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Part One

Introducing the Heroes




Alain Meditates on the Navel

It was the month of June, the morning sun was emerging from the clouds, and Alain was walking slowly down a Paris street. He observed the young girls, who—every one of them—showed her naked navel between trousers belted very low and a T-shirt cut very short. He was captivated; captivated and even disturbed: It was as if their seductive power no longer resided in their thighs, their buttocks, or their breasts, but in that small round hole located in the center of the body.

This provoked him to reflect: If a man (or an era) sees the center of female seductive power in the thighs, how to describe and define the particularity of that erotic orientation? He improvised an answer: The length of the thighs is the metaphoric image of the long, fascinating road (which is why the thighs must be long) that leads to erotic achievement; indeed, Alain said to himself, even in midcoitus the length of the thighs endows woman with the romantic magic of the inaccessible.

If a man (or an era) sees the center of female seductive power in the buttocks, how to describe and define the particularity of that erotic orientation? He improvised an answer: brutality, high spirits, the shortest road to the goal; a goal all the more exciting for being double.

If a man (or an era) sees the center of female seductive power in the breasts, how to describe and define the particularity of that erotic orientation? He improvised an answer: sanctification of woman; the Virgin Mary suckling Jesus; the male sex on its knees before the noble mission of the female sex.

But how to define the eroticism of a man (or an era) that sees female seductive power as centered in the middle of the body, in the navel?

Ramon Strolls in the Luxembourg Gardens

At about the same time as Alain was musing on the different sources of feminine seductiveness, Ramon was approaching the museum at the edge of the Luxembourg Gardens, where for the past month Chagall paintings were on exhibit. He would have liked to see them, but he knew in advance that he would never have the stomach to willingly become part of that endless queue shuffling slowly toward the entrance. He looked at the people in line, their faces paralyzed by boredom, he pictured the galleries where their bodies and their chatter would obscure the paintings, and after a moment he turned away and started down a path that crossed the park.

There the atmosphere was more agreeable; the human species seemed fewer and freer; some were running, not because they were in a hurry but because they liked to run; some were sauntering along eating an ice cream; on the lawn among the trees the disciples of some Asian practice were performing strange slow motions; farther along, in an immense circle, stood great white statues of the queens of France; and farther still, on the grass beneath the trees, here and there in every direction, stood sculptures of poets, painters, scientists; Ramon stopped in front of a suntanned, appealing adolescent, naked under his shorts, who was selling masks of the faces of Balzac, Berlioz, Hugo, Dumas. Ramon could not help smiling, and he continued his walk through the garden of geniuses who, modest as they were, surrounded by the benign indifference of these strollers, must feel comfortably liberated, for no one stopped to examine their faces or read the inscriptions on the pedestals. Ramon inhaled that indifference like a soothing calm. Gradually a slow, almost happy smile appeared on his face.

The Cancer Will Not Happen

At about the same time as Ramon was deciding against the Chagall show and choosing to stroll in the park, D’Ardelo was climbing the stairs to his doctor’s office. It was exactly three weeks before his birthday. For several years past, he had come to detest birthdays. Because of the numbers affixed to them. Still, he did not quite reject them, for the pleasure of the attention paid him mattered more than the shame of aging. Especially because, this time, the medical appointment gave the approaching date a new coloration. For today he was to learn the results of all the tests that would tell him if his body’s suspicious symptoms were due to cancer or not. He stepped into the waiting room and repeated to himself, in quaking tones, that in three weeks he would be marking both his so-distant birth and his so-near death—that he would be celebrating a double event.

But as soon as he saw the doctor’s smiling face he understood that death had turned away. The doctor gripped his hand in brotherly fashion. D’Ardelo, his eyes tearing, could not speak a word.

The doctor’s office was on l’avenue de l’Observatoire, a few hundred yards from the Luxembourg Gardens. D’Ardelo lived on a little street at the far side of the park, so he set out to return across it. Walking amid the greenery brought back a nearly giddy good humor, especially when he rounded the great ring of statues of the onetime queens of France, all of them carved from white marble, standing in solemn postures that struck him as humorous, even jolly, as if these women meant to cheer the good news he had just learned. Unable to help himself, he raised a hand in salute two or three times, and broke into laughter.

The Secret Charm of a Grave Illness

It was somewhere around there, close to the queens of France, that Ramon encountered D’Ardelo, who till a year earlier had been a colleague of his in an institute whose name does not matter here. The two men stopped face-to-face, and after the usual greetings, D’Ardelo started talking, his voice strangely excited:

“Listen, my friend—do you know La Franck, the great Madame Franck? Two days ago her partner died.” He paused, and in Ramon’s mind there appeared the face of a famous beauty he knew only from photographs.

“A very painful death,” D’Ardelo continued. “She went through the whole thing with him. Ah, how she suffered!”

Fascinated, Ramon gazed at the cheerful face telling him this doleful story.

“But imagine—the very evening of the morning she’d held his dying body in her arms, she had dinner with a few friends and myself, and—you wouldn’t believe it—she was almost merry! I was so impressed! What strength! What love of life! Her eyes were still red from tears, and here she was laughing! And yet we all knew how much she’d loved him! How she must have suffered! The power in the woman!”

Exactly as a quarter-hour earlier at the doctor’s office, tears glistened in D’Ardelo’s eyes. For as he spoke of Madame Franck’s spirit, he was thinking of himself. Hadn’t he also lived for a whole month in the presence of death? Hadn’t his own character been put through a harsh ordeal as well? Even now that it was only a memory, the cancer stayed with him like the glow of a small bulb that, mysteriously, amazed him. But he managed to control his feelings and took a more prosaic tone: “By the way, if I’m not mistaken, don’t you know some fellow who can put together a cocktail party—see to the food and all that?”

“I do, yes,” said Ramon.

Said D’Ardelo, “I’m going to give a little party for my birthday.”

After the excited remarks on the famous Madame Franck, the light tone of this last line allowed Ramon to smile: “I take it your own life is going well!”

Odd; the comment displeased D’Ardelo. As if the overly light tone destroyed the strange beauty of his good mood, magically marked as it was by the pathos of death, whose shadow still preoccupied him. “Yes,” he said, “things are all right.” Then after a pause he added, “Even though . . .”

He paused again, then: “You know, I’m just coming from my doctor.”

The confusion on his interlocutor’s face was gratifying; he let the silence go on, long enough so that Ramon could not help but ask: “And? Is something wrong?”

“There is.”

And D’Ardelo fell silent again, and again Ramon could not help but ask: “What did the doctor tell you?”

At that moment D’Ardelo saw his own face in Ramon’s eyes as if in a mirror: the face of a man already old but still good-looking, marked by a sadness that made it even more appealing; he thought how this sad handsome man was soon to celebrate his birthday, and the idea he had dwelled on before his doctor appointment sprang anew into his head—the enthralling idea of a double celebration, a celebration for birth and death at once. He went on watching himself in Ramon’s eyes; then, in a very calm, very soft voice, he said, “Cancer.”

Ramon stammered something, and clumsily, fraternally, he laid a hand on D’Ardelo’s arm: “But that can be treated . . .”

“Too late, alas. But forget what I’ve just told you, don’t mention it to anyone; and do give all the more thought to my cocktail party. Life must go on!” said D’Ardelo, and before resuming his walk, he raised a hand in a sign of farewell, and this diffident, nearly shy gesture had an unexpected charm that touched Ramon.

Inexplicable Lie, Inexplicable Laughter

The encounter of the two former colleagues ended with that beautiful gesture. But I cannot help wondering: Why did D’Ardelo lie?

D’Ardelo asked himself that question immediately afterward, and he did not know the answer either. No, he was not ashamed of having lied. What intrigued him was his inability to understand the reason for the lie. Normally, if a person lies, the point is to deceive someone and draw an advantage from that. But what could he possibly gain from inventing a case of cancer? Oddly, as he thought about the senselessness of his lie, he could not help laughing. And that laughter itself was incomprehensible to him. Why did he laugh? Did he find his behavior comical? No. A feel for the comical was actually not his strong point. Just simply, without knowing why, his fictional cancer pleased him. He went on his way and continued to laugh. He laughed and took pleasure in his good mood.

Ramon Pays Charles a Visit

An hour after his encounter with D’Ardelo, Ramon was already at Charles’s apartment. “I come bearing a gift: a cocktail party job for you,” he said.

“Bravo! We’ll need it this year,” said Charles, and he invited his friend to sit down across from him at a low table.

“A gift for you. And for Caliban. In fact, where is he?”

“Where should he be? At his house, with his wife.”

“But I hope he’s still doing cocktail parties with you?”

“Oh, yes. The theaters are still ignoring him.”

Ramon saw a fairly thick book on the table. He leaned forward and could not hide his surprise: “Memoirs of Nikita Khrushchev. Why is that here?”

“Our master gave it to me as a gift.”

“But what could he find interesting in it?”

“He underlined a few paragraphs for me. What I’ve read was quite amusing.”

“Amusing?”

“The story of the twenty-four partridges.”

“What?”

“The story of the twenty-four partridges. You don’t know it? And yet that was the beginning of the great change in the world!”

“The great change in the world? Nothing less than that?”

“Nothing less. Caliban thinks so too. But tell me, what is this cocktail party, and at whose house?”

Ramon explained, and Charles asked, “Who is this D’Ardelo? A jackass like all my clients?”

“Of course.”

“And what’s his brand
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