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We always hope to find the eternal somewhere other than here; we always orient our minds toward other things than the present situation and the present aspect; or we wait to die as if every moment were not dying and coming back to life. With each moment we are offered a new life. Today, now, immediately, it is our only foothold.

—ALAIN




INTRODUCTION
by Sarah Bakewell

Is there any human topic more interesting than love?

The French don’t think so. Ever since Pierre Abelard’s twelfth-century Historia Calamitatum, they have been writing lucid, passionate first-person accounts of their loves. Sometimes they write autobiographically; sometimes they turn reality into fiction. Their books may be vast, like the swathes of Proust’s In Search of Lost Time that deal with jealousy and desire. Or they may be slim tales or treatises, distilling love to its essence and running it through endless filters of analysis, imagination, reflection, and interrogation. It is not only French writers who do this, of course, but they are more than usually observant and often merciless with themselves. They reveal every power game, every change of emotional weather. Every painful or embarrassing moment is needled out for us on the page. Among the miniature masterpieces in this genre are Benjamin Constant’s Adolphe, André Gide’s Strait Is the Gate, Stendhal’s On Love, Roland Barthes’s A Lover’s Discourse—and André Maurois’s 1928 novel, Climates.

Like the other works, Climates stays close to its author’s own experience, while making it feel universal. His setting is local: bourgeois France just after the First World War. His people are precisely located too, behaving in ways typical of their sex, class, and upbringing. Yet they dramatize the deepest structures of love’s psychology, as well as other strange phenomena: jealousy, self-delusion, fantasy, and the desire both to lose control and to impose it on someone else.

At first sight, Climates is a simple fable. It tells of Philippe Marcenat, heir to a provincial paper-mill business, who falls in love with the woman of his dreams, Odile Malet. He loses her, but is later loved in turn by Isabelle de Cheverny, a woman not of his dreams at all, although he tries (Vertigo-ishly) to make her so. We follow first Philippe and then Isabelle as they reflect on their love. There is a happy ending of sorts, though not for Philippe. Maurois has summarized his first vision of the story, in its bare-bones form, as:


Part 1. I love, and am not loved.

Part 2. I am loved, and do not love.



Put that way, it sounds like a perfectly balanced diptych. In fact, it is neither balanced nor anywhere near as simple. Each of these four “love” and “non-love” elements conceals some complication, something moving at cross-purposes to it. Beneath what seems to be love, there lurks tyranny or submission, or a mixture of both. Beneath what seems to be non-love, there is … it’s hard to say what, but something indefinable that looks very much like love.

Climates is about reading, writing, and talking, and also about silence. It is a novel in which a wife cannot find the words to tell her husband where she has been all day, a husband can think of nothing interesting to say to his wife, and everybody fails to say out loud what he or she can write in notebooks and letters. All this silence points backward into Philippe’s childhood. His father and mother never talked about anything at all, he complains, and certainly never about emotion.

Maurois’s family was similar. In his memoirs, he calls his father “bashful” and his mother “reserved.” Between them, they filled the house with “melancholy reticences and unexpressed doubts.” Some of the silence surrounded a particular subject: the family’s Jewishness. This was not exactly hidden, but it was not brought to the fore either. Maurois, who was born Émile Herzog on July 26, 1885, found out that he was Jewish at the age of about six, when a friend at the local Protestant church told him so. His parents confirmed it, but they also spoke highly of Protestantism. When he became famous, after World War I, Maurois changed his name, probably more because it sounded German than because it sounded Jewish. He chose “André” from a cousin killed in combat, and “Maurois” from a village near Cambrai, because he liked the name’s “sad sonority.” It was a veiled name, and a melancholy one, but it accompanied him through a generally very cheerful literary career.

The Herzog family had fled their native Alsace during the Franco-Prussian War (1870–1871) and settled in the town of Elbeuf in Normandy, where they ran a successful textile mill. The bourgeois and provincial atmosphere of Elbeuf horrified Maurois sometimes, but he felt at home there and liked to return to breathe in “the moist, vapid odor of steam and the heavy odor of greasy wool,” and to admire the bright colors of the river, which ran blue, green, and yellow from the mill’s dye works. The whole town reverberated to the clang of the looms, which pounded like a heartbeat.

He had a good education at the lycée in Rouen, falling under the influence of a charismatic teacher, Émile-Auguste Chartier, known as “Alain.” Alain inspired other pupils too, including Simone Weil and Raymond Aron, urging them to think for themselves and to question received ideas. He awakened in Maurois a love of literature, but also, perhaps surprisingly, urged him to take up the mill business after leaving school. Maurois did so, but in his Elbeuf office he kept a secret cupboard filled with Balzac novels and notebooks, and copied out pages of Stendhal to improve his writing style. He became a Kipling enthusiast, and learned excellent English.

He traveled to Paris at least one day a week, and frequented brothels there. One can almost see him starting to turn into one of those coarse provincial industrialists who keeps a mistress in the city and a stifling respectable household at home. But he was diverted away from this path by falling madly in love.

It happened on vacation in Geneva. An actress friend with whom he was traveling introduced him to a sixteen-year-old schoolgirl of Russo-Polish origin, Jane-Wanda de Szymkiewicz, nicknamed Janine. Janine’s father was dead and her relationship with her mother was troubled; she was emotionally vulnerable, beautiful, and charming. Photographs show a fashionably dressed, very young woman with a forthright gaze, delicate lips, and a languid droop to the lower eyelids, which gives her an air both soft and sad.

Maurois and Janine went walking in the town, and she told him that she had dreams of walking on a seabed, surrounded by fish. They looked at flower stalls and cheap jewelry, just the kind of trinkets he normally despised. She loved them, so they became instantly magical to him too. “I have been waiting for you for twenty years,” he cried.

He meant this literally. Janine matched a template that had originated in a novel he had read in adolescence called Les Petits soldats russes—The Little Russian Soldiers. (The same novel appears in Climates and plays the same role.) It told of a schoolgirl who is elected a queen by the boys in her class; they become her willing slaves and compete to make ever greater sacrifices for her. It influenced Maurois’s erotic fantasies permanently. He too longed for “a love that would be at once suffering, discipline, and devotion,” as he wrote in his memoirs. With her Slavic features and her cool, rather fey manner, Janine de Szymkiewicz made a perfect Russian Queen.

She was wiser than he, for she responded to his “twenty years” announcement by warning, “Don’t put me too high.” But he did just that—or rather, he treated her with the same mix of submission and domination that he later ascribed to Philippe. Maurois arranged for Janine to transfer from Switzerland to a finishing school in England, where he visited her frequently. In 1912 they married, despite his family’s disapproval, mostly silent of course. Janine’s mother was rumored to have a lover, which was scandalous, and they suspected rightly that Janine would have difficulties fitting into Elbeuf society.

Still, the marriage started well. They took a house near the mill; Maurois worked, and Janine poured her creativity into flower arranging and gardening. She bought vases of Venetian glass and Lalique crystal; Maurois balked at the expense but marveled at her ability to spend hours “studying the curve of a stem or a green cloud of asparagus ferns.” She called him Minou, he called her Ginou. Amid the throbbing of looms and the bubbling of blue-yellow waters, they built their private Eden.

But life in Elbeuf was difficult. Janine made few friends. “I don’t know whether I can live here,” she told Maurois. “It seems so sad, so sad …” The image with which their love had begun, walking on the bottom of the sea, summed up the marriage’s combination of enchantment and oppressiveness. Janine gave birth to the first of their three children in May 1914, but the war began and Maurois went away, leaving her more isolated than ever.

With his excellent English, Maurois was posted as liaison officer to the British Army. That experience inspired his first novel, Les Silences du Colonel Bramble. After the war he returned to the mill, but was also lionized in Paris, and spent more and more time writing. The children’s nurse complained, “Instead of scribbling in the evenings, Monsieur would do better to go out with Madame, and instead of scribbling during the day Monsieur would do better to look after his business.” Janine scribbled too, filling notebooks with records of her migraines, stomachaches, cramps, and aching legs. She wrote notes, in English, of times when she felt “moody” or “awfully bad,” and wrote, chillingly, “Something is broken.”

Sometime in the early 1920s, Maurois began having affairs. Janine had them too, or at least flirtations, especially on their seaside vacations in Deauville. Maurois enjoyed great success with Ariel, a biography of Percy Bysshe Shelley—more a novelization of his life, really. (It became memorable for later English-language readers for being reprinted in 1935 as Number 1 in Penguin’s first series of paperbacks.) It recounts Shelley’s disastrous marriage to Harriet Westbrook, who drowned herself in the Serpentine River after the poet abandoned her. Maurois put a lot of his own personality into Shelley, and wrote of Harriet as a “child-wife” made bitter by unhappiness. He could be savage: “Even when she had the air of being interested in ideas, her indifference was proved by the blankness of her gaze. Worst of all, she was coquettish, frivolous, versed in the tricks and wiles of woman.”

Both he and Janine were suffering from each other, and Janine obsessed over the portrait of herself in Ariel. It is heartbreaking to learn, from Maurois’s own memoir, that she read it repeatedly—the manuscript once and the printed book twice—and copied out passages. “You talk about women better than you’ve ever talked to me about them,” she said. Yet she could see that Maurois was aware of his own weaknesses too. “Since he understands so well,” he imagined her thinking, “why doesn’t he change?” Their relationship had begun under the sign of Les Petits soldats russes, and its disintegration was similarly reflected in literature, through Ariel. Side by side, they looked into the book as into a double mirror, seeing each other’s faces as well as their own.

In the early 1920s, and like her counterpart in Climates, Janine got the idea that she was destined to die soon. She was right. Becoming pregnant again in late 1922, she developed septicemia, was operated on unsuccessfully, and died on February 26, 1923. Maurois was bereaved, and free.

It was not long before he married again, to the woman who would be his lifelong companion, Simone de Caillavet. The granddaughter of Anatole France’s mistress Léontine Arman de Caillavet, Simone was highly educated, patient, and well-balanced, and she devoted herself to Maurois’s work. She typed his manuscripts and learned shorthand so as to be able to help him further by taking dictation. If it is disturbing to think of Janine’s constant reading of Ariel, it is at least as much so to imagine Simone working on the drafts and typescripts of Climates, in which she is cast, very little changed, as Isabelle de Cheverny.

What are we to make of Maurois and his love life? By his own account, he married one unsuitable young woman because of a romantic idea that had nothing to do with her true personality, and made her life miserable as well as his own. Afterward he married another woman who, he hints, loved him more than he loved her. Yet, as Janine saw, he was aware of his dark side, and channeled his literary talents into exploring it in fiction and biography. He was a writer to the core, and this is one vital difference between him and Philippe in the novel. It changed everything, at least for him. Perhaps it changed everything for the women in his life too, so deeply interwoven was his work with his relationships.

There was another difference. Love makes Philippe Marcenat dull, not to the reader, but to his long-suffering beloved. He realizes only belatedly how tedious Odile must find the long evenings in which he does little but gaze adoringly at her. Working long hours at the factory, consumed by jealousy, Philippe forgets how to have an entertaining conversation. Maurois, by contrast, was energetic and vibrant. A friend, Edouard Morot-Sir, wrote of “the gentle expression of his eyes, his smile, the finesse and warmth of his voice” and remembered Maurois’s endless fund of stories. He was a man of infinite curiosity about human nature—a mark of a person who surely can never be boring.

Climates began life in the mid-1920s, after the death of Janine, as a short story called “La Nuit marocaine.” Set in Morocco, it was about an eminent personage who falls ill and is told he will die. He summons his friends and confesses to them the true story of his life, which revolves around his love for three women, each of whom he has hurt in some way. Unfortunately, he then proceeds not to die. He lives on, but must adjust to the changed image that others now have of him.

Starting from this point, Maurois first realized that the middle woman, an actress named Jenny Sorbier, was less interesting than the other two, so he dumped her. This gave him more space to explore the relationships with the others, and the book became the two-parter we have today. He also disposed of the Moroccan setting and the framing story. The novel was easy to write, largely because, as Maurois wrote, “I was able to nourish my imaginary characters on real emotions.” He adjusted many details: his own family owned a wool mill, so Philippe’s owns a paper mill. He met Janine in Switzerland; Philippe meets Odile in Italy. And he moved the action from Elbeuf to Paris, because that created more scope for flirtations and jealousies.

In turning short story to novel, he also introduced an elaborate literary device. In the first half, Philippe recounts his love for Odile in the form of a letter to his second wife, Isabelle—a bizarre and cruel thing to do, one might think, but something that Isabelle seems to welcome because it enables her to understand him better. In the second half, she responds by writing the story of her love for Philippe. Perhaps because Maurois needs to continue conveying Philippe’s emotions directly as well, he has Philippe write a diary, which Isabelle reads and quotes at length in her letter back to him. Part Two strains credulity at times, but the device is worth the trouble, for it highlights the novel’s themes of reading, writing, reflecting, reenacting, and transcribing.

For love is interwoven with these activities throughout the book. As in real life, Philippe’s love for Odile is born from literature in the form of The Little Russian Soldiers. Odile’s decline is measured out in her habit of reading poems about death. With Isabelle, Philippe reads constantly: Balzac, Tolstoy, Proust, Stendhal, Merimée. At first Isabelle finds Proust and the others dull, but she wills herself to adapt to Philippe’s preferences, though not before remarking, “Nothing could have been easier than understanding Philippe’s taste in books: he was one of those readers who look only for themselves in what they read.” Philippe has already admitted this at the end of the first part: trying to get over Odile, he writes, “books flung me straight back into my dark meditations; all I looked for in them was my pain and, almost in spite of myself, I chose those that would remind me of my own sad story.”

This is Philippe all over: he looks for himself in every book he reads, just as he looks for his “queen” in every woman he is involved with. Isabelle has a less self-centered approach, and reads mainly to understand the man she loves. At novel’s end, she even reads his old copy of The Little Russian Soldiers. These are two extreme models of reading: looking in books to see oneself mirrored again and again, or reading to enter another person’s experience, and thus to enlarge oneself.

Which way are we, the readers, to approach Climates? Its characters seem to invite us to relate their sorrows or triumphs to our own. I recognized aspects of myself and my life in each character, yet there were moments of remoteness too. For one thing, Isabelle’s self-abnegating idea of love can be unnerving for a female reader. It is one of the elements that keeps Climates from becoming too comfortable, or too blandly universal. It speaks to everyone, yet it is also a historical document about France in the 1920s. It comes from a time when Frenchwomen did not yet have the vote (they got it in 1944), and when it would not have entered Philippe Marcenat’s head that he, not Isabelle, might make real, concrete, everyday sacrifices for a domestic monarch.

Maurois’s sense of the psychology of love, in all its fits and agonies, manages to be dated yet eternally insightful. His analysis of jealousy rivals Proust’s, and he shows how Philippe helplessly destroys the genuine but fragile love Odile feels for him. And Climates is as good as Stendhal on the first phase of enchantment, in which the lover undergoes what Stendhal calls “crystallization”—the ability to perceive somebody ordinary as a magical, dazzling, twinkling disco ball of fascination. (The crystal image comes from the salt mines of Salzburg, where it was the custom to hang a branch at the mine’s entrance, then retrieve it a few months later, when—says Stendhal—“its smallest twigs, those no larger than a titmouse’s foot, are spangled with an infinity of diamonds, dancing and dazzling.”) Philippe is blinded by Odile. Never seeing her as she really is, he fetishizes her clothes, her flowers, the trinkets she carries everywhere on her honeymoon (“a small clock, a lace cushion, and a volume of Shakespeare bound in gray suede”), and her taste in furnishings. She even decorates their home rather like a salt cave, all white flowers and sleek white carpeting. He adopts Odile’s tastes as his own, to the extent of later trying to make Isabelle imitate them.

Clothes, houses, flowers, and furniture are all important in Climates. When Isabelle wants to move into her family home, or at least take some furniture from it, Philippe refuses, because he cannot stand their red damask drapes and gargoyle-infested, pseudomedieval chairs. “Don’t you think that what’s important in life is people not furnishings?” asks Isabelle, but he brushes her aside. Yes, yes, that’s the conventional wisdom, he says, but a house’s atmosphere affects one more deeply than people acknowledge. “I just know I wouldn’t be happy in that house.”

Isabelle gives in, as she tends to, but it is his own natural environment that Philippe is rejecting. Those tasteful oceans of white carpeting were never the real Philippe, and he admits, “My true tastes and my cautious Marcenat mind were things I was now far more likely to find in Isabelle.” Her parents have molded her as his did; when Isabelle and Philippe first meet, they compare notes on “that sort of rural bourgeois heritage that so many French families share.” He can be himself with Isabelle, in a way he could not with Odile—and certainly not with her noisy, bohemian family, in whose company he used to become unrecognizable to himself. “I seemed solemn, boring, and even though I loathed my own silences, I withdrew into them.” It was “not my sort of climate,” he felt.

This is why the novel is called Climates: in its examination of love, it also becomes an examination of the atmospheres we need to be fully ourselves. Philippe’s complaint about Odile’s family goes to the heart of the book. One cannot just transfer one’s personality intact from one environment to the next. Relationships have different qualities of air, different barometric pressures. With Odile, Philippe is first expanded and enchanted, then he contracts and distorts into a jealous monster. With Isabelle, despite himself, he is himself.

Moreover, Isabelle has a huge advantage in having a certain control over her own climate. She is able to choose her servitude, even to affirm it, rather than be helplessly in the grip of her emotions as Philippe had been with Odile. Looking back to his treatment of Odile, Philippe reflects that he showed “no unkindness, but no generosity of spirit either,” but this is never mirrored in Isabelle’s half of the story. She is all generosity. She even puts forward a strange argument: that we should not attach importance to our loved one’s failings, or to what a person actually does, for what matters is that that person alone enables us to live in a particular “atmosphere,” or, as she also puts it, in a “climate.” That is all we need; it is a devotion that is called forth from our deepest being, but it is not a blind devotion.

“I wanted to love you without trickery, to fight with an open heart,” writes Isabelle to Philippe. “It should be possible to admit to loving someone and yet also succeed in being loved.” Should it? Is it? It should, and sometimes it is. But oh, how complicated human beings are. And, in the end, something compelled Maurois to take Philippe away from Isabelle after all, thus parting company both with Isabelle’s optimism and with the story of his own second, successful marriage.

For it was a successful marriage. Maurois lived with Simone for the rest of his life, and she seems to have tolerated his occasional affairs.

His other marriage, to the written word, succeeded too. He became a sought-after lecturer and speaker, and was elected to the Académie in 1938. His output was prodigious: he wrote biographies of Byron, Disraeli, Balzac, Dumas père and fils, Hugo, and Proust, among others, as well as novels, memoirs, and collections of essays, including works on politics that aired his genial, mild brand of conservatism.

During the Occupation, he and Simone fled to the United States, then returned to set up a country estate, Essendiéras, in Périgord. Simone ran it as an artists’, writers’, and filmmakers’ haven; people would stay for months and work in peace. When money ran short, she and Maurois converted part of the property into a lucrative apple orchard. The Herzog mill in Elbeuf eventually went out of business, the victim of international competition and cheap 1960s artificial fabrics. Maurois does not seem to have mourned it much. He and Simone had one great sorrow, losing their daughter, Françoise, to liver disease; otherwise, he lived a generally pleasurable, productive life until his death in 1967.

His last lecture, prepared in that year but never delivered, was called Illusions. In it, he included a kind of manifesto of his art and life. Most of human existence is neither extreme nor tragic, he says, yet:


[W]e know that in his daily life man is ever, to a greater or a lesser degree, hagridden. Even when all goes well, all does not go perfectly well. Life remains, on the face of it, absurd. What is the meaning of this strange carnival? Why are we here on this fleck of mud, revolving in darkness? … We want peace, concord and the affection of other peoples, and lo and behold here we are at war, massacring and being massacred. Or again we are in love with a woman who at times seems to love us in return and, at others, for no reason known to us, grows cold and distant. We do not understand the universe; we do not understand those who hate us; we do not understand those who love us; often we do not even understand our parents, our children. We do not understand ourselves.



The only possibility of introducing meaning into such a world lies in art, he concludes, and especially in literature. It is the author’s task to create stories that are orderly enough to be coherent, but not so neat that they fail to reflect the true mystery and complexity of human life.

Climates is such a story. It is orderly, yet unsettling. It breathes an air that is profoundly civilized, yet there is something violent and shattering about it too. “Even when it’s mutual, love is terrible,” says Philippe. It is terrible simply to be human—and there can be no subject more interesting to write about, or more beautiful, than that.
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. I .

You must have been surprised when I left so suddenly. I apologize for that but do not regret it. I cannot tell whether you too can hear the hurricane of internal music stirring inside me over the last few days like Tristan da Cunha’s towering flames. Oh! I would so like to succumb to the tempest that, only the day before yesterday, in the forest, urged me to touch your white dress. But I am afraid of love, Isabelle, and of myself. I do not know what Renée or anyone else may have told you about my life. You and I have sometimes talked of it; I have not told you the truth. That is the charm of new acquaintances: the hope that, in their eyes and by denying the truth, we can transform a past that we wish had been happier. Our friendship has gone beyond the point of overly flattering confidences. Men surrender their souls, as women do their bodies, in successive and carefully defended stages. One after the other, I have thrown my most secret troops into battle. My true memories, corralled in their enclave, will soon give themselves up and come out into the open.

I am a long way from you now, in the very room in which I slept as a child. On the wall are the shelves laden with books that my mother has been keeping for over twenty years “for her eldest grandson.” Will I have sons? That wide red spine stained with ink is my old Greek dictionary; those gold bindings, my prizes. I wish I could tell you everything, Isabelle, from the sensitive little boy to the cynical adolescent, and on to the unhappy, wounded man. I wish I could tell you everything in complete innocence, exactitude, and humility. Perhaps, if I manage to finish writing this, I will not have the courage to show it to you. Never mind. It is still worthwhile, if only for my own sake, to assess what my life has been.

Do you remember one evening on the way back from Saint-Germain when I described Gandumas to you? It is a bleakly beautiful place. A torrential river cuts between our factories, built in the depths of a wild gorge. Our house, a small nineteenth-century château like many others in Limousin, looks out over heather-clad heaths. As a young boy I was already proud that I was a Marcenat and our family reigned over the canton. My father took the tiny paper business that had been a mere laboratory for my maternal grandfather and built it into a huge factory. He bought up local smallholdings and transformed Gandumas, which had been all but neglected before his time, into the very model of an estate. Throughout my childhood I watched buildings being constructed and saw the hangar housing paper pulp stretch out along the river.

My mother’s family was from Limousin. My great-grandfather, a notary, had bought the Château de Gandumas when it was sold off as national property. My father, an engineer from Lorraine, had been in the region only since he married. He summoned one of his brothers, my uncle Pierre, who settled in the neighboring village of Chardeuil. On Sundays, if it was not raining, the two families met by the ponds in Saint-Yrieix. We traveled in carriages, and I would sit facing my parents, on a small, hard pull-down seat. The horse’s monotonous trot sent me to sleep; I used to like watching its shadow on the walls in villages or on the banks by the side of the road: it contorted and moved forward, overtaking us, and then, as we went around corners, it reappeared behind us. Every now and then the smell of droppings (a smell which, like the sound of bells, will always be associated with Sundays in my mind) would hang over us like a cloud, and great fat flies would land on me. I hated the hills more than anything; the horse slowed to a walk and the carriage climbed unbearably slowly while the old coachman, Thomasson, clicked his tongue and cracked his whip.

At the inn, we met up with my uncle Pierre, his wife, and my cousin Renée, who was their only child. My mother would give us bread and butter, and my father would say, “Go and play.” Renée and I used to walk under the trees or by the ponds, collecting pinecones and chestnuts. On the way home, Renée climbed into the carriage with us, and the coachman folded down the sides of my seat to give her somewhere to sit. My parents did not speak during the journey.

Any form of conversation was made difficult by my father’s extraordinary sense of propriety; it seemed to pain him if the least feeling were expressed in public. At mealtimes, if my mother mentioned our education, the factory, our uncles, or our aunt Cora who lived in Paris, my father would gesture anxiously, pointing out to her the servant clearing the plates. She would fall silent. I noticed very early on that if my father and my uncle had some small criticism to direct at each other, they always ensured it was their wives who conveyed this with tremendous tact. I also grasped very early that my father abhorred sincerity. In our house, it was taken for granted that all conventional feelings held true, that parents always loved their children, children their parents, and husbands their wives. The Marcenats liked to see the world as a decent, earthly paradise, and I feel that, in their case, this had more to do with candor than hypocrisy.


. II .

The sunlit lawn at Gandumas. And, on the plain below, the village of Chardeuil veiled in a shimmering heat haze. A little boy stands waist-deep in a hole he has dug, beside a heap of sand, scouring the vast expanses around him for an invisible enemy. This game was inspired by my favorite book, Driant’s Fortress War. I was a soldier, Private Mitour, stationed in that hole for skirmishes to defend Fort de Liouville, under the command of a colonel for whom I would gladly have given my life. I must apologize for writing about these puerile ideas, but in them I see the first expression of a need for passionate devotion that has been a dominant feature of my character, although it was later applied to quite different subjects.

If I analyze the tiny but still identifiable trace of the child I was then, I can see that, even at that early stage, there was a hint of sensuality in this sacrifice.

Besides, my game quickly developed into something else. In another book, one I was given on New Year’s Day that was called Little Russian Soldiers, I read about a gang of schoolboys who decide to form an army and choose a fellow pupil as their queen. The queen was called Ania Sokoloff. “She was a remarkably beautiful, slender, elegant, and able girl.” I liked the oath the soldiers swore to their queen, the work they undertook to please her, and the smile that was their reward. I did not know why this story suited me so well, but it did, I loved it, and it must have been from that book that I formed the image of the woman I have so often described to you. I can see myself walking beside her on the lawns at Gandumas; she is talking to me in a serious voice, her sentences sad and beautiful. I do not know at what point I started calling her the Amazon, but I know the notion of audacity and risk was always mingled with the pleasure she afforded me. I also loved reading with my mother about Lancelot of the Lake and Don Quixote. I could not believe that Dulcinea was ugly, and I tore the engraving of her from my book so that I could imagine her as I chose to.

Although my cousin Renée was two years younger than me, she studied alongside me for several years. Then, when I was thirteen, my father sent me to the Lycée Gay-Lussac in Limoges. I lived at a cousin’s house and went home only on Sundays. I really enjoyed school life. I had inherited my father’s love of learning and reading, and was a good pupil. The characteristic Marcenat pride and shyness were becoming apparent in me, as inevitably as their shining eyes and rather high-set eyebrows. The only counterpoint to my pride was the image of the queen to whom I remained faithful. At night, before going to sleep, I told myself stories with my Amazon as the heroine. She now had a name, Helen, because I liked Homer’s Helen (a Mr. Bailly, one of my teachers, was responsible for that).

Why do some images remain as clear to us as when we first saw them, while others that might seem more important grow hazy and fade so quickly? Right now, on a perfectly focused internal screen, I am projecting Mr. Bailly coming into the classroom with his slow, steady step, on a day when we are to do French composition. He hangs his distinctive coat on a peg and says, “I have found a wonderful subject for you: Stesichorus’s palinode …” Yes, I can still see Mr. Bailly very clearly. He has a thick mustache, a shock of hair, and a face heavily lined by what were no doubt painful passions. He takes from his briefcase a sheet of paper and dictates: “The poet Stesichorus, having cursed Helen in his verse for the ills she brought to the Greeks, is struck blind by Venus and, now realizing his mistake, composes a palinode expressing his regret for blaspheming against beauty.”

Oh! I would so love to reread my eight pages from that morning. Never again have I found such a perfect reconciling of deeper life and the written word, never, except perhaps in a few letters to Odile and, scarcely a week ago, in a letter intended for you that I never sent. The theme of sacrifice to beauty awakened such profound resonances in me that, despite my tender years, I felt terrified and worked with almost painful ardor for two hours, as if I could sense that I too would have many, many reasons to write Stesichorus’s palinode during the course of my difficult earthly life.

But I would be giving you a very false idea of a fifteen-year-old schoolboy’s nature if I did not admit that my exultation remained internal and perfectly hidden. My conversations with my classmates about women and love were cynical. A few of my friends described their experiences in brutal technical detail. I, on the other hand, had incarnated my Helen in a young woman from Limoges, a friend of the cousins with whom I lodged. Her name was Denise Aubry; she was pretty and was said to be fickle. If I heard anyone say she had lovers, I thought of Don Quixote and Lancelot, and wished I could hurl lances at these slanderers.

On the days when Madame Aubry came for dinner I was beside myself with a blend of happiness and fear. Everything I said in her presence sounded absurd to me. I loathed her husband, an inoffensive and well-meaning porcelain maker. I always hoped to meet her in the street on the way home from school. I had noticed that, around noon, she often went to buy flowers or cakes on the rue Porte-Tourny, opposite the cathedral. I made sure I was on the sidewalk between the florist and the patisserie at that sort of time. On several occasions she allowed me to escort her, with my schoolbag under my arm, all the way back to her door.

When summer came, I found it easier to see her at the tennis court. One particularly warm evening a number of young couples decided to dine there. Madame Aubry, who knew very well that I loved her, asked me to stay too. It was a lively, cheerful supper. Night fell. I was lying on the grass at Denise’s feet; my hand drifted to her ankle and I gently encircled it, with no protest from her. There were syringas behind us, and I can still smell their strong fragrance. You could see the stars through their branches. It was a moment of perfect happiness.

When it was quite dark, I crawled closer to Denise and made out a fellow beside her, a twenty-seven-year-old lawyer famous in Limoges for his wit, and I could not help hearing their whispered conversation.
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