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AUTHOR’S NOTE

The characters and events in this novel are entirely imaginary.
No resemblance to any person, living or dead, is intended.


December 19th

To Jean-Luc Foreur,

Somewhere under my skin, where the flesh turns to fluid, I see your picture Sans titre 2.22 x 2, hanging in the Gallerie Y in Paris.

Or perhaps: I am penetrated by the tones, the lines, the nuances.

I may not own it, but the picture is mine.

Thank you,

Delphine Hav



 

 

Delphine Hav,

I was very pleased to get your postcard.

I was pleased because I know that feeling exactly. A particular poem by Walt Whitman does the same to me, and so do some of Beethoven’s late sonatas. I’d go so far as to say that at the same time as I feel I own these things, not that anyone can own them, I have the feeling that the piece of music or the poem in question has been created specially for me.

Obviously I am touched that a complete stranger, miles away from here, has got the same feeling from one of my pictures. So it’s not all been in vain – I think – what I am doing.

As a rule I don’t answer fan letters (I simply haven’t the time), and although one tends not to thank people for a thank-you note, I’ve felt like doing so in your case, and all the more because you’ve stuck your name and address on the card.

Jean-Luc Foreur


January 16th

Monsieur Foreur,

Just this once I am allowing myself to send you a letter, but, believe me, I shall not take up any more of your time. I was so embarrassed to think that you would imagine I had put my address sticker on the card in the hope that you would reply.

I put the sticker below my name to give some sort of bodily reality to the bare co-ordinates of an address. The sender’s address was mostly intended as a topographical statement. It served to pinpoint the country, the town, the exact number in the street and the floor in the building, as the place in which your picture has taken up residence – it is right here inside me, who am living here. There was no ulterior motive to have you reply – at least I think not.

All I wished to convey was that not even the trip up through northern France, Belgium, Germany and half of Denmark in a sleeper, and not even the walk home with my luggage to the address in question and up to the fourth floor, none of this could dislodge this new condition in my body.

It is a state that defies understanding and is practically indescribable. The nearest thing is probably something rather like the agreeable sensation of weakness that possesses you when you have fallen in love, or are running a slight temperature. It is a tiny, uneasy quiver in the nerve ends.

I shall deliberately not put my address on the back of the envelope in the hope that you have thrown away the postcard; that way you can receive this letter with no obligation and simply enjoy the thought that what you do does make some small difference to the world.

With best wishes,

D.H.



 

 

Delphine Hav,

In all haste, but I can’t help writing back to you because you seem to want to have the last word.

Not a chance! If the situation is as you describe it, then I’ll always have the last word, as my work has got under your skin.

JLF


February 15th

Monsieur Foreur,

So here I am venturing to write to you again, although I have tried to resist the temptation.

I have been putting it off for almost a month.

It is feminine to desist. It befits a woman to hold back with ladylike restraint – at least I think it does.

Over the weeks that have gone by since I received your last letter, a veritable battle has been raging between my nature and my prejudices about womanliness. The more I tried to be becomingly restrained and reserved as a woman should be, the more I found myself rebelling. And as you see, my nature has won, and I am now in the middle of a letter to you because I cannot stop myself.

I have to write to you just to make it quite clear that I did not in the least intend to have the last word. All I wanted was to trouble you no further and to release you from the slightest obligation.

It is frankly not in my nature to insist on having the last word. Having the last word is vindictive, presumptuous, selfish. It is like washing your hands after committing a murder, or blowing into the barrel of the six-shooter on hitting the target. Having the last word is like cutting someone off in mid-sentence, like going out and slamming the door. I prefer opening doors.

Is it not far better to open your arms than to fold them on your chest?

Is it not more poetic to open a window rather than to close it because the room is turning cold or because one is about to leave?

It seems to me much more humane to answer rather than to keep a person on tenterhooks.

I know perfectly well a real woman holds her peace – but she is still allowed to drop a small white scented handkerchief. I dropped mine right in the gutter.

Ooops!

Delphine Hav



 

 

And here I am picking up your handkerchief – if you will permit me, Mademoiselle . . .

You must be young . . .

Am I right?

JLF


February 29th

JLF,

Could it be I, this time, who wish to reply to your letter? Indeed I can feel a tinge of rage bubbling inside me. What does it matter whether I am young or old or in between? Would it be more suitable for me to write as I do if there were something irresponsible about me?

No, I am sorry, but for a moment your question struck me as condescending, and that hurt me. But all right, let’s look at my age:

I am old enough to smoke, but too young to worry about the consequences.

I am old enough to have children, but too young to be a mother.

I am old enough to live on my own, but too young to possess a sofa.

I am old enough to earn my own living, but too young to save for my old age.

I am old enough to have had an education, but too young to begin to pay back my student loan.

I am old enough to remember the Algerian War, but too young to feel anything but an inherited anger over the Second World War.

I am too old to skip a night’s sleep, but too young to take a midday nap.

That’s exactly how old I am.

This is a long answer to a short question from a younger woman to an older man.

To JLF from D.H.



 

 

It would be difficult, Delphine, for me to state my age as precisely as you have done. But there is no doubt that I’ve reached a different stage of life to yours, and am faced with a different set of choices. Here’s a laughable little detail that will give the game away: the time’s come for me to get myself a new sofa! The one I bought when I moved to Paris as a young man is now falling apart.

I can well understand your anger or indignation over my question. Nonetheless, it amuses me.

It is usually middle-aged women who take offence if asked their age. Here am I asking a woman whom I think must be young how young she is – and she takes umbrage.

Anyway, it’s not that easy to pick up a handkerchief for any woman, never mind whether she’s young, old or middle-aged. (Perhaps I should have left it where it was . . .)

How precise can I be about my own age? I could tell you, for instance, that I have a dog, Bastian, who in dog-years is as old as I am in human years. And he is no longer a pup.

I’m enclosing the catalogue of my latest exhibition in Venice, you’ll find my CV in it. I can’t make it more precise than that – even though, I suddenly realize, you never actually asked me my age. Anyway, having got this far in my letter, I’ll send it off with my best regards.

JLF


March 19th

Dear Jean-Luc Foreur,

Last night I wrote a letter that got screwed up and thrown in the wastepaper basket instead of being folded, put into an envelope and posted. Just as well. This morning I had a thick package through my letter-box. Thick enough for a catalogue. Thank you!

So this is to be a thank-you letter. It goes to a man I now know has grey in his dark hair, bright eyes peeping out of a swarthy face, an unkempt dark beard, a shirt with flecks of paint on a white ground – just there on the sleeve – and his large desk is in a terrible mess. I am writing to the man whose reading glasses are lying on the pile of books on the left – not to the young man with gentle eyes whose photo is also in the catalogue. Not to the young man who has not a single grey hair, who hardly even has to shave, although in his vanity, he naturally went to the barber that time in Venice in 1952 in order to look like the hero in a black and white film as he does on the photograph.

I am sending my thanks to the man whose hair has somewhat thinned and is slightly longer than the crew-cut youth’s. I am sending it to the man with the determined lines round his mouth, who will surely insist that he is still no different from the man at the exhibition of French paintings in the Palazzo Ducale.

But one is not the same. With every dream one becomes another person, with every kiss and every defeat one becomes another person. With every love affair and every journey. Something that gradually and imperceptibly turns into what is called experience. Each new friendship alters one – why else do childhood friendships run out into the sand if not because we are no longer the same as we once were?

I am slightly changed from last night to this morning, hence this letter of thanks and not last night’s.

Delphine Hav



 

 

Dear Delphine,

Thank you for your letter and I’m sorry I’ve taken so long to answer it. My wife has been ill, so I’ve had to hang an exhibition on my own – something she generally sees to herself.

You called me “Dear” – that’s new. Now I am writing to you as “tu” – and that is also new. But this informal “tu” comes quite naturally to my hand and to my thoughts.

I still don’t know how your French comes to be so good, and what calling you follow, and what you look like. I presume your mother is French – hence your Christian name – and that your father’s Danish – hence your unpronounceable surname.

I imagine your skin is as white as the white in the Tricolour and in Dannebrog (I’ve just looked up Denmark in my encyclopaedia).

Your eyes are perhaps green, like all the semi-salt water that surrounds you. (As a child, I saw a marine painting – I think the artist was Norwegian – that made a deep impression on me: sails swelling as white as the wave-crests, and the water as green as I imagine your eyes are.)

If you have green eyes, then you’ll have red hair. Not red, of course, as the red in your flag or mine, but red as joy and madness, red as the water in a lake is blue and green, green and grey; red with hints of yellow shading off to copper to umber. That’s how I imagine your hair – shoulder-length and slightly curly.

I imagine your lips are full – bursting with your two languages.

And I imagine that you have long legs, because the Eiffel Tower is your mother and the Round Tower is your father. (In my old encyclopaedia with its microscopic illustrations, in the article on Copenhagen, it looks as if Freud might have got quite a lot out of that tower.) Your legs are long because you need a long stride to get from Denmark to France, and Germany is so damned huge.

Whatever you look like, you’re lovely. I can tell that from your letters.

What I can’t make out from your letters is what you do for a living. Here I’ve been sitting for a whole hour trying to imagine what on earth you do, but nothing comes to mind. Write and tell me, and send a photo of yourself. Do, please!

My dogs are starting to bark, I must go and feed them, and I’ve a whole lot of other things to attend to. So I’ll just hurry and get this letter off.

Affectionately,

Jean-Luc


April 22nd

. . . ask no questions and you’ll be told no lies.

D.


April 23rd

Perhaps, Jean-Luc, I was a bit snappy yesterday. I will try to make amends by telling you a fairy tale:

Once upon a time there was a girl. Her skin was as white as snowberries, they told her.

Her mouth was as red as two drops of blood in the snow. But if she cut her finger she could not complain because she was mute.

Her eyes were blue, like the high summer sky above her. She could sense it as an imposing vault above her, but she could not see it because she was blind.

Only her ears, those delicate pink conch shells, brought life and sounds and light to her.

“Poor Snowberry,” people said to each other when they were out of earshot. “Poor girl, what will become of her?”

Whenever a young man came to the village, he would at once be drawn to this tall, fair-haired girl, but the gleam in his eyes would fade the moment he saw that she was sightless, and realized that her lips would never whisper sweet words to him. Poor Snowberry!

She could not even know that for one brief moment she had been the object of his desire.

But Snowberry did not feel in the least “poor” Snowberry – she was blissful. For she was in love with a man many days’ journey away. She had heard about him, for he was a prince, and he played so beautifully on his lute that the snow melted and the almond trees began to blossom before their time. She had heard people talking about it, which is why she was blissful. She felt warm inside and joy in her cheeks whenever the prince was mentioned. She was in love and had no need to meet him in order to feel that way. She was in love and she glowed and burned.

She became hotter and hotter, and one day, when it was rumoured that the prince would be coming that way, Snowberry shone so brightly she burst into flame. And before anyone could blink, she had undergone spontaneous combustion. She died without making a sound – like a candle – out of sheer passion.

That is the story of Snowberry.

Well, I understand it perfectly – that fairy story. Perhaps I made it up myself, who knows?

Anyhow I cannot stop thinking how remarkable, and yet how unavoidable, it is that I go around yearning for a man who lives many days’ journey away from here.

Longing and glowing.

That is how it is.

And I have considered purchasing a fire extinguisher . . .

D.


May 13th

Dear Jean-Luc,

Three weeks have gone by since I sent you a sentence in English. And two weeks and six days since I sent you a fairy tale. Your silence in the wake of my two letters worries me.

Was the English sentence insulting? That was certainly not my intention. Could it perhaps be that you are so French you do not understand English? Or have you grown weary of this correspondence with a stranger? Maybe you do not care for fairy tales? Or am I simply too intrusive?

Perhaps the letters went astray on their way down through Europe? Or perhaps you have replied and your letter has gone missing on its way up to me?

The truth is I was very pleased to get the letter in which you changed to “tu”. I was insanely pleased, and in cooler moments, I wonder whether I am not simply going insane.

Why this sudden desire for letters from a complete stranger far away? Occasionally I can see the absurdity of it, at the same time I feel a tightening in my stomach – a void, a disappointment perhaps – at the thought that this madness, this wonderful madness, might ever stop. It has been exciting – would you not agree? Have we not had fun?

I have a confession to make: lately I have been to my front door several times a day to see if by any chance a letter has come – only a little one that I might not have noticed. Here in Denmark, the postman comes right up the stairs and slips the letters in through the door. A light letter makes no sound, but the letter with the Venice catalogue in it fell with a CLONK as it landed on the floor. It was a lovely sound, signalling – right out into the kitchen – that the post had come. Light letters – those on flimsy paper in an air mail envelope with blue and red stripes all round the edges – they can hover a little and end up by the opposite wall. One of them got wedged between the skirting board and the floor.

The truth is that once or twice I have asked the postman whether he was going around with a letter which for some reason or other he was not able to deliver – it could be from France, but it could also be from somewhere else in the world, if, for instance, you are away on your travels. I told him that if he was unable to find out who it was for, then the chances are it was for me. The question left him puzzled – and yet it has seemed to me so logical!

The truth is perhaps that I wrote as briefly as I did because I like to appear three-dimensional in my letters, rather than as flat as on a passport photograph. Maybe so. I was flustered over your being married – perhaps I was angry, perhaps I was annoyed, perhaps I am ridiculous, perhaps I should rip this letter up and write another. A casual one, a cheerful one. Perhaps I should write a postcard casually suggesting that I have other fish to fry. The truth is that it would not be true.

The truth is that several times a day I go into the hall to see if a letter from a man I am getting to know has got wedged in between the floor and the skirting board. That is the truest thing I can write about myself, more true than so much else.

You see, Jean-Luc, I am also using “tu”, when I remember to, when I manage. My French is actually pretty old-fashioned and the polite “vous” is the usual form; and my spelling is sure to be poor as I only learnt to speak, but never to write the language. I learnt it from my grandmother, my father’s mother.

Imagine, Jean-Luc, my grandmother was to suffer the dismal fate of marrying a Dane. A hard fate for three reasons. From November to March Denmark is the worst place on earth to be, it is humdrum, dark and constantly damp. That is the most important reason, and the other two follow – the weather infects the language, it becomes viscous and guttural; which in turn infects the mind.

But the worst thing for her must have been that when she married my grandfather, she was condemned to be laughed at every time she introduced herself. Her first name is Océane. And my grandfather’s name is like mine, Hav, which means the same as her first name, Sea or Ocean. “Océane Ocean,” she says, holding out her hand to people, and they can’t help grinning. That is not very funny, is it?

She got her own back on the climate, the weather, the names and the language, by sticking to her mother-tongue. Her Danish is remarkably bad. It could also be out of resentment at all that water coming down on her. Her mother tongue is her anchor. Nothing but French was spoken in my father’s childhood home. I was told stories even before I was aware that they were in a different language. Stories from the concièrge’s apartment in the 5th arrondissement, with too many children and too little space, far too little money and too much absinthe – all according to the book. Stories about Sunday outings down to the Seine. That was a luxury and a long way, they thought, although it was only two streets away. The Seine was the only sea she had seen until she came to Denmark and was surrounded by it on all sides. Stories about poverty, but also about her mother’s pride and the children’s quick wits. And then, of course, she was also the loveliest girl in the street. Very popular, she was. Only a few years of school, then working for the baker across the way, and later behind the counter in the bar on the corner. That was where the young engineer from Denmark met her. It was then, between the wars, on the corner of Rue Saint Jacques and Rue Dante, that my bilingualism began.

The engineer and the bar girl called each other “vous” – and were to go on doing so. Nevertheless three children arrived, and they too still say “vous” to their mother. And so the second person singular does not come easily to me and I find it hard to conjugate.

They say my French is the way it was spoken a hundred years ago. It is as if it had been poured into a jelly mould and kept in a cool place. They also say that if a linguist is to find the spoken language as it was before the days of LPs and tape recorders, then they must go looking for expatriates in out-of-the-way places.

But I want to say “tu” and conjugate my verbs in the second person singular when I write to you. I really want to take the trouble. And I write:

The truth is, I long for you to write to me.

That’s it for now, and I am going to put on my raincoat, stuff the letter in my pocket and go down to the post office at once – before it closes, and before I regret this long letter. I’ll send it express together with my most affectionate greetings.

Delphine



 

 

A brief course in the use of the “tu” form in different grammatical variants:

Let me imagine you inclining your head.

And that you go over to the mirror.

You let your hair down.

You do it lazily.

I see you moving slowly as you unbutton the top button of your blouse, and the next one.

You let your blouse fall, and very slowly, as if you were in a trance, you ease down your skirt – your long black skirt – first as far as your knees, and then you step out of it.

I imagine you standing half-naked in front of the mirror, that I might see you properly.

Your skin glows, and you draw the curtains.

You allow yourself to be kissed on the nape of your neck by

Jean-Luc
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