Maybe we should concern ourselves less with death and more with life.”


The nurse leaves the room shaking her head and muttering, “Pilots . . . no one can make them see sense.”


The next morning, having recovered somewhat, he writes a few reassuring lines to his mother, which include some affectionate words and the odd joke so she can see he’s feeling fine, and the little drawings with which he always decorates—or spoils—his letters. And as on other occasions, he ends with a promise to mend his ways, a request for some money and a plea: “Maman, love me a lot.”


Antoine has suffered a concussion, multiple traumas, and bruises. But more than his ribs, it’s the consequences that start to cause him real pain: He’s taken a plane without permission, he’s wounded a fellow officer, and he’s destroyed a machine which is the property of the military. He mentally prepares his plea and writes in his head a report that will inspire his superiors to be benevolent.


He puts together a thousand and one arguments, and they all seem convincing to him despite the gravity of his offense. He’s so concerned about what his squadron leader will say that he forgets that the tribunal closest to home is the one which always judges us most severely.


Marie-Papon de Vilmorin makes a dramatic entry into his room without saying a word, her nose way up in the air, and plants herself a metre from his bed, her arms crossed. She looks like Lou-Lou: She’s just as tall as her sister, her eyes somewhere between green and brown, but her hair is dark rather than red and her features are more harmonious. She’s beautiful, but she lacks Lou-Lou’s ability to bewitch an entire tribe with a look.


An air of antagonism enters with the straight Vilmorin nose. Antoine attempts a smile through the hole in the spectacular bandage around his head, but she doesn’t reciprocate. It’s as if she were riding an ice floe.


“I come bearing a message from my sister.”


“How is she?”


“Quite upset, thanks to you. Louise wishes to inform you that, following a conversation with my parents and my siblings, she has decided there is no way that this can happen again. If you wish to formally ask for her hand in marriage and continue with the engagement, you must abandon this absurd madness of being a pilot.”


“What are you saying?”


And he sits up in bed even though he hurts all over when he moves.


“I believe I’ve made myself perfectly clear.”


“Stop being a pilot?”


“Absolutely!”


“That’s not possible!”


“What sort of serious profession is it anyway? My father says that no respectable person would dedicate himself to something like that.”


“And what does Lou-Lou say?”


“I’ve just told you! She’s the one who asked me to come and tell you! She’s too upset to come herself, but she doesn’t want to spend the rest of her life anguished, waiting to see if her husband will crash today or tomorrow morning.”


Antoine falls silent, lost in thought.


“Either your aerial follies or my sister. You choose.”


Head held high, she makes her farewell through gritted teeth and departs, leaving the swish of her dress hanging in the air behind her.


He’ll have several days of convalescence in the hospital to ponder his decision. But is there actually anything to mull over? The love he feels for Lou-Lou is everything. How can he give up the love of his life?


Impossible to lose Lou-Lou . . . But can one live without flying? Is there anywhere else where it’s possible to find that happiness that comes with cutting the chains that bind us to the ground and heading skyward, unburdened? That weightlessness . . .


He turns over suddenly in the bed and a shooting pain in one of his ribs reminds him that he’s bruised and battered on the outside and now also broken on the inside.


How can one choose which to give up, eating or breathing?


He’s angry. Not with his fiancée, because she’s probably right to complain. It’s more that he feels misunderstood. As far as he’s concerned, flying doesn’t involve any anxiety, and he doesn’t even consider it particularly dangerous. Those who stay on the ground know nothing about the connections you establish up there, how much you feel master of your machine and the moment, how rock-solid you feel supported by thousands of cubic metres of air . . .


Since the first time he set eyes on Lou-Lou, he prayed constantly that she would notice him, that a miracle would happen and that divine creature would fall in love with an impoverished, ordinary character like him. He smiles with a hint of bitterness. God punishes us by listening to our most fervent pleas. Now Lou-Lou loves him so much she can’t bear the idea that he might kill himself in an accident and won’t allow him to climb into a plane again.


He flails around among his tangled hospital sheets as desperately and uselessly as the amputated tail of a lizard.


But his love for Louise de Vilmorin impels him upward as much as flying. Her red hair is a balloon that elevates him with her. With her by his side, life ceases to be ordinary. There’s nothing to decide; the decision has been made. Lou-Lou demands him safe and sound beside her. Isn’t that marvelous news? He’s the luckiest man in the world! How could he possibly have felt so miserable a moment ago? Millions of men would give their right arm, maybe both arms, to be in his place. He’ll stop flying and make Lou-Lou happy.


Her happiness will be my happiness . . . He tells himself again that he’s very fortunate. And yet, huge tears fall from his eyes.
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CHAPTER 7
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Bourlon Tile Factory (Paris), 1923


ANTOINE DE SAINT-EXUPÉRY


A PILE OF YELLOW FOLDERS sits on top of the table. The window of the office where Antoine works, in a section with three other bookkeepers, overlooks an inner courtyard. Accustomed to seeing the world from a height of 3,000 metres, to Antoine this tiny window doesn’t seem to look out over anything much. When he leans out of his office building he sees another identical building in front of him. The city is a set of identical dominoes.


He reflects on the days after his departure from the hospital. It would have been easier if they’d discharged him from the army for taking out a plane he wasn’t entitled to fly. But they informed him that his punishment was two weeks’ detention. The lightest possible punishment, little more than a friendly scolding.


He can’t rid himself of the confused expression on his commander’s face when Antoine told him he was leaving the army.


“Have you become frightened after the accident?”


“Definitely not, Major!”


“But you’re crazy about flying . . . perhaps excessively so.”


“Yes, sir.”


“So are you no longer interested in flying?”


“No, sir. Nothing would make me happier than to climb into a plane right now and take off.”


“I’ve got it! You’ve found work as a civil pilot with a better salary.”


“No, sir.”


“Well what, then?”


He remembers how he blushed as he replied. “I’m in love with a woman whom I’m going to marry. I can’t love two things at once.”


The following weeks had been strange. The doctor said that it couldn’t be because of the bruises and the crack in his rib, but there was still no question he was having difficulty walking; he could hardly lift his legs. It was as if a strange gravitational force had trapped him and prevented him from lifting his feet.


He’d been forced to ask his mother for help because he was running out of money. In fact, he decided to accept the invitation of Yvonne de Lestrange, his mother’s cousin, whom he calls his aunt, to move into her house to save himself the expense of renting a room.


Lou-Lou, by comparison, had been radiant, and her joy was his. She’d spend the day imagining the house they would live in one day, which she pictured as a sort of castle with the latest in art deco furniture and an attic where they would organise poetry readings. She would get irritated when she asked him if he’d prefer silk or cloth curtains and he’d answer without giving it any thought.


Throughout those weeks, he’d had to put up with a certain hostility from some of the Vilmorin siblings. He got wind of the fact that they called him “the lazy pachyderm.” His future mother-in-law suspected he was a fortune hunter who wanted to live off the Vilmorins. So finding a job became a necessity that tormented him.


Lou-Lou had gone away for a few weeks’ holiday. Thanks to his mother’s efforts and the money he’d made from the sale of a Kodak camera, he’d paid for a ticket to spend a few days in Geneva with her . . . and Madame Petermann.


He’d travelled to Switzerland with a suitcase full of poems he was writing to her. They were all passionate, some more tender, others more brazen, perhaps even slightly erotic.


Eventually, a well-connected friend of the Vilmorin family had found him a job paying 800 francs a month in the office of a tile manufacturing company.


So he now has a folder full of invoices open on his desk. He looks at it closely, but lists of numbers exhaust him. The fives look like arrogant, fat men and the ones like skinny, conceited men. Without realising it, instead of ticking off the inventory, he sketches little drawings in the corners of the paper: first a tree, then a snake, and then, in the blank section at the very top of the page, a cloud. That’s where things get complicated. Clouds are the most difficult things to draw. Not everyone can do it. He considers this to be a serious matter that only children have managed to solve. They draw clouds that look like the soft, woolly coat of a lamb.


He tries to imitate the children. The cumulonimbus clouds float on the top part of the page. Then he pauses to consider his work and smiles. The vertical strings of figures have stopped being numbers and have turned into rain falling torrentially from the clouds. At the bottom, he draws a field of flowers.


The head of the department, a man always dressed in a black suit who converts every day into a funeral, enters Antoine’s tiny office slightly dragging one leg locked by osteoarthritis in the knee. He walks to the desk carrying folders that seem to weigh as much as tombstones. Initially he looks pleased to see Antoine concentrating on his work, but suddenly he’s on the verge of losing the folders and even his grey hair.


“What are you doing?” he asks with alarm.


“What are you referring to, Monsieur Charron?” Antoine replies with a naïveté that rocks the old accountant.


“You can’t cover those inventories with doodles!”


Antoine pulls his head into his shoulders like a tortoise. The boss doesn’t know if this new employee, recommended despite demonstrating no sign of an accounting background, is pulling his leg. He can’t understand these spoiled young people with no interest in working . . . They want everything handed to them on a plate! But he holds back from saying this because his new employee’s recommendation comes from an important client, a very respectable person. People with money always seem respectable to Monsieur Charron.


“Stop making a mess of the inventories or I’ll have to report your behavior. This is a serious company. Numbers are important—they represent money and you can’t play with that. Check the sums, tally the numbers. If you want to become someone in this company, you have to be responsible.”


The head accountant, a man who has left the best years of his life among the dust of filing cabinets, limps off. Antoine, puzzled, watches him leave.


Numbers definitely strike Antoine as a game for financiers, while rain is definitely serious and important. He gazes wistfully at the inventory. He rubs out the drawings until all that’s left is a dirty shadow, and makes his way into the desert of numbers.


There’s a surprise waiting for him outside at five o’clock, when work is over. Lou-Lou, much recovered these past few weeks, or perhaps tired of her role as the lady of pain, is waiting for him on Rue du Faubourg Saint-Honoré together with Madame Petermann, of whom he refers behind her back as “frozen face.”


Lou-Lou waves to him and he shakes off the feeling of failure. He plants himself in front of her and takes her hands. He makes a move to brush his face against her cheek, but Madame Petermann stretches her neck and emits a bulldog-like growl. Laughing, the young couple sets off, a few paces in front of her. They go as far as Place Montholon, where there is a spacious garden area with linden and cherry trees dominated by two enormous oriental plane trees.


In his mind’s eye Antoine can still see the moment, a few weeks earlier, when he formally asked for Lou-Lou’s hand in marriage. His mother had sent him an antique piece of family jewellery from Saint-Maurice which had survived various pawnshops and other catastrophes: a ring with two modest little diamonds, in need of a new setting. He recalls how the Vilmorins examined the ring every which way with the earnestness of professional jewellers, which struck him as crass. Their reluctant approval made it crystal clear, in case there might be any doubt, that they consider the Saint-Exupérys to be aristocrats very much down on their luck. And he hasn’t told them that his mother, a real countess, has to work as a nurse in the regional hospital to support herself. There’s absolutely no way he wants them to speak of his mother in a condescending manner.


Lou-Lou, on the other hand, accepted the ring full of joy. She immediately put it on her finger and held out her hand very theatrically as if she felt favoured by it. If she thought it wasn’t grand enough she never let it show. And he loved her more than ever. Lou-Lou’s voice drags him from his thoughts.


“You’re happy with your new work, aren’t you? It was very kind of Monsieur Daniel-Vincent to recommend you for the position. They’ll make you section head in no time, you’ll see.”


He agrees, with little enthusiasm. It irritates him that he only got the job thanks to the recommendation from a friend of the Vilmorin family.


“Aren’t you comfortable there? Aren’t they good to you? I can have a word with Monsieur Daniel-Vincent.”


“Don’t even think about it! They treat me very well in the company. They’re friendly and patient with my ineptitude. It’s just that . . .”


“Do you have a nice office? Maybe that’s why you’re not feeling comfortable. What if we were to buy a plant? Or better yet, a cage with one of those multicoloured tropical birds.”


“I don’t think my boss would be pleased if I had a bird. He wouldn’t find it serious enough.”


“I’ll convince him. It’s important to be surrounded by beauty.”


“My office is two metres by two metres. I guess Monsieur Charron would say that it’s a serious office.”


“But you told me you had a window.”


“True, but when I lean out of it, what I see is the back of another office block identical to mine, and an office clerk identical to me. I don’t know if it’s a window or a mirror.”


“A mirror?”


“I hate mirrors! They’re incapable of inventing anything.”


“They do also show us who we are.”


“Mirrors are the executioners of fantasy. If I were the president of France, I’d ban mirrors in public spaces.”


“You’re mad, Antoine! You don’t want to see the truth.”


“The truth is hardly useful for anything. It’s sad. We have to invent something that’s better than the truth.”


“Lies?”


“Perhaps . . .”


“Lies are better than the truth?”


“They’re more human. Truth is what we can’t change. Truth is death! We die, nothing can change that, it’s been imposed on us. Lies, on the other hand, we can construct to suit ourselves.”


“I prefer poetry’s truth, Antoine.”


She grasps his hands and Madame Petermann’s cough can be heard from behind them.


Lou-Lou talks to him about the house she’d like them to have once they’re married, one with enormous balconies and a metal railing, as is the current fashion, with very thin, almost see-through curtains which will flutter when stirred by the wind. Antoine laughs.


“You don’t want a house, you want a yacht!” But her chatter lifts his spirits.
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CHAPTER 8


[image: ]


Palmyra (Syria), 1922


JEAN MERMOZ


A PLANE APPROACHES THE ASPHALT landing strip dusted with sand. Nobody sweeps the runways here. It’s ridiculous to contemplate the sight of a veteran with a broom as if he were a house-proud homemaker. They’re all veterans in Syria, from the moment they set foot on this base in the middle of the desert.


The crosswind is strong; the plane sways and zigzags over the landing strip, on the verge of overrunning it and overturning. The pilot, a sergeant wearing a uniform adorned with a garish yellow neckerchief, climbs out of the cockpit gesticulating and yelling.


It’s an emergency, but it has nothing to do with the forced landing he’s just performed, because that’s pure routine.


“Am I in time for the game?”


There’s a game of poker in the pilots’ room. And it’s serious. As the commanding officer sent round an order forbidding the playing of cards for money, they bet with bottles of wine. When the sergeant comes in, the smoke is so thick you could cut it with a knife and spread it on a slice of bread.


“The visibility in here is worse than in a sandstorm!”


Mermoz greets him from behind a row of wine bottles, some of them empty. He’s starting his military duties the next day, so he decides to retire from the game and give up his spot to the recently arrived sergeant. He leaves the room clutching six bottles of wine and once outside, tosses bottles to his comrades as he walks past, which they have to catch in midair.


“Drink to my health!”


He ends up handing out all of them.


As soon as he passed his pilot’s exam in Istres, Mermoz went to the base office and asked for a transfer to Syria as a volunteer. A sergeant handed him a form to fill out and sign. One of the boxes asked why the request was being made. There were several blank lines for his response, but he summarised his reason in two words: “to fly.”


In Palmyra, Mermoz has finally managed to satisfy his hunger for flying. When he takes off in the plane, he feels that things are sorted. He flies with a sleepy mechanic sitting in front of him, but he’s in charge of the plane’s controls. There’s nothing else in the world, nobody else to please, nobody else to obey, nobody else to hate. Flying is complete in itself, perfect, nothing more is needed, nothing is missing. He flies low over the desert and looks down at his shadow projected onto the sand. That is me.
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CHAPTER 9
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Bourlon Tile Factory (Paris), 1923


ANTOINE DE SAINT-EXUPÉRY


IN HIS CLOSET-SIZED OFFICE, ANTOINE anxiously watches the clock on the wall. Its second hand advances slowly, limping exactly like Monsieur Charron. It takes a year to tick round one minute. It takes a thousand years to get to five o’clock.


Lou-Lou is waiting for him, accompanied by her brother Olivier and several friends. They walk to Boulevard Saint-Germain and all happily squeeze together around a table in the Brasserie Lipp, a colourful art nouveau establishment. The ceilings are decorated with themes from mythology and the lamps above their heads have shades like fluttering butterflies. The waiter, whom they know, brings a tray on which there is a jug of water with lemon slices and another with Alsatian wine.


Antoine loves Chez Lipp with its hustle and bustle, its Hapsburg sausages, and its beer topped with thick foam, served in glasses as big as trophies.


“Bring us some marinated herring!” orders Henri.


“And sausages with sauerkraut!” suggests Olivier.


“With double sauerkraut!” adds Antoine.


“We have to talk,” Lou-Lou whispers in his ear.


“Yes, yes. But first we have to drink a toast, right, Bertrand?”


“And what are we toasting?”


“We’re toasting that today is today.”


“Just that?”


“That seems little to you, Henri? It’s the most extraordinary thing. Nothing is better than this moment right now.”


“A toast!”


Antoine urges everyone to fill their glasses.


“Come on; hurry up! We can’t waste a second! This moment, everyone together around this table, is priceless! Let’s not waste the smallest portion of it!”


Henri nudges him with his elbow and points with his chin at the waiter.


“Have you seen his hair?”


“What’s wrong with it?”


“Look carefully! He’s drawn rows of hair with charcoal on his bare patch to cover it up.”


“That really is a bald attempt at being an artist!”


They roar with laughter. Henri has tears in his eyes, and Bertrand is on the verge of spilling his wine on his sister, Renée de Saussine.


Antoine glances at Lou-Lou out of the corner of his eye and sees her slowly lighting one of her Craven “A” cigarettes. She has a way of lighting cigarettes that reminds him of modern-day film actresses, only she does it much better. Actresses imitate gestures; Lou-Lou invents them.


She looks at him, stands up carefully because of her delicate hip, and heads outside limping slightly. She has a hypnotic way of moving.


Outdoors, with the end of summer, the night is fresh, and people are strolling along the boulevard with birdlike abandon.


“Antoine . . .”


“I’ve always been intrigued as to where the people we see passing by are actually going. They pass in front of our lives momentarily and then disappear. Where do you think, Lou-Lou?”


“I’ve no idea . . .”


“They know nothing about us. Doesn’t that seem incredible to you?”


“Antoine . . .”


“If we were to die right now, they wouldn’t even be aware of it.”


“Antoine, the doctors don’t think I’ve recovered fully from my hip condition. We should delay the wedding.”


“Delay?”


“Postpone it.”


“The most important thing is your health, of course. Delay it by how much? Two months? Three?”


She inhales so deeply on her English cigarette that it burns right down.


“I don’t know . . .”


Lou-Lou is staring fixedly at some point at the end of the boulevard, but in reality, she’s only staring into the depths of the night. Antoine realises that she doesn’t want to look him in the eye, and his chest fills with broken glass.


What does she mean by “I don’t know”? Shouldn’t she have said that the doctors “don’t know”? And the way she said it, it sounded as if the delay were a relief.


He’s thinking all this as she lights another cigarette in silence. He doesn’t dare open his mouth. If he formulates the fateful question—“Are you unsure about wanting to marry me?”—it might summon an answer he definitely does not want to hear. Not only does he remain silent, but he presses his lips together tightly, because if you open the door the cat will get out.


The two of them go back inside in silence. Antoine looks at the mirrors at the back of the room and sees himself, Lou-Lou, and the others as if he were seeing them from the outside. A group of happy, well-dressed young people talking incoherently and drinking wine from crystal glasses.


Who are they?


They bring him the Grand Marnier mille-feuille he’s crazy about and he doesn’t even look at it. That happy “today” they were toasting just a few minutes ago has vanished. He has no idea why people have a stupid obsession with dreaming about the future: He would give everything to have stopped time just a few minutes earlier and stayed living forever in a present where Lou-Lou was laughing, in a time where she hadn’t said “I don’t know.”
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CHAPTER 10
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Bourlon Tile Factory (Paris), 1923


ANTOINE DE SAINT-EXUPÉRY


IN THE TILE FACTORY, ANTOINE has found a use for the inaccurate invoices that are going to be thrown out: making paper planes out of them. He already has an entire squadron in his desk drawer.


Lou-Lou has been very busy these past weeks with her music studies and physiotherapy classes. He’s burning with desire to see her, but she’s always busy. It’s been days since he’s laid eyes on her, and one of his friends tells him he’s seen her with her crowd in the conservatory cafeteria and shopping in the Galeries Lafayette.


One autumn afternoon, he returns to his aunt’s house as down in the mouth as the cigarette dangling from his lips. His aunt takes him by the arm and tells him she’s going to introduce him to some guests. He doesn’t feel like taking part in a social function, but Yvonne doesn’t give him a chance to say no.


In the small salon, she walks him over to a group of men talking quite animatedly. One of them is a young publisher called Gaston Gallimard, who’s all the rage. Another is the writer André Gide, man of the moment, who amazes with his prose and scandalises with his open homosexuality. Antoine feels inhibited in the company of strangers and doesn’t open his mouth. Gallimard, the publisher, accepts a glass of cognac and throws friendly gibes at Gide.


Just then, a guest who wants to be unconventional arrives fashionably late wearing a bow tie and, in his desire to be outlandish, enters the salon without removing his very tall hat. When the members of the social circle turn toward him, he doffs his hat and performs a flamboyant bow. Yvonne welcomes him and he again removes his hat in a theatrical manner. Gide and Gallimard are still deeply involved in their conversation, and the newly arrived guest, a writer who has achieved some success with his melodramatic short stories, seems put out because they haven’t paid him the attention he deserves.


“And who are you, young man?” he asks Antoine.


“I’m Yvonne’s nephew . . .”


“You must know who I am.”


“Of course!”


“Next time I’ll bring you a dedicated book.”


“And how do you know which of your books I’ll like?”


“You’ll like all of them.”


Yvonne returns just then to serve the new guest some tea. He makes her sit down beside him and, without any prompting, begins to talk to her enthusiastically about his new book. Antoine looks at him as if he were from another planet: The writer doesn’t touch his tea or the tray of cakes and pastries; his sustenance is admiration. So, while the writer fills himself with the air he swallows as he speaks, Antoine stuffs himself with brioches. As far as he’s concerned, poetry lies elsewhere.
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