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Introduction

PAUL BAILEY

Chéri, the great novel of Colette’s middle years, was published in 1920, when she was forty-seven. Her long affair with Mme de Morny, known as ‘Missy’, had come to an end and she was married again. Her husband was the distinguished political journalist and statesman Henry de Jouvenel, who was often absent from home, attending conferences and seducing every attractive woman in his midst. Henry’s son by his previous wife, Claire Boas, was a shy, studious boy called Bertrand, who was innocently enamoured of an English girl, Pamela, the sister of a friend at school. Colette’s biographers are uncertain whether Claire was wreaking revenge on the unfaithful Henry when she sent Bertrand to stay with his stepmother, who was regarded in polite circles as a ‘fallen woman’, or if she just wanted him to see what the now famous, as well as infamous, Colette was like. In the spring of 1920, Bertrand was sixteen and already aware of the erotic adventures associated with her name. In his memoir Un Voyageur dans le Siècle, published in 1979, Bertrand wrote that his ‘primary impression was of power and a power whose shock was sweet to me. I was a relatively docile child, accustomed to the greatest possible inner freedom; I didn’t let anyone impose opinions or friendships on me, and I never felt the need, so common among adolescents, to follow the pack. But with my first glance at her, I do believe that I surrendered to that protective influence that Colette promised me with her first glance.’

That ‘first glance’ was probably almost enough to ensure that they would become lovers. At the time of their meeting, Chéri was still being serialized in La Vie Parisienne, prior to its publication in book form. Fred Peloux, or Chéri, as he is known to the servants who raised him in his mother’s house, and Léa, the courtesan who is ‘winding up a fortunate career’ as Léa de Lonval, bear a more than superficial resemblance to Bertrand and Colette, as the two must have been keenly aware. Léa is approaching the dreaded age of fifty and Chéri is a youthful twenty-five; time and society are against their continuing the romance for much longer. Chéri is not intelligent in the way that Bertrand was, and Colette was nothing like as svelte in her forties as she makes the lovely Léa, but the real youth and the real woman seem to have the same needs. He craves her ‘protective influence’ and she is happy, even excited, at the prospect of providing it. For Chéri, Léa is a mature, protective woman (unlike his mother, Charlotte Peloux, who bore him out of wedlock and has never taken parenthood seriously) who satisfies him sexually in ways that he cannot imagine women of his own age doing. Bertrand and Colette kept their liaison a secret, though the astute Claire Boas eventually became suspicious of their liking for each other. The relationship lasted five years; at this point Colette was fifty-two and Léa had already gone into reluctant retirement.

Chéri attracted both high praise and condemnation when it was published. André Gide was among its first admirers, sending Colette a fan letter expressing his enthusiasm: ‘What an admirable subject you have chosen! and with what intelligence, what mastery, what understanding of those least admitted secrets of the flesh!’ The critic Paul Souday, in Le Temps, disapproved of ‘this old warden and her gigolo’, finding their love, ‘if it can be called love’, unbelievable. Souday wondered why Léa, with her ‘admitted gluttony for fresh meat’, didn’t replace Chéri with another young man or why Chéri himself didn’t find another rich woman to dazzle with his virile beauty. In his haste to dismiss the novel as not being true to life, Souday overlooked the fact that Chéri is rich in his own right, thanks to Charlotte’s erstwhile success as a high-class tart, and that Léa, in defiance of common sense, really loves the man who is abandoning her to marry Edmée, a pretty girl of nineteen, whose own mother, Marie-Laure, with only modest cosmetic assistance, is still ravishing to behold and as a consequence still in business. No amount of make-up can hide Marie-Laure’s icy nature, which is given its bleakest expression in her incurious eyes.

The intemperate reviewer missed something else, too. The book is sharply funny whenever the ageing courtesans are gathered together, knitting and playing card games and sipping brandy. The most grotesque of these is Lili, ‘perhaps seventy years old and with the corpulence of a corseted eunuch, it was usually said of old Lili that she was beyond the pale, without making clear of what the pale consisted’. Léa looks at her in horror, ‘unable to tear her eyes from certain particularly sinister details – the white felt hat, childishly cocked on the wig of hennaed hair, and the necklace of pearls, one moment visible and the next lost to sight in the gully of wrinkles which had once been a girdle of Venus’. Her companion is a dark-eyed Italian youth, Prince Guido Ceste, son of the Duke of Parese, who has threatened to put him in a convent if he marries her. This linguistic error sets the other old women cackling and speculating on what exactly the nuns will do to the skinny Guido.

Bertrand became an economist, sharing his father’s roving eye – in his case, for blondes, among whom, in the 1930s, was Martha Gellhorn, who was to be one of Ernest Hemingway’s wives. Bertrand introduced the formidable Gellhorn to Colette, who was by now obese. Gellhorn watched incredulously as her handsome and sophisticated lover turned into a worshipping, awe-stricken boy again in the writer’s presence. It was an unnerving spectacle for the future war correspondent who would confront horror on an epic scale. Gellhorn soon realized that she was the enemy, and recorded the occasion in a 1993 letter to Donna Tartt and Nicholas Shakespeare:

She was a terrible woman. Absolute, utter hell. She hated me on first sight, that was obvious. She was lying on a chaise longue like an odalisque, with green shadow on her cat’s eyes and a mean little mouth . . . Having looked me over maliciously, she insisted that I pencil in my eyebrows – which were so blond as to be non-existent, like the White Rabbit’s – using a black crayon so that the lines almost met in the middle. Well, I did it. Why? Because she told me to. And it was three days before some kind, candid friend said to me: ‘My dear, what dreadful thing have you done to your face?’ She was jealous of me . . . And Bertrand just adored her all his life. He never understood when he was in the presence of evil.

Perhaps he never considered he was in the presence of evil because he knew he wasn’t. For a crucial period in his late adolescence and early manhood, Colette was a guiding spirit to him. He doted on her. Long after their secret sexual relationship was over, they retained respect for one another. Afterwards, once the affair was newsworthy, it was considered sordid and Colette’s involvement in it inexcusable. The popular press and the Roman Catholic Church were united in ostracizing her, often in terms that veered towards the priapic.

Chéri is, in a sense, a historical novel, because it is set in the recent past. Chéri himself went through a few manifestations before Colette decided to make him physically attractive. In one character sketch, he was a martyr to acne; in another, his pimples were gone, never to appear again. The book is by turns both comic and serious, as well as deeply pessimistic, especially when Léa contemplates the lonely years ahead of her and the discomforts of old age. No mention is made of the First World War, which is yet to happen, so the novel’s brilliant dialogue is almost entirely devoted to trivia. The portrait of the diminutive Charlotte Peloux, who knows how to make an insult sound like a compliment in a trumpeting voice that repeats its own best lines, is both chilling and hilarious. Her capacity for self-aggrandizement remains undimmed every time she declares polite war on those she entertains at her weekly soirées. The reader’s sympathetic understanding of Chéri’s own selfishness is enhanced whenever his appalling mother is in full flow. This is storytelling of unusual subtlety.

Six years after the publication of Chéri, the sequel – variously translated as The Last of Chéri or The End of Chéri – appeared. The two books constitute a single masterpiece. It’s sufficient to record here that Chéri has returned from the front in Flanders an older, sadder man. Edmée, his wife, has reconciled herself to a virtually loveless marriage and is happy doing time-consuming charity work for the Red Cross and similar organizations. Chéri realizes that his beloved Léa must be sixty by now. He sees her and hears her telling another old woman that she had but one love in her life whose name was Chéri. He leaves the women to their conversation and walks away. The ending is the bleakest scene by far that Colette ever penned. Perhaps it might never have been written had not Bertrand de Jouvenel become intimate with his stepmother.

In her final years, Colette was happily married to Maurice Goudeket, the son of a French mother and a Dutch father who had left Amsterdam and settled in Paris. Goudeket père was a successful Jewish businessman with a strict moral code. The imaginative, art-loving Maurice was forced to spend his childhood complying with his father’s rules. He read Colette in his adolescence and was bewitched by her, as so many people were. During the Second World War, he was arrested by the Gestapo and returned to her two agonizing months later. Yet she still wrote articles for Nazi-supporting magazines. Maurice was her agent, her amanuensis and the most constant of all the men she lived with. She wrote one of her finest books, Gigi, when she was bedridden and being cared for by him. He found sexual pleasure elsewhere and it didn’t bother her at all.

Janet Flanner was one of her many translators. She was the daughter of the funeral director who ran the first crematorium in Indiana. She married for convenience and lived in Paris for most of her life. She made a living as a long-term contributor to The New Yorker, where she had a regular column covering the latest news and trends from the French capital which she signed under the sobriquet Genêt. She was one of many American lesbians who found Paris congenial, and she was friends with Natalie Barney, ‘the wild girl from Cincinnati’, who numbered the young Colette among her many conquests. There is an amusing anecdote about Barney accompanying Colette to the ‘beauty institute’ Colette had opened and, for a while, worked in as a beautician. One woman after another entered the institute and came out looking twice as old as when they went in. The more sensible customers wanted her to sign copies of her books, which she did willingly, rather than have their faces renewed and invigorated.

What an extraordinary human being Colette was and still is. Her finest work, which includes the wonderful libretto she wrote for Ravel’s enchanting one-act opera L’Enfant et les Sortilèges, in addition to the volumes of memoirs and short novels, will continue to be read for its power to disarm and startle the most complacent reader. Literature needs her, as she needed literature finally – despite everything else in her often chaotic existence – to make some kind of sense of things.




I

“Léa. Give me your pearls. Do you hear me, Léa? Give me your necklace.”

There was no response from the enormous bed of wrought iron and chased copper which shone in the shadow like a coat of mail.

“Why don’t you give me your necklace? It looks as well on me as on you—and better.”

As the clasp snapped, the laces on the bed were roused and two naked arms, magnificent, with thin wrists, lifted two lovely lazy hands.

“Let it alone, Chéri, you’ve played enough with that necklace.”

“It amuses me. Are you afraid I’ll steal it?”

In front of the pink curtains barred by the sun he danced, black as a dainty devil on a grill. But as he drew near the bed he became white again in silk pyjamas above doeskin mules.

“I’m not afraid,” said the soft deep voice from the bed. “But you’ll wear out the thread. Those pearls are heavy.”

“They are that,” said Chéri with respect. “He certainly wasn’t making fun of you, whoever settled these on you.” He stood before a mirror framed against the wall between two windows and considered his reflection—that of a very young and very handsome man, neither tall nor short, with hair like the plumage of a blackbird. He opened his pyjamas on a chest that was lustreless, hard and curved like a shield: and the same rosy glow played on his teeth, on the whites of his black eyes and on the pearls of the necklace.

“Take off that necklace,” insisted the woman’s voice. “Do you hear me?”

Motionless before his reflection, the young man laughed to himself. “Yes, yes, I hear you. I know well enough that you’re afraid I’ll make off with it.”

“No. But if I offered to give it to you, you’d probably take it.”

He ran toward the bed and bounced into it like a ball. “Wouldn’t I, though. I’m not old-fashioned. I think it’s idiotic for a man to let a woman give him one pearl for his pin or two for his studs and then think he should be horrified if she offers him fifty . . .”

“Forty-nine.”

“Forty-nine then. I know how many there are. And tell me they don’t look well on me. Say I’m not good-looking enough for them. Say it!” He tossed toward the recumbent woman a provoking laugh which showed his small teeth and the soft inner surface of his lips.

Léa sat up in bed. “No, I won’t say it. In the first place you’d never believe it. But can’t you laugh without wrinkling your nose like that? How will you like it when you’ve made three ugly lines between your eyes?”

Immediately he stopped laughing, relaxed the skin on his forehead and held in the fullness of his chin with the artful cunning of a faded old flirt. They looked at each other hostilely, she leaning on her elbow among her lacy draperies, he sitting side-saddle on the edge of her bed. He thought: My wrinkles, eh? Wrinkles are the last things she ought to mention. She thought: Why is he ugly when he laughs—he, the very image of beauty? She reflected a moment, then made her thoughts audible.

“You know, you look horrid when you’re happy. You only laugh for malice or mockery. It makes you ugly. You’re often ugly.”

“That’s not true,” cried Chéri, irritated.

Anger knotted his eyebrows over the rise of his nose, magnified his eyes, bright with insolence and bristling with lashes, and widened the pure and scornful curve of his mouth. Léa smiled to see him as she loved him most—mutinous but amenable, insufficiently chained and yet incapable of being free. She put her hand on the young head which shook at the yoke impatiently. She murmured as one calms an animal:

“Now, now . . . What’s this? What’s this, now? . . .”

He threw himself against her big beautiful shoulder, pushing with his forehead, his nose, hollowing out his familiar place, already closing his eyes and seeking the accustomed sheltered drowsiness of long forenoons, but Léa thrust him away:

“None of that, Chéri. You’re lunching with the national harpy and it’s already twenty to twelve.”

“Really? Am I lunching at the old girl’s to-day? And you too?”

Lazily Léa slid deeper into her bed.

“Not I. I’m off duty. I’ll go and drink coffee at two-thirty—or tea at six—or have a cigarette at quarter to eight. Don’t worry, she’ll see enough of me. And anyhow I wasn’t invited.”

Chéri, who was standing and sulking, grew radiant with malice: “I know, I know why! We’re going to have high society. We’re going to have the fair Marie-Laure, and that poisonous brat of hers.”

The large blue eyes of Léa, wandering, fixed themselves: “Oh, yes. She’s charming, the little girl. Less so than her mother, but still charming . . . For the last time, Chéri, take off my necklace.”

“No luck,” sighed Chéri, unclasping it. “It would look well in the bottom drawer.”

Léa lifted herself on one elbow. “What bottom drawer?”

“Mine,” said Chéri with facetious importance. “My bottom drawer full of my jewels for my marriage.” He jumped in the air, cut a dance step in space, came to earth again, butted open the curtains and disappeared, crying: “My bath, Rose. And be quick about it. I’m lunching with the old girl.”

“Of course, of course,” mused Léa. “A lake in the middle of the bathroom floor, eight towels floating at high tide and the scrapings from his razor in the wash-basin. If only I had two bathrooms . . .” But she realised as usual that in order to obtain this it would be necessary to tear out a wardrobe and lop off a corner of her dressing-room. So she concluded as usual:

“I’ll simply have to be patient until Chéri marries.”

She lay down again on her back and noted that Chéri the night before had left his socks on the mantelpiece, his short drawers on the chiffonier, his tie around the throat of a bust of Léa. She smiled in spite of herself at this hasty masculine disorder and half closed her great tranquil eyes, with their youthful blue and unfaded chestnut lashes. At the age of forty-nine, Léonie Vallon, called Léa de Lonval, was winding up a fortunate career as a rich courtesan, a good creature whom life had spared from flattering catastrophes or exalted sufferings. She made a secret of the date of her birth but willingly admitted, letting fall on Chéri a glance of voluptuous condescension, that she was reaching the age to allow herself a few little comforts. She liked order, beautiful linen, ripe wines and well-thought-out food. Her youth as a courted blonde, then her maturity as a rich demi-mondaine, had been carried off without a scandal or subterfuge on her part and her friends could remember a Drag-day about 1895 when Léa said to the sub-editor of Gil-Blas who was addressing her as “dear artist”: “An artist, am I? Oh really, my lovers are telling tales . . .”

Her contemporaries were jealous of her imperturbable good health and the young women, whose figures expanded to the mode of 1912, scoffed at her fine bust. Both old and young equally envied her possession of Chéri.

“Though, good heavens,” said Léa, “there’s no reason why they should. They’re welcome to him. I don’t tie him up, he goes out alone.”

This was but a half truth, proud as she was of a liaison—occasionally she called it an “adoption” owing to her weakness for truth—which had lasted for six years.

“The bottom drawer,” repeated Léa. “Allow Chéri to marry? It’s not possible, it’s not—human. Give a young girl to Chéri—might as well throw a doe to the hounds! People don’t know what Chéri is.”

She rolled between her fingers as if it were a rosary the pearl necklace which had been tossed on the bed. She removed it at night now because Chéri, who had a passion for fine pearls and who fondled it in the mornings, would have noticed too often that Léa’s throat, in thickening, was losing its whiteness and showing loosened muscles beneath the skin. Now she snapped the jewels around her neck without rising and took a mirror from her night-table.

“I look like a gardener’s wife,” she said without mincing matters. “Like a Normandy gardener’s wife, some Normandy market-gardener’s wife just going out into the potato field with a pearl collar on. It suits me as well as an ostrich feather in my nose—and I’m polite to let it go at that.”

She shrugged her shoulders, severe with all she no longer loved in herself—a hearty complexion, healthy, a little ruddy—an open-air complexion, well suited to set off the clear colour of her blue eyes. Her proud nose was still pleasing to Léa. “The nose of Marie-Antoinette,” Chéri’s mother always stated, never forgetting to add: “And in two more years our dear Léa will have the chin of Louis Sixteenth.” The mouth, with its close and even teeth, hardly ever burst into laughter, but often smiled, according thus with the slow languid wink of the large eyes. That was a smile which a hundred times had been praised, and sung, and photographed—a deep, confiding smile which never tired.

As for her body: “Everyone knows,” Léa would say, “that a good body lasts a long time.” She could still display that superb body of white and rose, with its dowry of long limbs and smooth back such as one sees on the nymphs of Italian fountains: the dimpled hips, the high breasts would last, Léa would say, “until well after Chéri’s marriage.”

She got up, wrapped herself in a dressing-robe and opened her curtains. The noonday sun entered the gay, rosy room, over-decorated with a luxuriance that was out-of-date—double lace curtains at the windows, rose-bud silk on the walls, gilded wood, electric lights swathed in pink and white, and antique furniture upholstered in modern silks. Léa refused to give up either this cloying room or its bed, a massive and indestructible masterpiece of wrought iron and copper, grim to the eye and cruel to the shins. “Oh, come now, come now,” Chéri’s mother always protested. “It’s not so bad as all that. Personally I like this room. It belongs to a period. It has a style of its own. It suggests Païva.”

Léa smiled at this recollection of the national harpy while twisting up the loose strands of hair. She hurriedly powdered her face on hearing two doors bang and the shock of a booted foot against some fragile piece of furniture. Chéri re-entered in trousers and shirt, without his collar, his ears white with talcum powder, and ill-tempered.

“Where’s my scarf-pin? This is a miserable hole! Now they’ve taken to pinching our jewellery!”

“Marcel’s wearing your pin to do the marketing in,” said Léa gravely.

Chéri, devoid of humour, came up against her pleasantry like an ant against a piece of coal. He stopped his angry walking and could find nothing to say but:

“Very pretty! . . . and what about my shoes?”

“Which shoes?”

“The doeskin ones!”

Léa, sitting at her dressing-table, smiled up at him—too affectionately: “I shan’t tell you,” she murmured, with a caress in her voice.

“The day when a woman,” he retorted, “loves me for my brains, I shall be done for . . . Meanwhile, I want my pin and shoes.”

“What for? Pins are not worn with lounge jackets, and you already have one pair of shoes on.”

Chéri tapped with his foot. “I’ve had enough of this. Nobody looks after me here and I’m tired of it.”

Léa put down her comb. “Then why not leave?”

He shrugged his shoulders rudely. “That’s easy enough to say.”

“And mean. Go. I hate guests who complain about the service and leave their odds and ends all over the place. Go back to your sainted mother, my son, and stay there.”

He failed to hold up under Léa’s gaze, dropped his eyes and protested like a school-boy: “My word, can’t I ever say anything at all? At least you’re going to lend me your motor to go to Neuilly?”

“No.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m going out at two and Philibert is eating his lunch.”

“Where are you going at two o’clock?”

“To say my prayers. But if you need three francs for a taxi . . . Idiot,” she said tenderly, “at two o’clock I’m probably going to take coffee at your mother’s. Does that satisfy you?”

He shook his head like a young ram. “Everybody abuses me around here, nobody does what I want. They hide my things, they . . .”

“Won’t you ever learn to dress yourself?” She took from Chéri’s hands his collar which she buttoned, his tie which she knotted. “There. And that awful purple tie! It’s just the thing for her highness Marie-Laure and family. And you wanted to put a pearl pin on top of all that? You little dago! Why not some earrings as well?”

He made no resistance; blissful, soft, vacillating, absorbed by a lassitude and pleasure which closed his eyes. “Nounoune, darling,” he murmured, calling her by the name he had given her when he was a child.

She brushed his ears, straightened the blueish parting which divided his black hair, touched his temples with a finger wet with perfume and kissed him quickly because she was unable to resist the temptation of his mouth breathing close to her. Chéri opened his eyes, his lips, stretched his hands.

She evaded. “No. It’s quarter to one. Run. And don’t let me see you again.”

“Ever?”

“Never.” She laughed with uncontrollable tenderness.

Alone, she smiled with pride, heaved an uneven sigh of defeated desire and listened to Chéri’s footsteps in the court of her mansion. She saw him open and close the gate, start off with his wingéd walk only to be met by the adoring glances of three shop girls, marching along arm in arm.

“Oh, mama. He’s too good to be true. Are they touching him to see if he’s real?”

But Chéri, blasé, did not even turn.
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