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It all began with writing. One evening a pamphlet had found its way into the hands of a woman in Paris. The print of this pamphlet was smudged. Beneath the title was a fuzzily reproduced picture of a woman semi-naked in a bed – a notorious image of the woman now reading the pamphlet itself. Neither the copy nor the original image looked like her at all.

A pamphlet can be very small and elusive, like a piece of code. She looked at it for a long time, trying to understand it – for so long, in fact, that she was now late for a party. She didn’t know who had written this pamphlet or made the image on its cover or published it. It had been produced across the border. It was one of an emerging pornographic series, printed in avant-garde cities – in London and Antwerp and Geneva. It seemed to be an international project, something samizdat and 24-hour.

She threw the pamphlet away, then continued to stare at it in the garbage, among the newspapers and magazines and bills and cancelled cheques and messages. It was impossible to look away.

Centuries and centuries go by, but everything happens in the present moment.

Then she came to a new conclusion. She retrieved the pamphlet, and went out into the night.
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Her name was Celine. For the last few months a series of anonymous fictions had appeared, attacking her sexual life, her habits and her politics – along with many similar pamphlets about other women she knew. But it was the pamphlets about Celine that, for reasons she never entirely understood, became modest bestsellers. Soon she was transformed into a sign, or character. People wanted to know what would happen next in the ongoing series.

Above everyone the sky was blue then pink, then pink then blue. It all seemed gentle. In the open windows of tea rooms appeared jasmine scents and lavender. On the outskirts of great cities grew deep forests and minute mushrooms. In the oceans octopi were disporting themselves underwater, letting their many arms/legs trail deliciously and gather information. All over the planet pirates traded with other pirates. And meanwhile many people believed they knew Celine without knowing her at all.

At first Celine had read every pamphlet as soon as it appeared but very soon the words upset her too much. She tried to explain her feelings to her friends. It was like everything was dirty or spilled, she said. She felt like the world was blurred. She didn’t exactly know what she meant by these phrases. When she was young she had thought that the world would be one large cosmos opening up to her in a sequence of exciting scenes, and it now turned out to be very narrow and dismal and impossible to move inside. She continued to go out to the parties but preferred to stay in her bedroom, with the curtains half drawn. Meanwhile she relied on her friends to give her little paraphrases of the texts that were written about her, that were now piled up in her house. The words emerged from nowhere, like insects. It was as if paper wanted to smother every surface – console tables and beds, the counters of bars and the refreshment areas of spas and saunas – and it was a very upsetting feeling. Her house was filled with the stink of paper – vanilla and dusty.

The girl in the stories about her was not a girl she knew.

Celine’s education had trained her to please other people. Her mother and father were from a small country across the border. She always disliked her parents’ immigrant nervousness and caution. They were intellectual but also anxiously conventional. She was often criticised by them, for her spelling or her arithmetic – in the same way, she presumed, all girls were criticised minutely. They taught her to enjoy the surfaces of things and she had never liked this kind of training, in fact she had tried to reject it. And now it was being argued in these pamphlets written by men that precisely because of this training she was superficial and even dangerous.

It seemed that the other women who found themselves written about in this way didn’t mind being public. They just assumed that this was normal or at least irreversible, as if the voices of their parents or the voices in their heads were now operating in the outside world as well, and this was a development anyone could have predicted. So that maybe it was only Celine who found the situation unjust or even terrifying – as if, she once tried to explain, she had suddenly realised that she was living in some story about monsters where it turned out that everything was scripted by the monsters themselves. The only form of resistance she had so far imagined, however, was to dress with an increased sense of alertness, her private idea of armour. She’d started to sew little slogans into the sleeves of her dresses – fragments like AS IF or IF YOU MUST – or to add extra folds and loops, multiplying a system of false openings.

In one of these punk outfits Celine now entered the party, and looked around for an ally.
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Why didn’t Celine do more? she often thought. But it was a world, like many worlds, where your power seemed defined by your relations to other people. For a woman, this usually meant your husband. But Celine’s husband was Sasha, a minor but murderous fascist – the personal secretary to the chief minister.

She had married Sasha a year ago, when she was eighteen and he was forty-five, and before her wedding she had met him just once, accompanied by their parents and fifteen lawyers. But still, after these early meetings she believed that she loved him. His sense of humour in private was goofy. They both enjoyed playing draughts. But ever since the pamphlets began their conversations had become more difficult. They argued more often, little dialogues about money and sex and time. The more the pamphlets increased, the more separately they lived. Sasha started sleeping at his office. He ordered in food and crates of wine while he had his meetings discussing the ongoing international wars. There was a rumour that he slept with anyone.

In other words, her husband was an absence. And her parents were elsewhere, in the countryside. Her mother wrote her letters, saying how quiet it was and how they were all thinking of her while they did their sewing and their reading. Her father’s lectures at the university were being postponed for a semester. In her letters back to them Celine left the pamphlets unmentioned. She couldn’t see her parents as a little shelter, something to take with her in any weather. They were something she had left behind long ago. It was as if her loneliness were an object, or as if she had turned into an object and this object was called loneliness. The only constant presence near her was Cato. Cato was chubby, morose and fifteen. He had arrived in town a few months earlier with a diplomatic retinue from an Indian republic, and Celine had asked if he wanted to stay with her as a personal assistant. She had somehow given him the name Cato, and an extravagant salary. He had quickly developed his own way of speaking her language: a kind of patois of his own that mixed high art with unusual mismatches of register. At night Cato worked on his memoirs of the women he observed – notes which he safely left anywhere in the house because no one could read the script in which he wrote or understand the words themselves. And this was lucky, because the illegible words were little insults, questions of relative attractiveness, revolutionary philosophy …

Instead of a husband or family, Celine had her friends: Julia and Marta. They messaged each other every hour, small sentences and notes. It was a way of offering each other hope.

The universe disintegrates into a cloud of heat, it falls inevitably into a vortex of entropy, but within this irreversible process there may be areas of order, portions of existence that tend towards a form, in which it might be possible to discern a design – and one of these was this story of Celine and her friends.
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Celine found Marta beside the ice-cream bar. She showed her a glimpse of the latest pamphlet, which she then concealed very fast in a hidden pocket.

– Oh: yeah, said Marta.

They went to hide behind an imported tropical plant, for private conversation.

Celine loved Marta because she was small and intense, her fingernails were often black with mud and paint and other dirt, she had a filthy sense of humour, she had features that were elongated and outsize but also magically alluring, and she smoked even more than Celine did.

This new pamphlet, said Marta, described a list of pornographic affairs between Celine and various celebrity women, government ministers and assorted minor characters. There was also a lot of politics, she continued, like bribery and extortion and a conspiracy against the government. And it ended with an agreement between Celine and several Jewish billionaires to negotiate with foreign powers and take control in America, which they then celebrated, added Marta, in a variety of truly barbaric sexual positions.

Celine thought she might be sick – not so much at any single detail of this picture but because there were so many more images of her in other people’s minds than she could bear.

– Don’t carry on, she said.

– I mean, that’s kind of everything, said Marta.

An empty moon was orbiting at a vast distance from their planet, the same way the conversations continued orbiting.

– I grew up among women, a man interrupted, speaking very close to Celine.

His breath smelled sourly of chocolate.

– I am hyperalert to conversations between women, he added.

– But you’ve never heard that kind of conversation, she said. – By definition.

– But I can try, he said.

Everyone loved pleasure. And perhaps the gruesome man talking to her was sincerely attentive in his feelings towards women, but Celine doubted it. Increasingly, to Celine and her friends, pleasure seemed complicated.

Celine escaped into a side room, which had a few vases arranged on the floor for women to piss in. She began to piss too. It was a difficult operation and some splashed on the rim, staining the edge of her dress.

Someone she loved once said to her: It looks like a party, it feels like a party, it smells like a party. But don’t get it twisted. This isn’t a party. This is power, baby.

Celine started to cry, then stopped herself. Then she went back into the room.
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The following night, Celine was in her apartment with Marta and Julia. The general climate outside was an intense heat. Celine was in an old vest and leggings. Julia, who tended to wear the costume of the ultra-feminine, was on a sofa, while Marta gave her a new hairstyle with many ties and pins. They were practising their usual hobby – which was trying to understand the world. They sometimes did this with Tarot cards, sometimes with conversation. And Celine was half observing Julia and wondering at her look, the elongated length of her body and her hair and her pale attractive skin, how she disguised herself for men in these floaty dresses when really she should have been standing there with a riding crop or chain.

Then Sasha interrupted, and it was as if all the pleasure disappeared immediately – the way a room disintegrates at the end of a disco party when someone turns the strip lights on and all the plants are crushed.

– The fuck is this? said Sasha.

He had a pamphlet in his hand, and they were all so badly printed and so smudged that it was impossible to see if this was a new one or an old one.

– Is that the most recent one? said Marta.

– Can I speak with my wife? said Sasha. – This is family.

– What’s that? said Celine, ignoring him.

– It’s new, he said.

– How new? said Celine.

Then Sasha grabbed her by the throat and smudged the pamphlet up beside her face, as if this might help her to read it. It was very rare for so much violence to be so present in a room, it made everything claustrophobic, like they were all crushed up against a wall. He began to recite, or paraphrase – it was impossible to tell. She tried to speak but he was holding her too tightly round the throat and she felt frightened partly because of what Sasha was doing but also because of the violence of the words being quoted at her. She had become used to never hearing the words in which she was described and the effect now was very ugly.

When Sasha finished there was a bright red ragged line around her throat. She tried to pick up an old cigarette from the plate where it was slowly unravelling to ash but her hands were shaking too much. So Marta took this stub and relit it and placed it in Celine’s mouth. There was so much tenderness in this little gesture that it made Celine briefly courageous.

– Wait, do you mean that you believe this? said Celine.

In reply, Sasha punched her in the face above her cheek. The shock of it was almost as major as the pain inside her eye and her soft skull. She felt unbalanced and understood very vaguely that her legs were failing to support her until she suddenly found herself collapsed on the floor. Very slowly she got back up, holding on to the leg of a sofa, then the silk of its cushion. There was an old Tarot card, lost underneath a chair. Her ear was very sore, she touched it, and there was a light smear of blood on her fingertip.

Sasha was breathing very fast. He said that it was humiliating, or he was humiliated, or she was humiliating: she couldn’t hear perfectly and didn’t want to ask him to repeat the sentence. For some moments he stood there, breathing. Then he left the room.

Slowly Celine walked over to a mirror. She was also bleeding from the corner of one eye, and from the retrospect of a long-distant future it would seem to Celine that this moment when her reflection stared blankly back at her was the moment when she discovered the basic law of her cartoon world – that anyone suspended above a void will remain suspended until made aware of her situation, at which point she will fall.

There was a purple mark on her cheek. It was shapeless the way a spider or spit is shapeless.

– Hey, look, said Julia. – Your psychotic husband dropped something.

Then she picked up a piece of paper and handed it to Celine.
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Celine had always asked herself why she didn’t do more. It seemed that everyone assumed there was nothing to be done. But around her many men thought that they could make plans, many men everywhere were plotting and conspiring and making moves, and Celine felt that she should be able to make moves too. She just needed to make calculations.

In the morning Celine received multiple messages from Marta – telling her that she was not unhungover, that she wanted to kill someone, and that she was coming over immediately to discuss their major operation.

Marta had grown up in the outer provinces on an estate in a kind of swamp land. Her father was very rich but dead, her mother was therefore very rich but drunk or depressed or both, and as a child Marta shot rabbits and deer and listened to thunderstorms. Then she was adopted by her aunt, who lived in a larger house in the countryside and taught her the rules of behaviour. When they met, Celine had immediately loved her. She wasn’t someone, thought Celine, who would ever swoon. Marta was exacting and pitiless and for these qualities alone Celine would have adored her, even without her garish and brutal beauty. Also Marta was extreme in her care for her friends. In a society made of words and images circulating and recirculating, all devoted to disinformation, it was very difficult to find any personal safety, and one minuscule form might just be this intense form of friendship between two women.

– I am going to die, Celine said. – Why doesn’t he love me? What am I meant to do?

– You won’t die, said Marta.

– What does your husband say? said Celine. – Has he said anything? Did he speak with Sasha?

– You want to talk about my husband? said Marta.

– I like the dress, said Celine.

Marta was wearing a very bright outfit, with outsize rainbow sleeves. She looked very young, thought Celine, even though she was older than her. This was possibly their problem – that they were all so very young, or seemed so. To be that young made people think you could be attacked forever. There was so much hatred! It was all there, waiting for them, expressed in strings of words, and maybe this hatred was the reason why they could not see the sunlit cosmos they were expecting, but only corridors and dead ends.

Marta smiled, took off some layers, and ensconced herself in bed beside her friend. There was a stale gateau by the bed which she ate.

– What do I do about these people? said Celine. – I need to do more.

– You can’t worry about what misinterpreters think, said Marta.

– But don’t you care, said Celine, – when people talk about you? I can’t bear it. It feels like death, it feels like a transformation. And then for it to be my husband who is angry –

All language was disgusting, said Marta. But people seemed to adore it. It was like how everyone loved reading these novels in letters. As if everything existed in order to end up in words! Whereas most feelings, or at least the most interesting, she said, avoided language entirely. Then Marta leaned over to pour from a bottle into a dirty cup.

Meanwhile the planet continued to be whirled around a zooming sun.

– I want revenge, said Celine.

– You need a handle on them, said Marta. – If you want to scare these men you need something that they want.

– But I don’t have anything, said Celine. – My husband hates me. And if I have no husband then I have nothing.

– I’m not like trivialising your pain, said Marta, – but no: I refuse that.

They had the window open. The sound of the courtyards below came up to them: distant parakeets, muffled horses. She had to admit that it was always delicious to lie around in the daylight when the world was working, however depressed you might feel.

– Like: what was in that message? said Marta. – The one he dropped.

– Oh the message, said Celine. – Yeah, the message was from his boss, the chief minister, talking shit about Marie Antoinette. Can you imagine? Also it’s written in code. But you know what shows how dopey they are? It had the cipher with it.

– Well, said Marta, – so then we have something.

– Why? said Celine. – What can I do with a letter?

– It’s talking shit about Antoinette, said Marta. – No one talks shit about the first lady. Give it to Ulises.

– Ulises? The little diplomat?

– Sure, the little Portuguese, said Marta. – The one with that funny jutting penis. Sorry, no, the Spanish one.

For a short moment, neither of them spoke.

– Yeah, said Celine. – But we still need more than that. I need to take control.

It was so unnerving to lose a world, thought Celine, or even realise that a world could be lost. All the bricks and children and treetops, everything she could see from her window, now seemed remote and distant. In that kind of situation all she had for her survival was whatever was closest to hand. And the persistent pleasure of her life was this back and forth of conversation between friends, perhaps because a conversation was the last remaining place for words to be tender things. She liked the way a conversation could produce unforeseen creatures – concepts she was not sure she believed, or was unaware that she believed – and then suddenly it occurred to her that this beauty of conversation could be improvised for a different purpose.

– What are we best at? said Celine.

Marta raised an amused eyebrow.

– Talking, Celine corrected her.

She couldn’t leave her husband, because without any money of her own she would be dependent on the hospitality of others. It was true that at any point it was possible to seduce another man and so acquire some influence over him but that seemed a limited and precarious power – to be once again dependent on the whim of a man. Everything therefore, as it always has been for those with no money of their own, and no obvious means of making any, was very confined and limited. But the power that had destroyed her, she was suddenly thinking, might also be the power that could help her too. She had this vision of a group of writers and artists around her who would repay her for entertainment and snacks with their own arguments and fictions – a field of influence, cloudlike and enveloping.

– We need writers, said Celine.

– We don’t seem to have the writers, said Marta.

– I mean we need other writers, said Celine. – We throw parties.

But, worried Celine, it wasn’t obvious how she could just throw a party that writers would think was cool. It was always very intricate, the question of cool, and it seemed to interest writers most of all.

– Writers? said Marta. – Are you serious right now? Have you never met a writer? We give them alcohol and chicas. We give them glamour.

Celine looked at Marta. In the sunlight from the window her old acne scars were more visible. She was very attractive. It was suddenly possible, thought Celine, to feel hopeful.

In the history of the world, said Marta, the most corruptible, the most lethal and most innocent, had always been the writers.
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There was literature everywhere. The world was a jungle called writing. In this world writers became politicians and politicians wrote for newspapers and meanwhile everyone wrote to each other every day, as if an experience were not an experience until it had acquired its own image in words. Words were being printed on newspaper sheets, scribbled on notebook scraps and letters, hoarded in archives, pasted up on walls or bound together in little booklets for distribution in the arcades. The paper they had to use was rough, was heavy and stained and it ripped very easily, but the words themselves, it seemed, were becoming lighter and lighter, quick sketched symbols for catching the universe in a delicate, ineffable net. And the more ineffable a net is the more impossible it is to escape it.

The way this looked in the ordinary world was that everyone was putting on shows, or starting magazines, or developing crazes for particular kinds of writing. Then they went to bars to talk about these shows and magazines, arguing over masthead layouts and font design and the backwardness of current writing. It was the new era of publication, everyone was gradually realising, with amazement, as they walked around in the alleys and woodlands and concert halls – the way you might enter a fashion show and discover slowly and with amazement that the entire decor, even the chair you sit on, is made from flowers. And perhaps from now on there will be no other era – until the solar flares and asteroids at last demolish everything. Stories multiplied very fast, the way germs or spores will emanate from any decaying thing, while outside roamed the calamitous dogs. People wanted to compose their own crônicas, or comment on the writings of other people, only interrupting this writing for more reading, which led to even more writing. It was as if writing was a narcotic or at least an obsession, and no one really thought about the effects of producing so many words – not on those whom the words described, or on those who produced the words, or on a world in which so many words existed.

A world in which writing is everywhere is really a world of reading. Everyone was writing – but this meant that everyone was reading, and then experiencing a deep illness of reading.

And among these words and articles were the libels about Celine and her friends, as well as many other women who found themselves described maliciously as famous. Defaming and libelling and stalking and attacking had never been so easy: it was the golden age of psychosis. This writing was all anonymous and the anonymity seemed to confer impunity, like how everyone savaged the house party Celine had been thrown for her seventeenth birthday. It made these writers feel invincible and invisible, and perhaps the two states were the same.

Celine understood all this while still thinking it was disgusting. She had a fear that meaning was shifting, maybe not just shifting but disappearing, and it was happening because there were now no true sources of information. So much information was being put out there in real time, local and non-local information, and all of it was warped. Every sentence extended objects or people beyond their natural habitat, creating images and rumours – the way a shadow might be peeled away from a person and converted into a silhouette.

And yet no one else, by which of course she meant no men, appeared to share her anger, or to appreciate the violence betrayed by this mania for writing. I mean sure, they said, if she tried to mention it, but did you see what they wrote about Antoinette? It was as if she had been chosen to understand things before other people understood them, precisely by being transformed into deadbeat pornography. To be exposed in this way was to exist in a total abject state – with nothing to protect her from being made up by people less imaginative or intelligent than she was. But this gave her a knowledge that no one else possessed. People seemed to believe that they had the power to determine their own image. They didn’t realise, thought Celine, that they were determined by other people and the words of other people.

All the forests and squid and greyhounds had been engulfed by the literary world, the way a serpent will envelop an elephant. This world, of course, exists wherever representations of people are made, and its essence is compromise, terror, vanity, fashion and death – because in the business of representations all value is subjective, and therefore impermanent, and therefore only ever installed by force. But still, the proportions between this world and the other gigantic world are very mobile and delinquent. At any moment, it turned out, the old world could disappear entirely and become little digital strings of symbols, vanishing into the white air.
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She had planned everything about her first party with Marta and Julia. It took them two weeks. They hired in extra assistants for the night to make drinks or keep bringing plates in from Balthazar, the restaurant three blocks away that everyone liked for its old-school glamour. They made lists of interesting people, they thought about the kind of food you could eat without interrupting conversation. It was an operation and they enjoyed this kind of precise scheming. Like all operations it had its setbacks, of flowers that were sent to the wrong address on the morning of the party, and roadworks that suddenly appeared in front of the house, making the street impossible for vehicles. Then no one could find any ice.

Finally the evening came and Celine sat there on her own with Marta. At first there was just a nervousness in the atmosphere, something tiny but supercharged that made the plates of snacks around them and the bored assistants seem ever so minutely unreal, the way anything seems unreal when the true event hasn’t begun – like how people waiting for the boss to join a difficult conference call so that it can start will maintain a sprightly conversation about their children that in fact is anxious and distracted. And when Cato at last emerged to introduce a new arrival it was only Julia, who was family so didn’t count as a guest at all.

For some hours the three of them continued to sit there, eating the croissants stuffed with jam that they had ordered. Then they started on the vodka and other spirits.

At about eleven, their first guest arrived. This was Rosen, a billionaire finance maven. He was a friend of her father, he was said to be Jewish although Rosen himself had never mentioned whether he was in fact Jewish or not, and he lived in the little country across the border because from there it was always easier to move money in and out of different spaces. He was in town briefly and had come to see her, he said. He had no idea that there was a party on. He was delicate and kind and for a moment it was as if her father was there, but somehow transformed into something more solid or more elegant than her real father, and Celine felt hurt by a kind of nostalgia. What always happened when she saw Rosen was that she had to think about his height, because he was tall in a way that she somehow never remembered, so that whenever other people commented on this height she had to redefine her own perception and she wondered if this mismatch was because with other people he could be severe and even brutal, but with her he was only very kind. She was pleased that he was here, she said. He really had only come to say hello, he said. He would just sit in a corner and read.

And he really did. He sat in a corner and took out a book, so that soon it was as if he was not there at all.

Then, just after midnight, the second and also last guest arrived: the celebrated producer Hernandez. Hernandez had a soft good-looking baby face with ever so slightly wild hair. He liked to greet you by taking your face in his hands then kissing you solemnly on the forehead. The effect was somehow horny and paternal and sarcastic, all at once. He dressed beyond his means. Tonight he was in something tight and velvet. He liked women, but most of all he liked conspiracy. He glanced at the empty room, nodded at Rosen, who didn’t nod back, then turned to Celine again. It was kind of what he’d suspected, he said. Sasha had been telling everyone that if they went to her party they were dead to him. So of course, added Hernandez, with a smile, he couldn’t stay away. Hernandez always operated in mini groups, with no one knowing exactly who he was working with or the extent of his friendships. His favourite way of talking was to say to someone, in private, that while everyone else thought this, they knew that it was that instead. In public, however, he inhabited a constant vagueness.

– Although I yeah I thought Beaumarchais said he’d be here? said Hernandez. – He said he’d meet me here I thought?

– Who’s Beaumarchais? said Celine.

– The diabetic? said Marta.

– Diabetic? said Hernandez. – I mean, I don’t think so.

Hernandez looked around, at the dark red velvet walls, like a cinema.

– Or did everyone leave already? he asked. – Is it morning? Is this one of those weird stories where you get into a taxi and then time stops? Was I in that cab for seven hours?

9

The next day, Celine asked Hernandez to send her notes on the current art scene. If a person is to make moves, those moves need to have heft, she was thinking. After the social disaster, she needed more direction.

According to Hernandez, all you needed to know about writers and artists was that they liked to move in groups. Some of them were fascist, some of them were radical. Others wanted to exist outside all politics entirely. Everyone was thinking that this one was the true one, this one was a fake one. From outside it seemed impossible to understand the reasons for these distinctions.

For instance, said Hernandez, consider the recent careers of two writers: Beaumarchais and Jacob. Jacob was currently a radical philosopher but he also tried scripts and essays and novels too. He was always on the verge of major fame. Somehow it escaped him. They were meant to be friends but Beaumarchais had just written a notorious essay about Jacob, said Hernandez, in which he described Jacob as both cold and cowardly. The purity for which many journalists praised Jacob, wrote Beaumarchais, was really his own pride and fear that prevented him from ever making a move. Celine asked Hernandez if this meant that he liked Beaumarchais more. He wasn’t sure, said Hernandez, if anyone could be said to like Beaumarchais. He was very clever, but also manipulative. It was often difficult to understand precisely what he was saying because he kind of mumbled. Absolutely devious, selfish, a hustler, he was also capable, finished Hernandez, of great kindness and amiability. Like everyone, he wanted fame.

What he meant, added Hernandez, was that Beaumarchais was basically a void, or maybe a suitcase – whose contents life would gradually unpack.

Celine felt exhausted by the situation she was in, and the failure of her first party, and it was a difficult feeling because it was made of many feelings, not just a sense of fear or lack of safety but also, she knew this, the depression at her vanity being so betrayed.

The next invitation she sent out was to Beaumarchais and his friends.
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And so, a week later, a group of unknown writers gathered at Celine’s house for her second first party, with the same assistants rehired and the same food transported from Balthazar. These writers did this despite the general fascist disapproval associated with Celine – mainly because they were writers, because they were friends, and because they were so unknown that they were safe from any sense that Sasha’s anger could ever hurt them. They all dressed strange – in tennis shoes and dirty shirts, like a person recovering from a long illness.

Beaumarchais was a scriptwriter. His look was broken but hopeful. It often surprised people when they met him how tall and large he was, given how light and miniature his writing appeared. No one would say he was handsome but when he smiled a strange beauty emerged on his face and it was very touching. He was still trying to get his first script made – a little farce of doubles and mistaken identity and unforeseen coincidence. Its production history was upsetting. First the Comedy turned it down, then five other studios. Then Hernandez had taken him on and two weeks later the Comedy messaged that they would maybe reconsider if Beaumarchais could cut the script by twenty pages. After making these cuts the script was sent to the government’s censorship bureau, where it had been suspended indefinitely. And there Beaumarchais still was – in development. He was finding it more difficult to get Hernandez to reply to his notes. He kept hearing rumours of Hernandez working with other writers.

It was possible, he thought, that he might die of malnutrition. He was thinking that he was maybe suffering from some inner sickness. He had recently tried to begin journal writing but had stopped because he hated writing as himself, without the multiplication of dialogue.

Maybe this was why Celine liked him, or at least felt sympathy for him. At one point that evening, Celine would remember, forever, she had stood against a wall just listening to the little noise of conversation, observing the group she had gathered. The atmosphere was vagabond and underground, as these men tried to describe unimagined futures or unimagined worlds – and they were very dense, like all group compositions, so that in trying to toggle between them it was difficult to tell where the connections lay. There were just little fragments and clues: you have to try the narcotics from Martinique – long revolution – it’s –

Everything was departure, leap, cunning, passage, a flight towards the outside.

It was a new style of language for her, and therefore alluring. Beaumarchais, for instance, dolefully explained to her his theory that he couldn’t understand why so much effort had been spent in creating him, if that effort was going to be wasted. He was nearly forty, he explained, and he was also a highly precious and fragile being, an object whose creation had required a lot of preparation and education – not only education but travel, even illnesses had been part of this preparation, and he regretted very much that, as she could see, so far this effort had not yielded its potential. He said it with such sincerity and bleakness that Celine realised that she liked him.

– What’s the ultimate ambition here? said Celine.

– With me? said Beaumarchais. – It’s on. Beaumarchais’s got something everyone wants, I know it.

– You just need the opportunity, said Celine.

Beaumarchais paused and looked at her with warm devoted gratitude.

– Exactly, he said. – Although first I need a bath and a haircut, and a weeklong nap.

They were obsessed by novelty and originality. They talked violently about everyone else’s writing, and she understood that the only thing preventing them from talking violently about the writing of those present was the fact of their mutual presence itself. It was possible that this was only envy and therefore disgusting, but it was also possible that they felt a passionate attachment to literature as an ideal. Maybe, in fact, the two states were the same. They seemed to believe that it might be possible for a work to survive for many years, maybe even forever, as if a work that did not survive was therefore without value, and it was very strange to realise how passionately they believed this, that all value was linked to timelessness. For all of them there was something very romantic in the idea of the future, and they believed that the way of entering a future existence was the production of works. Only a work could exist beyond the timescale of your lifetime. When someone mentioned a novel they were writing Beaumarchais asked if what they were writing was total all-out writing. He wanted everything in there, said Beaumarchais, because unless a writer was writing for their life it wouldn’t last forever. Someone else interrupted, asking in that case what Beaumarchais thought about form. Oh, form, Beaumarchais replied, he wanted that too. He wanted everything.

It was difficult to tell, thought Celine, if she was acquiring power or not.
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For some weeks it was just Beaumarchais and his associated crew who came to Celine’s house to talk. They all thought of themselves as advanced thinkers, and perhaps in their love of justice they really were advanced – but were unaware that Celine wanted justice most of all. It’s always beautiful to be twenty, one of them wrote, much later, in a memoir published after most of them were dead, but to be twenty in this era made people doubly blessed and happy – because to feel that you’re forming the future is a very easy form of corruption. The parties they liked were wild. When Celine had imagined this scheme with Marta her vision of these parties was of something elegant and stylish. Instead they always disintegrated into mess and envy and disappointment, floral and striped with failure, and she found that she liked this atmosphere even more.

And then something new began to happen. It was so rare for Beaumarchais and his friends to be part of a scene that they therefore mentioned to anyone they met the large connections they were making. Gradually her parties became a little famous – just famous enough for the celebrity and notoriety to outweigh the danger in people’s minds. The room became crowded and acrid. It became difficult to hear what other people were saying. Definitely it was hard to see your friends. You could lose them in the atmosphere. Sometimes you had to just make do with whoever was there, and hope they spoke your language.

An ensemble began to form: something collective and confusing. Into her house came novelists, scriptwriters, starlets, fixers, schlemiels, essayists, collectors, art dealers, academics, agents, librettists, young painters back from travelling, philosophers, singers, scumbag poets. Some of them brought their own food. An émigré soldier from Poland brought his own samovar because, he said, he didn’t trust the people here to know how tea was made. It was complicated to speak with him much more because he found the language difficult. He came up to Celine, nodded, and said: the extreme present. She found it imprecise or even incomprehensible but also impossible to forget.

It was enchanting and confusing, a park for stories to develop. One night Celine saw Ulises passing by, the little madrileño diplomat Marta had mentioned as a possible useful actor in their plans. Celine whispered something in his ear which in fact he never understood, then took from her dress Sasha’s message, with its incriminating talk about Antoinette, and handed it to him – then drifted away, leaving Ulises confused and standing beside a political theorist, in silence, trying to work out how to look at this enclosure from Celine, this piece of paper which he hoped would be some kind of sex message, while the theorist stared at him, morose, his fingers pink with icing from a cake.

When Celine began her parties, she thought they’d be a way of finding writers who would write texts in her defence, or of expressing herself more publicly. She wanted to create her own image so it wouldn’t be created by other people. Very quickly she understood that the image strangers had of her was far larger than any image that these writers could invent themselves. But meanwhile she had discovered that inadvertently she had acquired an even greater and more unpredictable power of her own – not a single image but a medium, a place for images to live.

The miniature universe over which she ruled was immensely seductive – the way any nightclub is seductive when only a limited number of people are admitted. On an individual level, people agreed, her parties always seemed to end in catastrophic harm, but collectively they created something beautiful and permanent, because they produced a reality. The conversations created at these parties formed impressions of other people which were indelible, and therefore nothing needed to be written at all. Like how one time everybody was drinking until about six in the morning. And when Cato went down to the store to get coffee supplies, Beaumarchais’s friend and enemy Jacob stood up and began to recite a monologue from an old script. Even without its sombre beauty it would have been wonderful just for the way he managed to continue, having drunk so much. Jacob was slight and nervous and physically unremarkable and he knew this. He had medium brown hair and a medium nose and medium height and a medium little belly to match. It was a very sad condition for him, he used to lament! He thought it made people not take his writing seriously, this lack of excessive presence, and so he tried to make people ignore this with the drama of his speaking. He was somewhere in the middle of his monologue when Cato returned, whispering that the Americans had just been massacred by the British. When they heard this everyone stood up and left but Jacob, oblivious to the news or simply angry at the loss of his audience, continued to recite. When he fainted – because for the last sixteen hours he had survived on just alcohol and cigarettes – there was only Cato left, who carefully applied a bandage to Jacob’s lavishly bleeding head.

So that finally these parties were not just parties for writers and artists but also people who operated in larger areas of the world – business leaders, bureaucrats, insurance backers, fascist enemies of Sasha, bankers, advertising executives, radicals from rich families. Marta and Julia used to stand there listening in the room’s heat, with oval sweat marks on the armpits of their dresses and the effect was oddly attractive or at least exciting, thought Celine, who was beginning to enjoy her fleeting sensations more and more. Everywhere inside the room were many words being spoken rapidly.

The party was an art form the way conversation was also an art form, Celine began to think: absolute, demanding – and underappreciated, because it was an art form developed by women. Twenty years later, in upstate New York, destitute and in exile, someone who had also been there said to her that her parties had been so gorgeous because they had been so hyper: everyone talking about border territories and the postal systems and international alliances. She kind of saw it differently, said Celine. Her life at that time, she said, had been a kind of very slow awakening. It was the life of a person waking up and very slowly realising the setting they were in.

The parties were night school, said Celine.
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More time passed, however, and Celine felt her excitement just slightly dissolve. The summer was very hot and it felt like a kind of suspension, as if maybe nothing more could happen or she could achieve no grander effect. It was acceptable, she guessed, but it was also disappointing. Until one evening all this talk suddenly produced Lenoir, the chief of police. It was very magical, this appearance! And she suddenly felt she might have access to the real source.

Lenoir was famous for his repression not only of a city but of himself, but it turned out that this didn’t mean he didn’t like to watch. And now here he was. He liked to sit alone by the bar, rolling cigarettes. Celine went over to talk to him. He liked to talk about himself, his childhood in the provinces. They were poor but honest and happy, he said. Celine replied that she didn’t remember much about her childhood. They weren’t rich either, she said. She did remember her mother playing the piano, in a room full of steam from clothes drying on the stove. Exactly, said Lenoir, so she understood. He had put himself through police school by selling scientific magazines. He still went back to see his parents every month.

It seemed that Lenoir liked her.

– I wanted to say, said Lenoir. – I wanted to say how much I support you. The things people write about you. I never believe them.

– Lots of people say that to me, said Celine. – I mean, they say that to me in private.

Lenoir seemed upset by her implication.

– If I could do anything, he said. – If I could stop this in any way –

– You’re the chief of police, she insisted. – You run this town.

– But they’re not in this town, said Lenoir. – I mean, the writers.

– So? said Celine.

She seemed to have hurt him, the way men so easily could be hurt by women, like men were peaches. She was used to the situation but it was always unsettling. They looked out over the party together, trying to find peacefulness. A woman was examining a large bruise on her arm, next to her platinum bracelet.

– Do you like it here? said Celine.

– I don’t like it anywhere, said Lenoir.
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It was maybe a week later when Lenoir came back to see her in private. The room was a sweltering twilit cube. It seemed that her image haunted him, that she had made him want to do something for her.

There were many people, he said, who disliked this writing about her, this pornography. He had therefore begun a plan to find the writers who were writing such terrible things. They had noticed certain patterns of distribution in the postal system: little lines between certain booksellers and port authorities. For instance, there seemed to be a particular node of activity coming out of London. They had spies who were saying that there were production centres there. But it was difficult to infiltrate these centres. As soon as one production site was found, a printing press or bookstore, it closed down and reopened somewhere else. So they needed her advice, he said.

– My advice? she said.

It was obvious, however, that for Lenoir this represented a major speech and so he didn’t immediately reply. He had brought a giant pale green ice cream as a present. It was already
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