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MORE PRAISE FOR MARTÍN CAPARRÓS AND
The Vanishing of the Mona Lisa

“A colorful reimagining of the 1911 theft of Leonardo da Vinci’s Mona Lisa, as told to an American journalist by the con man behind the crime.”

—Parade

“The Vanishing of the Mona Lisa questions whether a person is born with a fixed identity or can ‘create’ one from scratch. Such psychological concerns move the story beyond its typical caper conventions into more thoughtful territory.”

—Booklist

“Caparrós has given us a flawlessly written, gracefully multi-textured novel filled with history, intrigue, realism and eroticism. [The Vanishing of the Mona Lisa] is, above all, a picaresque adventure in the Golden Age style.”

—La Razón, Madrid

“In speaking of painting, the author at one point reflects upon the gift of being able to reproduce a canvas in the manner of the old masters to the point that it becomes impossible for us to distinguish the copy from the original. The adventure of this novel is in speaking to us of this very gift—not in art, but in life itself.”

—ABC Cultural, Madrid

“Martín Caparrós is one of the most important Argentine authors writing today.”

—El Periódico, Barcelona

“Martín Caparrós is a classic, only nobody knows it, not even himself.”

—La Nación, Buenos Aires

“Martín Caparrós is one of Argentina’s most notable—and outspoken—writers of the 20th century.”

—Wicked, Buenos Aires

“The Vanishing of the Mona Lisa is a great narrative read.”

—El Mercurio, Chile

“The Vanishing of the Mona Lisa is an exceptional novel, a reflection on the implications of truth and fiction that propounds the most unsettling enigmas.”

—Reforma, Mexico

“After reading The Vanishing of the Mona Lisa, one can no longer distinguish reality from artifice.”

—El Tiempo, Bogotá
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Prologue

[image: image]PERUGIA REALIZES THAT EVERYTHING WILL have to be resolved in the next fifteen minutes and tries not to think about how those fifteen minutes could change his life.

Clutching his broom, he walks toward the arcade that gives out onto the Salon Carré. Just before he leans out he hears voices coming from below. He tries to keep calm and finds a place from where he can see what’s happening without being seen.

“This is the most valuable painting we have in the museum, the one all our patrons want to see. It is said to be worth millions, if it were ever to be sold, which of course will never happen,” intones an old man whom Perugia knows—Georges Picquet, the head of staff for the museum. He is accompanied by eight or ten museum employees wearing new smocks.

“Needless to say, I expect this part of the museum to be kept extra clean,” Picquet instructs the recruits. Perugia cannot believe his bad luck. Once again the star has evaded him. He begins sweeping again and looks over at the brothers, across the Duchâtel Gallery, dusting frames with their cloths. Thanks to the sweat on his hands, his broom is on the verge of slipping from his grip. He listens to the voices below. If they are not gone within ten minutes, he will have to admit defeat. Please God, he thinks, make them go somewhere else!

“… of the museum. I also want to show you this area over here, where …”

He hears footsteps. The procession moves toward the Apollo Gallery. The white smocks drift out and the Salon Carré is empty. This is it, he says to himself, and, not really believing it, has to repeat it: This is it!

He finishes sweeping some tiles, telling himself not to rush. He thinks about the star, his grandmother, and, finally, about the fact that he cannot wait a moment longer. He looks over at the Lancelottis and makes a sign to them to follow him.

He cannot believe that she is up there, alone, hanging on the wall, just that easy, helpless—like a woman who no longer knows what to ask for in exchange for herself, who knows she can’t ask for anything. Perugia can’t believe that it’s this simple, that all he has to do is to reach up and take her down from the wall for the blessed Mona Lisa to be in his hands, but there is no one in the Salon Carré, Vincenzo Lancelotti is beside him, Michele is in the gallery keeping watch, and she is hanging right there, ripe for picking. For the first time in all those hours, Perugia smiles: whores, all of them whores, he thinks, and a wave of heat rolls up his face, reddening it. For the last time, he looks to either side. Then the yellow badge comes into his head and he is furious that he had to think of it just then. He again brushes his left testicle lightly, for luck. Then, slowly, as if he still cannot believe it, his hands reach up.



Bollino
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[image: image]I AM VALFIERNO.

Let’s just say that I’m Valfierno. Or that I used to be. It was as Valfierno that I pulled off the most amazing caper—the story of a lifetime.

“Why did you choose the name Valfierno?”

“Didn’t we agree that you would limit your questions to matters of fact?”

“Yes, of course. Isn’t that a matter of fact?”

“My dear fellow …”

Tuesday, August 22, 1911. The Paris late edition was selling like crazy. On every street corner, paper boys shouted out the news: someone had stolen the world’s most famous painting.

“The Mona Lisa is gone! Read all about it! La Joconde has disappeared!”

“Mesdames, Messieurs, we have lost La Joconde! La Joconde has escaped!”

The heat was unbearable. It had been like this for weeks, and except for the few who were profiting from it, everyone was miserable. The topic dominated every encounter, every café, every ornate salon, every church and fancy brothel. In such a cruel heat, Paris couldn’t be its usual festive self, and this made everyone feel all the more miserable, and cheated. Men and women would talk to each other of nothing but the heat. They’d move on listlessly to some other topic of little interest only to mop their faces and return to the subject again. “The world is not what it used to be,” they sighed.

“It’s progress, my dear, progress. If it weren’t for the Socialists and this foul heat …”

For weeks, the heat sucked all conversation dry, until suddenly, that afternoon, everyone was talking again.

“They’ve stolen La Joconde! France is a laughingstock! Extra! Extra!”

I am Valfierno.

I was a very happy child. My mother called me Bollino and I thought that was my name—Bollino, I’m Bollino.

One time in the street, a woman said, “What a lovely child, what’s his name?” and I told her Bollino, and my mother laughed a lot, and said, “No, Señora, his name is Juan María,” not knowing I also called myself Eduardo. But I—Bollino, Juan María, not yet Enrique, still Bonaglia, also Eduardo—was a very happy child.

The boy has dark hair, a wide face and delicate features, and is somewhat short for his eight years. He has a decisive way about him; he gives an order and the other two children follow. The other two are both blond, the boy is older—about six—and the girl is perhaps five. Around them the park is dazzling—a sea of lush, perfect lawn, a pond sprinkled with lotus flowers, hedges trimmed in the shape of small houses, magnolias, monkey puzzle trees, oaks, islands of lilac bushes, white statues of animals and goddesses and warriors, also a peacock. At the top of the park the windows in the French-style mansion reflect the sunlight. The dark-haired boy announces that they are going to the statue of the deer. The blond boy objects.

“Don’t tell me what to do! You can’t tell me what to do! You’re no one to tell me what to do, you’re no one!”

Diego is shouting, on the verge of tears, and launches himself at the dark-haired boy. Bollino is half a head taller than him and stronger, too. Diego tries to hit him, but Bollino dodges his blows, not hitting back. Marianita laughs. Diego tries again, swings, and loses his balance. He falls, clutches his eye, and yells from where he lies on the ground that Bollino has hit him in the face. His little sailor suit is dirty.

“Bollino hit me! Bollino hit me! I’m going to tell my Mamá,” he yells, his face stained with tears and mucus, as the heavy woman in the maid’s uniform rushes over. Her skin is pale, she has blond hair and feet like platters. Up close she looks younger. She picks him up and cleans him off. Diego doesn’t like her to touch him, and he recoils, yelling, ‘Anuncí, Anuncí, don’t touch me!’ Mariana and Bollino watch them, holding hands. The air smells of orange blossom and loquat.

“What happened?” asks the maid, in her Italian accent.

“Bollino hit me! He’s bad! I’m going to tell Mamá!”

“I did not! I really didn’t! He fell, he slipped and fell. I didn’t touch him!” says Bollino. The maid strikes him once across the face, hard. It makes a noise.

“So you learn not to mess with the kids,” she says to Bollino, and he looks at her without any expression, all his effort going into not crying.

“But, Mamá, I didn’t do anything!”

Suddenly, no one gave a thought to the heat. The painting’s theft was a national scandal, and nothing stirs a population more than to be witness to a national scandal. Nothing grabs them quite like being at the center of a real disaster, cast as actors in a real drama—the consolation of knowing they have lived through a moment that many others will for years just pretend to remember, of knowing that this time they have actually felt the touch of history, normally so aloof and disdainful.

My mother raised me valiantly. I remember her feeding me once—it must be one of my first memories—she speared tiny pieces of meat for me on the end of a fork, and with each bite of mine she said, “Bollino, chew each piece well with your mouth closed, or you will hurt both your belly and your reputation,” and she laughed. I laughed, too: “reputation” must be a very funny word.

She was always looking after me, and that family was also very good to me. When I was little we spent all our time with Diego and Marianita. Those were long and happy days, swimming, riding the horses, playing games in the park and the playroom, my mother watching over all three of us. The family would give me presents—toys and clothes—and every now and then the father would tell me that he loved me like a nephew, and that I was very intelligent and would do well in life.

Until I turned ten we were inseparable, those children and me. Afterward, when Diego began his studies with the governess they’d brought in for him, his father gave my mother money to send me to study at school with the monks. The day before I was to start, he called me into his study and told me that nothing was more important than education, and that only without it were you truly poor, and that if I had any problems I was to tell the Father Superior, he would take charge of me, and that he wished me all the best things, and that if there was anything I needed I was to come to him, and he gave me a smart leather folder for my papers.

The day that he had Angel take my mother and me in the carriage to my first day of school, I discovered that beyond the walls of that park there was a path that led down to a large town on the banks of a river. It was very ugly. I’d heard people talk about it before, but until then I had never paid any attention.

“But Valfierno, that’s not where you were born.”

“Are you asking me this, or telling me?”

“You told me your mother was a foreigner. You told me you were a foreigner.”

“A foreigner, you say? From where?”
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The woman waits at home. Home is a squalid room in a big house that had once been a palace. Ages pass. She sits wringing her hands and waiting, knowing that she will have to wait many more hours. In those hours she will ask herself a thousand times why she wasn’t able to find the words to persuade him not to go. Neither words of love, nor threats, nor reminders of his paternal responsibilities could help her, and she will ask herself again and again what could have made him choose that supposed duty that had called him away.

She will also wonder if maybe he was right, as he was so many other times—that she exaggerates her fears, that they are just a woman’s hysteria, nonsense. Surely he is right, and yet she is still scared, and she still expects to hear how he left, arrogant as always, bidding a careless farewell with that condescending smile. “Don’t worry yourself, woman, these are not things for you.” And “you” could have meant her and the boy, but she knows that it didn’t, that it meant women, all women, and it saddens her to be mixed in with them all like that, as the smell of burnt grease on his clothes in that room saddens her, the smell he leaves behind for her so that she won’t forget that it’s him she is waiting for.

The woman is not yet twenty but already heavy from motherhood and her diet of bread and beans. She has unusually light eyes in a face that is dark and streaked from wiping tears away with dirty hands. She sits, and sitting, you notice the weight and roundness of her arms. She would make a beautiful Madonna.

Her name is Annunziata—Annunziata Perrone, born in Trimoli, in Italy, on the twenty-fifth of March, 1850, a Monday, the Feast of the Annunciation. Daughter of Giovanni, wife of GianFelice Bonaglia, ex-seamstress, a woman now.

She continues to wring her hands slowly, then dries them on her brown skirt, which is clean but for the small grease spots that won’t come out, and she thinks again of the words she couldn’t muster and tries to comfort herself. She never knew how to use words; he was the one who knew how. When he was first pursuing her, after work at the dress factory, when she was fifteen and had a smile—everyone agreed—that would be her fortune, she knew that she was supposed to keep quiet and listen to him. She was quiet when he asked her to sit with him beside the dry fountain in the square, and she was quiet each afternoon when he came back to find her again and extended his hand for her—he did not reach for her hand, but would extend his hand so that it was she who, quietly, would grasp his. She said “I do” quietly when the priest asked her, and she kept her screams as quiet as possible for the midwife who told her how happy her man would be now that she’d given him a son. “A healthy boy! Your man is going to be very happy!”

She knew to be quiet, and was learning that her silence could give her power, as well—that perhaps she didn’t need words. She thinks now that when she did need them—this morning, for example, those words of love or duty or sadness that she didn’t know how to say to him—it was too late, and she twists her hands and dries them on her skirt, and the boy grabs them and asks her, “Are you hot, Mamma? Your hands are wet.”

The boy won’t stop asking silly questions: “Are you hot, Mamma? Are we having bean soup tonight, Mamma? Will Papà bring me a candy tonight when he gets home, Mamma? Why are you hot, Mamma, when it’s so cold?” She tells him to be quiet and concentrates on her waiting. For her, waiting is knowing that terrible news can come at any moment and that if she waits intently enough perhaps she can head it off, prevent it from coming. That waiting like this is the price she must pay so that it doesn’t come. And that if it should finally come, the waiting will have made it less terrible; it might be less terrible.

“When are you going to start making the soup, Mamma? It’s getting late.”

[image: image]

I didn’t know where we had come from, but I knew I hadn’t been born there, in that river city they called Rosario. At first, of course, I didn’t know that; later I thought that if I’d been born anywhere it was in the big house, in the little room I shared with my mother under the roof. In the end, I figured out that we must be from somewhere else because my mother, who was so good and whom the children obeyed and who looked after us all, had a strange accent. It wasn’t hard to notice. It was the first real thing I ever noticed, that I remember noticing: my mother spoke in a strange accent. At the time I thought it must be a way she spoke to make the children do what she said.

Sometimes I asked my mother about my father. Or rather, I once started to ask her about him. I suppose that in the early days, while we were happy in the big house, it never occurred to me. Diego and Mariana were the ones with a father because they were the ones who had things; I had some things, too, and they also had a mother who was very pretty and had lighter hair than my mother and I never thought to ask. But later, in school, boys often talked about their fathers, and then I had to keep silent.

One day I decided to ask my mother where my father was. I didn’t say “Mamá, why don’t I have a father?” or “Who does he think he is, leaving us all alone like this?” or “Why did you leave him?” or “What happened, Mamá?” Instead, I asked her where my father was, and she thought a moment before answering. It’s strange, now that I think of it, that she had to take a moment before answering; she must have expected that question, imagined that question and her own answer for years before it finally came. But she thought for a moment and then told me that he was not around because he’d had to go away to work somewhere—I don’t remember where—to earn money. I asked her when he was going to come back with the money and she asked me right away if I’d ever lacked for anything. I didn’t say, “A father, Mamá.” I lied instead and didn’t say that.
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“The papers all said that a theft like that had to be the work of a diseased mind, or some obscure genius. See that, Newspaperman? It never occurred to them that it might be something much simpler: a work of art.”

I am Valfierno.

I was a very happy child. My mother called me Bollino and I thought that was my name—Bollino, I’m Bollino. I was such a happy child. But my father wasn’t there. Perhaps I should say that I was a very happy child because my father wasn’t there. My father wasn’t there because he’d gone to make money somewhere. Because they hadn’t let him come with us when we moved to our new city, and he was trying to get there now. Because he had to look after our other house. Because his mother wouldn’t let him go that far. Because he was killed in such-and-such war. Because who could love a boy like me, who was so bad? Because he’d left something very important behind and had to go and get it, and he definitely was going to find it and come back.

Once, I asked my mother what my father’s name was and she didn’t want to tell me. “What kind of a question is that?” she said, as if she didn’t know.
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[image: image]THE MARQUÉS EDUARDO DE VALFIERNO fusses with the knot of his bow tie to a degree many would consider excessive. Valérie Larbin thinks it is entirely too much, though he is in all likelihood exaggerating his usual meticulousness just to irritate her.

“Aren’t you going to get dressed, my angel?”

“What for? Are you taking me out somewhere?”

The music is silent. Valérie reclines on a chaise longue of grey velvet, her long, raven-black hair falling in torrents across her white breasts. Her black silk robe with the red Chinese characters lies slightly open, as if to show that she is very much a woman. Valérie Larbin smokes, her mother-of-pearl cigarette holder held between lilac-painted nails—the vampire queen of some movie she has seen recently.

The Marqués looks at her and smiles to himself. Everything about her is a poor imitation of some bad film. If she knew, he thinks, that he used to do the very same thing long ago—or perhaps not so long ago. If she knew that what appeals to him about her is something else entirely. If he knew, he thinks, exactly what that was.

“So now you’re going to ask me to parade you around like a wife?”

“No, like an expensive mistress.”

“Which you are not.”

“Do me the courtesy, Marqués. If I were, you couldn’t allow yourself.”

Valérie is a vulgar wonder, with her big tits and her fake refinement. He can’t stand to be attracted by such commonness.

“I can allow myself what I please.”

“Not me, Valfierno, please. You might be able to fool the lovelies in the Bois de Boulogne with your act, but not me. How long since you’ve paid the bill for this suite? How much longer is the hotel going to be patient?”

“I can also allow myself to be quite without funds.”

“Marqués …”

Valfierno hates it when she speaks like a character in some cheap melodrama, which is almost always. In fact he hates her most of the time, yet he keeps seeking her out and buying her silly baubles with cheap paste glitter and despairing when she disappears, which is often. He imagines her with her hands on some pig, older than he is and richer, wheedling real jewels from him, and he can’t stand it and he despises her and nothing excites him quite as much as that and back he goes, seeking her, sending her bunches of gladioli. She must not know who he really is, he thinks, or she wouldn’t do these things to him. No one really knows, he thinks. If they did!

“You don’t understand anything.”

“No, I don’t.”

A little past one in the afternoon, humid heat, Paris, the end of summer. Valérie and Valfierno have been in the suite since about three or four in the morning, when they returned from a ball at the Opera-Comique. Valfierno was too tired and drunk then to give her what she wanted, and he asked her to caress him awake later, that this would revive him. But in the morning he fared little better, and now he just wants her to go, soon. Not having the temerity to ask her to leave, he begins to dress on the flimsy pretext of a lunch engagement. He knows, in any case, that as soon as she is gone that he will again begin to need her, their next encounter.

“Marqués, may I ask you a question?”
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[image: image]THE SCHOOL WAS NOT SO bad—the monks spoke almost in verse, addressed me formally, and hit me only when necessary—but it did not suit me. It was full of wild boys, bigger than I was, who disdained me. I was out of place among those brutes; later I learned that they were the sons of poor farmers who had sent them away to school to set them free from the pig muck, the frost on the hands, the days that began before daybreak. It did not suit me, and when I complained, my mother told me that I must get used to it, that I didn’t know how lucky I was to be at that school, that Don Manuel had been very good to us and that I must not complain again.

And I did not complain again, but would wait each week for Saturday, when she would come to take me out. We would walk through the city’s main square and she would ask me about school and tell me that she would do everything she could to see me educated, a gentleman. So that I would go far, she would say, always so that I would go far. And I think that even then, when she said go far, I thought literally of a different place, of going far away.

“Later, when I started to get a little older, I was embarrassed to walk in the street with my mother.”

“Why?”

“I told her that people looked at her too much. That her beauty was a little too garish. That her figure, her makeup—everything about her was too garish.”

“What are you trying to say?”

“Let’s get one thing clear right now, Newspaperman. I’ve said exactly what I want to say. When I want to say something, I’ll say it.”

In the second half of the nineteenth century, in a place like Rosario, a woman like her attracts attention. Rosario has just officially been made a city, though it is really just a messy, overgrown port town trying to secure a future for itself.

The port grows, its main function being to export the grain that the region produces in such enormous quantities almost without meaning to, as if by sheer chance, and to receive the shiploads of poor emigrants who begin to arrive from European ports—especially the Italian ones—eager for everything they have left home to find. They prefer the relative harmlessness of this overgrown town to the seemingly more menacing, disdainful, and standoffish air of the country’s main port, Buenos Aires.

The town’s streets are made up of low houses with iron grilles over their windows, the occasional oil streetlamp, and mud. Around Rosario’s main plaza, with its town hall and half-finished church, a few of the streets have been cobbled. On some afternoons she strolls along them, seemingly unaware of how out of place she is there, how her presence detracts from the picture, complicates it.

[image: image]

In the second half of the nineteenth century, in the center of a town like Rosario, everyone has a role to play within a strict hierarchy. This is still the case, and will be for some years, until the invasion makes it impossible.

The priest has his role; the Governor, his functionaries and hangers-on, the Justice of the Peace, the top eight or ten newly minted grain barons, their various lawyers, the three or four doctors, all have theirs. Also a few newspapermen, possible candidates one day for Governor or a similar post, have their role, as do the old militia leaders who, having risen up against a distant tyrant twenty years earlier, had assured the growth of the town—they all have their place in those streets, as do their ladies, or what those gentlemen call ladies.

And as they have theirs, so, too, do the vendors of rolls and other street food available for dispensing with the occasional hunger, and the peddlers of hair combs and pretty trinkets, and the boys who wait around to help ladies carry home their purchases or get across a puddle. The stable hand, the blind old man, and the cripple at the church, the various other poor who help at the concert, and the few constables who watch over all of it—they all have their places. But she has no place there, on the cobblestone streets of the center of that town, and yet she continues to take her walks there.

She is large, like one of those barrels of cheap wine—young, with a lively smile on her careworn face and clear, penetrating eyes. Her blond hair, already going grey, is gathered up—and she is enormously fat.

She doesn’t wear her maid’s uniform on her walks—if she did, she would have her place. Instead she wears a skirt that was once black but is now grey and threadbare, a blouse that used to be white and is now also grey, and a red shawl on top.

She walks proudly, as if something about her warrants a look of respect or acknowledgment. As if something about her permits her to leave her role of servant to the richest man in the area to mingle on the cobblestone streets with the cream of the town. She walks, and they look at her—spitefully, indignantly they look at her—and she returns their looks. Always just two paces ahead or behind her walks her son, a boy of ten who looks younger, with thick black hair, delicately drawn features, his short pants frayed, eyes like hers, a patch on his shoes. The boy’s name is Juan María and he always walks a little behind or in front of his mother along those cobblestone streets, a little away from her.

Sometimes he escapes his mother’s gaze and ventures farther afield. Sometimes there’ll be a woman with an expensive coiffure carrying a parasol and wearing an imported shawl, and he’ll position himself a little behind or in front of her, as if he were her son. For a couple of minutes, until she notices, he walks as if he were with her and returns the greetings and smiles that the ladies, the gentlemen, the priest, the Governor, the judge, the lawyers, grain barons, journalists, and street vendors all offer up to the woman with the coiffure and in the same movement, to him, the boy, Juan María.

Until he’s discovered and escapes again. Sometimes it’s the woman with the coiffure who discovers him and says, “Go away, little brat, who do you think you are!” Other times it’s his mother who notices him gone and calls his name, looking for him, and when he appears says, “Bollino, what’s wrong? Bollino, my Bollino …”

I suppose I was a happy child until the day I realized that I had to be. Until I saw how my mother depended on each tiny detail of my happiness and then it seemed to me that, as the way to take care of my mother, it was far too fragile. After that, it was much more difficult to maintain this state that—as my mother’s attitude seemed to suggest—was always in danger of breaking.

“Do you think that we only care about things that are in danger of breaking?”

“Don’t be an ass, Newspaperman!”

On weekends I went back to my life, to the big French house, to my room, to Diego and Marianita. We were happy to see each other; I told them things about school and the brothers (and almost nothing about the other boys), and Diego showed me his books of drawings. He asked me if they were teaching me French and sometimes even spoke French words to me, and I pretended that I understood them, but Marianita would laugh and I’d realize I’d got it wrong. But I liked it because it was like before, and they called me Bollino like my mother, and I ate their food and it was like before. I liked it to be like before.
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The boy’s name is Juan María, almost everyone calls him Juan María and he’s on the point of not being a boy anymore. It’s debatable: who can say that up to this point you’re a boy and then beyond that you’re something else? Borders, unless they are the borders of a country, tend be gradual. It’s not easy to cross a border like that—still harder to know when or even if you’ve crossed it. It’s a journey without clear boundaries. For a boy, the first shadows of a beard, sudden, unexpected slips of the voice, those new pimples, all mark the fact that he is no longer what he was and that he will never be again, as much as he might try. The boy spends years learning something he will have to learn again many times: that what he has just learned—to be a boy, to live like a boy—no longer serves him, for when he has finally mastered it, then he will have ceased to be one. Then he will learn to be something else, something different every time. A way of being that is always the same.

Señor Manuel de Baltiérrez is standing, his arms crossed over his impeccable shirtfront, his small blond wife to his right, his left foot tapping a rhythm on the floor. His voice when he speaks is low and contained, inspiring greater fear.

“You deceived us. You took advantage of our kindness, you tricked us. I don’t have much more to say to you. Tomorrow morning at dawn you will leave here, you and your unfortunate son, and I do not wish to see you ever again. Never again, understood?”

Facing him, just a few feet away, the fat woman is drowning in her maid’s uniform. Her lips are pressed together, her forehead gathered to prevent the tears from coming, and she struggles for words which, she knows, will not help her.

“Sir, it wasn’t me! I swear to you I didn’t do it, Don Manuel, it wasn’t me! Why would I do something like that?”

“Anunciata, don’t take me for a fool. You’ve done that for years now. It’s all over.”

“But, sir, please God!”

“Don’t bring the Lord into this, Anunciata. The necklace was in your room! Or are you going to tell me it wasn’t?”

The greyhound who’d been sleeping at Don Manuel’s feet gets up and takes a few steps toward the warmth of the fireplace, where the logs are crackling. Anunciata looks at the fire but finds nothing there.

“No, I know it was there, but I swear that it wasn’t me! Why would I do something like that? Where would I be better off than here? Where am I going to find a family that treats me as well as you?”

Now she does cry; Anunciata sobs. Don Manuel makes a gesture of disgust.

“Nowhere, I imagine. But we’re not talking about logic, Anunciata, but about cheats, miserable cheats like you. God knows what you must have in your head; I don’t care. I said tomorrow morning, and that’s all there is to say. I’m only sorry for your son.”

“Do you think she was capable of robbing him?”

“No, Newspaperman. How could you say that?”

“But the necklace was in your room?”

“Yes, of course it was in our room.”

“So?”

“Do I really to have to spell out everything?”
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[image: image]“MARQUÉS, MAY I ASK YOU a question?”

“As long as you don’t ask me if I love you,” replies Valfierno, and knows right away that it was not necessary. Valérie allows him his life; she does not judge him. She takes a sip of her tea and retouches her lips with a rich vermilion. Then just for a moment, without intending to, Valfierno thinks of Mercedes, Don Simón’s daughter, and the thought surprises him.

“What is the strangest thing that you have faked?”

“Faked? Me?”

“Come, Marqués, I’m not a fool. It’s useful for me to seem that way, but don’t believe it, not you. Come—what is the most unusual thing that you’ve ever faked, apart from your title, your name, your history, and those pearls you gave me last month as a present? Sometimes I think even your nationality is false. I can’t say why, exactly, but I’d bet that you’re not even Argentine.”

“‘Fake’ is not part of my vocabulary,” replies Valfierno, but he knows that his lack of indignation says something, and he doesn’t mind telling her like this, through his silence.

“What would you call it, then?”

Valfierno plays his gaze over her like a tongue, that languid diva’s body draped across the fake velvet couch. The velvet of her skin against the fake velvet of the couch, he thinks, then tells himself not to be so trite.

“I’m sure you don’t call it anything—some things are better for not being named, wouldn’t you say, Marqués?”

For weeks now he’s been asking himself why he keeps calling her, seeking her out. For weeks he’s been telling himself that a pair of tits isn’t enough, that anyway they’re not up to his standards; that they’re so animal, so primitive—two dangling bags of fat that females use to feed their juices to their young. Tits are the most prehistoric feature of our species, he thinks, laughing to himself as he looks at them again.

Once again he asks himself why this woman—who could easily find herself more rewarding adventures—keeps on accepting his invitations, tolerating him. That’s the word, he thinks—“tolerate.” It must be that flaw—the one thing that prevents her from being truly beautiful. I must think more about that flaw, he says to himself, and what about it turns her into a kind of lie.

“Don’t try me, Valérie.”

Unless, he thinks, she needs this for some reason that he has yet to understand, and now he is alarmed. He recalls that in an errant moment he’d been tempted to think it was his charms that had seduced her, but that something had told him it wasn’t, or at least that there was something else as well. Something: a sense, the wreck in the mirror.

“Marqués, may I ask you another question?”

Valérie gets up from the couch, goes up to him, brushes the nonexistent dust from his shoulders, and lets the black silk robe with the red Chinese characters part slightly.

Valfierno wears a suit of raw linen with brown and white shoes, his shirt impeccable, a purple bow tie. His shoes have heels, to make him taller. He finishes his grooming and surveys his expensively cut salt-and-pepper hair, the thin mustache, the green eyes like slits. The straight, aristocratic nose. A modest mouth. The forehead smooth. He has the right face for his role, he thinks: pleasant, neat, nothing particularly memorable.

“Marqués, couldn’t we work together?”

“That’s just what I need!”

“You’ll want to, eventually.”

“No doubt, my angel. But now I have a lunch to go to, and if you don’t make yourself decent, I shall be late.”

“Marqués, don’t be an idiot. It’s not what you imagine.”

“And what is it I imagine? Do tell me.”

“I’d rather not guess. In any case we both know it’s pure fantasy. I simply want to tell you this: a friend of mine knows a fellow who until just recently worked at the Louvre. He’s an idiot, but he’s without scruples. That’s not that common in an idiot like him. You know what they say: morals are the substitute for intelligence. This fellow can go in and out of that museum the way you do at the Hippodrome d’Auteuil.”

“Why would that be of any interest to me?”

“I don’t know, Valfierno, but think it over. You’re the thinking type. You don’t always know how to do things, but you do know how to think. If we work hard, my love—even harder than last night—maybe something will come to you.”

He was this close to hating her.
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[image: image]THIS MAN DIDN’T SEEM TO want anything. Valérie was not used to having a man look at her without looking; having his eyes remain so absent. The pianist continued to hammer out polkas. The air was heavy. A client was drooling on her shoulder.

“Hey, you—mademoiselle.”

“Me?”

“No, my little grandmother from Pétaouchnoc-sur-Oise!”

“What do you want?”

“What do you mean, what do I want? Shouldn’t you be asking me that?”

“I am asking you.”

“No, you know what I’m talking about.”

The floor is thick with sawdust, the air with polkas, and the walls with paintings by painters who couldn’t pay for their drinks or their lives. Valérie tries to remember what the world was like when it wasn’t like this, and she asks herself what she wouldn’t give to have her own little parcel of memories: a little girl in a pure white dress running through a meadow full of pretty yellow flowers, for example. Surrounded by a litter of golden puppies. A bright pitcher of orange juice waiting for her outside on an old iron table painted white. A strict but understanding father watching her from a distance while he absentmindedly swipes at his boots with his crop. Or at least a modest old peasant house set in a valley—the kind you see everywhere in France—that she has seen so often in paintings, with a mother who cooks in a big pot and a father who trudges home, weary from pruning the vines, and lights a long pipe and sits himself down in front of the fire. The smell of smoke. Many little brothers and sisters. A plaid skirt. Another dog with matted fur who growls. Or best of all, in another house, in a big bedroom filled with light, a bed with a big canopy and lavender sheets, and a mother kissing her forehead while she dozed, so sweetly dozed.

She would kill, she tells herself—though she has no idea whom—for a mother who kissed her forehead, or at least for an aunt who would wait up for her some nights, her hands on her hips, yelling at her that this is no time for a young lady to be getting home, any home, and who would drag her to the bathroom and wash her face to get rid of her makeup and who would shout at her that she was a lost cause for whom things would surely end badly.

But she doesn’t have this memory or any other worth remembering, and she is sure that this man knows who she is and what she is—he must see it, as she herself does. She thinks: there are men who would run from this, out of timidity, even while I spend my life taking advantage of the other kind. Escaping from the other kind or flirting with them. Teasing them with what they are never going to get, or perhaps someday, after a long campaign, a costly campaign, a stupid campaign, and so on through days, months, years until I find one who will fill me with memories of a girl singing in an old church choir with her hair tied up in a blue ribbon, her face washed, unclouded, glowing. The silly face of a girl who wouldn’t even need to be pretty—who wouldn’t care if she was pretty. How easy it would be not to have to think about being pretty, she thinks. Since she was first able to reason, beauty—her own supposed beauty—has been her great weapon for nearly everything. And she’s not even beautiful; she knows she’s not even that.

“Who will know how to fill my past with memories?” she asks herself, without any great hopes. She looks at the man who looks without looking.

[image: image]

Valérie Larbin was what the chroniclers of society—or their putative sons, the social novelists—would have called a demimondaine. The qualification is specious. The first half of the term, the demi, makes it ambiguous: these women were not worldly, they were only half worldly. These were not women with set rates, prostitutes who in exchange for their services received a specific amount of coin (or notes for that matter, depending on the quality of the product). But it was understood that they were—in an era in which women feigned a fundamental indisposition to any romantic encounter that had not been preceded by the necessary signatures—women disposed to exchange their favors for an indeterminate set of favors in turn. These might include money, but more often consisted of gifts, attentions, various invitations. All of which bestowed on the practice the more attractive air of indefinition, since it wasn’t an automatic or explicit exchange. The interested party would size up the quality of the offerings and thus avoid the strict rationalism and measurement through which the bourgeoisie typically saw the world. To have a demi was to have a demi-adventure.

“Do you know who that guy is?”

“Which one?”

“That one there.”

“Val, there are about ten different guys there.”

“Him, with the dark hair in his eyes.”

“No, I don’t. I’ve seen him around here a couple of times, but I don’t know him. Why?”

“No reason. Just wondering.”

Beauty is a weapon that you can never grab by the handle, someone once told Valérie, and she remembers this whenever she lets herself go.

[image: image]

The clientele at the Faux Chien is a mixture of would-be Montmartre artists, slumming bourgeois in search of emotion, con men on the make, the jumble of regulars, and the girls. It’s eleven thirty at night, and instead of a piano, an accordion plays, and a man with a raspy voice sings songs about women and animals. A few people dance in the middle of the room; many more drink.

Valérie is used to men who are too timid to approach her, but not to men who ignore her. The man with dark hair and the eyes too close together is sitting alone at a table in the corner, where two cracked mirrors meet. He drinks wine and seems far away, his eyelids drooping over eyes as black as his hair, a sharp, cruel nose, and an uneven mustache. Vincenzo Perugia wears an open white shirt and a blue kerchief tied around his neck. The look could almost be affected but instead contributes to the overall look of disrepair, of a lack of interest in trivial things.

Valérie looks at him and decides that he’s a man who knows what’s important, and even more, what is not. Perugia takes a swig of his wine as if he were sitting in his own kitchen. Valérie understands that this gesture owes nothing to what’s going on around him, to the Chien, to her.

Usually the men in the Cabaret du Faux Chien are afraid to come up to her. Valérie knows this—her secret is to appear just slightly inaccessible. She knows how to project being out of place, how to appear to be above where she finds herself, to find herself in places that are beneath her. In a salon at the Ritz she would be an interloper; here at the Faux Chien she is a young woman who has just mistaken her way home. Here at the Faux Chien she stands out among the fifteen or twenty other girls who haven’t thought to make themselves stand out in any way, who thought that to belong one only needed to be like all the others.

Valérie stands with her back to the bar, her ass against the bar, her left foot in its kidskin boot hooked on the brass foot rail, her left knee moving back and forth under her silk skirt, her finger between her bright red lips, and she looks at him. To her, nothing stands between the two of them—the waiters in their leather waistcoats, the regulars who are singing and toasting and spinning promises of wispy futures, the smoky air, the song—everything disappears. All that is left is her on one side, leaning against the bar with her left boot tapping and her finger between her lips, and him, there in the corner between the two mirrors, not looking at her. Not seeming not to look at her so as to attract her with the difference of his indifference—just not looking at her at all.

Or a man who will give me a man’s memories, she thinks—the memories of a man who doesn’t have to wait for things to come to him.

His lips are thin, finely drawn. That fineness is one of the first things you notice about him, the manifestation of an overall fineness that at first glance he seems to embody. His lips are so thin that it looks like he doesn’t have lips at all, just a slight downward curve to his mouth, the corners pulled down in an expression that could seem contemptuous, if you believed those lips would ever take the trouble to disparage anyone. Above the thin lips is a thin nose, slightly turned up, the oval nostrils ending in an almost sharp point; a nose seemingly not made for smell, too delicate to come in contact with the smells of this world.

He has a distinct, rounded jaw, and his high cheekbones have a slight flush to them, as if the air had finally managed to reach skin so white that it looks as if it had never been touched by anything before.

His long, lank hair is a perfect black—perhaps dyed—and he wears it pulled back, which elongates the shape of his head and face. His face has the aspect of a bust, a frozen version of Madame de Pompadour or Maintenon or some such character, though his eyes are opened wide, as if in surprise.

Valérie’s eyes are also big and dark, open and round, as if surprised, though there is something in her look that says nothing can surprise her, and then something else that says perhaps. She can open her eyes very wide, as if they were out of her control, her way of showing that there’s something within her that can open and close. Her way of saying, sometimes without wanting to, that she is not what she seems.

Then, when she can’t avoid it, she opens her lips and we can see her teeth.

Beauty comes in many forms—who could have known.

He must know that I am what I am. He must see it; it’s obvious. He knows but doesn’t know. There are men who are frightened off.

This time, Valérie doesn’t worry about his seeing her teeth. She thinks that the man with black hair must know what she is. He sees, and that is why he doesn’t look—there are men whom it disgusts, who condemn those kinds of women. As if they themselves hadn’t sold themselves out to some crook who makes them do whatever he wants. He must be one of those imbeciles who thinks he’s all clean and proper because he works for the owner of a factory, a man I could make crazy if I wanted to, ruin if I wanted to, just as I could ruin him if I wanted, though I have no reason to waste my time on some sanctimonious ass with a dead brain full of stupid ideas about decency and cleanliness and honesty and order and country and how superior he feels even though he doesn’t realize he sells himself out much more cheaply. She thinks he must be one of those poor, sad men who hide themselves in other people’s ideas so they won’t have to think for themselves; terrified of thinking for himself.

Vincenzo Perugia sees that alluring, strange, distant, almost-beautiful woman, and for a moment it seems as if she is looking at him. Valérie Larbin approaches him and hopes she can get her voice to come out like a whisper, even in all this noise: I don’t want anything from you, I want to give you everything.

She readies her throat. Don’t let him look at me.

Vincenzo Perugia looks at her with something she takes to be contempt—an excessive contempt, almost incomprehensible, as if it would be even greater if it could but didn’t know how.

For their part, those women did not consider themselves to be altogether outside of the world. Their name reflected this duality: they were by definition half in and half out, with the constant chance that they would fall completely out and the constant hope of returning to be completely in. They were, in any case, women who had forsaken the path of fiancée-wife-mother, and if they did live by their sex, they did not do so according to the new worker-boss relations that their society now dictated almost everywhere. They were loose women, people said, living bitter lives, though they themselves thought that, compared to many others like them, their lives were better. Loose women, who did in their job what other women wanted to do for fun, and who, in that professionalization, lost any possibility of enjoying play as play, pleasure as pleasure, sex as love. Loose women whom you could simply leave, the way Tholomyes and his three friends left those four demis in Les Misèrables, with the grandiose letter that ends by advising the four abandoned demis:

Mourn for us in haste and replace us with speed. If this letter rends you, then do the same to it. For almost two years we made you happy. We bear you no grudge for that.

She wanted him to return. Every night she looked for him at the Faux Chien without telling herself what she was doing. Every night her eyes scanned the faces that filled the place but she didn’t see him and she didn’t admit to herself that yes, she sought him. She did not dare to ask after him—that would have been a confession she wasn’t yet prepared to make to herself. Then the next week she saw him again—he was wearing the same shirt or one identical to it, sitting at the same table, drinking the same thing. There was the threat again—identical.
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