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        Praise for

        THE ART OF SLEEPING ALONE

        “A meditation on body and self, on men and women. You may not always understand Fontanel’s choices or opinions, but they are never less than fascinating.”

        —The Boston Globe

        “What sets Fontanel apart is her public proclamation of abstinence . . . a glimpse into the life of a woman alone.”

        —The New York Times Book Review

        “Candid, funny . . . For someone who has been celibate for the majority of her adult life, Sophie Fontanel sure is good at writing about sex.”

        —Elle.com

        “Fontanel strings together her narrative in a series of lyrical vignettes. . . . No one has written so sumptuously about celibacy.”

        —The Daily Beast

        “They already cook, eat, romance, wear lipstick, raise children, and age better than us; now they even renounce sex with more élan.”

        —Slate.com

        “Inspiring and smart . . . Fontanel writes of these moments of solitude with such an enviable insight into her innermost needs and inclinations that it is obvious that her period of sexlessness encouraged remarkable introspection and the chance to observe human nature. There are sharp, brilliant chunks of text that remind the reader of the reflection that’s possible with alone time.”

        —Bustle.com

        “[Fontanel has] become something of a spokeswoman for sexual candidness.”

        —NYMag.com

        “While the subject is intriguing, Fontanel’s charm lies in her quirky, intellectual voice and elegant phrasing.”

        —Shelf Awareness

        “Her depiction of celibacy isn’t prudish or dry but lush; she isn’t shy when describing either her previous affairs or her current erotic fantasies, and her frankness keeps the book from straying into polemical territory. The writing is stripped bare, with no extra fat or flair, and this simplicity works.”

        —Kirkus Reviews

        “In gracefully woven vignettes, Fontanel observes how society disapproves of people who refuse to pair off even as she is steadfast in underscoring the benefits she enjoys from unapologetically listening to her body’s needs and taking time for herself.”

        —Booklist

        “Fontanel’s writing is intelligent; the reading experience is sensual.”

        —Paris Match

        “Sophie writes provocatively about fashion (her signature, after all), the constraints society places on sex, and the vulnerability of desire.”

        —Livres Hebdo (Paris)

        “Fontanel’s admissions offer a salutary lesson to young women everywhere.”

        —The Australian
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For a long while, and I really don’t wish to say when it was or how many years it lasted, I chose to live in what was perhaps the worst insubordination of our times: I had no sex life. It is true that those years were in large part filled with sensuality, when dreams alone gratified my longings, but what dreams! And if I felt drawn to anything, it was only in my thoughts, but what thoughts. . . .


I realize now what that life was made of: a life in no way insignificant; on the contrary, it was rich, a perfect match for my body and myself. Yet nothing was simple, and these words I write would once have seemed leaden to me, so ashamed was I at times of my singularity, a strangeness worse than difference. Everyone knows that even people who are different have a certain sexuality worthy of the name, things to show for it, defeats they can lay claim to. Whereas we, the loners, an army that does violence only to itself, a small tribe, unavowable and hence unknowable in number, we understand instinctively that speaking out will allow the world to send us deeper into exile—and foster the kind of stupid nonsense people say about whatever they cannot comprehend. They turn us into scapegoats who reassure all others on this point: however problematic their carnal pleasures might be, we offer proof, through our most definite exclusion, that their circumstances are still better than nothing.


From this nothing, which was wholesome for me and taught me to draw upon unsuspected resources; from what a caress means to someone who no longer receives or (very likely) bestows any; from the obsession that swells within you and goes to your head; from that meek, submissive crowd I sense is out there, those whom I recognize instantly and for whom I feel such tender affection; from all this, I wanted to make a book.





I





With my elbows propped on the safety bar of the lift chair, I was raised up to where I just knew the sky would be blue, with fog slipping away like a skin skimmed from milk. I was looking at fir trees, mountaintops, immaculate planes of solid colors, and I was thinking: I want to find this calm for myself. As for the kind I’d already evaluated from personal experience, meaning the matchless scouring performed by sex, well, that no longer interested me. I’d had it with being taken and rattled around. I’d had it with handing myself over. I’d said yes too much. I hadn’t taken into account the tranquility my body required.


Realizing that I wasn’t listening, my body had begun to speak up. Before this winter getaway, a certain resistance had intensified within me. In the privacy of my body, every atom of my being was walling itself off, yet I couldn’t do a thing about it. I had trouble unclenching my fists and strained to open my palms flat against the sheet, only to have them curl shut an instant later. For weeks, I’d been obliged to shake my head at whatever my lover proposed. He was growing impatient. I made an effort. This lover thought I was giving when I was actually conceding. He believed I was capitulating when I was really calculating how to end the experience as quickly as possible. I’d become a paltry possession for the man who thought he had me in his power. I noticed his air of suspicion; he grew less and less sure of his spoils. He reminded me of those people who try to grab you in a fight but wind up holding your sweater while you race off, arms flailing.


I had run, run, to reach the ski resort. As soon as I got there, I bought a ski suit instead of just pants; I felt safe inside an outfit that was so hard to get off. The hotel was at the very top of the ski lift; when that stopped running at four in the afternoon, the place became a high-plains desert. It was the off-season: there were three of us at the hotel, including the owner, Jonas. My host had worshipped Johnny Hallyday ever since he was a kid, and as he served me he was listening to “Longing,” his pop idol’s 1986 hit. “The mountain saps self-confidence,” Jonas remarked, as if to put me on my guard.


He couldn’t have cared less about the fresh air. He complained about not meeting any women at such a high altitude, and going out for the evening required taking the snowmobile and coming back up again later in complete darkness, ten times more alone, drunk, and frozen stiff. His frustration amazed me. Personally, I thought it was delightful to be far from other people. And to sing about longing only for the horizon. To have the creaking of snow for my sole companion. Jonas saw things differently. He’d had no female company for three years. “I’m turning into a goat,” he said, adding three logs—more than necessary—to the fireplace. Such roaring blazes were his revenge on monotony. He paid me a few compliments that first evening. Proof, suddenly, of our isolation. Tanned, athletic, Jonas was a former chasseur alpin, a soldier in the elite mountain infantry of the French army, and he had those pale eyes mountain folk tend to have. Untouched by the elements, the skin below his neck was white, and if I’d wanted I could have had a closer look; he would certainly have shown me. When it occurred to me—a reflex—that going to bed with this man might be a possibility, the mere thought sent my body into lockdown. It was out of the question: my whole being was slamming shut. I remembered the time I was doing a crossword puzzle in Le Monde and had such trouble coming up with the word “portcullis.” At that moment, though, it popped right into my head.


I left Jonas and went off to my room. I thought about Paris, and what I’d escaped from, and that evening’s escape as well. I opened the window onto the blackness I knew was so white. I breathed. . . . With the snow all around, my destiny seemed to me like an Eden sweet with birdsong. My life would be soft and fluffy. I was through with being had.




Those who set themselves free have the whole universe before them. I’ve seen it happen to people in their nineties. If I think back to my teenage years, I can see that I was like that: behind my appearance of obedience was the impulse to run away. The classes I skipped, the heady feeling that gave me! It seems crazy to compare sexuality to the servitude of school, and I know such notions of boredom, homework, the drudgery of lessons, and the tyranny of power will present a poor picture of the girl I turned out to be. We live in a culture in which people would die rather than admit to having felt listless about sex at one point in their lives. This lack of interest is often confused with impotence. A great many of us know that it isn’t that we can’t, it’s that we can’t see ourselves sticking with it. After the pleasure payoff—then what? Yesterday’s imperative has faded; the game’s no longer worth the candle. That’s why we wander off.


I’d even claim it does a world of good.


After my snow retreat, my scrunched-up face relaxed in a matter of weeks. I know myself, and it couldn’t have been the fresh air alone. Proof: in Paris, once the other benefits of the mountain had worn off, not only did I keep that face, but my appeal increased. In a photo, I discovered that I’d begun to glow. What encounter had so transfigured me? To what rendezvous was I hastening, eyes shining with confidence, skin radiant with newfound freedom? When my lover met me in a café one last time to attempt the impossible, he found this brightness more disagreeable than anything I could have said. The man could see it: my backbone was much straighter. His frown told me that he didn’t know whether to consider me from now on more dangerous than a virgin, or possibly autistic, under lock and key in spite of my new, affable face—or gravitating toward another man, which would have explained everything. He checked me out from head to toe, took ten seconds to evaluate my metamorphosis, and then—it was the only solution he could think of—asked me if I was in love.




He wasn’t the only one to wonder about that. After watching me sail sunnily into the café in my seven-league boots, my friend Henrietta wanted to know: “What’s his name?” As soon as you’ve found yourself, others start trying to guess who the new person is.


I know who it was, the one for whom I was leaving everything: the girl I’d been years before. At thirteen, she looked sixteen. That girl had been given the gift of reading and would become a writer, but for the moment that was not what preoccupied her: she was dreaming of lust. A man’s open shirt, especially if he had blue eyes, or that place where men have what women have in a different and unseen way—such things unsettled her. In her light summer dress, she was precocious. She assumed that we learn nothing about the senses, such knowledge being innate, and she was an adolescent bursting with impatience, eager to undergo a confirmation quite unlike that dull one in church. There had to be elevations a damn sight more esoteric. In the meantime, she studied herself in the mirror. Given her lack of perfection, she knew she was lucky to be tall and slim. What she didn’t know: one of her peculiarities was the hint of darkness in her eyes. And men recognized that darkness. Men recognized what was askew in that girl. What was his name, that chance encounter, a honey-tongued tourist from Mexico with the curly hair of an archangel? Tus ojos, he said to her: “Your eyes . . .” It was in a nightclub that should never have let her in at her age, of course. Not that she would have been allowed out, at that point.


They’d seen each other again the next day; he wanted to go to a museum. This interest in culture made her feel safer, and her chatter positively sparkled. He had to swing by his hotel, but she didn’t mind seeing a palace. It was near the famous church La Madeleine. He took off some of his clothes, just for fun. That guy’s perfect sweet-as-sugar torso . . . He liked the Impressionists, and he was handsome. Fascinated, she was hopeful. He’d taken off the rest of his clothes: he was naked, and the gaiety reached its zenith. This really was what she’d always had in mind. It was fabulous. No need to worry about it anymore: one day, everything would happen. At thirteen, ecstatic at such favorable signs, she wanted to leave it at that. To rest secure in that knowledge for a few years. She started to get out of the bed. The guy grabbed her wrist. She said she wanted to leave. He laughed in a stupid, bad-boy way. He was twenty years older than she was. “I’m really thirteen,” she protested. For all her intelligence, she was ridiculously naïve. Because—what was she thinking? That a man at such a pitch of desire, a stranger who would go back home to his own country the next day, would pause for a discussion?




We were fifteen, Henrietta and I. She was the best student in school. Destined for a shining career as an archaeologist, she would later sashay around the ancient necropolis of Alexandria for the BBC. We were lounging on her wicker bed in her parents’ apartment, cramming for a Latin exam, and had just finished doing Greek. Henrietta loved studying so much that she could almost speak the dead languages that constantly tripped me up, and I can see her now, tracking the cryptic texts of Livy with her fingertips, deciphering them as she went. To her they were a familiar braille, and on that day, she was barreling along through a translation of the Second Punic War. Perhaps she was poking fun at me over some genitive case I had muffed. Henrietta didn’t have a mean bone in her body, but she simply reveled in knowing more than other people. So I decided to show her a thing or two. Setting aside my Latin book, just to indicate that we were shifting fields of expertise, I told her point-blank that I’d been with a man.


The effect was even more than I’d hoped for. Henrietta was perfectly aware that the supremacy of Latin had its limits when compared with live bodies. Besides, she was myopic, wore glasses, and had a complex about her Coke-bottle lenses. An awkward adolescent, she didn’t shine in that department. Leaning her still-skimpy chest close to me, she murmured, “Tell me.”
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