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MY HUSBAND WOULD BE FLYING for several days over sands and strange cities that loomed ever larger in my childish imagination, like the Bible’s endless deserts. I thought nostagically of my home in El Salvador, where I used to watch sorcerers pawing the dry earth in search of water like animals on the scent of a female. The wait for rain was a very tense time; the pastures were dry and the herds were dying for lack of water, which had disappeared because of the earthquakes. The peasants were worried; all their hopes lay in the sorcerers’ hands. The answer their divining rods received was a matter of life and death for the whole country. The riverbed was dry. The river had gone off on a journey through the bowels of the earth, or somewhere else for all I know. I saw whole flocks lie down on the earth to die and heard their choruses of dying moans. Yet the sky was pure blue; tropical sunlight bathed the country, flouting the hopes of men and beasts. During those agonizing days, the land-owners would gather together under the full moon, light huge bonfires that blazed red in their courtyards, make coffee, and chant prayers to make the rain come. Often the miracle took place, and rain—longed-for, cherished rain—would put thousands of sheep back on their feet. Among the men who chanted for rain that way, no one could say who would be rich or poor the next day. Equality was determined by fate. On one stretch of land, there might be dew that very night; on another, drought, thirst, and death. 

I too had to pray, chant, wait, wait, and hope. I tried to remember the dignity of the peasants in the driest regions of my country. I was in an arid land, a land of tribulation. Would he succeed or wouldn’t he? 

The complicated numbers the engineer reported meant nothing to me. I couldn’t have cared less about any of that. My only hope lay in our youth, which to me seemed eternal, and in our love, which was so pure that it had to have touched God. My hope lay in his strong hands, which knew how to throw all of his bodily weight, all of his energy and vitality, into the air currents flowing through an unknown sky. Only he knew how to fly like that toward the marvelous Orient. 

I made my way to the atelier of one of my painter friends, André Derain. He was waiting for dawn and the first colors of the day to create a miracle of light on the hair, lips, and dresses of his models. I knew his habits well and slipped in without making a sound. I breathed in the smell of the coffee he was making on a large coal-burning stove while a very young girl, completely naked, her breasts just beginning to bloom, let her hair down, making herself look all the more naked. I sat down in the atelier’s old red armchair. I don’t think even my heartbeat made a sound that day. The great painter came and went, blowing on his big cup of coffee, eyeing the first gleams of sunlight, touching his model’s long hair with one finger. In the middle of his little promenade, he finally discovered me. 

“You, Consuelo, here so early?” 

“Yes,” I said. “My husband has left on a long flight and I didn’t know where to go so early in the morning, so I came to sit here with you, if I won’t disturb you.” 

“But I want to paint you just as you are: don’t move.” 

“Oh no, that’s too much for me to bear. You know, my husband is going to be in the air for whole days and nights and, who knows, perhaps for the rest of his life!” 

He understood the gravity of the situation, for he loved his friend Antoine, and asked the model to serve me a cup of coffee. 

He didn’t work at all that day. We talked about pilots, their simplicity, their way of risking their lives, how they chose to forget their companions who were killed. For them, it was natural to meet a monster-wind, a dragon-wind, a conquering wind. It was so simple. That day, Derain and his model saw me as something more alive than a woman. I contained in myself the whole life of another person, the religion of another being concentrated in the love that lay within me. They consecrated their entire day to me. 

Toward evening we received the first news of our pilot: all was well. “Clear sky. No wind. Making headway.” That was the telegram Tonio sent me! 

The second day of waiting was devoid of news. No hope. I kept a vigil. The telephone lay mute and motionless near my pillow. Toward evening, some friends came over—the silence was growing troubling. No news. Catastrophe could be read on every face. The silence expanded around us. 

On the third day, the headlines of all the newspapers read, “Saint-Exupéry Disappears on Paris–Saigon Flight.”* 

Despair. Grief. I was wrenched with anguish and pain. I had a presentiment of great misfortune. I hadn’t wanted him to go, yet everything in me had encouraged him to do it. 

Then a message arrived, enormous, lifesaving: “It’s me, Saint-Exupéry, I’m alive.” 

I left at once with his mother for Marseille, where he was to dock on his return from his epic journey. We both stood on the Vieux-Port waiting for the boat, amid friends, curious onlookers, and journalists who had come to capture his first smile, his first emotion, for a front-page photo. 

His boat was delayed for several hours. His mother and I had nothing more to say to each other. A great weariness overcame us both, we could feel it in our arms, our whole bodies. And then the siren announced that our dear Tonio was finally going to be returned to us. 

At that moment I cried out, “No, it’s not possible. I will never see him again!” 

I ran away, swift as a gazelle, but one of my friends caught me and held me back with all his force, saying, “But you’re mad!” 

“Yes, I’m mad from waiting, I’m afraid. I want nothing more, nothing in the world. He is alive, he is alive, that was all I wanted to know, and now I can go, I can go to a place where no one ever waits again, for anything.” 

A fit of weeping calmed me down. Soon my husband was holding me in his arms. “But you look like a clown with these tears flowing on all sides. Messieurs, take a picture of my wife,” he added, turning toward the journalists. “She is none too lovely to look at today, she’s in the midst of a great tempest, so leave me alone with her. I’m the only one who can save her.” And he whispered in my ear, “Let’s go to the hotel, the two of us. Don’t be afraid. I’m with you. I have so many stories to tell you. Is it true that you tried to flee when the boat came in? Is it true that you wanted to run away? Is it true that you wanted me to go from door to door asking where you were? I would have walked all my life to find you, just as I walked on and on, despite my thirst, to see you again. Why did you want to run away?” 

“Do I really look like a clown?” I asked him, huddling very tightly against him. 

“Yes, you have a big banana nose, but soon you’ll be beautiful, very beautiful. You’ll sleep in my arms, nice and calm, and I’ll take you to see the desert that spared my life. I won’t leave you again, ever.” 

My mother-in-law announced that some friends were giving a magnificent dinner for us and that we should get dressed for it. 

“It’s wartime, ma petite maman,” Tonio answered. “My wife and I are going just as we are.” 

With his big hands, he gestured toward his casual clothes and my tousled head. 

My mother-in-law resigned herself to it, but she wasn’t entirely pleased. 

[image: image]

I DON’T KNOW how we got back to Paris and then to a clinic in Divonne-les-Bains. I do remember a doctor who made me take a bath in very hot water, which calmed my nerves. 

I was finally able to sleep again, and to smile, and I wrote to my husband to come and pick me up. I was cured; I no longer wanted to run away, I wanted only to be in his arms. I was no longer a fruit that falls from the tree but a seed that wanted to be sowed, planted in the ground for all eternity. I wanted to live in my husband’s heart. He was my star, my destiny, my faith, my end. I was small, but I had within me an immense power for living. I had gathered all the starlight in the universe into my eyes in order to bathe him in its glow. 

A love like that was a serious illness, an illness from which you never entirely recover. 

Soon I was unfair, jealous, belligerent, impossible to live with. I would not give so much as a smile to all the women whose names were noted down in his book every day for cocktails, lunches, meetings in Paris. I missed the clear sky God had given me when he made me Tonio’s wife. I was very bad—I couldn’t endure the feigned shyness of the young girls, the high school girls who asked him to give them his autograph on a book or a photo, to say nothing of my conduct toward the women who dared to intrude further on our intimacy. 

In spite of everything, I lost the battle. Tonio needed more gentle landscapes, tenderer things, lighter baggage that could be left anywhere. 
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I WAS UNHAPPY, horribly unhappy. I confided in everyone: my dressmaker, my doctor, my lawyer, my best friend. I told all of Paris. I thought, justifiably, that all of Paris would take pity on me, would protect and console me in my romantic sorrows. I was young and naïve. Today I understand what Napoleon meant when he said, “For the pain of love, the only remedy is flight.” 

I had reached that point. One of my friends loaned me the keys to his pied-à-terre so I could go there and cry as much as I wanted. I was no longer loved. That was the kind of woman I had become: an unloved woman. I had just enough strength left to keep from crying in front of my servants or those who rejoiced in my despair. I took refuge in the pied-à-terre when I couldn’t hold out any longer and wept to my heart’s content; the moment I got there I took my clothes off and started crying, and went on crying until the clock struck the time when I had to return to my home and my duties as the lady of the house. My unhappiness made me forget what it was to rest. Tonio heard about a clinic in Switzerland where I could undergo a sleeping treatment. Soon I was shipped off there. 

The clinic in Bern was a kind of penal colony: I had an empty room with only a bed, not even a table, and there were nightly walks to tire out the patients. When I had trouble relaxing, two ogresses came in the middle of the night and, each holding me firmly by one arm, made me pace up and down the garden paths. I decided I would be the one to wear them out. I had learned to walk in the desert! When they reached the limits of their strength, they took me back to my bed and suggested I wake them up if I wanted to go for another turn around the garden. I stretched out on my bed just long enough to rest a little and then called to them that I wanted to go back outside and walk! 

I already knew the garden pathways by heart. I talked to them about the trees and all the journeys I had made in my life. 

“Why can’t we go for a walk in the city for a change of scene?” I proposed. 

By seven A.M., they were the ones leaning on me. 

The next day a different woman was assigned to me, along with a thickset man, and those two were tireless. After three weeks of forced marches, I still couldn’t fall asleep. 

[image: image]

ONE DAY, AT LUNCHTIME, my husband appeared. He was led into the dining room, where each table had a number. I didn’t have the strength to eat even the lone potato I had been allotted. A familiar and somewhat brusque voice called, “Consuelo!” 

For three weeks he had forgotten me, or else his letters had not been delivered. 

All my bitterness suddenly rose up in my heart. His hand rested on my shoulder. “They told me: it’s number seven. Forgive me, I didn’t recognize you.” 

“What do you want?” 

I was pale and thin. He took me in his arms. 

“Come with me right now. I’ll take you away from here.” 

“They’re killing me. I’ve written you several times. I’ve begged you to come at once, and you haven’t answered me a single time!” 

I wept in his arms. The attendants had pushed us into a small side room. “Tell me that you’re feeling fine,” he whispered in my ear. “I’m going to ask them to put your clothes on.” But the nurse was already pulling me out of his arms, saying it was time to take a shower. 

I saw nothing more of Tonio after that. I no longer wrote to him. I had lost all hope of ever leaving that hellish place. His brief visit had been like a dream. I wasn’t even sure that he had actually been there. I was hungry, very hungry. The smell of food reached me from far away, from the other building, through the window. I began filching bits of bread from the neighboring room, which was occupied by a man with a goiter who never ate a thing. I mustered up a little energy, and with the help of a priest who came on Saturdays to administer confession to the patients I managed to send a long telegram to a woman friend in Paris, describing my situation. 

My husband was busy at that time writing the script for his film Anne-Marie. My friend had a hard time finagling an invitation from his group, which was staying in a little city on the outskirts of Paris. 

She finally got there and cried to Tonio, “Consuelo has to steal bread just to stay alive. If you’re too busy to rescue her, I’ll have to be the one to do it.” 

My husband knew I wasn’t allowed to have any correspondence. He told the story to his companions. “What a magnificent subject for a film,” they said. “But your wife is dying, Saint-Ex!” 

Tonio explained that the doctor had assured him I was making progress and was in good enough condition to undergo his infallible treatment. It was extremely important that he refrain from spoiling me or writing to me. 

The actors and the director protested and persuaded him that after the anguish I had endured during his disappearance in Libya, this was enough to drive me mad. They bundled him aboard a train bound for Switzerland, and he arrived at the clinic once more. 

His first gesture was to show me two tickets for Paris. I didn’t understand, I couldn’t hear very well, he had to repeat everything. He was weeping like a child and begging me to forgive him. I had lost about thirty pounds, and he had to use a piece of string to hold my skirt up around my waist. 

We spent three days in a hotel in Bern. He made



















































































































Part Four

Paris–Guatemala–El Salvador– Paris, 1938–1940
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Part Five

The War, 1940–1941
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Part Six

New York, 1942
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IT WAS SUMMER, and the heat was tropical. “We have to leave New York, you see, and live out in the country,” I suggested to Tonio hesitantly. “You won’t be able to stand it here.” 

“I dream of being in the country and feeling cooler. Not going anywhere, just working, writing, night and day.” 

“Give me some money,” I said. “I’ll ask an agency for information.” 

“No,” he said, “I’ll take you to the train station. You’ll get on a train heading north, a lovely electric railcar, the fastest one.” 

At Grand Central Terminal in New York, I climbed aboard a train without knowing where it was going. I looked at the names of the stops and read “Northport.” There, I said to myself: it’s north, there must be a refreshing breeze. 

I bought a ticket to the last stop on the line. I remember, Tonio, that you paid quite a few dollars, so I could go to the ends of the earth, but the ride turned out to last only forty-five minutes. 

When I stepped off the train, I looked around for a taxi to take me into the city. No taxi. But I had a little trick, à la Consuelo. I was the only woman in New York who could find a taxi when everyone else was looking for one. Among the cars stopped at red lights, there were always taxis for members of the military, the sick, the handicapped. I would catch the driver’s eye and try to put on my friendliest and most pleasant face, then slip up to his window, open my handbag, and show him a five-dollar bill, telling him, “Oh, I’m going quite far.” Then he would say, “I’m driving. Can’t you see I’m busy?” “Yes,” I would persist, “we’ll drop this person off first, and then me.” That’s exactly what I did in Northport. “Afterward you can take me to the big white house,” I told the driver. For I had seen, from the train, a three-story white colonial house like something out of a storybook. 

The car stopped in front of the house, which had a magnificent garden stretching out around it. Since the gate was open, I went in as if the place belonged to me. A gentleman with a watering can in his hand looked at me with a smile. “Sir,” I said, “this is very bold of me, I realize, but I am a foreigner. My husband, back in New York, is a writer. His name is Antoine de Saint-Exupéry—perhaps you’ve heard of him?” 

“Oh, yes,” he replied. “I’ve read his book Wind, Sand, and Stars—it’s a best-seller. Would you like to come in?” 

He ushered me into the living room of that house, which we later called Bevin House, I don’t know why. 

“I’m looking for a house to rent around here,” I explained. “My husband can’t endure the heat any longer. He had a very serious accident in Guatemala a few years ago, you know, and he can’t parachute anymore because his elbow hasn’t yet fully recovered. He has rheumatism in several joints and suffers from being forty-three years old. . . . They say he’s too old to join the war effort with the Air Force. He’s a pilot, too, you see.” 

“I know, I know all that. I’ve read Night Flight, and my wife even uses the perfume named after it: Vol de Nuit, by Guerlain, which we like very much.” 

These words were a balm to my heart; I was already looking at the ceiling, the décor, the rooms, the hallways, as if the house belonged to me. 

“Do you live here?” I asked. “Does your wife come to spend the summer holidays with you?” 

“Alas, my wife is handicapped,” he said. “She cannot leave the hospital, and I have no children. I come here from time to time because we planted rosebushes and dahlias in the garden, and, as you can see, it’s easy to go swimming. Look at the beach.” 

“And there’s a pleasant little breeze, too. You know, in New York everyone is roasting.” 

“I love your accent,” he said. “You speak like Salvador Dalí.” 

“So I’ve been told. He’s a friend of ours. I’ll introduce him to you whenever you like,” I promised. 

“Listen, Madame,” he said then, “you can tell your husband that you have found your house. But make sure you tell him I won’t rent it to him: I’m offering it to him at no cost. He can stay as long as he wants. Here is the key. This one here is for the front door, this one is for the gate. Would you like me to show you around?” 

I called Tonio at once. “How much time does it take to reach that house from here?” he demanded. 

“Well,” I said, “in the train it took about three quarters of an hour, but it would take less time by car.” 

“Would you like coffee, tea, chocolate?” the gentleman asked me. 

“Yes, I would love some chocolate,” I said. “It’s been a long time since I’ve had any. My husband will be here in less than an hour.” 

I began telling him about my life in Oppède. And whenever I started talking about that village, nothing could make me stop; the stones themselves seemed to speak through me, and the conversation could go on forever, or at least for hours.* 

Tonio finally arrived with his secretary, his dog Hannibal, and his tape recorder. We toured the house from top to bottom, and then our landlord, who had a train to catch, left us there, adding, “It would give me great pleasure if you would invite me over one of these Sundays.” 

“You must come back whenever you want,” I told him. “You can live here with us: choose a bedroom—there are so many . . .” 

That house became the house of the Little Prince.* Tonio continued to work on the manuscript there. I posed for the Little Prince, and all of the friends who came to visit us did too. Of course, when a drawing was finished, it wasn’t of them but of a bearded gentleman or some flowers or a small animal, which sometimes made them angry. It was a house made for happiness. “Do you remember the room in Buenos Aires, the one where I started writing Night Flight?” Tonio asked me one day. “Do the same thing for me here.” 

“Yes, Tonio, I’ll find you a little cask with a golden spigot, which we’ll fill up with port. I’ll give you thermoses full of hot tea, and I’ll surround you with mint pastilles, pencils of all colors, colored paper, and a large table.” 

Tonio often left for Washington on the weekends. I didn’t know who he was going to see, and after a while it began to make me anxious. He would call me on the phone and come home on Monday, worn-out, without saying a word. I never asked him what he was doing there. Later I found out: we were having lunch at the Café Arnold when an American general came over to our table. 

“Mon général, may I introduce you to my wife, Consuelo? She is Spanish but speaks English.” 

“I speak French myself,” the general replied with a heavy accent. 

“Has your husband told you about the fine work, the extremely valuable assistance he is giving us every Sunday with our plans for the invasion—the day when we’ll land in France?” he added. “He knows the sea like no one else; he’s the man who knows how best to approach the Mediterranean coastline and even the Atlantic coast.” 

There was peace in Northport. All our sweet pleasures had returned. 
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TONIO DID NOT KNOW how to talk about himself, or did not want to. His way of seeing the world, of experiencing it, had undoubtedly come to him from his childhood. He never referred to himself, never talked about himself. He tried every day to grow, to use past experiences to increase the likelihood of success, not only for himself but for others. He didn’t talk just to make noise with words or spew out hot air; he always said something that had meaning. He never allowed his physical and emotional suffering to interfere with the rest of his life; he put them completely out of his mind. He always gave himself over entirely to whoever was listening to him. I remember a line of his: “You must love others but without telling them so.” It explains his character: he loved people but wasted no time explaining the attention and love he was capable of giving them. 

For him, love was a natural thing. Those who lived with him found him hard to bear because when he left he took the whole of his being away with him, completely and utterly. But he was also capable of returning completely and utterly, without leaving a particle of himself anywhere else. His physical and psychological strengths were united, in harmony with each other, and almost inexhaustible. When I would scold him because he was working himself to exhaustion on mathematical equations that seemed alien and forbidding to me, he would answer with a huge laugh and then invariably say, “I won’t be wearing myself out any longer when I’m dead!” 

I loved him for his clumsiness, his poetic appearance, the way he had of looking like a giant who is concealing a sensitive soul. He knew how to move very heavy weights effortlessly, with the same grace he employed in cutting little airplanes out of lightweight white paper, airplanes he would then launch into the sky from our balcony over the neighboring houses . . . 

He would forget that he was tall as a tree and was always, inevitably, knocking his head against doorways. Every time he got into a taxi, he banged his forehead. He would smile and declare that he was only keeping himself in training for more serious accidents. Often he would say to me, “I think of myself as a handsome youth with curly blond hair, but when I run my hand over my head I have to face the facts: I’m bald.” 

His clothes were always wrinkled because he would lie down on top of them or sleep fully dressed—I never managed to press the folds back into his pants. He didn’t untie the knot in his tie when he went to bed; he knew how to pull on one of the ends so that the knot would yield, the tie would loosen, and he could slip it off over his head. He often managed to lose his shoes within the confines of the bedroom. He’d ask his friends to help him look for them: the shoes might be on top of the fireplace, in his desk drawer, among his papers, or hiding under a stack of newspapers. 

He wanted his pants and jackets to be all alike. He was always delighted to find pants that were just like the ones he’d been wearing except clean and new, and he would kiss me, saying, “Someday I’ll go to the tailor myself and order some magnificent clothes: a navy blue suit, for example, which will look superb with my curly blond hair.” And he would laugh. His shirts were always a certain gray-blue color, but for the evenings, our grand evenings out, he would wear white shirts, giving in to me on that one point. I never saw him wear suspenders. He loathed them as much as he loathed garters; he much preferred having his socks droop. When he discovered the electric razor, he was as proud as a child and exhibited it throughout the apartment. He shaved several times a day, and the sound of the electric razor became a comfort to him. It accompanied his musings. 

At Bevin House, he was really very happy. We christened the estate “The House of the Little Prince.” He spent a lot of time in the attic, which I fixed up for him. One day, the wife of André Maurois* asked me, “Who is the young woman who arrives at five o’clock every day? Your husband locks himself in with her up there. We see her only at dinnertime.” 

“She comes to teach him English,” I answered. 

In fact, I was the one who had convinced him to take lessons. “All right,” he said at last, “but only if you put a notice out asking for a pretty young woman who speaks English well and will take up no more than ten percent of my time.” 

“I’ll make it sound as appealing as I can,” I said. “We’ll give it to the Havas agency.” 

About twenty women responded—there was quite a traffic jam at our doorstep. We decided to skip the interviews. “Listen, just choose the prettiest one,” he said. “You have better taste than I do.” 

“But I don’t know if you prefer a brunette, a blonde . . .” 

“I want the prettiest . . .” 

So I chose the most stunning blonde in the group, who was holding a little cat in her arms. “But the cat might bother you,” I noted. 

“Oh, not at all,” he said. “Ask the others politely to go away, but pay them for their gasoline, I don’t know—something like five dollars per person . . .” 

“One dollar,” I said. 

“Don’t be miserly,” he scolded. “You know we’re soon going to die, and then there will be nothing more of us.” 

After I had explained all this to Madame Maurois, she asked, “How long has this been going on?” 

“Since we rented the house. Several months already.” 

“And you’ve never gone upstairs to see what they’re doing?” 

“You know, I’m not indiscreet. I’m sure that if it were your husband, you would react in much the same way.” 

“Ah, non,” she said. “Me—I’m going up!” 

After a moment, I heard something like a rain of little stones rattling down the stairs. It was chess pieces. The empty box in your hand, you appeared, your shirt wide open, a little angry. I was a little angry too, and sad. That young woman had learned to play chess, but you, you hadn’t even wanted to learn the colors of the rainbow with me. 

I told the young woman she had not fulfilled the terms of her contract. 

“It’s all my fault,” Tonio interrupted. “In any case, I no longer need to teach her chess, she’s now a very good player. And I, for my part, will never learn English.” 

“Mademoiselle, how much severance pay do you want?” 

“Please keep me on, I beg you,” she answered, tears in her eyes. “I’ll come for free!” 

[image: image]

THE EXCHANGE OF OPEN LETTERS with Maritain* in the newspapers that winter was very painful for you. You felt misunderstood. It was a series of mistaken impressions that you couldn’t seem to clear up. I didn’t know how to distract you anymore. I suggested we take a walk through Central Park; we went to see the tigers, the lions, the chimpanzees—and even though you didn’t much care for monkeys, I managed to win a smile from you as you watched them eating peanuts out of my hand. 

All those weeks, since 1943, you’d been living with a cloud over your head, so you would pick up a large pair of scissors and make little airplanes. One day, a police officer came up to the house to tell you that you were littering the streets of New York City! 

You smiled and told him, “I have an even better story than that. One day, after making a phone call, I forgot to hang up. I fell asleep and snored so loudly that they were afraid at the central exchange that something had happened in this building. They thought it was a fire and sent a whole ladderful of firemen!” 

Another charming incident took place at Greta Garbo’s house, which we had rented. Our neighbors were Mrs. Guggenheim, the mine owner, and her daughter Peggy, who was full of admiration for Tonio. She would lend me a hand with little things around the house. Our dog, Hannibal, a bulldog, was ill natured, but he very much liked Peggy, who was beautiful and blond: he would take her arm between his teeth and then wouldn’t let go. 

One day when we had some friends over—Jean Gabin,* Marlene Dietrich, Garbo—our refrigerator couldn’t hold all the bottles of champagne, and Peggy had the idea of burying them in the garden, under the snow. 

“Very well, young lady,” said Tonio. “You do the work!” 

When the time came to serve the champagne, Peggy announced, in front of the assembly of beautiful ladies—all with their white gloves on, even during the meal!—“I can’t remember where I buried them. Does anyone want to go out and look with me?” 

Gabin agreed to help her look for the bottles, which had been swallowed up by the snow. The two of them were freezing out there in the garden, and we could hear them laughing, especially Peggy, with that young laugh of hers. Then everyone went outside and joined in the hunt for the bottles: what a joyous moment in our lives! 

That was how our stay in Garbo’s house began. I was content, but I saw that you weren’t at all happy. You wouldn’t be happy, I knew well, until you had been authorized to rejoin your squadron—Group 2/33—to go back and fight, so that you could come under enemy fire once more. 

At that time Peggy had taken in Max Ernst, whom she had snatched from the clutches of the Nazis. Then Max Ernst married Peggy. Without ever speaking of happiness or unhappiness, he would come to take refuge at our house. Like you, he was sad. You didn’t like to have a lot of people over all at once, and I remember that one day you suggested to Max Ernst, “If you’re alone, come to our place tomorrow evening.” 

He came, after having confided to Peggy, “I’m going over to Saint-Ex’s, he’s expecting me. He’s only invited men—his wife will be the one woman there. He’s getting ready to go off to the war, and he’s a little worried about leaving her alone in New York.” 

I never complained about the loneliness I could foresee. Or the sadness to come. You had to leave, I knew that. “I have to come under enemy fire in order to feel washed, to feel clean, in this absurd war.” Those were your words. 

Tonio trained the bulldog, in anticipation of his departure. He would blow soap bubbles, and the dog would pop them against the pure white walls of Garbo’s house. 

“When I come back,” he would say, “when I see you again, with your dog, I won’t beat him if he doesn’t recognize me. Instead I’ll blow soap bubbles, and he’ll know that I’m his master, who has returned.” 
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OH TONIO, MY BELOVED, it is terrible to be the wife of a warrior. Tonio, my love, my tall tree of a husband, it’s decided: you’re leaving. You know, Tonio, that you are my son, too. I know that you saw a woman before your departure and told her, “Thérèse, I will not kiss you. Because I will carry on my lips, until the end of the war, my wife’s lips and her last kiss.” 

When you held me tightly in your arms, when you told me good-bye before flying off to Algeria, your voice stayed in my ears. I hear it now, just as I hear the beating of my own heart. I will always hear it. “Don’t cry,” you told me. “The unknown is beautiful when you are going off to discover it. I’m going to war for my country. Don’t look at my eyes, for I’m weeping as much with joy at carrying out my duty as with pain over your tears. I could almost thank heaven for giving me a treasure to leave behind: my house, my books, my dog. You will keep them for me. 

“Every day, you’ll write me two lines, three lines—you’ll see; it will be like a phone call, and we will not be separated since you are my wife for eternity. We will weep together across the distance of all the passing days during which we are not together, looking at the same things. Petite fille, don’t cry, or I will cry too. I look strong because I’m tall, but soon I’ll be swooning, and then, if my commanding officer or my general is at the door, he won’t be too proud of his soldier! 

“Straighten my tie instead. Give me your handkerchief so I can write the next part of The Little Prince on it. At the end of the story, the Little Prince will give this handkerchief to the Princess. You’ll never again be a rose with thorns, you’ll be a dream princess who always waits for the Little Prince. I will dedicate that book to you. I can’t forgive myself for not having dedicated it to you. I’m sure that while I’m gone our friends will be kind to you. When I’m here they prefer my company, but that’s not particularly flattering to me. Those who love only the famous man in me make me sad. I will forget all those who don’t extend all of their favors to you. When I come back, my wife, the two of us will be with the true friends of our hearts. Only them.” 

Oh, how I would like to lie here a little longer next to you, without saying a word. A rush of images from my childhood comes flooding into my mind at times like these. But we have to go. What time is it? 

“Tonio,” I said, “you’re breaking my heart. You ask me to be nice to your friends who are staying behind, but since you received the authorization to go, not one of them has made any effort, even jokingly, to keep you here, to explain to you that fast planes require very young pilots. I forgive them their cowardice since they love you sincerely, they think of you as one of their own, going off to war, and they know it’s what you wanted. It’s what you need to do.” 

“Pimprenelle, don’t make war on everyone, my love. Everything you’ve just said is true.” 

“Yes, I know. Perhaps I’d do better to show you how I organized your luggage.” 

“Oh la la, no instructions, please! You’ve given me too many handkerchiefs, pins, pills—and that underwear is too small for me.” 

“You’ll lose weight,” I said flatly. 

“No, no, I’d rather get fat,” he protested with a laugh. “But if I go mad, if I mix together all these pills, all these vitamins, into a nice explosive meal for a day when I have no bread, I’ll start to swell up like the boa in The Little Prince! Don’t be jealous of that band of doves in exile here who have cooed with me in French and have driven me, along with all our friends, to your door. I couldn’t shake them off. Don’t treat them badly. All rootless love is clamorous and clinging. Besides, I’m leaving: it’s over. When I’m far away there will be other faces, other friends, and even other doves, you know. But this is different. My home is in your heart, and I will be there forever.” 

“Still,” I said, “I can’t exactly welcome them in with a smile. It isn’t a party, your departure. And I have a fever.” 

“Ah! Pimprenelle, it’s getting late and I have to catch my boat. It will go past our house tomorrow, perhaps even tonight. Take care of yourself. Write me, even if your letters are silly. I say silly because you are often mistaken in your judgments about some man or some woman. Don’t forget what I told you: you’re a better judge of men than of women. You are never mistaken about men, you’re almost clairvoyant, but about women, you’re always wrong!” 

He left at last. I lay on the bed for hours in despair, as if paralyzed. I couldn’t fall asleep. I listened for your submarine. I didn’t hear any noise, but at every moment I could feel you going through the water, because you were not in those waters but in me, deep inside me. You know, Tonio, you are right, I was your mother, too. 

Oh, how vain our little disputes seem to me now! How can I tell you—with everything I feel right now, thinking of you shut up inside that fragile vessel, though I know you are escorted by other ships—that I am protecting you? For I know you will reach your destination, my love, and I remember the secret you murmured in my ear when I was weeping hot tears, “Cloak me in your love, Consuelo, ma Pimprenelle, and I won’t be touched by the bullets.” I am making that cloak for you, my darling. May it enfold you for all eternity. 

No, I didn’t try to watch your boat go by through the waters of the Hudson that flow out toward the sea. You told me I wouldn’t see you anyway, because of the fantastical reflections of the electric lights against the steely water. But you promised me you would hold me so tightly in your heart at that moment that I would feel your arms around me for the rest of my life. And you promised that if you didn’t come back, the river would whisper to me about the strength of your kiss—and about you, about us. 

Lake George, late June,

the day of your birthday

Tonio, my love,

I woke up at six o’clock this morning. I ran to the lake in my pajamas, to dip my feet in. The water is delicious. A reddish purple sun is rising from behind the neighboring mountain. I dream of you, my beloved. And I am happy to think of you, to dream of you. Despite the fear I feel, knowing that you are the oldest pilot in the world, mon chéri—imagine if all men were like you!

I have to run to the village, to a little Catholic church where mass is held at 7:30 every day, and it’s the only mass—very few Catholics and very few Catholic priests here. I want to go sit in the church’s empty pews today, the day of your birthday. That is all I can give you. So I’m running, my husband, I must get dressed—it’s half an hour’s walk to the church.

Good-bye for now. If I do not see you again on this planet, know that you will find me with the good Lord, waiting for you, truly you will.

You are in me as the vegetation is upon the earth. I love you—you are my treasure, you are my world.

Your wife,

Consuelo

June 29, 1944

[The same day Consuelo wrote this letter, Antoine wrote her a very somber love letter, with a note in the margin mentioning that he had just turned forty-four. A month later, on July 31, 1944, he disappeared while flying a reconnaissance mission over southern France. Neither his plane nor his body was ever found. In 1998 a bracelet engraved with the words “Consuelo” and “Antoine” was recovered from the Mediterranean.] 
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Antoine de Saint-Exupéry (third from left) with fellow aviators Henri Guillaumet, Léon Antoine, and Marcel Reine at Cap Juby in Morocco in 1926. 
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Saint-Exupéry (center, in flight gear) with his plane in Rio in 1928. 
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Consuelo Suncin Sandoval de Gómez in 1930. 

[image: image]

Consuelo and Antoine de Saint-Exupéry’s wedding, April 23, 1931, at Agay, his brother-in-law’s chateau on the Côte d’Azur. Already twice widowed at thirty, Consuelo wore black. 
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Consuelo and Tonio at El Mirador, their home in Nice, just after their marriage. 
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Together in Paris in the early 1930s. 
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Radio broadcast from aboard ship in 1936, after Saint-Exupéry’s terrible crash and disappearance in the Libyan desert while attempting to fly from Paris to Saigon. Consuelo is almost sick with anxiety. 
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Consuelo and Tonio in Paris in early 1938, boarding a train for Le Havre. From there they embarked on different boats—she bound for Central America and he for New York, for his epic flight to Tierra del Fuego. 
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Consuelo with her dog at La Feuilleraie in 1939, just before the German invasion. 
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Captain Antoine de Saint-Exupéry at the wheel of his car in the early years of the war. 
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Saint-Exupéry kept this photo of Consuelo, taken at Greta Garbo’s house in New York, on him at all times. On the back, Consuelo had written, “Don’t lose yourself, don’t lose me.” 
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Consuelo’s favorite photo of her husband in uniform. She said he looked as if he were dancing. 
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A photo of Consuelo taken in 1942 in Montreal, where she was with her husband. 
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A note and drawing left for Consuelo by Tonio one night when he waited up for her and she didn’t come home: “Consuelo, Consuelo my love,” it says. “Hurry back home…” 
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Telegram sent by Saint-Exupéry on December 31, 1943, just before his disappearance: “Consuelo my love am plunged into despair by Christmas far from you. Letters only consolation in immense sorrow. Only joy in life would be to see you again. Have aged a hundred years thinking of you and love you more than ever, Antoine de Saint Exupéry.” Consuelo wrote back: “Your telegrams got me out of bed where I’ve been for a month. You are my only music. Two months without letters from you—your silences—make me lose my horizon, our love and your work. Beg you to start your big novel. Friends and editor await it as I await your return. Weep so much my eyes may not decipher your tiny script, but will listen to the admiration and praise of friends who await you faithfully. My only Christmas present was your telegrams. My celebration began quietly preparing your bed, since God is willing for you to come soon. I kiss you with all my heart, Consuelo Saint-Exupéry.” 
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Drawing done by Consuelo after her husband’s disappearance (probably in the 1950s). 
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Consuelo at the ceremony to name the Saint-Exupéry rose, on June 24, 1960. In the background is a bust of the aviator sculpted by Consuelo, which she called Night Flight. 
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