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PRAISE FOR THE DEVIL IN THE FLESH


“A triumph of the poetic intelligence: a masterpiece.”

—NEW STATESMAN




“Christopher Moncrieff’s new translation carries Radiguet’s frank, staccato prose well. The confessional honesty of the language is what makes the book both shocking and sad”

—TIMES LITERARY SUPPLEMENT




“The Devil in the Flesh is unretouched and seems shocking, but nothing so resembles cynicism as clairvoyance. No adolescent before Radiguet has delivered to us the secret of that age: we have all falsified it.”

—FRANCOIS MAURIAC




“Although Radiguet was so young, he had managed to zone in on the perversity of human love with an accuracy which anticipates, or is in parallel development with, Freud.… His insights compel us to keep reading, in the unpleasant knowledge that we may learn something, possibly even about ourselves.… One of the measures of the book’s brilliance is that its morality, or its amorality, is not clear-cut.”

—THE GUARDIAN




“A masterpiece of promise.”

—JEAN COCTEAU
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RAYMOND RADIGUET was born in 1903 in Saint-Maur, a small town outside Paris. He was the son of a cartoonist, but little else is known about his childhood until, at age 16, he dropped out of school after an affair with the wife of a soldier off fighting in the first World War, to go to Paris. Once there he quickly began writing for the magazine Sic, alongside writers such as Louis Aragon and Andre Breton, and he befriended many notable Modernists, including Pablo Picasso and Jean Cocteau. Despite his age, he also quickly developed a reputation for fast living; Ernest Hemingway would later accuse him of sleeping with Cocteau, among others, to advance his career. At the age of 18, after writing a collection of poems that would only be published posthumously, Les joues en feu, Radiguet moved to a fishing village near Toulon to work on the novel that would become his masterpiece, The Devil in the Flesh, which was based on his high school affair. Cocteau would later claim that he’d had to lock Radiguet in his hotel room to keep him from drinking binges rather than writing. The author’s youth and the scandalous story made the book a sensation, but Radiguet did not have long to enjoy his fame. Less than a year later, shortly after taking a trip with Cocteau to the country to finish a second novel, Le Bal du comte d’Orgel, Radiguet died of typhoid fever at age 20. Composer Francis Poulenc said of his death, “For two days I was unable to do anything, I was so stunned.”

CHRISTOPHER MONCRIEFF is one of the world’s premier French translators. He has translated the work of Gustave Flaubert, Victor Hugo, and numerous other French masters.
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THE NEVERSINK LIBRARY

I was by no means the only reader of books on board the Neversink. Several other sailors were diligent readers, though their studies did not lie in the way of belles-lettres. Their favourite authors were such as you may find at the book-stalls around Fulton Market; they were slightly physiological in their nature. My book experiences on board of the frigate proved an example of a fact which every book-lover must have experienced before me, namely, that though public libraries have an imposing air, and doubtless contain invaluable volumes, yet, somehow, the books that prove most agreeable, grateful, and companionable, are those we pick up by chance here and there; those which seem put into our hands by Providence; those which pretend to little, but abound in much. —HERMAN MELVILLE, WHITE JACKET
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Translator’s Afterword




I

I AM GOING TO BRING A GREAT DEAL OF CRITICISM on myself. But what can I do about it? Is it my fault if I turned twelve a few months before war was declared? The turmoil I went through during that most unusual time was undoubtedly of a kind that you don’t experience at that age; yet since, despite outward appearances, there is nothing that has the power to make us get older, I had no choice but to behave as a child in the course of an adventure that would have made a grown man feel awkward. My classmates, too, will have memories of the period that are very different from those of their elders. People who reproach me should try and imagine what the War was for so many young boys—a four-year-long holiday.

We lived at F …, beside the River Marne.

My parents didn’t much approve of friendship between the sexes. As a result, that sensuality with which we are all born, and which expresses itself before it has learnt some discernment, gained rather than lost ground.

I’ve never been one to dream. What to others, more gullible, appears to be a dream, to me seems more real than cheese does to a cat, despite the glass lid that covers it. And yet the glass cover is still there.

If the glass breaks, the cat makes the most of the opportunity, even if its master was the one who broke it and cut his hand in the process.

Until I was twelve I never even thought of flirtations, except with a young girl called Carmen, to whom I wrote a letter which I got a younger boy to deliver, and in which I expressed feelings of love for her. I used this love as an excuse for asking her to go out with me. The letter was given to her in the morning, before lessons. I had singled her out as the only little girl with whom I had something in common, because she was smartly dressed and came to school with her younger sister, like me with my younger brother. In order to keep these two witnesses quiet I had dreamt up the idea of marrying them off in some way. So with my letter I enclosed one from my brother, who couldn’t write, for young Mademoiselle Fauvette. I explained this act of intercession to my brother, and how fortunate we were to happen upon two sisters of our own age who were blessed with such distinctive Christian names. But when I got back to school after lunch at home with my parents, who spoilt me and never told me off, I realised sadly how much I had misjudged Carmen’s respectable upbringing.

The other boys had just sat down at their desks—me in my capacity as top of the class being crouched at the cupboard at the back of the room to get books for reading out loud—when the headmaster came in. The others stood up. He had a letter in his hand. I went weak at the knees, dropped the books and picked them up again while the head spoke to the form master. The boys in the front row turned to look at me, blushing bright red at the back, because they heard my name being whispered. Eventually the headmaster called me over, and by way of subtle punishment without giving the others any wrong ideas, or so he thought, he congratulated me for having written a letter of twelve lines without any mistakes. He asked if I had written it by myself, and then invited me to come to his study. We never got there. He took me to task in the school yard, in a sudden tirade. What most offended my sense of moral decency was that he judged it just as serious to have stolen a piece of writing paper as to have compromised the young girl (whose parents had passed on my declaration to him). He threatened to send it to my father. I begged him not to. He relented, but said he would keep the letter, and at the first re-offence would no longer be able to keep quiet about my bad behaviour.

This combination of insolence and diffidence disturbed my parents, confused them, in the same way that my apparent ability at school, which in reality was laziness, made people think that I was a good pupil.

I went back to class. In an ironic tone the master called me Don Juan. I was hugely flattered, especially since he had mentioned the title of a book that I was familiar with and my classmates weren’t. His “Hello Don Juan” and my knowing smile transformed the class’s view of me. Perhaps they already knew that I had got a boy from one of the lower forms to take a letter to a ‘girl’, as they were known in rough schoolboy parlance. The boy was called Messager; I hadn’t chosen him for his name, but it had made me feel confident all the same.

At one o’clock I had begged the headmaster not to say anything to my father; by four I was dying to tell him all about it. There was nothing that compelled me to. I put my confession down to candour. Because actually, knowing my father wouldn’t be annoyed, I was delighted that he should learn of my exploit.

So I confessed, adding proudly that the headmaster had promised me total discretion (as if to a grown-up). My father wondered if I hadn’t concocted the entire romance from start to finish. He went to see the headmaster. During the course of their conversation he mentioned, in an offhand way, what he took to be a practical joke. “What?” said the headmaster, surprised and annoyed. “He told you that? He begged me to not to tell you, saying that you would murder him.”

This lie by the headmaster excused him; it added to my feelings of manly exhilaration. It earned me the instant respect of the class and winks from the form master. The headmaster hid his ill feelings. Yet the poor man didn’t know what I knew: shocked by his behaviour, my father had decided to let me finish the academic year and then take me away from the school. It was the beginning of June. Not wishing this to have any bearing on my prizes, my laurels, my mother kept quiet about it until after prize-giving. Come the day, as a result of unfairness on the headmaster’s part, who in his confusion feared the consequences of his lie, alone out of my class I received the major prize, which brought with it the award for most outstanding pupil. This was a misjudgement—the school lost its two best pupils, because the prize-winner’s father also took his son away.

Like decoys, pupils like us attracted others.

My mother thought I was too young to go to the Lycée Henri IV. In other words—to go by train. So for two years I stayed at home and worked on my own.

I resolved to have endless enjoyment, since, managing to do in four hours work that my former schoolmates wouldn’t have produced in two days, I was free for more than half the day. I went for walks by myself beside the Marne, which was so much ‘our’ river that when my sisters talked about the Seine they called it ‘a Marne’. I even went in my father’s boat, despite him forbidding it, but I didn’t row, although I wouldn’t admit to myself that I wasn’t scared of disobeying him, simply scared. I would lie in the boat and read. During 1913 and 1914 I got through two hundred books there. None of them were what could be described as bad books; in fact they were the best, if not for the mind then at least for their own merits. Much later on, at the age when adolescence looks down on erotic literature, I acquired a taste for its infantile delights, although at the time I wouldn’t have dreamt of reading it.

The drawback to this alternating leisure and school work was that it transformed my entire year into an imitation holiday. The amount of work I did each day amounted to very little, but although I worked for shorter periods than the others, I carried on during their holidays, and so this very little was like a piece of cork that a cat has tied to the end of its tail for its whole lifetime, when it would have probably preferred trailing a saucepan around behind it for a month.

The real holidays were approaching, but since my daily routine went on as usual, this was of little concern to me. The cat was still staring at the cheese under its glass cover. But then War came. It smashed the glass. The masters had other things to worry about and the cat was delighted.

To be honest, everyone in France was delighted. Prize books tucked under their arms, children crowded round public notices. Bad pupils took advantage of the distress and confusion at home.

Every day after dinner we went to the railway station at J …, two kilometres from where we lived, to watch the troop trains go past. We took bell-flowers and threw them to the soldiers. Women in overalls poured red wine into cans and sprinkled litres of it over the flower-strewn platform. The memory of the scene still makes me think of a firework display. Never was there so much wasted wine, so many dead flowers. We had to hang flags from all our windows.

We soon stopped going to J …—my brothers and sisters began to resent the War, they thought it was going on too long. It deprived them of their trips to the seaside. Accustomed to getting up late, they now had to go and buy newspapers at six in the morning. What a miserable sort of amusement! But around the twentieth of August the little monsters regain their hopefulness. Instead of leaving the dinner table where the grown-ups linger, they stay to listen to my father talking about the day of departure. There probably wouldn’t be any transport. So we would have to go a long way by bicycle. My brothers tease my younger sister. The wheels of her bike are barely forty centimetres across: “We’ll leave you behind on the road”. My sister sobs. And what enthusiasm to get the machines cleaned up! Farewell sloth. They offer to repair mine. They get up at dawn to listen to the news. But while everyone else is amazed, I discover the motive behind this patriotism—a journey by bike! All the way to the sea!—a sea that is further away, more attractive than usual. They would have burnt Paris to the ground in order to get away quicker. The thing that was terrifying the whole of Europe had become their one and only hope.

Is the selfishness of children really so different from our own? During the summer in the country we curse the rain, while the farmers are crying out for it.


II

IT IS RARE FOR THERE TO BE A DISASTER WITHOUT warning signs appearing beforehand. The assassination in Austria, the storm over the Caillaux trial, created a suffocating atmosphere conducive to wild behaviour. So my real memories of the War date from before war broke out.

Here is why.

My brothers and I used to make fun of one of our neighbours, a ridiculous man, a dwarf with a goatee beard and a hooded raincoat, a town councillor by the name of Maréchaud. Everyone called him Old Man Maréchaud. Although we lived next door we refused to say hello, which made him so livid that one day, unable to stand it any longer, he came up to us in the street and said: “So you don’t greet a town councillor then!” We ran off. After this rudeness, hostilities were opened. But what could a town councillor do to us? On the way to and from school my brothers used to ring his doorbell then run away, emboldened by the knowledge that his dog, which must have been the same age as me, was nothing to be afraid of.

The day before the fourteenth of July 1914, as I was going to meet my brothers, I was astonished to see people gathered outside the Maréchaud’s front gate. Despite the pruned linden trees, their villa could still be seen at the end of the garden. Since two o’clock that afternoon their young maid, who had gone mad, had sought sanctuary up on the roof and was refusing to come down. Horrified by the scandal, the Maréchauds had closed the shutters, which added to the drama of a madwoman on the roof by making it seem as if the house were deserted. People were shouting, infuriated at her employers for not doing something to help the poor soul. She was tottering about on the tiles, although she didn’t seem drunk. I would have liked to stay, but, despatched by my mother, our own maid came to summon us back to work, without which I wouldn’t have been allowed to go to the celebrations. I left with a heavy heart, praying the maid would still be on the roof when I went to meet my father at the station.

She was still there in the same place, but the few passersby on their way back from Paris were hurrying home for dinner so as not to miss the ball. They only glanced at her for a moment as they walked by.

In any case, up till now it was still really just a dress rehearsal for the maid. As was customary, she would give her opening performance in the evening, with the festive lamps acting as footlights. There were some in the garden as well as on the main avenue, because, being local worthies, the Maréchauds hadn’t dared not have any illuminations, despite pretending to be away. The eeriness of this house of crime, with a woman with flowing hair walking about on the roof as if on the bridge of a flagship, was heightened by her voice: unearthly, guttural, with a sweetness to it that made your flesh creep.

Being ‘volunteers’, the members of the fire brigade in a small district were busy with other things apart from manning the pumps all day. After work it was the milkman, the confectioner and the locksmith who put out fires, if they hadn’t already gone out by themselves. After the call-up our firemen also formed a sort of secret militia that did patrols, manoeuvres and night rounds. These gallant fellows eventually appeared and pushed their way through the crowd.

A woman stepped forwards. It was the wife of one of the town councillors, an opponent of Maréchaud and who for the last few minutes had been sympathizing loudly with the lunatic. She gave the fire chief some advice: “Try and get her down gently—the poor young thing is so badly off in that household, where they beat her. And if it’s fear of being dismissed, finding herself without a job, that made her do it, then tell her I’ll take her on. I’ll pay her double.”

Her triumphal act of charity made little impression on the crowd. The woman was annoying them. They were only interested in the capture. The firemen, six of them, climbed the gate, surrounded the house and began to clamber up the walls on all four sides. But no sooner had one of them got onto the roof than the crowd started calling out to warn the victim, like children at a Guignol show.

“Do be quiet!” shouted the woman, which drew cries of “There’s another one! There’s another one!” from the onlookers. Hearing their shouts, the madwoman armed herself with tiles and flung one at the helmet of the fireman who had made it to the top. The five others straight away climbed down again.

While the shooting galleries, fairground attractions and stalls on the place de la Mairie were bemoaning the lack of customers on a night when the takings should have been pouring in, the most audacious delinquents climbed the walls and thronged onto the lawn to watch the hunt. I’ve forgotten what the madwoman was saying, with that underlying note of mournful resignation in her voice that makes someone sound as if they are right and everyone else is wrong. The louts who preferred this performance to the funfair still wanted the best of both worlds, however. Afraid the lunatic would be caught while they weren’t looking, they rushed off to have a quick ride on the merry-go-round. Others, more sensible, settled in the branches of the linden trees and were quite happy letting off Bengal lights or firecrackers.

One can imagine how fearful the Maréchauds were, shut up inside their house amongst all the noise and light.

The town councillor who was married to the lady of charity climbed onto the low wall beside the gate and gave an impromptu address on the spinelessness of the house’s owners. He got a round of applause.

Thinking the applause was directed at her, the madwoman gave a bow, a pile of roof tiles under each arm, because every time a firemen’s helmet glinted she hurled one at it. In her unwordly voice she thanked them for finally understanding her. She reminded me of a female pirate captain alone on the deck of her sinking ship.

Wearying of her, the crowd dispersed. I would have liked to stay on with my father, while my mother, to satisfy that need children have for making themselves feel sick, took the others off to the roller-coaster. And it was true, I did feel that peculiar need more keenly than my brothers. I loved it when my heart beat quickly and erratically. Yet I found this performance, which was deeply poetic, more enjoyable. “You’ve gone quite pale,” said my mother. I made out it was the Bengal lights. I told her they made me look green.

“I’m still afraid it’ll upset him,” she told my father.

“Oh, there’s no one more impervious,” he replied. “He could watch anything, except someone skinning a rabbit.”

My father only said it so I could stay. But he knew that I was overcome by what I was seeing. I could sense that it had deeply moved him as well. I asked him to lift me onto his shoulders so that I could get a better view. The truth was, I was about to faint; my legs were giving way.

By now there were only about twenty people there. We heard trumpets. It was the torchlight procession.

All of a sudden the madwoman was lit up by hundreds of flaming torches, as if the soft glow of the footlights had given way to the glare of flashbulbs, photographing the latest star. And then with a farewell wave, either believing it was the end of the world or simply that they were coming to take her away, she threw herself off the roof, smashed through the awning with a terrible crash and landed in a heap on the stone steps below. Up till then I had been trying to withstand everything, although my ears were ringing and I was devoid of feelings. But when I heard people shouting: “She’s still alive,” I fell off my father’s shoulders, unconscious.

When I came round, he took me down by the Marne. We stayed there until late, lying on the grass and not saying anything.

When we got home, I thought I saw a white figure through the railings, the ghost of the maid! But it was Old Man Maréchaud in his nightcap, gazing at the damage, his awning, his tiles, his lawn, his flower beds, his steps covered in blood, his ruined reputation.

If I dwell on an episode like this, it is because it helps to understand, more than anything else, what a peculiar time the War was, and how I was struck less by what was picturesque than by the poetry of things.


III

WE HEARD ARTILLERY FIRE. THERE WAS FIGHTING near Meaux. People said that some Uhlans had been captured near Lagny, fifteen kilometres away. While my aunt talked about a friend of hers who had fled at the very start, after burying her clocks and tins of sardines in the garden, I asked my father how we were going to take all our old books with us; they were the things that would cost me the most to lose.

But in the end, just as we were about to leave, the newspapers announced that there was no need.

My sisters now went over to J … to take baskets of pears to the wounded. They had found a form of compensation, admittedly not much of one, to make up for all their plans that had fallen through. By the time they got to J … their baskets were almost empty!

I was due to go to the Lycée Henri IV, but my father thought it best to keep me in the country for another year. During that dismal winter my sole source of amusement was rushing to the newsagent to make sure I got a copy of Le Mot, a paper I enjoyed and which came out on Saturdays. It was a day when I never got up late.

Then spring came, which brightened up my first escapades. On the pretext of collecting for charity, several times that spring I went for a walk in my best clothes with a young lady. I carried the collection box; she had the basket of badges. After the second time, my fellow collectors told me how to make the most of these days of leisure that brought me into contact with a girl. From then on we rushed to collect as much money as possible in the morning, handed in our takings to the Lady Bountiful at lunchtime, and spent the rest of the day getting up to mischief in the hills by Chennevières. For the first time I had a friend. I enjoyed going out collecting with his sister. For the first time I got along with another boy who was as advanced for his age as I was, even admired his beauty, his impudence. The contempt we shared for others of our generation brought us even closer. We considered that we were the only ones capable of understanding things; in short, we believed we were the only ones worthy of women. We believed we were men. By a lucky chance we weren’t separated. René was already at the Lycée Henri IV, and I was going to be in his class, in the Remove. He didn’t have to take Greek, but he made the ultimate sacrifice for me, and persuaded his parents to let him do it. This meant we could stay together. Since he had missed the first year, he had to have private tuition. René’s parents, who the year before had given in to his pleas and agreed that he didn’t have to learn Greek, couldn’t understand. In it they saw my good influence, and if they put up with his other classmates, at least I was the only friend of whom they approved.

For the first time, not a single day of that year’s holidays weighed on me. It was then I realised that no one can escape his age, and that my dangerous contempt had melted like ice the moment someone was kind enough to show they cared about me, and in a way that suited me. The progress we made together halved the journey that pride ensures that each of us must travel.

On the first day of the school year, René was an invaluable guide.

With him everything was a pleasure, and twice a day I, who couldn’t take a single step on my own, enjoyed our walks between Henri IV and the station at the Bastille, where we caught the train.

Three years went by in this way, without any other friendships, without any hopes other than our naughty games on Thursdays—with young girls innocently provided for us by my friend’s parents, who invited their son’s and their daughter’s friends to tea together—trifling little favours that we stole, and which they surreptitiously stole—on the pretence of playing forfeits.


IV

WHEN THE FINE WEATHER ARRIVED, MY FATHER liked to take my brothers and I on long walks. One of our favourite places to go was Ormesson, beside the Morbras, a river that was at least a metre wide, across meadows where there were flowers that you never saw anywhere else, and whose names I’ve forgotten. Clumps of water cress or mint hid the marshy banks from our wandering feet. In springtime, thousands of pink and white petals floated on the surface of the water. It was May blossom.

One Sunday in April 1917, as we often did, we caught the train to La Varenne, after which we had to walk to Ormesson. My father said we would be meeting up with some agreeable people at La Varenne, the Grangiers. I knew of them from having seen the name of their daughter Marthe in the catalogue for an exhibition of paintings. I had once overheard my parents talking about a visit from a Monsieur Grangier. He had brought a box of pictures painted by his daughter, who was eighteen. Marthe wasn’t very well. Her father had wanted to give her a surprise: having her watercolours included in an exhibition organised by a charity of which my mother was chairwoman. The watercolours were quite unremarkable; they bore the hallmark of the dutiful pupil of the art class, moistening her brushes with the tip of her tongue.

The Grangiers were waiting for us on the platform at La Varenne. Monsieur and Madame Grangier must have been the same age, almost fifty. Yet Madame Grangier seemed older than her husband; her ungainliness, the fact that she was short, made me dislike her at first glance.

During the walk I would notice that she often frowned, which covered her brow with creases that took a moment or two to fade. So I would have every reason to dislike her, and thus wouldn’t need to reproach myself for being unfair, I hoped she would have a common way of speaking. But in that respect she disappointed me.

As for the father, he seemed a decent fellow, a former non-commissioned officer worshipped by his men. But where was Marthe? I shuddered at the prospect of a walk with no other company except her parents. She was coming on the next train, “in a quarter-of-an-hour,” Madame Grangier told us, “because she couldn’t get ready in time. Her brother is with her.”

As the train drew in, Marthe was standing on the steps of the carriage. “Wait till the train stops,” called her mother … Such recklessness enchanted me.

Her dress, her hat, both very simple, were signs of the scant regard she had for other people’s opinions. She was holding hands with a young boy who looked about eleven. It was her brother, a pale child with the hair of an albino, and whose every movement spoke of illness.

On the path Marthe and I walked in front. My father followed behind, between the Grangiers.

Meanwhile my brothers yawned at their puny new friend, who wasn’t allowed to run around.

When I complimented Marthe on her water-colours, she replied modestly that they were only studies. She didn’t attach any importance to them. She would show me better ones, “stylized” flowers. Since it was the first time we had met, I felt it best not to tell her that I thought flowers of that kind were absurd.

She couldn’t see me properly from beneath her hat. But I was studying her.

“You don’t look much like your mother,” I said.

It was a compliment.

“People sometimes tell me that, but when you come to our house, I’ll show you photographs of Mama when she was young; I look a lot like her.”

I was grieved at this reply, and prayed to God I would never see her when she got to her mother’s age.

Keen to dispel my distress at her painful reply, and not realising that it could only have been painful to me, because luckily Marthe didn’t see her mother in the same way as I did, I told her:

“You’re wrong to wear your hair like that, having it loose would suit you better.”

I was petrified, never having said anything like that to a woman before. And I remembered what my own hair was like.

“You could always ask Mama” (as if she needed to explain herself!). “My hair doesn’t usually look as bad as this, but I was late, and I was afraid of missing the next train. Besides, I wasn’t intending to take my hat off.”

“What kind of girl is this,” I wondered, “who allows some boy to criticise the way she does her hair?”

I tried to guess her literary tastes; I was pleased that she knew Baudelaire and Verlaine, delighted at her way of liking Baudelaire, which wasn’t the same as mine, however. I thought I detected rebellion. Her parents had eventually accepted her likes and dislikes. Marthe resented them for this, taking it as only a token sign of affection. In his letters, her fiancé told her about what he was reading, and while he recommended certain books to her, he forbade others. He had forbidden her to read Les Fleurs du mal. Unpleasantly surprised to find out that she was engaged, I rejoiced that she had disobeyed a soldier who was enough of an idiot to be frightened of Baudelaire. I was glad to get the feeling that he sometimes shocked Marthe. After this first unpleasant surprise, his narrow-mindedness delighted me, even more so because I had feared that if he also appreciated Les Fleurs du mal then their future marital apartment might have been like the one in La Mort des amants. But then I asked myself what business this was of mine.

Her fiancé had also forbidden her to go to drawing classes. I offered to take her—me, who never went to one—adding that I often went there. But, afraid I would be caught out in this lie, I urged her not to mention it to my father. He didn’t know that I cut gym lessons so I could go to the Grande-Chaumière, I told her. Because I didn’t want her to imagine that I concealed going to this art school from my parents because they wouldn’t allow me to see naked women. I was glad for it to be our secret, and shy though I was, I sensed that I already had some power over her.

I was also proud that she preferred me to the countryside, because we hadn’t once mentioned our surroundings. Sometimes her parents called out: “Look over to the right, Marthe, the Chennevières hills are so lovely,” or her brother would come and ask her the name of a flower he had just picked. She took just enough notice of them so that they didn’t get annoyed.

We sat in the meadows at Ormesson. In my innocence I regretted having been so distant, so hasty over things. “After a less romantic, more natural conversation,” I thought, “I could impress Marthe, win her parents over by talking about the history of the village.” But I didn’t. I imagined my reasons were deep ones, and that after everything that had happened, a conversation unrelated to our mutual concerns could only break the spell. I believed that something important had happened. And in fact this was actually the case, as I realised afterwards, because Marthe had slanted the conversation in the same way as I had. But being unable to understand this, I had the impression that I had said something significant. I thought I had made a declaration of love to someone who was insensitive. I had forgotten that Monsieur and Madame Grangier could have easily overhead everything I was saying to their daughter; yet could I actually have said it while they were there?

“Marthe doesn’t frighten me,” I kept telling myself. “It was just her parents and my father who stopped me putting my arm round her neck and kissing her.”

Deep down inside me, a different boy was glad that these spoilsports had been there; the same boy who was thinking—

“It’s just as well we weren’t alone together! Because I still wouldn’t have dared kiss her, but I wouldn’t have had an excuse.”

Which is simply the coward’s way out.

We caught the train back from Sucy. Having more than half-an-hour to wait, we sat outside a café. I had to endure Madame Grangier’s compliments. They were humiliating. She reminded her daughter that I was still at the lycée and wouldn’t be taking the baccalauréat for another year. Marthe asked for a glass of grenadine; I ordered one too. That same morning I would have thought it a disgrace to drink grenadine. My father couldn’t understand me. He always let me help myself to apéritifs. I was terrified that he would tease me about my moderation. He did, but obliquely, so that Marthe wouldn’t realize that I was drinking grenadine to copy her.

When we got to J …, we said goodbye to the Grangiers. I promised Marthe I would bring her a collection of Le Mot as well as Une Saison en enfer that Thursday.

“Another book that my fiancé would appreciate!” And she laughed.

“Now then, Marthe!” said her mother, frowning, shocked by such disobedience.

My father and brothers had been bored, but what did it matter! Happiness thinks only of itself.


V

AT SCHOOL THE NEXT DAY I DIDN’T FEEL THE need to say anything to René, to whom I told everything, about how I had spent my Sunday. I was in no mood to put up with him taunting me for not having kissed Marthe while no one was looking. And something else surprised me; I now found René less different than my other classmates.

Loving Marthe, I had less love to spare for René, my parents, my sisters.

I resolved to make an effort and not see her before the day we were due to meet. Yet, unable to wait, on Tuesday evening my weak will found plenty of good reasons to take her the book and the newspapers after dinner. I told myself that Marthe would see evidence of love in my impatience, and if she refused to see it then I knew how to make her.

I ran like a maniac for a quarter-of-an-hour to get to her house. Then, afraid of interrupting her dinner, I waited at the gate for ten minutes, bathed in sweat. During this time I thought my racing heart might slow down. Quite the reverse, it beat faster. I almost went away, but for the last few minutes a woman had been watching me with interest from a nearby window, wondering what I was doing skulking in the doorway. That decided me. I rang the bell. I went in. I asked the maidservant if Madame was at home. Almost immediately Madame Grangier came into the small room where I had been shown. I started, as if the maid ought to have known that I had asked for “Madame” out of politeness, and that I really wished to see “Mademoiselle”. Blushing, I begged Madame Grangier to forgive me for disturbing her at this time of the evening, as if it were one o’clock in the morning: but since I was unable to come on Thursday, I had brought her daughter the book and the newspapers.

“Your timing couldn’t be better,” said Madame Grangier, “because Marthe wouldn’t have been able to see you anyway. Her fiancé was given leave two weeks earlier than he thought. He arrived yesterday, and Marthe is having dinner with her future parents-in-law this evening.”

So I left, and as I thought I would never have a chance to see her again, I did my best not to think of Marthe any more, with the result that I thought of nothing else but her.

However, one morning a month later as I jumped off the train at the Bastille, I saw her getting out of another carriage. She was going shopping for various things for her forthcoming marriage. I asked her to come with me as far as the Lycée Henri IV.

“Imagine,” she said, “next year when you’re in the fifth form you’ll have my father-in-law teaching you geography.”

Piqued that she should mention school, as if it were the only thing you could discuss with someone my age, I replied tetchily that it would be quite amusing.

She frowned. It reminded me of her mother.

We got to Henri IV and, not wanting to leave her after saying something that I thought rather hurtful, I decided to be an hour late for school and arrive after the art lesson. On this occasion I was glad Marthe didn’t behave sensibly, didn’t chide me, but instead seemed grateful to me for making such a sacrifice, although it was nothing of the kind. I was grateful that in return she didn’t suggest I come to the shops with her, but that she would devote some of her time to me in the same way as I was doing for her.

By now we were in the Jardin du Luxembourg; nine o’clock struck on the Sénat building. I abandoned any idea of going to the lycée. By some miracle I had more money in my pocket than a schoolboy usually has in two whole years, having sold the rarest stamps from my collection at the Stamp Market behind the théâtre de Guignol on the Champs-Elysées the day before.

Since Marthe told me during our conversation that she was having lunch with her parents-in-law, I resolved to make her stay with me. Half-past nine struck. Marthe jumped, still not used to the idea that someone should give up what they were supposed to be doing on her account, even if what they were supposed to be doing was to be in class. But seeing that I didn’t budge from my iron chair, she wasn’t brave enough to point out that I ought to be sitting on a seat in Henri IV.

We sat there, not moving. It was what happiness is supposed to be like. A dog jumped out of the pond and shook itself. Marthe stood up, like someone shaking off their dreams after a nap, their face still overlaid with sleep. She flexed her arms as if doing gymnastic exercises. I thought this didn’t bode well for our friendship.

“These seats are too hard,” she said, as if apologising for standing up.

She was wearing a printed silk dress, which was creased from sitting down. I couldn’t help picturing the patterns the cane slats would have made on her skin.

“All right, come to the shops with me then, since you’ve made up your mind not to go to school,” said Marthe, in her first reference to what I was neglecting for her sake.

I went with her to several lingerie shops, where I stopped her from ordering what she liked but I didn’t; such as avoiding pink, which irritated me although it was her favourite colour.

After these first victories of mine, I needed to stop her from going to lunch with her parents-in-law. Not believing that she would be able to lie just for the pleasure of staying with me, I tried to find something else that would make her also play truant. She had her heart set on going to an American bar. She had never dared ask her fiancé to take her to one; besides, he didn’t know any bars. This was what gave me my excuse. I thought that his refusal, which was a great disappointment to her, would make her want to come. But after half-an-hour, having exhausted every means of persuasion, and having actually given up trying, I went with her to her parents-in-law’s house, feeling like a condemned man who hopes to the last moment that salvation will come, even as he walks to the scaffold. I saw their street ahead, yet nothing happened. And then suddenly Marthe tapped on the glass partition, and asked the taxi driver to stop at a post-office.

“Wait a minute,” she said to me. “I’m going to ring my mother-in-law and tell her I’m on the other side of town and can’t get there in time.”

After a little while, unable to bear my impatience, I spotted a flower-seller and went and picked out some red roses to make a bouquet. I was thinking less of the pleasure they would give Marthe as of how she would have to tell more lies that evening to explain to her parents where the roses came from. The plan we had made when we first met, to go to an art school; the lie she was telling on the telephone, which she would repeat to her parents that evening, and to which would be added the lie about the roses, to me were favours sweeter than any kiss. For, having often kissed young girls’ lips without much enjoyment, and forgetting that it was because I didn’t love them, I felt little desire for Marthe’s lips. But until today I had been a stranger to such complicity.

Marthe came out of the post office, radiant from her first lie. I gave the driver the address of a bar in the rue Daunou.

Like a girl at boarding school she went into raptures over the barman’s white coat, the elegant way he wielded the silver shakers, the strange or poetic names of the cocktails. Now and then she sniffed the red roses, and promised to paint a watercolour of them for me as a memento of this day. I asked her to show me a photograph of her fiancé. I thought he was good-looking. Already conscious of how much store she set by my opinions, I took hypocrisy so far as to tell her that he was very good-looking, although in a voice that lacked conviction, to make her think I was just being polite. Which to my mind would surely distress Marthe deeply, as well as making her grateful to me.

But in the afternoon she had to put her mind to the reason for this excursion. Her fiancé, whose likes and dislikes she was familiar with, had left the task of choosing their furniture entirely to her. Yet her mother was determined to go with her. By promising not to do anything wildly extravagant, Marthe had finally been allowed to go on her own. That day she had to choose furniture for their bedroom. Although I had vowed to myself to not appear overly pleased or displeased by anything Marthe said, I had to try hard to just keep strolling along the boulevard, a pace that no longer matched the tempo of my heart.

To me, having to accompany Marthe on this errand seemed a stroke of bad luck. I would be forced to help her choose a bedroom for herself and someone else! But then I saw a way of choosing one for myself as well as for Marthe.

So soon did I forget her fiancé that after a quarter-of-an-hour I would have been amazed if someone had reminded me that another man would be sleeping beside her in this bedroom.

Her fiancé’s taste was for Louis XV.

Marthe’s poor taste was for something else; she had more of a penchant for the Japanese. So I had to battle against the pair of them. It was a question of who moved quickest. At the slightest remark from Marthe, guessing what had caught her eye, I had to point out something completely different, and which I didn’t always like, to make it seem as if I was giving in to her whims when I relinquished one piece of furniture in favour of the one she preferred.

“And to think he wanted a pink bedroom,” she mumbled. No longer daring to admit her own likes and dislikes, she attributed them to her fiancé. I foresaw that in a few days’ time we would be mocking them together.

Nonetheless I couldn’t quite understand her being so weak-willed. “If she doesn’t love me,” I thought, “then why does she give way to me, renounce her own preferences, as well this young man’s, for mine?” I couldn’t think of a reason. The humblest thing would have been to tell myself that Marthe loved me. Yet I was convinced the opposite was true.

Marthe said: “At least leave him the pink fabric—leave him that!” The mere words made me feel as if I were loosening my grip. But “leave him the pink fabric” was tantamount to ceding everything. I pointed out to her how pink walls would ruin the simple furniture that “we had chosen”, and recoiling even further from such an outrage, I advised her to paint the walls of the bedroom with whitewash!

That was the coup de grâce. Marthe had been so harrassed all day that she accepted without a murmur. All she said was: “Yes, I suppose you’re right.”

At the end of this exhausting day, I congratulated myself on my progress. One piece of furniture at a time, I had succeeded in transforming this love match, or rather this infatuation, into a marriage of convenience—and what a marriage! For convenience played no part in it, since each would find in the other only the advantages that a love match would offer.

As we parted that evening, instead of trying to avoid any more of my advice, she begged me to help choose the rest of her furniture over the next few days. I promised, on condition that she gave me her word that she wouldn’t tell her husband, because ultimately the only thing that would make him accept this furniture, if he loved Marthe, was if he believed that everything was her idea, her wish, for this would then be what they both wished.

When I got home, from the look on my father’s face I thought he had already heard about my adventure. But obviously he knew nothing; how could he know?

“Ouf! Jacques will soon get used to the bedroom,” Marthe had said. As I got into bed I kept telling myself that if she reflected on her forthcoming marriage before she went to sleep that night, then she would view it quite differently from the way she had over the past few days. For my part, whatever the outcome of this idyll of theirs, I had already taken my revenge on Jacques: and I thought about their wedding night in that stark room, ‘my’ bedroom!

The next morning I lay in wait in the street for the postman, who would be bringing a notification of my absence. He gave it to me, I pocketed it and tossed the other letters into the letterbox at the gate. A simple procedure, although not one to employ every day.

To my way of thinking, cutting school meant that I was in love with Marthe. But I was mistaken. Marthe was simply my excuse for playing truant. What proved it was that, having sampled the delights of freedom with Marthe, I wanted to sample it alone, and then find some followers. Freedom soon became my drug.

It was almost the end of the academic year, and I was horrified to find that my idleness was going to go unpunished, when what I was hoping for was to be expelled, in short a drama that would bring this period to a close.

By living life constantly harbouring the same thoughts, by only seeing one thing, if you want it fervently, you end up not noticing the crime you are committing with your desires. I certainly wasn’t trying to upset my father; yet what I wanted was the very thing that would upset him the most. The classroom had always been torture for me. The effect of Marthe and freedom had been to make it unbearable. I saw quite clearly that, if I was now less fond of René, it was only because he reminded me in some way of school. I was in pain, and the fear of finding myself back among my inane schoolmates the following year made me feel physically ill.

It was René’s misfortune that I succeeded in getting him to share my vice. So when he, who wasn’t as clever as me, told me that he had been expelled from Henri IV, I thought I must have been as well. I would have to tell my father, because he would appreciate finding out from me before the deputy-headmaster’s letter arrived, which was too serious a missive to be intercepted.

It was a Wednesday. The next day, which was a holiday, I waited until my father had left for Paris before telling my mother. The prospect of four days of domestic discord alarmed her more than the news itself. Then I went for a walk down by the Marne, where Marthe had said that she might join me. She wasn’t there. This was a stroke of luck. Had my love drawn the wrong sort of strength from our meeting, I might have been capable of battling with my father later on, but since the storm broke after a sad and empty day, I came home with eyes downcast, as was fitting. I arrived just after the time my father usually got back. So he would ‘know’. I walked round the garden, waiting for him to send for me. My sisters played quietly. They guessed something. One of my brothers, excited by the thought of a row, told me to go to the room where my father was having a rest.

Raised voices and threats would have given me the right to rebel. But it was worse. My father didn’t say a thing, and then, not at all angrily, in a quieter voice than usual he asked:

“Well, so what do you plan on doing now?”

The tears that couldn’t find their way out of my eyes buzzed around inside my head like a swarm of bees. Force of will was something I could have used my own against, albeit impotently. But faced with such gentleness my only thought was of giving in.

“Whatever you tell me.”

“No, no more lies. I’ve always let you do what you want; so carry on. No doubt you’ll be keen to make me regret it.”

When we are young, we are too prone, as women are, to imagine that tears make up for everything. But my father didn’t require tears. Confronted with this magnanimity, I felt ashamed, not only about the present but about what was to come. Because I sensed that whatever I said I would lie. “At least a lie will make him feel better,” I thought, expecting to be a source of yet more sorrows for him. “But no, it’s only myself I’m trying to lie to now.” What I wanted was work, nothing more tiring than going for a walk, and which, like a walk, would leave my mind free to concentrate on Marthe. I pretended I wanted to paint but had never dared tell him. Once again my father didn’t refuse, on condition I continued to study at home the things I ought to have been studying at school, except that I would be free to paint.

When the ties that bind us to someone aren’t yet strong enough, to lose sight of that person, all we need do is fail to meet them just once. By thinking about Marthe I thought of her less and less. My thoughts behaved the same way our eyes do with the wallpaper in our bedroom. As a result of seeing it continually, they don’t see it at all.

And how amazing! I even acquired a taste for work. Despite what I’d feared, I hadn’t been lying.

Whenever something from the outside world made me think less idly of Marthe, I did so without love, with the sorrow you feel for something that might have been. “No!” I thought. “It would have been too beautiful. You can’t choose your bed and sleep on it at the same time.”


VI

ONE THING DID SURPRISE MY FATHER. THE LETTER from the deputy-headmaster never came. This was what caused the first row that he had had with me, believing I’d hidden the letter, that I’d then pretended not to have any motive for telling him the news, and that in this way I’d persuaded him to be lenient. In fact the letter didn’t exist. I thought I had been expelled from school, but I was wrong. So at the beginning of the holidays my father was baffled when we got a letter from the headmaster.

He asked if I was ill, and if they should enrol me for the following year.


VII

THE PLEASURE OF FINALLY GRATIFYING MY FATHER made up slightly for the romantic vacuum in which I found myself, for if I believed that I no longer loved Marthe, I regarded her at the very least as the only love worthy of me. In other words, I still loved her.

This was the frame of mind I was in when at the end of November, a month after receiving the formal announcement of her marriage, I got home to find an invitation from Marthe which began: “I don’t understand why I haven’t heard from you. Why don’t you come and see me? You’ve probably forgotten that it was you who chose my furniture?…”

Marthe lived at J …; her street lead down to the Marne. There were at most a dozen houses on each side. I was surprised that hers was so large. In fact she only lived on the first floor, while the owners and an elderly couple shared the ground floor.

When I arrived for tea, it was already dark. The only sign of life was firelight at one window. Seeing it lit up by flickering flames like waves, I thought a fire was breaking out. The iron garden gate was half-open. Such carelessness surprised me. I looked for the doorbell; I couldn’t find it. Eventually, going up the three steps of the front entrance, I decided to tap on the ground-floor window on the right-hand side, where I could hear voices. An elderly woman came to the door; I asked where Madame Lacombe (this was Marthe’s new name) lived: “It’s upstairs.” I stumbled up the stairs in the dark, bumped into things, terrified that something dreadful had happened. I knocked on the door. Marthe opened it. I almost threw my arms round her neck, like virtual strangers do after surviving a shipwreck. But she wouldn’t have understood. She probably found me rather distraught, because my first words were to ask “Why is there a fire?”

“While I was waiting for you, I lit a fire of olive wood in the salon, that’s all, and I’ve been reading by it.”

As I walked into the small room that she used as a salon—in which there wasn’t much furniture and where the drapes and the carpet, which was as soft and thick as an animal’s coat, made the room so shrunken that it looked like the inside of a box—I felt happy and sad all at once, like a playwright who sees a performance of his play and realizes too late all its flaws.

Marthe lay down in front of the fire again and started raking the embers, being careful not to mix the pieces of black wood with the ashes.

“Maybe you don’t like the smell of olive wood? My parents-in-law sent me a supply from their place down in the Midi.”

She seemed to be apologising for a minor element of her own invention in a room that was my creation. Perhaps this tiny detail ruined a whole that she didn’t quite understand.

Quite the opposite. I was enchanted by the fire, and to see that, like me, she was anticipating roasting herself on one side and then turning over to do the other. Her grave, tranquil face had never been so beautiful as in this primitive light. By not spreading across the whole room, it retained its strength. The moment you moved away from it, all was darkness, and you stumbled over the furniture.

Marthe didn’t know what it was to be in revolt. In her cheerfulness she was still serious.

Lying beside her, my mind gradually grew numb, she seemed to have changed. It was only now when I was certain that I no longer loved her that I began to love her. I felt incapable of manipulation and self-interest, of everything that up till then, and even at that moment, I had believed were vital to love’s existence. Suddenly I felt better. In anyone else, this abrupt change would have opened their eyes, but I didn’t see that I was in love with Marthe. On the contrary, I saw evidence that my love was dead, that its place had been taken by a beautiful friendship. The objectivity of friendship suddenly made me realize just how criminal any other emotion would have been, wronging the man who did love her, to whom she rightly belonged, and who couldn’t see what she was doing.

And yet something else should have told me what my true feelings were. When I had met Marthe several months before, this so-called love of mine didn’t prevent me from judging her, from thinking that most of the things she found beautiful were ugly, that most of what she said was childish. But now if I didn’t think the same as her, I blamed myself. After the crudeness of my earlier desires, I was duped by the sweetness of a more profound emotion. I no longer felt able to embark on anything I had resolved to do. I began to respect Marthe, because I had begun to love her.

I came back every evening; I didn’t think of asking her to show me her bedroom, still less of what Jacques thought of our furniture. I wished for nothing except this everlasting betrothal, our bodies lying barely touching in front of the fire, me not daring to move for fear that a single gesture might be enough to dispel the happiness.

Yet Marthe, who was savouring the same enchantment, imagined she was alone in doing so. In my happy idleness she saw indifference. Believing that I didn’t love her, she thought I would soon tire of this silent drawing room if she didn’t do something to bind me to her.

We said nothing. In this I saw a sign of happiness.

I felt so close to Marthe, so convinced that we were both thinking the same thing at the same time, that the idea of talking to her seemed absurd, like talking to yourself when you are alone. But this silence overwhelmed the poor girl. The wisest thing would have been for me to use crude methods of communication, such as words or gestures, while lamenting the lack of anything more subtle.

Seeing me sink further into this delightful silence each day, Marthe believed I was becoming more and more bored. So she was prepared to do anything to keep me amused.

Hair untied, she liked to sleep by the fire. Or rather I thought she was asleep. This slumber was an excuse to put her arms round my neck, and then, waking with tear-moistened eyes, to tell me that she had been having a sad dream. She never wanted to say what it was. I took advantage of this feigned sleep to inhale the scent of her hair, her neck, her burning cheeks, barely brushing them so as not to wake her; caresses which, despite what people believe, are not love’s loose change, but on the contrary are of the very rarest, and of which only passion may avail itself. I believed they were mine by virtue of my friendship. Yet I began to despair that only love gives us rights over a woman. I can easily go without love, I thought, but I can’t not have any rights over Marthe. And in order to have them I had actually chosen love, while believing that I despised it. I desired Marthe without realising.

While she was asleep like this, her head resting on my arm, I would lean over and look at her face, surrounded by flames. This was playing with fire. Once, as I brought my face closer, although without touching hers, I was like the needle that strays a mere fraction into the forbidden zone and is drawn to the magnet. Is this the fault of the magnet or the needle? This was how I felt my lips touch hers. Her eyes were still closed, but in the obvious way of someone who isn’t asleep. I kissed her, astonished at my temerity, when it was actually her who enticed me to her mouth as I came closer to her face. Her hands clung fiercely round my neck; they couldn’t have held me more tightly in a shipwreck. I wasn’t sure whether she wanted me to save her, or to drown alongside her.

Once she was sitting up again, she held my head in her lap, stroking my hair and saying to me over and over softly: “You must go, you must never come back.” I daren’t call her ‘tu’ as she did me, and when I was unable to stay silent any longer, I struggled to find the right words, framing my sentences so as not to speak to her directly, because if I couldn’t call her ‘tu’, I was conscious how much more impossible it was to call her ‘vous’. My tears scalded me. If one of them fell onto Marthe’s hand, I expected to hear her cry out. I blamed myself for breaking the spell, thinking I had been mad to put my lips to hers, forgetting that it was her who had kissed me. “You must go, don’t ever come back.” I shed tears of rage, tears of grief. In the same way, the anger of the wolf caught in the trap hurts him as much as the snare itself. Had I said anything, it would have been to insult Marthe. My silence worried her; in it she saw resignation. In my unfairness, which might have actually been clear-sightedness, I was causing her to think: “After all, since it’s too late now, I’m just as happy for him to suffer.” The heat of this fire made me shiver, my teeth chattered. To the real grief that dragged me out of childhood were added childish emotions. I was the onlooker who doesn’t want to leave because he doesn’t like the outcome. I told her: “I won’t go. You’ve been making fun of me. I don’t want to see you any more.”

Because if I didn’t want to go home, I didn’t want to see Marthe again either. I would have sooner turned her out of her own house!

“You’re just a child,” she sobbed. “You don’t understand that if I’m asking you to go it’s because I love you.”

Hatefully I said that I was perfectly aware that she had obligations, that her husband was away at the War.

She shook her head: “I was happy before I met you, I thought I loved my fiancé. I forgave him for not really understanding me. But you’ve proved to me that I didn’t love him. My obligation isn’t what you think it is. It isn’t to not lie to my husband, it’s to not lie to you. Go now and don’t think ill of me; you’ll soon forget me. I don’t want to make your life miserable. I’m crying because I’m too old for you!”

These loving words of hers were a superb piece of childishness. And whatever passions I may have experienced later, there could never be a sweeter feeling than that of seeing a girl of nineteen in tears because she thinks she is too old.

The flavour of that first kiss disappointed me, like fruit you taste for the first time. It’s not in new things that we experience the greatest pleasure, but in habit. Within moments, not only had I become accustomed to Marthe’s lips, I was unable to live without them. And it was then that she spoke of depriving me of them for ever.

That evening, Marthe saw me all the way home. To feel closer, I huddled up against her surreptitiously, put my arm round her waist. She didn’t repeat what she had said, that we ought not to see each other again; on the contrary, she was sad to think that we would have to part at any moment. She made me swear a million wild extravagances.

When we got to my house, I didn’t want her to go back on her own, so I took her home. This childishness might have gone on for ever, because she then wanted to walk back with me again. I agreed, on condition that she only come half-way.

I arrived half-an-hour late for dinner. It was the first time. I blamed it on the train. My father pretended to believe me.

Nothing weighed on me now. I walked along the street with the same light tread as in my dreams.

Up till then I had always had to resign myself to losing the things I had yearned for as a child. Not only that, any toys I was given were spoilt by the obligation to be grateful. But in a child’s eyes, how much prestige there would be in a toy that made a present of itself! I was drunk with desire. Marthe belonged to me, and it wasn’t me who had said it, but her. I could touch her face, kiss her eyes, her arms, dress her, damage her in whatever way I liked. In my frenzy I bit her where her skin was uncovered, so her mother would suspect her of having a lover. I would have liked to carve my initials there. This childish brutality was a reminder of the original meaning of tattoos. Marthe would say: “Yes, bite me, mark me, I want the whole world to know.”

I would have liked to kiss her breasts. But I daren’t ask, believing that she would offer them by herself, like she had her lips. After a few days, having grown used to her lips, I couldn’t conceive of anything more delightful.


VIII

WE WERE READING IN THE FIRELIGHT TOGETHER. She often threw on the fire letters that her husband wrote to her from the front every day. You could tell that Marthe’s replies to his anxieties were becoming less and less affectionate and more and more infrequent. I couldn’t see his letters go up in flames without feeling uneasy. They made the fire burn brighter for a moment, and if the truth be known, I was afraid of seeing too clearly.

Marthe, who now often asked me if it was true that I’d loved her the first time we met, chided me for not having told her before her wedding. She claimed that she wouldn’t have got married; because if she had felt a form of love for Jacques at the beginning of their engagement, then that itself, which had been drawn out for too long because of the War, had gradually emptied her heart of love. She had already stopped loving Jacques by the time she married him. She had hoped that the two weeks’ leave that he had been given might change her feelings.

But he was inept. The one who loves always annoys the one who doesn’t. And Jacques loved her more and more every day. His letters were those of someone in pain, but who held his Marthe in too high esteem to think her capable of betraying him. So he just blamed himself, begged her to tell him what he had done to hurt her: “I feel so uncouth when I’m with you, I have the feeling that everything I say upsets you.” Marthe simply replied that he was mistaken, that she didn’t blame him for anything.

It was now the beginning of March. Spring came early. On days when she didn’t come into Paris with me, Marthe, naked beneath her dressing gown, would wait for me to get back from my art class, lying in front of the fire, where there was always some of her parents-in-law’s olive wood burning. She had asked them to send her some more. I don’t know what kind of shyness it was that held me back, if not the one you experience when confronted with something you haven’t done before. It reminded me of Daphnis. Only in our case it was Chloe who had had a few lessons, but Daphnis didn’t dare ask her to teach him. Although didn’t I regard Marthe as a virgin, who for the first two weeks of her marriage had been delivered up to a stranger to be taken forcibly.

In bed at night I called out to her, angry with myself—me who considered myself a man—for not being enough of one to make her my mistress. Every day when I went to her house I resolved not to leave until I had done so.

On my sixteenth birthday in March 1918, begging me not to get cross, she gave me a dressing gown like hers, and which she wanted to see me wear at her house. In my delight I almost made a pun, something I never did. It was my toga praetextata—my pretext! Because it seemed that what had been impeding my desires so far was the fear of looking foolish, of feeling dressed while she was not. At first I thought of putting it on that same day. But then I blushed, realising how much of a rebuke this gift of hers represented.


IX

FROM THE VERY START OF OUR RELATIONSHIP, Marthe had let me have a key to her apartment, so if she happened to have gone into town I wouldn’t have to wait for her in the garden. I could have made more innocent use of this key. It was a Saturday. I left her, promising to come for lunch the following day. But I had actually decided to come back as soon as I could that night.

During dinner I told my parents that the next day I was going on a long walk in the forest of Sénart with René. So I would have to leave at five in the morning. As the whole house would still be asleep, no one would know what time I had left, or whether I had spent the night away from home.

No sooner had I announced my intentions than my mother offered to make up a basket of food for my journey. I was filled with dismay; a basket wrecked all that was lofty and romantic about what I was planning to do. Having been looking forward to seeing the shock on Marthe’s face when I walked into her bedroom, I now imagined her shrieks of laughter when Prince Charming arrived with a shopping basket over his arm. However much I told my mother that René was bringing everything, she wouldn’t listen. To protest further would have aroused her suspicions.

It is an ill wind that blows nobody any good. As my mother was packing the basket that ruined my first night of love before it had even started, I saw the envious looks in my brothers’ eyes. I thought of secretly offering it to them, but once everything had been eaten, at the risk of getting a thrashing, and for the pleasure of landing me in trouble, they might have let the cat out of the bag.

So I had to put up with it, since I couldn’t think of any safe hiding places.

I had vowed not to leave before midnight so as to make sure my parents were asleep. I tried to read. But when the town-hall clock struck ten, my parents having been in bed for a while already, I couldn’t wait. Their room was upstairs, mine downstairs. I didn’t put my boots on, so I would make as little noise as possible when I climbed over the wall. With them in one hand and the basket, so fragile with all the bottles, in the other, I carefully opened the small service door. It was raining. All the better! It would muffle any noise. Seeing that the light was still on in my parents’ room, I nearly went back to bed. But I was already on my way. I couldn’t take precautions with the boots now; I had to put them on because of the rain. Then I had to climb the wall to avoid making the bell ring on the gate. I walked over to the wall, where I had made a point of putting a garden chair after dinner, to aid my escape. The wall had tiles along the top. The rain made them slippery. As I was hanging there, one of them fell off. In my nervousness the noise sounded ten times louder. Now I had to jump down into the street. I held the basket in my teeth; I landed in a puddle. For an endless minute I just stood there, looking at my parents’ window to see if they had got up, having heard something. No one appeared at the window. I was safe!

To get to Marthe’s house I went along by the Marne. I was planning to hide the basket under a bush and come back for it the next day. But wartime made this risky. Standing at the only spot where there were bushes where I could have hidden the basket was a sentry, guarding the bridge at J.… For a long time I wavered, paler than someone trying to plant dynamite. Nonetheless I found a place to hide my food.

Marthe’s gate was shut. I got the key that was always left in the letter box. I tiptoed through the small garden, then up the front steps. Before going upstairs, I took my boots off.

Marthe was so nervous! She might faint when I appeared in her bedroom. I was shaking; I couldn’t find the keyhole. But at last I turned the key, slowly, so as not to wake anyone. In the hall I bumped into the umbrella stand. I was afraid of pressing a bell, thinking it was a light switch. I groped my way to her room. Then I stopped, again feeling a desire to run away. Marthe might never forgive me. Or maybe I was about to discover that she was cheating on me, and find her with another man!

“Marthe?” I whispered.

She replied:

“Instead of giving me such a fright, you might just as well have come in the morning. So you got leave a week early then?”

She thought I was Jacques!

If I had now seen the way she would have greeted him, at the same time I discovered that she was concealing something from me. Jacques was due back in a week’s time!

I switched on the light. She was still facing the wall. The simplest thing would have been to say: “It’s me,” and yet I didn’t. I just kissed her on the neck.

“Your face is wet. Do dry it.”

Then she turned round and gave a cry.

In the space of a second her whole manner changed and, not bothering to ask what I was doing there in the middle of the night, she said:

“But my poor darling, you’ll catch your death of cold! Quick, take your clothes off.”

She hurried off to rekindle the fire in the drawing room. When she came back to the bedroom, seeing me still standing there, she asked:

“Do you want me to help you?”

As someone who dreaded more than anything the moment when I would have to undress, and could visualize how ridiculous I would look, I was eternally grateful to the rain, thanks to which getting undressed now took on a motherly aspect. Meanwhile Marthe went back and forth to the kitchen to see if the water for my hot toddy had boiled. Finally she found me lying naked on the bed, half-hidden by the quilt. She told me off—it was crazy not to wear any clothes; I ought to rub myself down with eau de cologne.

Then she opened a wardrobe and tossed me some pyjamas. They ought to be ‘my size’. A pair of Jacques’s! And I remembered that it was quite likely the soldier would arrive, since Marthe had thought it was him.

I got into bed. Marthe joined me. I asked her to put the light out. For even in her arms I was still wary of my shyness. Darkness made me feel brave. Marthe replied softly:

“No. I want to watch you fall asleep.”

These words, so charming, made me feel self-conscious. In them I found the touching sweetness of a woman who was risking everything to be my mistress, and, unable to imagine my pathological shyness, accepted that I should go to sleep beside her. For four months I had been saying I loved her, yet didn’t give her that proof which men are so lavish with, and which for them often takes the place of love. I switched the light out myself.

I experienced the same agitation that I had felt earlier, before I came into the apartment. But like my wait outside the door, the one outside the doors of love couldn’t possibly last for long. Besides, my imagination had been promising itself such exquisite sensual delights that it was no longer able to picture them. And for the first time I was afraid of being like her husband, leaving her with bad memories of our first moments of love.

So her happiness was greater than mine. But as soon as we were unentwined, the look in her wonderful eyes made all my discomfort seem worthwhile.

Her face was transfigured. I was amazed not to be able to even touch the halo that surrounded it, like in religious paintings.

My fears were allayed, but there were more to come.

Finally comprehending the power of acts that shyness hadn’t dared allow me to perform until now, I was terrified that Marthe might belong to her husband in more ways than she cared to admit.

But since I’m not capable of understanding things that I’m trying for the first time, I had to get acquainted with the delights of love day-by-day.

In the meantime this counterfeit pleasure caused me real pain—the one that men feel—jealousy.

I resented Marthe, because from the grateful expression on her face I realised what fleshly ties really mean. I cursed the man who had roused her body before I had. I reflected on how foolish I’d been to see her as a virgin. At any other time, to wish her husband dead would have been a childish fantasy, but in the present one my craving was almost as much of a crime as if I had actually killed him. I owed my burgeoning happiness to the War; I was also expecting it to bring it to its zenith. I hoped it would do my hatred’s work for it, in the way an anonymous person commits a crime on our behalf.

We are crying together now; the fault lies with happiness. Marthe blames me for not preventing her from getting married. “But then would I be in this bed that I chose? She would be living with her parents; we wouldn’t be able to see each other. She would never have belonged to Jacques, but she wouldn’t belong to me either. Without him, and without any point of comparison, she might still have regrets, hope for something better. I feel no hatred for Jacques. I hate the knowledge that I owe everything to the man we are betraying. Yet I love Marthe too much to regard our happiness a crime.”

We are crying because we are only children, with little to call our own. Take Marthe away! Since she doesn’t belong to anyone except me, it would be the same as taking me away, because we would be parted. We are already anticipating the end of the War, which will be the end of our love. We know this, and however much Marthe promises me that she will leave everything, that she will go with me, it’s not in my nature to be so rebellious and, putting myself in her place, I can’t imagine such an insane breach. Marthe tells me why she thinks she’s too old. In fifteen years’ time, life will have only just begun for me, women her age will fall in love with me. “All it will bring me is pain,” she adds. “If you leave me, I’ll die. If you stay, it will only be out of weakness, and it’ll make me suffer to see you sacrifice your happiness.”

Despite my protests I was angry with myself for not producing any convincing counter-argument. But all Marthe asked was to be this herself, and to her my bad reasons seemed like good ones. She would reply: “Oh yes, I hadn’t thought of that. I can tell you’re not lying.” Yet faced with these fears of hers, I felt my confidence waver. So my consolations were meagre ones. I gave the impression that it was only out of politeness that I didn’t disillusion her. “No, no,” I said, “you’re crazy.” Yet sadly I was too conscious of my youth not to foresee that I would turn my back on Marthe the moment her youth wilted and mine came into bloom.

Although I thought my love was fully formed, it was still in its early stages. It gave way at the slightest difficulty.

So the extravagances our hearts committed that night exhausted us far more than those of the flesh. One seemed to help us relax from the other; yet in fact they both brought us to the same end. Cocks were crowing, there were more of them now. They had been crowing all night. I noticed the poetic lie here: cocks crow at sunrise. There was nothing extraordinary about that. Insomnia was unknown to someone my age. Yet Marthe noticed them too, and it surprised her so much that it must have been the first time. She didn’t understand why I held her so tight, because her surprise proved that she had never spent all night awake with Jacques.

My hypnotic state made me believe that ours was an exceptional love. We imagined we were the first to experience particular anxieties, not realising that love is like poetry, and that all lovers, even the most unremarkable, think they are breaking new ground. So when I told Marthe (without actually believing it), but just to make her think I shared her concerns: “You’ll abandon me, you’ll find other men that you prefer,” she assured me she knew her own mind. As for me, I gradually convinced myself that I would stay with her even when her youth was gone, and in my laziness I simply trusted our immortal happiness to her physical energy.

Sleep had stolen up on us in our nakedness. When I woke, seeing she was uncovered, I was afraid she might be cold. I touched her. Her body was burning. To see her asleep gave me exquisite sensual pleasure. After ten minutes I found it unbearable. I kissed her on the shoulder. She didn’t stir. A second, less demure kiss had the effect of an alarm clock. She gave a start and, rubbing her eyes, she smothered me with kisses, like someone you love who you find in bed after dreaming they have died. Except that Marthe thought that what she had been dreaming about was true, and found me there when she woke up.

It was eleven o’clock already. We were drinking our chocolate when we heard the doorbell. I thought of Jacques: “Let’s hope he’s got a gun.” For someone so afraid of death, I wasn’t shaking. On the contrary, I would have been happy for it to be Jacques, as long as he killed us. To me any other outcome seemed absurd.

To contemplate death calmly only makes sense if we do it alone. Death as a couple isn’t death, not even for unbelievers. What distresses us is not losing life, but losing what gives it meaning. When a loved one is our life, what difference is there between living together and dying together?

There wasn’t time for me to see myself as a hero, because thinking that Jacques might just kill Marthe, or only me, I was busy calculating how self-centred I was. Of these two tragedies did I even know which was the worst?

Since Marthe didn’t get up, I thought I’d made a mistake, and that someone had rung the owners’ bell. But then the doorbell went again.

“Be quiet!” she whispered. “Don’t move, it must be my mother. I’d completely forgotten that she was going to drop by after mass.”

I was glad to witness one of her sacrifices. If a mistress or a friend is a few minutes late in coming to meet me, I straightway imagine they have died. Assuming that her mother was experiencing a similar anxiety, I enjoyed it to the full, as well as the knowledge that I was responsible for her fears.

After the sound of a short conversation (Madame Grangier had obviously asked the people downstairs if they had seen her daughter that morning), we heard the garden gate closing. Marthe looked through the shutters. “Yes, it was her,” she said. At the sight of Madame Grangier departing, missal in hand, worrying about her daughter’s unaccountable absence, I couldn’t help being pleased too. She turned round and took another look at the closed shutters.


X

NOW THAT I HAD NOTHING LEFT TO WISH FOR, I sensed I was beginning to be unfair. I put on a show of being upset that Marthe could deceive her mother without a qualm, and in my dishonesty I rebuked her for being able to lie. And yet love, which is selfishness in duplicate, sacrifices everything for itself, exists on lies. Driven by the same demon, I chastised her for not telling me that her husband was due back. Up till now I had kept my tyranny in check, not believing I had any right to rule Marthe. My harshness occasionally abated. “It won’t be long before you loathe me,” I groaned. “I’m like your husband, just as cruel.” “He’s not cruel,” she said. I started up again with renewed force: “So you’re cheating on both of us, tell me which one you love the most—but don’t worry—in a week’s time you’ll be able to cheat on me with him.”

In tears, she bit her lip: “What have I done to make you so unkind? Don’t spoil our first day of happiness, I beg of you.”

“You can’t love me very much if today is your first day of happiness.”

Blows like this injure the one who strikes them. I wasn’t thinking about what I was saying, yet still felt the need to say it. I found it impossible to explain to Marthe that my love was growing. It had undoubtedly reached the age of ingratitude, and my vicious taunts were love maturing into passion. I was in pain. I implored her to forget my tirade.


XI

THE OWNERS’ MAID SLIPPED SOME LETTERS UNDER the door. Marthe picked them up. There were two from Jacques. As if in reply to my doubts, she said: “Here, do what you like with them.” I felt ashamed. I asked her to read them, although to keep them to herself. With one of those instincts that drive us to the worst acts of bravado, Marthe tore up one of the envelopes. It must have been a long letter, because it didn’t tear easily. Her gesture gave me another opportunity to rebuke her. I deplored her bravado, the regrets that she would surely feel about it. Despite everything I made an effort and, not wishing her to tear up the second letter, I kept it, because judging from this performance it wasn’t out of the question that she might become unpleasant. At my request she read it. It might have been instinct that made her tear up the first letter, but not which made her say, after glancing through the second: “This is our reward from Heaven for not tearing up the letter. Jacques says that all leave has been cancelled in his sector, he won’t be coming for at least a month.”

Only love can forgive such lapses of taste.

This husband was beginning to get in my way, more so than if he had been there and we had had to be on our guard. His letter suddenly assumed the proportions of a ghost. We had lunch late. At about five o’clock we went for a walk by the river. Marthe was astonished when I pulled out my basket from a clump of grass in full view of the sentry. She found the story about the basket very funny. I was no longer afraid of ridicule. We walked along, oblivious to the unseemly way we were dressed, clinging to each other. Our fingers intertwined. This first warm, sunny Sunday had brought the walkers out in their straw hats, like the rain does mushrooms. People who knew Marthe didn’t dare say hello to her, but she greeted them quite guilessly, unmindful of anything. They must have viewed it as preening. She questioned me about how I had escaped from the house. She laughed, but then her face clouded; squeezing my hand as tightly as she could, she thanked me for taking so many risks. We went back to her apartment to drop off the basket. In actual fact I had a role in mind for this basket, by shipping it off to our troops as a food parcel in order to give these adventures a fitting conclusion. But the idea was so appalling that I saved it for myself alone.

Marthe wanted to go along by the Marne as far as La Varenne. We had dinner opposite the Île d’Amour. I promised to take her to the Museum of the Écu de France, the first museum I’d ever visited when I was a little boy, and which had left me spellbound. I told her about it as if it were something interesting. Yet when we came to the conclusion that the museum was a hoax, I didn’t want to admit how much I had been taken in by it. Fulbert’s scissors! Everything! I had believed everything. I claimed I was just having a harmless little joke with her. Marthe didn’t understand, as making jokes wasn’t something I normally did. To be honest the disappointment left me depressed. I thought: “As certain of Marthe’s love as I am at the moment, maybe I’ll find it’s just a sham like the Museum of the Écu de France!”

For I did often doubt her love. I sometimes wondered if I wasn’t a hobby for her, a passing fancy that she could give up overnight, when peacetime summoned her back to her responsibilities. And yet, I thought, there are times when lips, eyes, can’t lie. Undoubtedly. When they are drunk, even the least generous of men will get angry if you refuse to accept their watch, their wallet. In this respect they are behaving as candidly as when they are sober. The times at which we can’t lie are precisely those when we lie the most, especially to ourselves. To believe a woman ‘at a time when she can’t lie’ is like believing in the feigned generosity of a miser.

This clear-sightedness of mine was merely a more dangerous form of my naivety. I saw myself as not very naive, and yet I was, in another way, because no age can avoid naivety—old age perhaps least of all. This so-called perceptiveness cast a cloud over everything, caused me to doubt Marthe. Or rather I doubted myself, believing myself unworthy of her. Even if I had had endless proof of her love, I would have been no less miserable.

I was all too aware of the treasures we never discuss with those we love, for fear of seeming immature, to not suspect Marthe of this regrettable sense of modesty, and it pained me not to be able to get inside her mind.

I got home at half-past nine that night. My parents quizzed me about my walk. Enthusiastically I described the forest of Sénart, the ferns twice as tall as me. I talked about Brunoy, a delightful village where we had had lunch. Then my mother suddenly interrupted mockingly:

“By the way, René came round at four o’clock, he was most surprised to hear that he was on a long walk with you.”

I blushed in angry confusion. Like so many others, this experience taught me that, certain inclinations aside, I’m not made for telling lies. People always catch me out. My parents didn’t pursue it. They had had their little victory.


XII

MY FATHER, I HAVE TO SAY, WAS AN UNWITTING accomplice to my first affair. In fact he rather encouraged it, delighted that my precocious talents should find an outlet somewhere. He had always been afraid I would fall in with a woman of ill repute. So he was pleased that I had won the love of a decent girl. He only got on his high horse when he found out that Marthe wanted a divorce.

My mother didn’t view our romance quite so favourably, however. She was jealous. She saw Marthe as a rival. She took a dislike to her, not understanding that it would have been the same with any woman I loved. Besides, she was more concerned than my father was about what people might say. She was surprised that Marthe could get mixed up with a boy of my age. But then she had been brought up in F …—in all those small suburban towns, as soon as you get away from the working-class suburbs, the same passions, the same cravings for tittle-tattle are as rife as out in the country. Not only that, being close to Paris makes the gossip, the speculation even more barefaced. Everyone should keep to their place. So as a result of having a mistress whose husband was a soldier, on instructions from their parents I watched my friends gradually melt away. They withdrew according to the social order: first the notary’s son and then the rest, all the way down to the gardener’s boy. My mother was wounded by this process, which to me seemed like an accolade. In her view my life had been ruined by a madwoman. She probably blamed my father for having introduced me to her, and for then turning a blind eye. But since she considered that it was up to my father to do something about it, and my father said nothing, she kept quiet.


XIII

I SPENT EVERY NIGHT AT MARTHE’S HOUSE. I arrived at half-past ten and left at five or six the next morning. I didn’t jump over walls now. I just opened the door with my key; yet this openness required forward planning. So that the chime of the clock didn’t wake us, I wrapped the pendulum in cotton wool at night. When I left in the morning, I took it off again.

At home no one questioned my absences; it wasn’t the same at J.… For quite some time the owners and the elderly couple had viewed me in an unfavourable light, and hardly ever returned my greetings.

At five in the morning, so as to make as little noise as possible, I would carry my shoes on my way out. I put them on when I got downstairs. One morning I met the milkman on the stairs. He had a crate of milk in his hand; I had my shoes in mine. He said good morning with a horrible smile. It was Marthe’s downfall. He would tell the whole of J.… But what tormented me even more was that it made a laughing stock of me. I could have paid the milkman to keep quiet, but I didn’t, because I had no idea how to go about it.

That afternoon I didn’t dare tell Marthe. Besides, this one incident on its own wouldn’t have compromised her reputation. That had long been a given. Well before it actually happened, rumours were already circulating that she was my mistress. We hadn’t been aware of anything. But all was about to be revealed. One day I arrived to find her utterly drained. The landlord had just told her that for the last four days he had been watching out for me as I left at dawn. He had refused to believe it at first, but was no longer in any doubt. The elderly couple whose room was below Marthe’s were complaining about the noise we made night and day. Marthe was shaken; she wanted to leave. It didn’t occur to us to behave more discreetly when we were together. It was something we didn’t feel capable of doing—anyway we had already been found out. It was then that Marthe began to understand a number of things that had surprised her. Her only real female friend, a young Swedish girl, wasn’t replying to her letters. I found out that the girl’s guardian had seen us embracing on the train, and had advised her not to have anything more to do with Marthe.

I made her promise that if a dramatic row or something similar were to blow up, whether with her parents or her husband, then she wouldn’t back down. The landlord’s threats, a few rumours, gave me every reason to both fear and hope that there would be a confrontation between Marthe and Jacques.

Marthe begged me to come and see her often while Jacques was home on leave, having already talked to him about me. I refused, afraid of not playing my part well enough, as well as of seeing another man fussing around her. His leave was for eleven days. He might cheat the system and find a way of staying an extra two. I made her promise to write to me every day. I waited for three days before going to the poste restante, to be certain of there being a letter. There were already four. But I couldn’t take them—I didn’t have one of the required proofs of identity. I was all the more nervous, having forged my birth certificate, because you had to be eighteen to use the poste restante. In an attempt to pull the wool over the eyes of the young woman behind the counter, I insisted on having the letters that she was keeping back and wouldn’t give me. In the end, since they knew me at the post office, I persuaded them to at least send them on to my home address.

It was clear that I still had a long way to go before becoming a man. As I opened the first of Marthe’s letters, I wondered how she would accomplish this amazing feat—writing a love letter. But I was forgetting that there is no easier letter to write—all it takes is love. I thought Marthe’s were wonderful, comparable with the most beautiful ones I had read. And yet she talked about perfectly ordinary things, what agony it was to be so far away from me.

It surprised me not to be more consumed with jealousy. I began to see Jacques as ‘the husband’. I gradually forgot how young he was, I pictured him as an old greybeard.

I didn’t write back to Marthe; all things considered it was too risky. Deep down I was glad to be prevented from doing so, having, as always when faced with anything new, an ill-defined fear of not being capable, or that my letters might shock her or seem naive.

Such was my carelessness that after two days, having left one of Marthe’s letters lying around on my desk, it disappeared; it reappeared the next day. Finding it upset my plans—I had taken advantage of Jacques’s leave and my being at home for long periods to make my family believe that I was growing away from Marthe. For if initially I had bragged, keen that my parents should know I had a mistress, I was now beginning to wish there was less for them to know. Which was the moment my father discovered the real reason for my good behaviour.

I made the most of my free time to start going to art school again; because for some time I had been basing my nudes on Marthe. I don’t know if my father guessed; he expressed mischievous surprise however, and in a way that made me blush, at the fact that all my models looked the same. So I went back to the Grande-Chaumière and worked hard to put together a collection of drawings for the rest of the year, a collection I would be able to add to when the husband was next home.

I also saw René again, who had been expelled from Henri IV. He was now at the Lycée Louis-le-Grand. I met up with him there every evening after finishing at La Grande-Chaumière. We saw each other in secret, because since his expulsion from Henri IV, and especially since Marthe appeared, his parents, who until recently had regarded me as a good example, had forbidden him to mix with me.

René, who thought that love and being in love must be a liability, teased me about my passion for Marthe. Unable to withstand his jibes, like a coward I told him that I wasn’t really in love. His admiration for me, which had been waning of late, instantly grew.

I began to fall asleep at night thinking of Marthe’s love. What tortured me most was the sensual starvation. It was the anxiety of the pianist without a piano, the smoker without cigarettes.

And yet René, who made fun of my affairs of the heart, was smitten with a woman who he thought he liked but wasn’t in love with. This elegant creature, a Spaniard with blond hair, moved like a circus acrobat. René, who feigned indifference, was incredibly jealous of her. Turning pale at the same time as laughing, he begged me to do him a peculiar favour. To anyone who knows schoolboys, it was the archetypal schoolboy idea. He wanted to know if the woman was cheating on him. So what I had to do was make advances to her in order to find out.

This put me in an awkward position. My shyness took hold again. But not for anything in the world would I have wanted to appear shy, and in any case the woman helped me out of my predicament. She was so quick to make overtures to me that shyness, which prevents some things and precipitates others, prevented me from being faithful to either René or Marthe. I was hoping to at least enjoy myself, but I was like the smoker with his one favourite brand. All I was left with were regrets for cheating on René, to whom I swore that his mistress had turned down every advance.

In Marthe’s case I felt no such remorse. But I forced myself to. However much I said that I would never forgive her if she cheated on me, there was nothing I could do about it. “It’s not the same thing,” I said, making excuses for myself with that extraordinary lack of originality that characterizes the ego’s response to everything. Just as I readily conceded that I didn’t write to her, had she not written to me I would have taken it as evidence that she didn’t love me. And yet this minor infidelity strengthened my love.


XIV

JACQUES DIDN’T UNDERSTAND HIS WIFE’S attitude at all. Marthe, who was quite talkative, didn’t say a word to him. If he asked: “What’s the matter?” she would reply: “Nothing.”

Madame Grangier had various altercations with poor Jacques. She accused him of behaving tactlessly towards her daughter, and regretted having let him marry her. She put the sudden changes in her daughter down to this tactlessness of Jacques’s. She thought she ought to come back and live at home. Jacques gave way. A few days after he got back, he took Marthe to her parents’ house, where her mother, by pandering to her slightest whim, unknowingly incited her love for me. Marthe had been born in this house. Every little thing, she told Jacques, reminded her of the happy times when she had belonged here. She was going to sleep in the room she had had as a girl. Jacques asked if a bed could at least be set up for him in there. This caused a fit of hysterics. Marthe refused to sully her maidenly room.

Monsieur Grangier found this prudery of hers ridiculous. Madame Grangier used it as an opportunity to tell her husband and son-in-law that they hadn’t the first idea about feminine sensitivities. She was gratified that Jacques had so little hold over her daughter’s heart. Because everything that Marthe withdrew from her husband, Madame Grangier attributed to herself, thinking her scruples sublime. Sublime they were, but for me.

On days when Marthe claimed to be feeling even more unwell, she would insist on going out. Jacques was well aware that it wasn’t for the pleasure of taking him with her. Unable to entrust anyone else with letters addressed to me, she posted them herself.

I congratulated myself even more for my own silence, because had I been able to write to her, my response to her accounts of the pain she was inflicting would have been to side with the victim. At times I was horrified by the harm I was causing; at others I told myself that Marthe could never punish Jacques enough for the crime of depriving me of her virginity. But since nothing makes us less ‘romantic’ than passion, ultimately I was delighted that I wasn’t able to write, and that as a result Marthe continued driving Jacques to despair.

He left again, disheartened.

Everyone attributed these problems to the irksome solitude in which Marthe was living. Her parents and her husband were the only ones who didn’t know about our relationship, while the owners didn’t dare tell Jacques out of respect for the uniform. In fact Madame Grangier was very pleased to have her daughter back, and that she was living as she had done before she got married. So the Grangiers couldn’t believe it when the day after Jacques left, Marthe told them she was going back to J.…

I saw her that same day. At first I reproached her halfheartedly for being so unkind. But when I read Jacques’s first letter, I was panic-stricken. He told her how easy it would be to get himself killed if Marthe didn’t love him any more.

I didn’t detect the ‘blackmail’ here. I believed I was responsible for a death, forgetting that that was what I had wanted. I became even more unfathomable, more unfair. Whatever we said or did opened another wound. However much Marthe told me that it was kinder not to build Jacques’s hopes up, it was me who forced her to go gently in her replies to him. It was me who dictated the only affectionate letters that he ever received from his wife. She wrote them under protest, in tears, but I threatened never to see her again if she didn’t do as I said. That Jacques should owe his only moments of joy to me helped ease my remorse.

I could tell how hollow his wish to kill himself was from the hope that overflowed from the letters in which he replied to ours.

I was proud of my behaviour towards poor Jacques, even though I did it for my own benefit, out of the fear of having a crime on my conscience.


XV

AFTER THESE DRAMAS CAME A TIME OF HAPPINESS. But sadly it still had a temporary feeling to it. It stemmed from my age, my lack of backbone. I didn’t have the willpower to do anything, whether to abandon Marthe, who might forget me and go back to her responsibilities, or to drive Jacques to his death. So our relationship was at the mercy of the permanent return of peace and the troops. If he threw his wife out, she would still be mine. If he kept her, I was incapable of taking her back by force. Our happiness was built on sand. But since we had no idea when the tide would come in, I just hoped that it would be as late as possible.

It was now a delighted Jacques who stood up for Marthe against her mother, who was annoyed at her going back to J.… Incited by her acrimony, the move had also roused Madame Grangier’s suspicions. And there was something else she found dubious: Marthe refused to have servants, to the horror of her family and, even more so, that of her husband’s. Yet what could parents or parents-in-law do, faced with a Jacques who was now our ally, thanks to the excuses I had provided for him through Marthe.

It was at that moment that J … declared war on her.

The owners made a point of not speaking to her now. No one said hello to her. It was only the local tradespeople who, from a business point of view, felt less obliged to maintain this haughty moratorium. So, sometimes feeling the need to pass the time of day, Marthe would linger in the shops. Whenever I was at her apartment, if she went out to buy milk and cakes and wasn’t back after five minutes, I would imagine that she’d been knocked down by a tram and run as fast as I could to the dairy or the pâtisserie. I would find her there, chatting. As soon as we were outside, furious with myself for letting myself be carried away by my neurotic anxiety, I would lose my temper. I accused her of having common taste, of enjoying the company of shopkeepers. The latter disliked me intensely, since I interrupted their conversations.

Like everything noble, court etiquette is simple. But for paradoxes, nothing quite rivals the protocol of the common people. Their mania for hierarchies is based first and foremost on age. Nothing shocks them more than seeing an elderly duchess curtsy to a young prince. You can imagine the loathing felt by the staff in the pâtisserie and the dairy when a mere boy butted in on their casual friendship with Marthe. For the sake of these conversations they would have found a host of excuses for her.

The owners had a twenty-two-year-old son. He came home on leave. Marthe invited him for tea.

That evening we heard raised voices; they forbade him to see their tenant again. Accustomed to my father never vetoing anything I did, I was quite astonished that the great lump was so obedient.

The next day, as we walked across the garden, he was doing some digging. It was probably a punishment. Slightly embarrassed, he looked away so as not to have to say hello.

These little skirmishes saddened Marthe; sufficiently intelligent and in love to realize that happiness isn’t to be found in the regard of other people, she was like those poets who realize that true poetry is ‘cursed’, and yet who, despite knowing this, are still sometimes hurt when they don’t receive the public approval which they so despise.


XVI

MEMBERS OF THE TOWN COUNCIL ALWAYS PLAY a part in my adventures. Monsieur Marin, who lived downstairs from Marthe, an elderly man with a grey beard and dignified bearing, was a former town councillor in J.… He had retired just before the War, and still enjoyed serving his country when a convenient opportunity arose. Content to just criticise local politics, he lived with his wife and only entertained or paid social calls just before the New Year.

For several days there had been a lot of hustle and bustle downstairs, even more noticeable because from our bedroom we could hear the slightest noise on the ground floor. Cleaners arrived. Out in the garden, their maid, helped by the landlord’s servant, was polishing the silver, getting verdigris off the brass ceiling lights. We found out from the woman in the dairy that the Marins were getting ready for a surprise society reception at their house, under a cloak of secrecy. Madame Marin had invited the Mayor, begging him to allocate her eight litres of milk. So was he going to give the woman in the dairy permission to make cream as well?

Permits being granted, when the day came (a Friday), about fifteen local worthies arrived at the appointed time with their wives, each of them the founder of a society for breast-feeding or aid for the wounded, and of which she was chairwoman, along with other members of the society. To show ‘good form’, the mistress of the house greeted her guests at the door. She had used her reception’s aura of mystery to turn it into a picnic. All these ladies preached the gospel of thrift as well as dreaming up recipes. Their favourite sweet dishes were cakes without flour, cream desserts made with lichen, etc. As they arrived, they each told Madame Marin: “It doesn’t look very appetizing, but even so I think it’s very good!”

Monsieur Marin used the event as an opportunity to lay the foundations for his ‘political comeback’.

The surprise attraction, however, was Marthe and me. I found out about it as a result of a friendly slip of the tongue by someone I knew from the train, the son of one of the worthies. Imagine my amazement when I discovered that the entertainment the Marins were planning was to stand under our bedroom later in the afternoon and catch us in the act.

They had probably acquired a taste for it, and wanted to broadcast their little pleasures. Being respectable people, the Marins naturally attributed this prurience of theirs to moral decency. They wished to share their indignation with all the other upright folk in the district.

The guests were in position. Madame Marin knew that I was in Marthe’s apartment and had set up the table beneath her bedroom. She was champing at the bit. All she needed was the compère’s baton to introduce the performance. Thanks to the indiscretion of the young man, who had given the game away in order to dupe his parents as well as out of solidarity with people his own age, we didn’t make a sound. I hadn’t dared tell Marthe the reason for the picnic. I could imagine the contorted expression on Madame Marin’s face, her gaze fastened on the hands of the clock, her guests’ impatience. Eventually, at about seven o’clock, the couples went home empty-handed, saying to themselves that the Marins were frauds and that poor seventy-year-old Monsieur Marin was an upstart. This councillor-to-be promised you the earth and didn’t even wait until he was elected to go back on his word. As for Madame Marin, the ladies just saw the reception as a way for her to supply herself with desserts. The mayor had only put in an appearance for a few minutes, and the eight litres of milk got them whispering to each other that he was on intimate terms with the Marin’s daughter, who taught at a local school. Mademoiselle Marin had already caused an outcry by marrying a policeman, which people didn’t think fitting for a schoolmistress.

Out of spite I let them hear what they had wanted the others to hear. Marthe was surprised at my belated passion. Unable to contain myself any longer, and at the risk of upsetting her, I told her the purpose of the reception. We both cried with laughter.

Madame Marin, who might have felt benevolent had I served her purposes, never forgave us for this catastrophe. It filled her with hate. But she wasn’t able to indulge it, having now run out of ways of doing so, and didn’t dare write anonymous letters.


XVII

IT WAS MAY. I WENT TO SEE MARTHE LESS OFTEN now, and only spent the night at her house if I was able to think of a lie to tell at home which would let me stay on into the morning. I managed it once or twice a week. The fact that my lies always worked surprised me. But my father didn’t really believe me. With wild indulgence he chose not to see, on condition that neither my brothers nor the servants found out. So all I needed to do was say that I was leaving at five in the morning, like on the day of my walk in the forest of Sénart. Except my mother didn’t pack any more hampers.

My father would put up with everything, and then abruptly take a stand and rebuke me for my idleness. His outbursts blew up and subsided again quickly, like waves out to sea.

Nothing is more absorbing than love. You don’t have time to be idle, because, being in love, you are idle. Love is vaguely aware that its only real distraction is work. So it regards it as a rival. And a rival is one thing it won’t tolerate. Yet love is a benign form of idleness, like soft refreshing rain.

If youth is foolish, it is from want of idleness. What cripples our educational system is that it is designed for nonentities, who make up the majority. For the nimble mind there is no such thing as idleness. I never learnt as much as during these long days, which to an observer would have seemed empty, as when I was watching my novice’s heart like a social climber does his table manners.

Whenever I didn’t sleep at Marthe’s, which was almost every day, we would go for a walk along the Marne after dinner until eleven o’clock. I would untie my father’s boat. Marthe would row; lying down, I laid my head in her lap. I got in her way. And then suddenly one of the oars would bump against me, and remind me that this excursion wouldn’t last our whole life.

Love likes to share its bliss. A mistress who is naturally cold will become tender, kiss our neck, dream up a million coquetries if we are busy writing a letter. I never felt a greater desire to kiss Marthe than when she was preoccupied with something other than me; never any greater yearning to touch her hair, muss it up, than when she was arranging it. When we were in the boat, I would throw myself at her, smother her with kisses so that she would drop the oars, and then the boat would drift, hostage to the rushes, the white and yellow water lilies. In this she saw evidence of ungovernable passion, whereas what drove me more than anything, and violently, was the compulsion to distract her. We would moor the boat behind some clumps of long grass. The fear of being seen or capsizing made our frolics infinitely more exquisite.

So I never complained about the landlord’s hostility, which made being at Marthe’s house so awkward for me.

My so-called obsession with possessing Marthe in a way that Jacques had never been able to, of kissing a tiny place on her body after having made her promise that no other lips but mine would ever touch it, was nothing but lasciviousness. Did I admit this to myself? Every love has its youth, its maturity, its old age. Had I already reached the final stage, where love no longer satisfied me unless accompanied by certain refinements? For if my sensual pleasure depended on habit, it was whetted by the multitude of mere nothings, those minor adjustments that are imposed on habit. Is it not first of all by increasing the dose, which soon becomes lethal, that an addict achieves rapture, but also in the rhythm that he devises, whether by varying the times or making use of trickery to throw his body off the scent.

I was so fond of the left bank of the Marne that I started going for walks along the other side, which was very different, so I could gaze at the one I loved. The right bank isn’t as soft, and is used by market gardeners, farmers, while mine is for idlers. We would tie the boat to a tree and lie in the middle of a cornfield. The crop would quiver in the evening breeze. In its hiding place our selfishness ignored the damage it was doing, sacrificed the corn to our love’s well-being in the same way we were sacrificing Jacques.


XVIII

A VAGUE SCENT OF IMPERMANENCE STIRRED my senses. The fact of having savoured more savage pleasures, akin to the loveless ones that come with our first experience of a woman, dulled the effect of the others.

I had already learnt to value nights spent in chastity and freedom, the comfortable feeling of being alone in a bed with cool fresh sheets. I used discretion as an excuse for not sleeping at Marthe’s house now. She was impressed by my strength of character. But I also dreaded that irritation provoked by a particular angelic note in womens’ voices when they wake up, and who, being born actresses, seem to appear from another world with each new morning.

I reproached myself for being critical, for my dissimulations, spent whole days wondering if I loved Marthe more or less than before. My love made everything more complex. Just as I misinterpreted the things that Marthe said, thinking I was giving them deeper meaning, I analysed her silences. Perhaps I’d always been mistaken; a certain impact, which can’t be described, tells us we’ve hit the nail on the head. My joys, my fears were more intense. Lying beside her, a desire to be alone in my own bed at home would unexpectedy seize hold of me, make me see how unbearable life together would be. Yet I couldn’t imagine living without Marthe. I was beginning to undergo the punishment for adultery.

I resented Marthe for having agreed to furnish Jacques’s house according to my taste before our affair had begun. I could no longer stand the sight of this furniture that I had chosen, not to please myself but to displease Jacques. There was no excuse, I was just weary of it. I was sorry I hadn’t let Marthe choose it herself. I would have probably disliked it at first, but how enchanting to then grow used to it out of love for her. I was envious that this pleasure would now go to Jacques.

Marthe looked at me with her big innocent eyes when I said bitterly: “I hope when we live together we’re not going to keep this furniture.” She respected everything I said. Thinking I’d forgotten that the furniture was my idea, she didn’t dare remind me. But inwardly she deplored my bad memory.


XIX

AT THE BEGINNING OF JUNE MARTHE GOT A letter from Jacques, which at long last wasn’t just about how much he loved her. He was ill. They were evacuating him to the hospital at Bourges. I wasn’t glad to hear he was ill, but relieved that he had something to say. He would be passing through J … the next day or the day after, and begged Marthe to come and look out for his train from the platform. Marthe showed me the letter. She was waiting for my instructions.

Love had made a slave of her. Faced with such servile preliminaries, it was hard for me to allow or forbid anything. As far as I was concerned, my silence meant that I agreed. Could I prevent her from catching a glimpse of her husband for a second or two? She didn’t say anything either. So out of a form of tacit consent I didn’t go to see her the next day.

The morning of the day after that, a messenger boy brought a note to my house, which he would only give to me personally. It was from Marthe. She was waiting for me by the river. She begged me to come if I still had any love for her.

I rushed straight down to the bench where Marthe was waiting. Her hello, so out of keeping with the style of her message, made my blood run cold. I thought her feelings had changed.

Yet Marthe had simply interpreted my silence of two days before as anger. That it was a tacit agreement had never once occurred to her. To her hours of anxiety was added the grievance of now seeing me alive, because the only reason for not going to see her the day before must have been that I was dead. I couldn’t hide my astonishment. I explained that it was discretion, respect for her obligations to her sick husband. She half believed me. I was annoyed. I almost said: “For once I’m not lying …” We both cried.

But muddled games of chess like this can drag on endlessly, exhaustingly, if one of the players doesn’t set things straight. All things considered, Marthe’s attitude towards Jacques wasn’t very becoming. I kissed her, soothed her: “Silence isn’t good for us,” I said. We promised to never conceal our innermost thoughts from each other, although I had to do some pleading to persuade her that such a thing was possible.

Jacques had looked out for Marthe at J … and, when the train went past their house, he had seen the open shutters. His letter begged for reassurance. He asked her to come to Bourges. “You’ll have to go,” I told her, in such a way that these simple words didn’t sound like a rebuke.

“I’ll go,” she replied, “if you come with me.”

This was taking thoughtlessness too far. Yet the love that these words, this appalling behaviour expressed soon turned my anger to gratitude. I got on my high horse. I calmed down. I spoke to her gently, touched by her artlessness. I treated her like a child who cries for the moon.

I pointed out how immoral it would be for me to go with her. The fact that I didn’t fly into a rage like an offended lover gave my response more weight. It was the first time she had heard me use the word ‘moral’. It came at just the right moment, for, not being malicious, she certainly must have been having serious doubts about the morality of our affair, as I was. Without this one word she might have thought me amoral, because despite rebelling against all those fine bourgeois prejudices she was still very much the bourgeoise. But quite the reverse, however; since this was the first time I had warned her, it proved that up till then I felt we hadn’t done anything wrong.

Marthe took exception to this journey, a distasteful form of honeymoon. She saw now just how impossible it was.

“At least allow me not to go,” she said.

The word ‘moral’, used so rashly, established me as her spiritual adviser. I used it like a tyrant, intoxicated by his newly acquired power. Power only mainfests itself when used unjustly. So I replied that I saw no crime in her not going to Bourges. I came up with reasons that convinced her: the tiring journey, Jacques’s imminent recovery. These reasons excused her, if not in Jacques’s eyes then at least in those of her parents-in-law.

By steering Marthe in a direction that suited me, I gradually shaped her in my own image. This is what I blamed myself for, and for knowingly destroying our happiness. For her to be like me, and for this to be my creation, both delighted and annoyed me. In it I saw a reason for the understanding between us; I also detected the cause of future tragedies. Because it was true that I had gradually passed on my lack of certainty to her, which, come the moment for decisions, prevented her from taking one. Like me I sensed her hands were weak, and was hoping that the rising tide would spare our house of sand, while other children were busy building theirs further away.

Occasionally an inner likeness extends into the external. Our eyes, our walk—several times strangers took us for brother and sister. This is because the seeds of resemblance lie within us, where love helps them grow. Sooner or later a gesture, an inflection in the voice, gives away even the most discreet of lovers.

It has to be said that if the heart has reasons that reason isn’t familiar with, this is because the latter is less open to reason than our heart. No doubt we are all like Narcissus, we both love and loathe our own image, while being indifferent to any others. This instinct for similarity is what leads us through life, calling out “stop!” in front of a landscape, a woman, a piece of poetry. We are still able to admire others, although without experiencing the same bolt out of the blue. The instinct for similarity is the only type of behaviour that isn’t a pretence. But in everyday society it is only the uncouth who never offend public morality and always go after the same type. Hence some men relentlessly chase ‘blondes’, totally unaware that the deepest resemblances are often the most secret.


XX

FOR SEVERAL DAYS MARTHE HAD SEEMED DISTANT, although not unhappy. Distant and unhappy I could have attributed to anxiousness about the coming fifteenth of July, when she would have to join Jacques’s family, as well as the convalescing Jacques, on a beach by the Channel. It was now her turn to keep quiet, to start at the sound of my voice. She suffered the insufferable—family visits, affronts, sharp insinuations from her mother, good-natured remarks from her father, who assumed she had a lover without really believing it.

Why did she endure it? Was it the result of my lectures, criticising her for setting too great store by material things, for letting herself be upset by the least of them? She seemed happy, yet it was a strange kind of happiness, one which embarrassed her, and which I didn’t like because I didn’t share it. Having thought it childish when Marthe took my silence as a sign of indifference, I now accused her of not loving me because she didn’t say anything.

She didn’t dare tell me that she was pregnant.


XXI

I WOULD HAVE LIKED TO SEEM HAPPY AT THE news. But at first I was staggered. Having never imagined that I could be responsible for anything of any kind, I now was, and for the worst thing of all. I was also furious with myself for not being man enough to treat it straightforwardly. Marthe only mentioned it under duress. She was terrified that this moment, which ought to bring us closer, would move us apart. I put on such a convincing show of elation that her fears melted. Deep down her morals were still those of the bourgeoisie, and so for her this child was a sign that God was rewarding our love, not punishing a crime.

While Marthe saw her pregnancy as a reason for me to stay with her for ever, it filled me with dismay. At our age it seemed impossible, unfair, that having a child should hamper our youth. For the first time I gave way to material anxieties: our families would disown us.

Already loving our child, it was out of love that I rejected it. I didn’t want to be responsible for its tragic existence. I myself wouldn’t have been able to survive it.

Instinct is our guide; a guide that leads to ruin. Yesterday, Marthe was afraid that being pregnant would put distance between us. Today, when she had never loved me so much, she thought my love was growing stronger, like hers. And while yesterday I rejected this child, today I began to love it, took love away from Marthe just as at the start of our relationship my love gave her what it took from others.

Now, touching my lips to Marthe’s stomach, it was no longer her I was kissing, but my child. For sadly Marthe was no longer my mistress; she was a mother.

I stopped behaving as if we were alone now. There was always a witness nearby, to whom we had to account for our actions. I found it difficult to forgive this abrupt change for which I held Marthe alone responsible, yet I sensed that I would have forgiven her even less if she had lied to me. There were moments when I believed that Marthe was lying in order to make our love last longer, and that her son wasn’t mine.

Just as someone who is ill seeks peace and quiet, I didn’t know which way to turn. I had a feeling that it was now a different Marthe I loved, that my son would only be happy if he thought he belonged to Jacques. This duplicity alarmed me, admittedly. I would have to abandon Marthe. On the other hand, however much I regarded myself as a man, the situation was too serious for me to be so conceited as to believe that such an insane existence (or such a sensible existence, as I thought) was possible.


XXII

FOR JACQUES WOULD EVENTUALLY COME home. After this most unusual period, like so many other soldiers who had been cuckolded as a result of the extraordinary circumstances, he would find an obedient, unhappy wife who showed no outward sign of her loose living. Yet the child could only be attributed to Jacques if she could bear to let him touch her during their holiday. Coward that I was, I begged her to.

Of all our rows, this was neither the least bizarre nor the least painful. Not only that, I was surprised to meet so little resistance. I discovered the reason later. Marthe didn’t dare admit giving herself to Jacques during his last leave, and, quite contrarily, on the pretext of obeying me, was intending to turn him down at Granville using her present condition as an excuse. The entire edifice was a convolution of dates whose spurious coincidences would leave no one in any doubt once the child was born. “Bah!” I thought. “We’ve still got plenty of time. Marthe’s parents will be afraid of a scandal. They’ll take her off to the country and then delay making the announcement.”

The day of Marthe’s departure was approaching. Her absence could only be of benefit to me. It would be a test. I was hoping to cure myself of her. If I didn’t succeed, if my love was too callow to free itself, I knew that I could go back to a Marthe who would still be just as faithful.

She left on the twelfth of July at seven in the morning. The night before I stayed at J.… On the way there I resolved not to sleep a wink all night. I would cover Marthe with enough kisses to last me for the rest of my life.

A quarter-of-an-hour after getting into bed, I fell asleep.

As a rule, the fact of Marthe being in the bed kept me awake. Yet for the first time I slept as well with her beside me as if I had been alone.

When I woke, she was already up. She hadn’t dared wake me. There was only half-an-hour before her train went. I was furious with myself for letting sleep steal our last hours together. She was in tears too, because she had to go. I would have preferred to put our last moments to better use than wallowing in each other’s tears.

She gave me her key and asked me to come here, to think of us, to sit at her desk and write to her.

I had vowed not to go all the way into Paris with her. But I couldn’t overcome my desire for her lips and, as I was craven enough to want to love her less, I put my desire down to the fact that she was leaving, to this ‘last time’ that was such a pretence, for I was well aware that there would be no last time unless it was what she wanted.

At the Gare Montparnasse, where she was to meet her parents-in-law, I kissed her unrestrainedly. I was still counting on her in-laws appearing, which would provoke a conclusive scene.

When I got back to F …, being used to not living except in the expectation of seeing Marthe, I did my best to keep myself amused. I dug the garden, tried to read, played hide-and-seek with my sisters, something I hadn’t done for five years. In the evening, so as not to arouse suspicions, I had to go out for a walk. Until I got to the Marne, I usually found the path easy-going. But on this particular evening I dawdled, stumbled on stones, which made my heart race. Lying stretched out in the boat, for the first time I wanted to die. But since I was no more capable of dying than I was of living, I pinned my hopes on the generosity of some passing murderer. I was only sorry that it wasn’t possible to die of world-weariness, or grief. Gradually my mind emptied, like a bath draining. One final gurgle, longer this time, and it was empty. I fell asleep.

I was woken by a chill July dawn. Frozen to the bone, I went home. The whole household was already up and about. My father greeted me stonily in the hall. My mother had been taken slightly ill—they had sent the chambermaid to wake me so I could go and fetch the doctor. So my absence was now official.

I endured the furore, filled with admiration for the inborn subtlety of a good judge who, from among a thousand and one blameworthy elements, selects the only innocent one so as to allow the culprit to vindicate himself. I didn’t do so however, it was too difficult. I let my father think I had just come back from J … and, when he forbade me to go out after dinner, I was inwardly grateful to him for still colluding with me, and for giving me an excuse to stop roaming the streets on my own.

I waited for the postman. It was what I lived for. Even the slightest effort to forget was beyond me.

Marthe had given me a paper knife, and insisted I use it to open her letters. Yet was I able to? I was in too much of a hurry. I tore the envelopes. Each time, ashamed, I resolved to put the letter aside for fifteen minutes, untouched. By this I hoped to regain my self-control, keep the letters in my pocket unopened. But I always put off this procedure until the next day.

One day, losing patience with my feebleness, in a fit of rage I tore up a letter without reading it. No sooner were the pieces of paper strewn across the garden than I was down on all fours. With the letter was a photograph of Marthe. I, such a superstitious person, who invested the slightest little event with dramatic meaning, had torn up her face. In it I saw a warning from above. Not till I had spent four hours sticking the letter and the picture together again were my agonies soothed. I had never exerted myself so much over anything. The fear that something awful might happen to Marthe kept me going during this ludicrous occupation, which clouded my eyes and my nerves.

A specialist had advised Marthe to go bathing in the sea. While reproaching myself for being malicious, I ordered her not to, not wanting anyone but me to see her body.

But since Marthe had to spend a month at Granville in any case, I was glad that Jacques would be there. I remembered the black-and-white photograph of him that Marthe had shown me on the day we chose the furniture. Nothing frightened me more than young men on the beach. Even then I thought they would be stronger, more handsome, more stylish than me.

Her husband would protect her from them.

In affectionate moments, like a drunk who embraces everyone, I would dream of writing to Jacques, confessing that I was Marthe’s lover and, authorised by this status, commending her to him. Occasionally I envied Marthe, she who was worshipped by both Jacques and me. Shouldn’t the pair of us try and make her happy? During these fits I thought I was being the obliging lover. I would have liked to meet Jacques, explain things to him, why we shouldn’t be jealous of each other. But then my hatred would suddenly set me back on my course.


XXIII

IN EVERY LETTER MARTHE ASKED ME TO GO TO her apartment. This importuning reminded me of a pious aunt of mine who berated me for never visiting my grandmother’s grave. It’s not in my nature to make pilgrimages. Such tiresome duties just circumscribe death, and love.

Aren’t we able think about a dead person, or our mistress, except in a cemetery or a particular room? I didn’t attempt to point this out to Marthe, but simply told her that I went to her house—just as I told my aunt that I had been to the cemetery. Nonetheless I did have to go to Marthe’s house, although in most unusual circumstances.

One day on the train I met the Swedish girl whose guardians wouldn’t allow her to see Marthe. In my solitude I found this young person’s childishness appealing. I suggested that she secretly come and have tea in J … the next day. I didn’t tell her that Marthe was away in case this scared her off, and even said how pleased Marthe would be to see her again. I swear I had no idea just what I was intending to do exactly. I was behaving like children who, when they first meet, try to amaze each other. I couldn’t resist seeing the look of surprise or anger on Svea’s angelic face when I told her that Marthe was away.

Yes, it was probably the infantile pleasure of astonishing someone, because I couldn’t find anything unusual to say to her, whereas she had the advantage of her foreignness, and surprised me with everything she said. There’s nothing more delightful than sudden intimacy between people who don’t understand each other. Around her neck she wore a small gold-and-blue-enamelled cross over a rather ugly dress, which in my mind’s eye I saw quite differently. A true living doll. I felt a growing desire to continue our tête-à-tête somewhere other than in a railway carriage.

What slightly spoilt her convent-girl manner was that she behaved like a pupil at the École Pigier, where she went for an hour every day to learn to speak French and use a typewriter, without deriving much benefit from it. She showed me her typewriting homework. There was a mistake with every letter, corrected in the margin by the teacher. From a hideous handbag, which she had clearly made herself, she removed a cigarette case on which there was a countess’s coronet. She offered me a cigarette. She didn’t smoke, but always carried the case because her friends smoked. She told me about Swedish traditions, which I pretended to be familiar with: St John’s Night, bilberry jam. Then she took out a photograph of her twin sister, which had arrived from Sweden the day before—she was stark naked on a horse and wearing their grandfather’s top hat. I blushed scarlet. Her sister looked so much like her that I thought she was having a joke at my expense by showing me a picture of herself. I bit my lips to subdue their desire to kiss this mischievous innocent. I must have had a savage expression on my face, because she seemed frightened, and looked round for the communication cord.

The next day she came to Marthe’s house at four o’clock. I explained that Marthe was in Paris but would be back shortly. Then I added: “She told me not to let you go until she arrives.” I wasn’t planning to tell her what my ploy was until later.

Luckily she was fond of her food. But my own gluttony took on a hitherto unknown form. It wasn’t tart or raspberry ice cream I hungered for, but to be the tart and ice cream that she was about to put in her mouth. Inadvertently I pulled a face.

It wasn’t lechery that made me lust after Svea, it was gluttony. If I couldn’t have her lips, then her cheeks would be enough.

I spoke clearly and precisely so she would understand me properly. Stimulated by this amusing doll’s tea party, I, who never usually said much, was now annoyed at not being able to speak fast enough. I felt a need for chatter, childish confidences. I put my ear close to her mouth. I drank in her young words.

I forced her to have a liqueur. But then I felt sorry for her, like a bird that you are trying to get drunk.

I hoped her tipsiness would serve my purposes, because it mattered little to me whether she offered me her lips willingly or not. I reflected on how improper it was for this little scene to be taking place in Marthe’s apartment, although I kept telling myself that ultimately I wasn’t depriving our love of anything. I wanted Svea like a piece of fruit, which couldn’t possibly make any mistress jealous.

I held her hands in both of mine, they seemed clumsy, puppy-like. I would have liked to undress her, cradle her. She lay on the couch. I got up, leant over the still-downy place where her hair began and noticed also the soft hairs that grew above her lips. I didn’t assume from her silence that she was enjoying my kisses; just that, being unable to get angry, she couldn’t think of the words to turn me down politely in French. I nibbled her cheeks, expecting sweet juice to come spurting out, as if they were a peach.

Finally I kissed her lips. An uncomplaining victim, she bore with my caresses, closed her eyes and mouth. Her only gesture of rebuff was to move her head slightly from side to side. I didn’t mistake this for a response, but my lips deluded themselves into believing it was. I stayed there, close to her in a way that I had never been with Marthe. Her act of resistance, which in fact wasn’t one, gratified my impertinence, my laziness. I was naïve enough to imagine that things would continue in the same vein, and that raping her was going to be easy.

I had never undressed a woman before; I had usually been undressed by them. So I set about it awkwardly, starting by taking off her shoes and stockings. I kissed her feet and her legs. But when I went to unfasten her blouse, Svea struggled like a little devil who doesn’t want to go to bed and has to be undressed forcibly. She lashed out with her feet. I grabbed them in mid-air, held onto them, kissed them. But then finally I had had my fill, just as gluttony wanes after too much cream and delicacies. I now had to tell her about my hoax, that Marthe was away on holiday. I made her promise that if she bumped into Marthe she wouldn’t tell her about our meeting. I didn’t say that I was Marthe’s lover, but I let it be understood. When I had sat down next to her again, and asked politely whether we might see each other again at some point, in her delight at the secrecy she answered: “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

I never went back to Marthe’s apartment. And perhaps Svea never rang the bell at the locked door. I was aware how culpable my behaviour was for the moral climate of the time. It was probably the circumstances that had made Svea seem so special. Would I have found her desirable anywhere else apart from in Marthe’s room?

Yet I felt no regrets. It wasn’t thinking about Marthe that made me abandon the young Swedish girl, it was because I had had all the sweetness out of her.

A few days later I got a letter from Marthe. With it was one from her landlord, telling her that his house wasn’t a lovers’ meeting place, and about the use I was making of having access to her apartment, where I had taken a woman. So I have evidence of you being unfaithful, said Marthe. She wasn’t going to see me again. No doubt she would suffer, but she preferred that to being made a fool of.

I was familiar with empty threats, all it would take to quash them was a lie, even the truth, if necessary. But I was offended that in a letter breaking off our relationship, Marthe hadn’t mentioned suicide. I accused her of being cold-hearted. I considered her letter undeserving of any explanations. Because in a similar situation, rather than contemplating killing myself, I would have felt it more fitting to threaten Marthe. It was an ineradicable sign of my age and schooling—I thought that certain lies are dictated by the laws of passion.

A new task arose as part of my amorous initiation—to justify myself to Marthe, accuse her of trusting me less than she did her landlord. I pointed out that it was just a stratagem on the Marins’ part. Svea had come to see her one day when I was writing in her apartment, and if I invited her in it was because, seeing the girl from the window, and knowing she had been forbidden to see Marthe, I didn’t want her to think that Marthe held her personally responsible for this unpleasant estrangement. She had probably come in secret, at the cost of countless problems for herself.

Hence I was able to tell Marthe that Svea was just as fond of her as ever. I finished by saying how much of a consolation it had been to be able to talk about Marthe in her own home with her closest friend.

This scare caused me to curse a love that compels us to explain our actions, when I would have preferred not to have to explain anything, to myself or anyone else.

And yet love must afford many advantages, I reflected, because men put their freedom in its hands. I was in a hurry to be strong enough to dispense with love, and thus not have to give up any of my desires. I didn’t realize that on the scale of subjugation, it is far better to be a slave to your heart than to your senses.

Just as a bee gathers nectar and enriches the hive, a lover enriches his love with every desire that seizes hold of him in the street. He lets his mistress have the benefit of them. I had still to discover that self-restraint which makes the unfaithful faithful. If a man were to lust after a girl and transfer this fervour to the woman he loves, his desire—all the more intense because unsatisfied—will make this woman believe that she has never been loved so much. She is being deceived, but in the eyes of society her honour is intact. From conclusions such as this comes promiscuity. So we shouldn’t be too hasty to condemn men who, in a sudden access of passion, are capable of cheating on their mistress; we shouldn’t accuse them of being superficial. They find their duplicity distasteful, and wouldn’t dream of confusing happiness with pleasure.

Marthe was waiting for me to exonerate myself. She begged me to forgive her for being so critical. I did so, with bad grace. She wrote to her landlord and, not without irony, asked him to be kind enough to allow me to invite one of her friends to her apartment while she was away.


XXIV

WHEN MARTHE CAME BACK TOWARDS THE END of August, she didn’t go to J …, but went to live at her parents’ house, which meant they could extend their summer holiday. These new surroundings, where Marthe had spent her whole life, acted on me like an aphrodisiac. My weary senses, my secret longing to have the bed to myself, all vanished. I didn’t spend a single night at home. I was in a blazing hurry, like someone who is going to die young and thus works twice as hard. I wanted to have the best from Marthe before motherhood ruined her.

Her childhood bedroom, which she had denied to Jacques, became our room. I enjoyed seeing the picture above the single bed of her at her first communion. I also made her look at another one of herself, as a baby, so that our child would be like her. Enchanted, I wandered round this house where she had been born and had blossomed. In a boxroom I found her cradle, which I wanted her to use, and made her get out her vests, her tiny little knickers, all Grangier family heirlooms.

I didn’t miss her apartment in J …, where the furnishings lacked the charm of even the most unsightly family furniture. It had nothing to teach me. Yet here, all this furniture, on which Marthe must have bumped her head when she was small, reminded me of her. Not only that, but we were alone, without town councillors or landlords. We behaved no better than savages, we walked around the garden, a true desert island, virtually naked. We lay on the lawn, had tea under an arbour covered with clematis, honeysuckle and Virginia creeper. We fought over bruised plums that I picked up still warm with sun, each holding one end in our mouth. My father had never managed to get me to do any work in the garden at home like my brothers did, yet I took care of Marthe’s. I raked, I weeded. In the evening after a hot day, I felt the same exhilarating manly pride from quenching the thirst of the soil and the parched flowers as I did from satisfying the desires of a woman. I had always regarded happiness as foolish—I now realised just how powerful it was. Thanks to my care and attention the flowers bloomed, the chickens dozed in the shade when I’d thrown them some seed—just kindness?—just selfishness! Dead flowers and thin chickens would have brought sadness to our island of love. The water and seed I gave them was intended more for myself than for flowers and chickens.

With this renewed love, I either forgot or disregarded what I had recently learnt. I took the promiscuity that was incited by being at this family house for the end of promiscuity. So the last week of August and the month of September were my only time of real happiness. I didn’t cheat, I didn’t hurt myself or Marthe. I couldn’t see any more obstacles. At the age of sixteen I contemplated a way of life that people wish for in their maturity. We would live in the country; we would be for ever young.

Lying beside her on the lawn, stroking her face with a blade of grass, slowly and deliberately I described to Marthe what our life would be. Since her return, Marthe had been looking for an apartment for us in Paris. When I announced that I wanted to live in the country, her eyes brimmed with tears: “I’d never have dared suggest it,” she said. “I thought you’d be bored all on your own with me, that you needed to be in a town.” “You don’t know me very well,” I replied. I would have liked to live near Mandres, where we had once gone for a walk, and where cultivators grow roses. It so happened that I had smelt these roses since then, when Marthe and I had been out for dinner in Paris and caught the last train back. In the station forecourt, labourers were unloading enormous crates which filled the air with perfume. When I was a child I had often heard about the mysterious train full of roses that went past while children were asleep.

But Marthe said: “Roses only flower for a short time. After that, aren’t you afraid you might think Mandres was ugly? Wouldn’t it be more sensible to find somewhere that isn’t as beautiful, but which has just as much charm?”

I had to admit she had a point. My longing to enjoy the roses for two months of the year made me forget that there were ten other months, and my choice of Mandres showed me yet again just how fleeting our love was.

Often, on the pretext that I was going for walk or invited out somewhere, I didn’t have dinner at F … and would stay with Marthe.

One afternoon I found her with a young man in airman’s uniform. It was her cousin. Marthe, who I never called by the familiar ‘tu’, got up and kissed me on the neck. Her cousin smiled at my discomfiture. “There’s nothing to worry about with Paul, my love,” she said. “I’ve told him everything.” I was embarrassed, and yet enchanted to think that Marthe had told her cousin all about her love for me. The young man, who was charming and shallow, and whose sole concern was making sure his uniform didn’t conform to regulations, seemed delighted at our affair. To him it was a great practical joke on Jacques, whom he despised for not being an airman or a barfly.

Paul reminded her about the childhood games that the garden here had witnessed. I was burning with questions, because what they were talking about showed me Marthe in a new light. Yet at the same time it saddened me. I was too close to my own childhood to have forgotten the games that are unknown to our parents; adults either can’t remember such games, or view them as an unavoidable evil. I was jealous of Marthe’s past.

When, laughing, we told Paul about the spiteful landlord and the Marin’s grand reception, in a moment of drollery he offered us his bachelor apartment in Paris.

I noticed that Marthe didn’t dare tell him that we were planning to live together. I had the feeling that although he encouraged our relationship as a form of amusement, if there were to be a scandal, he would just follow the crowd.

Marthe got up from the table and served dinner. The servants had gone to the country with Madame Grangier, because Marthe, discreet as ever, insisted that she preferred living à la Robinson Crusoe. Believing their daughter to be a romantic, and that you should no more argue with a romantic than you should with a lunatic, her parents left her to herself.

We lingered over dinner. Paul fetched the best vintages from the cellar. We were in high spirits, something we would probably regret, for in a sense Paul was party to our adultery. He sneered at Jacques. By keeping quiet there was a danger that I might make him see how tactlessly he was behaving; so I thought it best to join in the game rather than humiliate this glib cousin of hers.

By the time we noticed how late it was, the last train to Paris had already gone. Marthe offered Paul a bed for the night. He accepted. I gave her such a look that she added: “And you’re staying too, my love, naturally.” It made me feel as if I was in my own house, married to Marthe, and that one of my wife’s cousins had come to stay, when, outside our bedroom door, Paul said goodnight to us and kissed his cousin on both cheeks in the most natural way possible.


XXV

WHEN THE END OF SEPTEMBER CAME, I SENSED that to leave this house was to leave happiness behind. Just a few months’ grace, then we would have to choose between living a lie or living with the truth, unable to relax wherever we were. Since the important thing was that Marthe’s parents didn’t abandon her before our child was born, I eventually dared ask if she had told Madame Grangier that she was pregnant. She said yes, and that she had also told Jacques. So I couldn’t help noting that she sometimes lied to me, because in May, after Jacques had been staying, she had promised that he hadn’t had any contact with her.


XXVI

IT WAS GETTING DARK EARLIER AND EARLIER now; the evenings were too chilly to go for a walk. It was difficult for us to meet at J.… In order not to cause a scandal we had to behave like burglars, keep a lookout in the street to make sure the Marins and the landlord were not at home.

The melancholy of that October, its chilly nights, although not cold enough to light the fire, gave us good reason to go to bed at five o’clock. To my parents, being in bed during the daytime meant you were ill; while for me, bed at five o’clock was enchanting. I never dreamt that other people might be doing the same thing. I was alone with Marthe, in bed, motionless in the midst of a busy world. I hardly dared look at her when she was naked. So was I a monster? I was filled with remorse over man’s most honourable activity. I regarded myself as a barbarian for having impaired Marthe’s gracefulness. When we first became lovers, when I bit her, hadn’t she said: “Mark me”? And hadn’t I marked in the worst possible way?

Marthe was no longer simply the woman I loved most, which isn’t the same as saying that she was the most beloved of mistresses: she was everything to me. I didn’t spare a thought for my friends; in fact I feared them, realising that they think they are doing us a kindness by turning us away from our path. Luckily they regard mistresses as insufferable, beneath one’s dignity. This is our one and only safeguard. When it ceases to be so, there is a chance that our mistresses might become theirs.


XXVII

MY FATHER BEGAN TO GET FRIGHTENED. BUT since he had always stood up for me against his sister and my mother, he didn’t want to appear to be backing down, and it was by not saying anything to them that he went over to their side. When he was alone with me, he told me he would stop at nothing to split me up from Marthe. He would inform her parents, her husband … But the next day he let me do just as I pleased.

I knew his weaknesses. I took advantage of them. I answered him back. I berated him in the same way as my mother and my aunt, criticising him for leaving it too late to exercise his authority. Wasn’t he the one who had introduced me to Marthe? It was then his turn to reproach himself. An atmosphere of tragedy filled the house. What an example to set to my brothers! My father could already foresee the day when there would be nothing he could say to them when they used my lack of discipline to defend their own.

Until now he had thought it was just a dalliance, but my mother intercepted my mail again. Triumphantly she handed him the evidence for the prosecution. In it Marthe talked about our future, our child!

My mother still saw me as too much of a baby to think it feasible that I was the one she had to thank for this grandson or granddaughter. She didn’t believe it possible to be a grandmother at her age. Deep down, it was this that convinced her that the child wasn’t mine.

Respectability and strong emotions aren’t mutually exclusive. With her deep-seated sense of respectability, my mother couldn’t accept that a woman might cheat on her husband. For her this constituted such immorality that it couldn’t possibly be anything to do with love. To my mother’s way of thinking, the fact that I was Marthe’s lover meant that there were others. My father knew how fallacious such logic could be, but he used it to sow the seeds of doubt in my mind and disparage Marthe. He led me to believe that I was the only one who didn’t ‘know’. My answer was that she was only being maligned in this way because it was me she loved. Not wishing me to profit by these rumours, my father assured me that it had happened before we became lovers, even before she was married.

Having maintained an outward show of dignity among the family, my father lost all self-control and, when I didn’t come home for several days, he despatched the chambermaid to Marthe’s house with a note addressed to me, demanding that I come back immediately; if not he would report me to the police for running away, and would take Madame L to court for corrupting a minor.

Marthe kept up appearances, pretended to be surprised and told the maid that she would give me the letter the next time she saw me. I went home later, cursing my age. It was preventing me from having a life of my own. My father didn’t say a word, nor did my mother. I scoured the Code Civil, but couldn’t find any laws relating to minors. With extraordinary unworldliness I didn’t think that my behaviour could land me in the reformatory. Eventually, having gone through the Code from cover to cover to no avail, I tried the Grand Larousse, where I read the entry on ‘minor’ a dozen times without finding anything that affected us.

The next day my father again left me to my own devices.

For those who are interested in the motives behind his peculiar behaviour, I can sum them up in three points: first he allowed me to do as I liked. Then he was ashamed about it. He made threats, angrier with himself than he was with me. After that, the shame of having flown into a rage made him give me free rein again.

When she got back from the country, Madame Grangier’s suspicions had been aroused by her neighbours’ insidious questions. Pretending that they thought I was Jacques’s brother, they told her about us living together. Added to the fact that Marthe couldn’t help constantly mentioning me for no apparent reason, or talking about something I had said or done, it wasn’t long before her mother guessed who ‘Jacques’s brother’ really was.

Yet she still forgave her, convinced that the child, which she thought was Jacques’s, would put an end to our liaison. She didn’t tell Monsieur Grangier, for fear of a scene. But she put her discretion down to her own natural generosity, of which she was keen for Marthe to be aware so she would then be grateful to her. And in order to show her daughter that she knew everything, she harrassed her continually, used such tactless innuendos that when Monsieur Grangier got his wife on her own, he begged her to go gently with their poor innocent girl, because all this surmising would eventually make her do something foolish. To which Madame Grangier just gave a little smile, to make him think that her daughter had told her everything.

This attitude of hers, like the one she had displayed before while Jacques was on leave the first time, made me think that even if Madame Grangier had totally disapproved of her daughter’s behaviour, she would still have sided with her against her husband and son-in-law, purely for the satisfaction of proving them wrong. Because at heart Madame Grangier admired Marthe for cheating on her husband, something she had never dared do, whether out of principles or lack of opportunity. Her daughter was avenging her, or so she thought, for being misunderstood. Absurdly idealistic, she confined herself to resenting her for loving a boy of my age, who was less capable than anyone of understanding ‘feminine sensitivities’.

Since they lived in Paris, the Lacombes, who Marthe went to see more and more rarely, didn’t suspect a thing. They simply thought she was becoming increasingly odd, and found her less and less to their liking. They were worried about what the future might hold. They wondered where this marriage would be in a few years’ time. All mothers want nothing so much for their sons than for them to get married, but make it a matter of principle to disapprove of the wife they choose. So Jacques’s mother felt sorry for him for having such a wife. As for Mademoiselle Lacombe, the main reason for her spiteful tongue was the fact that Marthe was the sole possessor of the secret of the perfect romantic idyll, having spent a summer by the sea with Jacques. His sister predicted the most dismal future for their marriage, and said that Marthe would cheat on Jacques, if indeed she hadn’t already done so.

The relentless fury displayed by his wife and daughter sometimes forced Monsieur Lacombe, a decent man who loved Marthe, to leave the dinner table. At which point mother and daughter would give each other meaningful glances. Madame Lacombe’s was saying: “There, my girl, see how a woman like that knows how to cast a spell over our menfolk.” While Mademoiselle Lacombe’s meant: “It’s because I’m not like Marthe that I can’t find a husband.” The truth was, by assuming that manners changed with the times and using the fact that marriage wasn’t what it was as an excuse, the hapless young woman scared off any likely husbands by giving the impression of not being feisty enough. Her matrimonial aspirations lasted as long as a summer holiday by the sea. Young men would promise to come and ask for her hand the moment they were back in Paris. They were never seen again. Perhaps the main injustice that piqued Mademoiselle Lacombe, who would be going to that year’s St Catherine’s Day ball, was that Marthe had found a husband so easily. She consoled herself with the thought that only a fool like her brother could have been caught with so little effort.


XXVIII

YET WHATEVER SUSPICIONS THE TWO FAMILIES might have had, no one imagined that the child’s father could be anyone but Jacques. This rather offended me. There were even times when I accused Marthe of cowardice for not telling them the truth. Being prone to see weakness in everyone except myself, I thought that since Madame Grangier had made light of the beginnings of this crisis, she would turn a blind eye right to the end.

The storm drew nearer. My father threatened to send certain letters to Madame Grangier. I wished he would carry out his threats. But then I stopped to think. Madame Grangier would conceal them from her husband. Neither of them would want there to be a storm. I felt oppressed. So I brought the storm to me. My father had to send the letters to Jacques personally.

On the day of wrath, when he told me he had done it, I wanted to throw my arms round him and kiss him. At last! At last! He had done me the kindness of telling Jacques what he had to know. I felt sorry for my father for thinking that my love was so weak. Besides, these letters would put a stop to any others in which Jacques might express affection for what was our child. In the heat of the moment I failed to see just how crazy, ridiculous, this course of action was. I only began to understand the next day, when my father, now in calmer mood, reassured me—or so he thought—by admitting that he had been lying. He regarded it as inhuman. Undoubtedly so. But what is human, and what is inhuman?

I was using up all my nervous energy on cowardice and effrontery, exhausted by the thousand and one paradoxes faced by a person of my age wrestling with an experience that belonged to the world of men.


XXIX

LOVE NUMBED ME TO ANYTHING THAT WASN’T Marthe. I didn’t believe that my father might be suffering. I viewed everything in such a narrow, mistaken way that in the end I thought the two of us were at war. And, dare I admit it, it wasn’t just out of love for Marthe that I was trampling on my filial obligations, it was sometimes a way of retaliating!

I didn’t take much notice of the letters that my father sent to Marthe’s house now. It was her who begged me to spend more time at home, to behave sensibly. At which point I would burst out: “Go on then, why don’t you gang up on me as well?” I would clench my teeth, stamp my foot. The fact that I could work myself into such a state at the thought of being away from her for a few hours, Marthe interpreted as a sign of passion. The certainty that she was loved gave her a determination I’d never noticed before. Confident I would be thinking of her, she would insist that I go home.

I soon realised what it was that made her so brave. So I changed tactics. I pretended to see reason. Suddenly her attitude changed. Seeing me so sensible (or so fickle), she was frightened I might not love her so much. It was her turn to beg me to stay, because she so needed reassurance.

There was one time, however, when nothing worked. I hadn’t shown my face at home for three days, and I announced to Marthe that I was going to spend another night with her. She tried everything to get me to change my mind: cajolery, threats. She was capable of putting on an act as well. In the end she said that if I didn’t go back to my parents’ house then she would sleep at hers.

I told her that my father would completely disregard this noble gesture. Fine—she wouldn’t go to her mother’s then! She would go down by the Marne. She would catch cold and die; she would be free of me at last: “Show some pity for our child at least,” she said. “Don’t put its life at risk for the sake of pleasure.” She accused me of playing games with her love, of trying to find out how far I could push it. Faced with such an assertion, I told her what my father had said—that she was cheating on me with all and sundry; I wasn’t going to be made a fool of. “There’s only one thing stopping you from giving in to me,” I said. “You’re seeing one of your lovers here tonight.” What response is there to such wild accusations? She turned away. I berated her for not springing to her own defence. My words eventually had their effect, because she agreed to spend the night with me. On condition that it wasn’t in her apartment. When the messenger came from my parents the next day, the last thing she wanted was for her landlord to be able to tell him that she was here.

So where were we going to sleep?

We were like children standing on a chair, proud of being taller than the grown-ups. Circumstances had put us in this lofty position, but we were unable to live up to it. Yet if lack of experience made us see certain complexities as simple, then very simple things, in contrast, turned into obstacles. We’d never dared make use of Paul’s bachelor apartment. I didn’t believe it possible that we could just slip the concierge something and tell her that we would occasionally be there.

So we would have to go to a hotel. I’d never been to one. I was terrified at the prospect of even walking in the door.

A child always tries to find excuses. Constantly required to explain himself to his parents, it is inevitable that he will lie.

I even imagined that I would have to explain myself to a shady hotel desk clerk. Which was why, claiming we would need a change of clothes and a few toiletries, I made Marthe pack a case. We would ask for two rooms. People would think we were brother and sister. I would never have dared ask for a double room, because at my age (the age when you get thrown out of nightclubs) I risked humiliation.

The journey, at eleven at night, seemed endless. There were two other people in our carriage—a woman taking her captain husband to the Gare de l’Est. There was no heating or light. Marthe rested her head against the damp window. She was being subjected to the whims of a callous boy. I felt rather ashamed of myself, and it grieved me to think that Jacques, who was always so affectionate with her, was more deserving of her love than I was.

I couldn’t help mumbling excuses. She shook her head: “I prefer being unhappy with you than being happy with him,” she whispered. There they were, those meaningless words of love which we are ashamed to admit having used, but which, coming from the mouth of the loved one, make you feel exhilarated. I even thought I understood what she was saying. And yet what exactly did Marthe mean? Can you be happy with someone you don’t love?

And I wondered, I wonder still, if love gives you the right to drag a woman away from a fate that might be prosaic, but which gives her peace of mind. “I prefer being unhappy with you …” Did these words contain a subconscious rebuke? Because she loved me, Marthe had undoubtedly enjoyed moments with me that she had never imagined having with Jacques, but did these happy times give me the right to be cruel?

We got off at the Bastille. Inside the station building, the cold, which doesn’t bother me because I think of it as the cleanest thing in the world, was worse than the vile heat at a seaside harbour, only without the cheerful atmosphere that makes up for it. Marthe complained of the cramps. She clung to my arm. What a pathetic couple, their youth and beauty forgotten, as ashamed of themselves as a pair of beggars!

I found the fact of Marthe being pregnant grotesque, and walked with my eyes downcast. I was far from being filled with paternal pride.

We roamed around between the Bastille and the Gare de Lyons in the freezing rain. Every time we saw a hotel, I made up some feeble excuse for not going in. I told Marthe I was looking for a respectable hotel, a hotel for travellers, nothing but travellers.

By the time we got to the Place de la Gare de Lyon it was difficult for me to shy away from the issue any longer. Marthe ordered me to put an end to this agony.

While she waited outside, I went into a hotel lobby, with no real idea of what I was expecting. The man at the desk asked if I wanted a room. The easiest thing would have been to say yes. But that was too easy, and, looking for an excuse like a hotel thief caught in the act, I asked for Madame Lacombe. I blushed as I did so, afraid that he would reply: “Are you playing the fool, young man? She’s out there in the street.” He looked through the register. I must have got the wrong address. I went back outside and told Marthe that they hadn’t got any rooms and that we wouldn’t find one anywhere in the neighbourhood. I could breathe again. I was in a hurry, like a thief in the night.

Until that moment, my fixation with avoiding the very hotels where I was forcing Marthe to go had prevented me from thinking of her. But now I looked at the poor girl. I fought back my tears, and when she asked where we were going to sleep, I begged her not to hold it against me for being a madman, and to be sensible and go home, her to J …, and me to my parents. Madman! Sensible! She just smiled mechanically to hear these words, so out of place.

My feelings of shame turned the return journey into a tragic scene. When after all this brutal behaviour, Marthe made the mistake of saying: “Honestly, it was very unkind of you,” I lost my temper, told her she was uncharitable. Yet if she kept quiet, seemed to have forgotten about it, I was frightened that she was behaving like that because she thought I was a madman, insane. So I wouldn’t give her any peace until I’d made her say that she wouldn’t forget, and that even if she did forgive me I mustn’t take advantage of her generosity, and that eventually, weary of my ill-treatment, the strain would get the better of our love and she would leave me. While I was making her speak to me so forcefully, and despite not believing her threats, I had a wonderful sensation of distress, not unlike the excitement I feel on the roller coaster, only more intense. So I threw myself into her arms and kissed her more passionately than ever.

“Tell me again that you’ll leave me,” I said breathlessly, holding her so tight that she almost broke. Submissive, not like a slave, but as only a clairvoyant is capable of being, just to make me happy she repeated these words that she didn’t understand.


XXX

AFTER SO MUCH OUTRAGEOUS BEHAVIOUR, I didn’t realize that this night of the hotels was a turning point. But if I imagined that it was possible to stumble through life in this way, then Marthe, sitting in the corner of the carriage on our return journey, exhausted, devastated, teeth chattering, understood everything. Perhaps, in a speeding railway carriage, she even saw that at the end of this mad year of ours, it could only end in death.


XXXI

THE NEXT DAY I ARRIVED TO FIND MARTHE IN bed as usual. I wanted to join her, but she pushed me away affectionately. “I’m not feeling very well,” she said, “so be off with you, don’t come near me or you’ll catch my cold.” She gave a feverish cough. Smiling so that it wouldn’t seem like a rebuke, she said she must have caught it the night before. Yet despite her distressed state she told me not to fetch the doctor. “It’s nothing,” she said. “I just need to stay warm.” The truth was she didn’t want to send me to the doctor’s because it would compromise her in front of an old family friend. I was in such need of reassurance that her decision put my mind at rest. But my fears were re-awoken, and even more so than before, when, as I set off for dinner at home, she asked me to make a detour and drop off a letter at the doctor’s.

When I got to her house the next day, I bumped into him on the stairs. I didn’t dare ask any questions, and just looked at him apprehensively. His calm appearance made me feel better, but it was just a professional manner.

I went into Marthe’s apartment. Where was she? There was no one in her room. Marthe was under the bedclothes, in tears. The doctor had told her that she had to stay in bed until after the birth. Not only that, in her condition she needed looking after; she would have to go and stay with her parents. We were being separated.

We refuse to recognise our misfortunes. We believe that our one inalienable right is to be happy. By not rebelling against our separation, I wasn’t being brave. It was simply that I didn’t understand. I listened to the doctor’s decision in a daze, like a condemned man does his sentence. If he doesn’t turn pale, people say: “Isn’t he brave!” Not in the least—it’s just lack of imagination. When they wake him up on the morning of his execution, it’s then that he hears his sentence. In the same way, I didn’t realize that we weren’t going to see each other again until they came and told Marthe that the cab sent by the doctor had arrived. He had promised not to tell anyone, because Marthe insisted on arriving at her mother’s without warning.

I asked the driver to stop a short way away from the Grangier’s house. We got out after he had turned round for the third time. The man thought he was catching us in the middle of our third kiss, but it was still the first. I left Marthe without making any arrangements about writing to each other, almost without saying goodbye, like someone you are going to be seeing in an hour’s time. Inquistive neighbours were already at their windows.

My mother commented that my eyes were red. My sisters laughed because I dropped my soup spoon twice. The floor was reeling under me. I didn’t have the sea legs for suffering. Seasickness was the closest equivalent I could find to describe the dizzy fever in my heart and soul. Life without Marthe was an ocean crossing. Would I make it to the other side? Like when you first feel seasickness coming on, and you don’t care whether you reach dry land, but just wish you could die then and there, I hardly spared a thought for the future. But after a few days the sickness relaxed its grip, which gave me time to think about the port that lay ahead.

Marthe’s parents were no longer under any illusions. Not content with spiriting my letters away, they burnt them in front of her, on the fire in her room. Hers were written in pencil, barely legible. Her brother posted them for her.

I didn’t have to endure any more family scenes. I started having serious conversations with my father by the fire in the evening again. Over the last twelve months I had become a stranger to my sisters. They were easier to live with now, and began to get used to me again. I would sit the youngest one on my lap and, taking advantage of the half-light, squeeze her so tightly that she struggled, half-laughing half-crying. I thought of my own child, but with sadness. I thought it wasn’t possible to feel greater affection for it than I did. Yet was I mature enough for a baby to be anything more than a brother or sister to me?

My father suggested I find myself some form of distraction. His advice sprung from him being calm again. Only what was there for me to do, except what I wouldn’t be doing any longer? At the sound of the doorbell, a car driving past, I would give a start. In my prison I watched out for the slightest sign that liberation was at hand.

As a result of listening for sounds that might be the forerunner of news of some kind, one day I heard ringing in my ears. It was the armistice bells.

For me, the armistice meant that Jacques would be coming back. I saw him at Marthe’s bedside already, without being able to do anything about it. I was distraught.

My father went back into Paris. He wanted me to come with him: “You can’t miss a celebration like this.” I didn’t dare refuse. I was afraid of seeming like a brute. And besides, in my frenzy of misery the idea of seeing other people rejoicing wasn’t so unappealing.

I admit that it didn’t fill me with any great enthusiasm. I thought I was the only one capable of feeling the sort of emotions that we associate with crowds. In my unfairness perhaps all I saw was jubilation at the unexpected day off—cafés open until later, soldiers entitled to kiss all the girls. But this spectacle, which I had thought would upset me, make me jealous or even entertain me with its infectious and lofty emotions, bored me like a Saint Catherine’s Day ball.


XXXII

FOR SEVERAL DAYS I HADN’T HAD A SINGLE letter. Then on a rare snowy afternoon my brothers brought me a message from the Grangier boy. It was an icy letter from Madame Grangier. She asked me to come as soon as possible. What could she want from me? But the opportunity to have contact with Marthe, however indirectly, quelled my anxieties. I pictured Madame Grangier forbidding me to see her daughter again, to correspond with her, and me standing there hanging my head like a naughty schoolboy. Incapable of flying into a rage, I would give no outward sign of my hatred. I would say goodbye politely, and the door would close behind me for ever. Well then, I would come up with some answers, some disingenuous excuses, scathing remarks which might leave Madame Grangier with a less pitiable impression of her daughter’s lover than that of a schoolboy caught in the act. I anticipated the scene in minute detail.

When I walked into the small drawing room, it brought back memories of the first time I had been here. Perhaps this visit was a sign that I would never see Marthe again.

Madame Grangier came in. I felt for her for being so short, because she was trying hard to look superior. She apologised for putting me to all this trouble for nothing. She explained that she had sent for me in order to ask something that was too complicated to put in writing, but in the meantime her question had been answered. This ludicrous air of secrecy was more agonising than any disaster.

Along by the Marne I bumped into the Grangier boy, leaning against some railings. Someone had hit him in the face with a snowball. He was snivelling. I made a fuss of him, questioned him about Marthe. His sister had been calling for me, he said. Their mother had refused to listen, but their father had told her: “Marthe’s condition is very serious, I insist we do what she asks.”

I immediately saw the reason for Madame Grangier’s behaviour, so bizarre, so bourgeois. She had summoned me out of respect for her husband and the wishes of a dying girl. But the moment the crisis was past and Marthe out of danger, they reimposed the regime. I ought to have been delighted. But I was only sorry the scare hadn’t lasted long enough for me to be allowed to see the patient.

Two days later Marthe wrote to me. She didn’t mention my visit. No doubt they had concealed it from her. She spoke about the future in a peculiar way, dispassionate, ethereal, which rather troubled me. Could it be it true that love is the most brutal form of selfishness, because in trying to find the reason for my inner turmoil I told myself that I was jealous of our child, which Marthe now talked about more than she did me.

We were expecting it some time during March. One Friday in January my brothers breathlessly announced that the Grangier boy had a nephew. I couldn’t understand their jubilant expressions, or why they had run home so fast. Admittedly they had no idea how surprising the news would be for me. But to my brothers an uncle was an older person. For the Grangier boy to be an uncle was thus something sensational, and they had rushed back to share their amazement with us.

It is always the things that stare us in the face that we find hardest to recognise, if someone moves them slightly. So in the Grangier boy’s nephew I didn’t immediately see Marthe’s child—my child.

The panic that is caused by all the lights fusing in a public place now broke out in me. It was suddenly pitch black inside me. My emotions jostled into each other in the darkness; I searched for myself, groped around for dates, details. I counted on my fingers like I had sometimes seen Marthe do, although without suspecting her of cheating on me. Not that this process served any purpose. I no longer knew how to count. So what was this child that we were expecting in March, but which had been born in January? Every explanation I found for this irregularity was inspired by jealousy. Instantly I knew. The child belonged to Jacques. Hadn’t he been home on leave nine months ago? And so ever since then Marthe had been lying to me. And in any case, hadn’t she already lied about that period of leave! Hadn’t she sworn to me at first that she had turned Jacques down during those two confounded weeks, only to tell me much later that he had had her several times!

I had never really given serious thought to the possibility that the child might belong to Jacques. But if when Marthe was first pregnant I had been cowardly enough to wish that it did, I was now forced to admit that I thought I was faced with the irrevocable truth that, having spent months with the soothing certainty that I was the father, I now loved this child, a child that wasn’t mine. Why was it that I only felt like a father deep down inside me at the very moment I discovered I wasn’t!

Clearly I was in utter turmoil, as if I had been thrown into the sea in the middle of the night without being able to swim. I couldn’t understand anything any more. There was one thing in particular that puzzled me, which was Marthe’s brazenness in naming her legitimate son after me. There were times when I saw it as a challenge to fate, a fate which didn’t want the child to be mine, while at others all I saw was tactlessness, one of those errors of taste on Marthe’s part which had shocked me more than once before, but which sprung simply from her abundance of love.

I started to write her an abusive letter. I felt I owed it to her, as well as to my self-esteem! But because my mind was elsewhere, in more exalted places, the words wouldn’t come.

I tore up the letter. I wrote another, in which I gave voice to my true feelings. I asked Marthe to forgive me. Forgive me for what? Probably for it being Jacques’s son. I begged her to love me all the same.

A very young man is a creature who rebels against pain. I was already rearranging my future to suit me. I had all but accepted this other man’s child. But before I finished my letter I got one from Marthe, brimming over with joy. The son was ours, born two months premature. He would have to be put in an incubator. “I nearly died,” she said. The words amused me with their childishness.

Because in my heart there was room for nothing but rejoicing. I would have liked to announce the birth to the whole world, tell my brothers they were uncles too. I took delight in despising myself—how could I have doubted Marthe? Mingled with happiness, this remorse made me love my son more than ever. In my delirium I thanked God for my contempt. In fact I was glad to have had this brief aquaintanceship with pain. At least that was what I thought. But nothing is further from reality than the things that are right in front of us. A man who has almost died imagines he is acquainted with death. Yet when he finally meets it he doesn’t recognise it: “That’s not death,” he says with his dying breath.

In her letter Marthe also told me: “He looks like you.” I had seen newborn children, my brothers and sisters, and knew that only a woman’s love can find the resemblance that she wishes to see in them. “He has my eyes,” she went on. This too, a desire for the two of us to be united in a single human being, made her see her own eyes.

There was no longer any doubt in the Grangier household. They cursed Marthe, while conspiring to make sure the scandal didn’t ‘rebound’. The doctor, another member of this conspiracy of good order, concealed the fact that it was a premature birth, and took it on himself to invent something to explain to the husband why the child had to be in an incubator.

Over the next few days I found Marthe’s silence normal. It was Jacques’s place to be with her. None of his periods of leave had bothered me less than this one, which the poor devil had been granted for the birth of his son. In a final fit of infantile behaviour, I smiled to think that he owed his holiday to me.


XXXIII

OUR HOUSE EXUDED TRANQUILLITY.

True premonitions grow in depths where our thoughts never go. And sometimes they make us do things whose meaning we totally misunderstand.

I thought I was feeling more affectionate because I was happy, and I was glad that Marthe was living in a house that my happy memories transformed into the focus of a cult.

A disorderly man who suddenly discovers that he is about to die puts his affairs in order. His life changes. He tidies away his personal papers. He rises and goes to bed early. He gives up his bad habits. His friends and family are delighted. Thus his sudden death seems even more unfair. He would have led a happy life.

In the same way, this new-found peace in my life was like the washing of the condemned man before his execution. I believed I was a better son because I had a son myself. My affection brought me closer to my mother and father, because something inside me knew that before long I was going to have need of theirs.

One day at lunchtime my brothers came home from school, shouting to everyone that Marthe was dead.

Lightning strikes a man so quickly that he doesn’t feel any pain. But for the people around him he is a sorry sight. Whilst I felt nothing, my father’s face contorted. He pushed my brothers towards the door: “Out!” he stammered. “You’re lunatics, lunatics.” As for me, I felt as if I were going cold, hard, turning to stone. And then, in the way a dying man’s life flashes in front of him in the space of a second, this fact exposed everything that was grotesque about my love. Because my father was crying, I began to sob. Then my mother took charge of me. She comforted me, dry-eyed, coldly, affectionately, as if I had scarlet fever.

At first, my having fainted was the reason my brothers were given to explain why it was so quiet in the house. But as the days went by they couldn’t understand it any more. They had never been stopped from playing noisy games before. They kept quiet. But every lunchtime the sound of their footsteps on the stone floor in the hall made me pass out, as if they were coming to tell me that Marthe was dead.

Marthe! My jealousy followed her to the grave, I wanted there to be nothing after death. In the same way, we can’t bear to think that the one we love is with a crowd of people at a party to which we haven’t been invited. I was still at the age where my heart didn’t think about the future. Yes, it was oblivion that I desired for Marthe, rather than a new world where I would eventually join her.


XXXIV

THE ONLY TIME I EVER SAW JACQUES WAS A few months later. Knowing that my father had some of Marthe’s watercolours, he wanted to see what they were like. We are always eager to discover things that are connected with those we love. And I wanted to see the man to whom Marthe had given her hand.

Holding my breath, I tiptoed towards the half-open door. I got there in time to hear:

“My wife called out to him as she died. Poor boy! He’s my only reason for living.”

Seeing this widower, so dignified, overcoming his despair, I realised that order eventually re-establishes itself around us. Hadn’t I just discovered that Marthe died calling out to me, and that my son would have a decent life?


TRANSLATOR’S AFTERWORD

One of the most perceptive comments about this, Raymond Radiguet’s first of only two novels, was made by Julien Gracq in 1980, in his book En lisant en écrivant. Gracq was thirteen when Le Diable au corps was published in 1923, and, unlike its author, who died that same year at the age of twenty, was to live long enough to witness the whole of the twentieth century, its literature as well as its appalling events. In addition to his works of fiction, Gracq produced a body of literary criticism of the highest, most disinterested kind. He noted that when Radiguet’s short, semi-autobiographical novel first appeared it was surrounded by the scent of scandal; whereas sixty—or as now, almost ninety years later—it produces the sharp, combustive effect of a “miniature 1968”.

It would be too easy, perhaps facile, to view The Devil in the Flesh from a perspective of autre temps, autre moeurs; besides, that was not what the clear-sighted Gracq had in mind. Despite its shortcomings—and even masterpieces have them—it is as salient at the beginning of this century as it was in the first part of the last. For those who care, or dare to look, it still holds up a mirror to us today. If Radiguet was a literary genius, as Cocteau claimed at the time and many continue to assert, then it was predominantly in this that his talent found expression.

In the blaze of publicity with which the book was published, there are clear similarities to the media events that are a feature of contemporary publishing. Yet although Radiguet appears to have cooperated with and enjoyed, albeit not actively connived in, his overnight notoriety, it was orchestrated by the publisher Bernard Grasset. Grasset’s later comment, that “he hadn’t discovered a great novelist, simply a seventeen-year-old one” gives an indication of the underlying nature of the interest shown by readers and critics alike, whether outraged or otherwise. Above all it was the narrator’s (who is never named in the text) youth, as well as that of his creator, that was the most significant and attractive aspect of the novel.

If Radiguet had a talent for writing a work of lasting relevance, he also showed considerable insight in creating a character who seems to lack redeeming features. In reply to those who claim that Le Diable au corps is wholly autobiographical, this is arguably the strongest evidence that it is not; at least, not in terms of the sixteen-year-old narrator’s personality. For if it were an autobiography, Radiguet portrays himself as someone who is self-centred to the extent that he apparently chooses not to remedy the faults that he sees in his own behaviour. On the contrary, he seems to glory in them. While Louis Seynaeve, Hugo Claus’s young hero in Het verdriet van België,1 Béla in János Székely’s Kísértés2 and Martin in Harry Martinson’s Nässlorna Blomma3—to cite just three examples from other novels depicting rites of passage—all behave equally shamefully, at times immorally, they are not only more honest with themselves about their serious failings as well as their innocent weaknesses, but they also make endearing if not always successful attempts to redress the balance. In contrast, Radiguet’s narrator appears to bask in an aureole of self-satisfaction, possibly on the basis of the convenient yet ambiguous precept tout comprendre, c’est tout pardonner, ‘to understand all is to forgive all’—particularly when it applies to himself.

If, however, as seems to be the case, it was Radiguet’s intention to create such a character, then his powers of observation and literary expression were undoubtedly acute. For in the corrosively cynical atmosphere of post-Great War France, people who saw no wrong in themselves (or who saw it but regarded it as acceptable, perhaps even admirable) were to be found at all levels of society. Yet it could be said that his greater achievement was to foresee behaviour that is now almost the rule in our contemporary society, where self-criticism and self-effacement have become virtually unthinkable, relics of the past.

This is not to credit Radiguet with the power of second sight, although in all great writers there is something of the seer. They have the uncanny knack of being ahead of their time, identifying the phenomenon, described by Søren Kierkegaard in Repetition, by which certain situations seem foreordained to repeat themselves indefinitely, bringing the eternal into the present (and with it, at least potentially, happiness). The narrator symbolizes the generation who witnessed the Great War from the safe distance of their “four-year-long holiday”, resenting how it intruded on their personal gratification in the same way their suburban calm was occasionally spoilt by the echo of serious events in the capital. In this it is impossible not to see a reflection of the hedonistic, predominantly suburban Western society of the present day, its spiritual vacuity that seems content to consume while creating little of lasting value.

Inextricable from this, as referred to earlier, is the role played by youth, not only in the book but also in its reception by the public. Grasset was clearly conscious of this when he highlighted Radiguet’s age as having been a key factor in his publicity campaign. Both the novel and people’s reaction to it seem infused with a somewhat ogreish preoccupation with all that is young—with la chair fraiche (a perennial topic handled so beautifully, and with such honesty, in Michel Tournier’s novel Le roi des aulnes4). This provides yet another parallel with our own society, where the pervasive visibility of youth, and our often hysterical attempts to protect it from the ills we have created, perhaps even from itself, has reached near-epidemic proportions. Radiguet’s deceptively simple prose, so sparing but so precise, so redolent of his own and the narrator’s precocious youth, seems to sound a warning to future generations: this is what can happen when young people are given their head. A society that sends its men off to war while its boys make love to the wives left behind risks simply producing unwanted children as cannon fodder for the next conflict. Hardly what the narrator describes as a ‘decent’ life for his illegitimate son.

If Le Diable au corps were to be published for the first time today, it would be unlikely to cause a scandal. For, despite society’s censorious attitude to any hint of what might be under-age sex, works that deal with the subject generally attract large audiences. A recent example is Bernhard Schlink’s prize-winning novel Der Vorleser (translated into English and made into a film with the rather unnuanced title of The Reader). It tells the story of a fifteen-year-old boy in 1950s West Germany who has an affair with a woman twice his age who turns out to have been a concentration camp guard; a fact he only discovers later as a law student when he sees his former lover on trial for war crimes. Admittedly, and not-dissimilarly to Le Diable au corps, Der Vorleser deals on a deeper level with the theme of war, its consequences for the generation that fought and the one that came afterwards, whether the two can ever be reconciled; yet it is apparent that what arouses people’s interest is the relationship between an adult and a child.

To put Radiguet’s book into its historical-sociological context, in the era in which it is set, the age of consent in France was thirteen (it was raised to its present level, fifteen, in 1945). So despite the narrator’s father’s empty threat to sue Marthe for ‘corruption of a minor’, the politically correct can at least be satisfied that no one was breaking the law. But what almost certainly outraged the French public at the time (a later film of the book was also almost withdrawn) was that the young author, as authors frequently do, dared to tell the truth: during the war, wives whose husbands were away fighting for their country did commit adultery with younger lovers, and often had illegitimate children by them. The fact that the affair takes place between two young people, one of whom is still a schoolboy, in a respectable Paris suburb with the knowledge of, and at times in view of their parents and neighbours, only made the truth harder to accept—although more sensational.

So in a sense, little has changed. Society is still as judgemental and as prurient as in 1923, although for—at least superficially—different reasons: the old, religious values have been swept away by those of the humanist New Age, yet despite the supposedly more enlightened atmosphere, people seem no more fulfilled or at ease with themselves. The suburban society that Radiguet evokes in scant, elegant descriptions and with a wealth of psychological insights, once more foreshadows the society that is still reading his explosive novel today.

A little over halfway through the book there occurs a significant scene that does much to illustrate the relationship between the author, the narrator and the society in which they both live. The narrator discovers that the main attraction of a reception being given by Marthe’s neighbours downstairs is to be the ‘spectacle’ of himself and Marthe making love in her bedroom, immediately above where the party is taking place; an act of indecency which the guests will be invited to witness. Mocking the suburban bourgeoisie for their hypocrisy in using the occasion as a means of gratifying their interest in young people’s sex lives, he deliberately refrains until after the guests have left, disappointed, and then he and Marthe put on a noisier than usual performance to set the seal on their neighbours’ frustration.

Yet despite his amused contempt, the narrator is clearly gratified by their interest. It stimulates his auto-eroticism. Throughout the narrative, his and Marthe’s attempts at discretion have been at best half-hearted. They flaunt their youth, their bodies, their freedom to love each other, their insouciant intelligence in front of anyone who cares to look, as well as those who don’t. Radiguet the seer is giving readers a glimpse, avant la lettre, of what might now be described as typical adolescent behaviour—portraying teenagers before the concept was invented. They deliberately attract attention to themselves, then become hostile when others show an interest. In a sense the book is an invitation to voyeurism, even an exercise in self-voyeurism. From the outset the narrator takes pride in being seen as a Don Juan, which flatters his male pride, only to condemn those who enjoy watching him.

A theme that emerges from this is that of sexuality itself. It is not possible to say with any certainty whether Radiguet intended Le Diable au corps as a commentary on heterosexual morality, long the predominant culture. But from what is known about his private life, as well as what can be inferred from his other novel, Le Bal du comte d’Orgel, it is not out of the question. At the age of fourteen—two years younger than the narrator—he had an affair with a married woman whose husband was at the Front. From fifteen he frequented Parisian artistic circles, and after the publication of Diable became a close friend of Jean Cocteau, with whom he founded a literary review. Whether theirs was a sexual relationship has only ever been a subject of speculation based on inconclusive evidence. Judging from the characters in Le Bal du comte d’Orgel, it is possible that he saw gender in ambiguous terms. The hero, called François, is given a surname in the feminine form, de Séryeuse; the Count d’Orgel’s first name is Anne, while his forceful wife is equivocally called Mahaut.

Taken together, these elements suggest that Radiguet’s sexuality might have been syncretistic, combining or alternating between several different orientations; the fact that he described his own adolescent affair in a book may also suggest auto-eroticism, which often takes the place of affection for another.

In broader terms, with its setting of detached villas, tree-lined avenues, Sunday walks and boats on the Marne, commuters, town councillors, pert shopkeepers, observance of proprieties, poorly-paid servants socially little different from their employers, families with neatly dressed children, The Devil in the Flesh can appear as a satire of what is regarded as the normal way of life. The narrator, nurtured by and ostensibly part of this culture, at times attempts to overthrow it from within, battling against its constraints while enjoying its benefits. At other times he lives out its traditional ideals of courtship, the worship of mysterious female charms, the art of love, woman on a pedestal, man as her knightly protector—to which he soon, and equally traditionally, adds lies, infidelity, unkindness and even brutality, culminating in an unwanted pregnancy. Adolescent confusion, undoubtedly; the narrator admits as much on the first page, although he fails to put what he learns from his mistakes into practice. He was obviously unfamiliar with the old Jewish proverb: ‘Men should take care not to make women weep, for God counts their tears’.

The idea that while sexual reproduction is essential for the continuation of the human race, the eternal male-female couple and the social norms that have been established around it are not, has been explored recently by Louis-Georges Tin in L’invention de la culture heterosexuelle.5 This thoughtful study suggests that by making the propagation of the species the raison d’être of human relationships, conventional thinking tends to confuse the means, even the origins of heterosexuality, with the end. A specialist in French medieval poetry as well as the history of sexuality, Tin points out that the male-female ideal was not always the norm. Prior to the rise of Christianity, while the need for producing heirs was recognized, the most revered relationship was that of chaste, knightly male love, as found in La Chanson de Roland. But out of the Church’s fear of what it saw as inversion grew l’amour courtois, or courtly love, in which the knight puts his lady, a substitute for the Virgin Mary, on a pedestal. It was this, Tin argues, that brought about the invention of the heterosexual culture that has dominated Western society ever since. Far from being inherent, it is externally imposed.

In the narrator’s self-proclaimed Don Juanism, his initially chaste adoration of Marthe to the exclusion of friends and family, his growing devotion to the sensual refinements of a consuming passion, and the gradual appearance of little acts of deception and cruelty, it is possible to see an implicit criticism of a society that holds male-female love as its highest ideal. For the world he describes in his sometimes acerbic poetic voice is not noble, its expressions of love are far from courtly. Yet if the narrator despises the people and institutions around him, he does little to offer an alternative. In a sense, with his intelligent but precocious theories about life, he is the truth that lies behind society’s mask. It was perhaps this that most scandalized the French public when Le Diable au corps was first published, and which still has the power to unsettle. Radiguet does more than hold up a mirror to society: he forces it to look at its own reflection.

By the author’s own admission, the setting of the novel, its tone, is deliberately uncluttered in both style and detail. He appears not to have wished to distract from the depths and shallows of the main character, through whom he usually (but not always) speaks. The backdrop is Paris during the last two years of the Great War, or more particularly what Montherlant described as its “voluptuous suburbs”—although the voluptuousness that is presented to us is not to be found in lengthy descriptions. A few scenes stand out, recalled with a detached, impeccable eye: the demented maid on the roof, the fire of olive branches, the incident with the picnic basket, the wretched train journey back from Paris at night. Yet these smoulder, not blaze in the memory; their role is secondary, as if to underline the narrowness of a petit-bourgeois existence that follows its course while, all around, Europe is engaged in slaughter. The other characters are dealt with brusquely, even harshly: the narrator’s morally vacillating father, who seems proud of his son’s conquests; his respectable mother, almost indistinguishable from the minor characters; the inept, cuckolded Jacques. Even Marthe, the Virgin on her pedestal, is gradually and inexorably reduced to a form of Emma Bovary, who talks of duty while committing adultery, paints watercolours and reads Baudelaire but puts all her efforts into pleasing her lover, and who, in a curiously old-fashioned nod to convention, Radiguet kills off shortly after the birth of her child, an exit not offered to the narrator.

Yet in a sense the narrator has no need of an escape, because he has never really been involved. In the foreground is his all-pervading world-weariness, what twenty years later Émile Cioran would call l’ennui de la clarté—the ‘boredom of clarity’ that afflicts the French nation, which, since its triumph during the Enlightenment, an era when it justifiably called itself great, has declined into a decadence of understanding everything, a permanent state of cafard, or depression, where philosophical and heroic ideals have given way to the worship of sensual pleasure, the gratification of desires. Hence perhaps Gracq’s subtle reference to the student riots of 1968, one of whose slogans was: “Under the paving stones, the beach”.

From this arises a creature that at the time had no name, and which, like Radiguet’s depiction of adolescence before the concept existed, appears to be another example of his genius for seeing what was to come. In the narrator, it is as if we are witnessing the birth of the Self, which was to grow to a position of such omnipotence in the twentieth century. During the same period that Freud was making his discoveries about the human psyche, and Jung was elaborating his concepts of the collective unconscious and the undiscovered self, the seventeen-year-old Radiguet was producing a portrait of this Self and its powers of destruction. Everything in the novel is subordinated to the narrator’s sovereign subjectivity; as the eldest of a large family (like the author himself), he has something of the world view of an only child. At one point, describing how he pastes together a photo of Marthe that he has inadvertently torn up, he makes the revealing comment: “I had never exerted myself so much over anything”. The world revolves around the narrator; every event, character and idea passes through the filter of his judgement; most conspicuous among the things that are filtered out are the unpleasant remedies for the pain caused by his egotism. Yet perhaps he sets them aside for later—Radiguet implies that this possibility is not excluded.

Le Diable au corps is a tragic story on several levels. It describes the personal tragedy of two young people thrown together by circumstances, and swept away by a passion that they are neither mature enough to understand nor strong enough to control, and which leads to the premature death of one of them and the metaphysical death of the other. It also depicts the tragedy of their families, caught up in their tragedy. It describes the tragedy of a nation at war, a nation that has declined from its position of intellectual pre-eminence into a slough of cynical sensuality that is embodied by the central character, and which seems fated to govern its response to the next war.

But perhaps most poignantly it relates the tragedy of the author himself, who, along with his limpid, apocryphal tale of a life and a society in decline, was subjected to the ordeal of a strident publicity campaign. The process of lionizing any artist, particularly a young one, is demeaning to all concerned. In Radiguet’s case it may have been fatal. Contemporary accounts suggest that while outwardly enjoying fame, he was as conscious of its price as he was of the fact that the writer is always an outcast; at one point in the novel he refers to the ‘curse’ of true poetry. For, as Thomas Mann wrote of the young poet in Tonio Kröger, people are “troubled by the sign on his brow”. And it is in this same novella by Mann that we find a fitting epitaph for Raymond Radiguet:


He surrendered utterly to the power that to him seemed the highest on earth, to whose service he felt called, which promised him elevation and honours: the power of intellect, the power of the Word, that lords it with a smile over the unconscious and inarticulate. To this power he surrendered with all the passion of youth, and it rewarded him with all it had to give, taking from him inexorably, in return, all that it is wont to take.



CHRISTOPHER MONCRIEFF
Toulouse January 2010


1 Available in English as The Sorrow of Belgium.

2 In English Temptation.

3 In English Even nettles have flowers.

4 Available in English as The Erl King.

5 Published by Éditions Autrement, 2008.
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