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‘The worst tyrants are those who succeed in getting themselves loved.’

Spinoza


 

 

Monsieur


 

I bumped into Monsieur’s first-born on Line One, at Charles-de-Gaulle-Étoile. Classes had ended and hordes of noisy schoolkids were laying siege to the trains. I had to get up from my seat to allow a new batch to fit into my already full carriage and it was only when I felt a sharp elbow dig into my back that I looked up from my book for the customary exchange of indifferent apologies, neither of us bothering to disconnect from our iPods. As ever, I was only half convinced of the need to apologize. Why should I? Because I just happened to be there? Because I was in the way?

I can’t pretend that his voice, which I could barely hear, triggered it. For some reason, I looked up at him, and knew instantly, without any shadow of doubt, that it was his son. There was no magic involved, but the likeness between them struck me with all the power of a spell. With immense effort, I dropped my eyes from his. They were wide, heavy-lidded, weighed down by the sensuality he had inherited from Monsieur and of which he was no doubt unaware. It’s him it’s him it’s him it’s him it’s him. I realized I was staring at him and pretended to return to André Breton – I couldn’t think of anything else to do.

I had never thought it would be so painful to be close to him. I didn’t even notice the train reaching my station – I could have followed him anywhere.

Charles. The eldest. That morning, in the blue room of a hotel in the fifteenth arrondissement, I had surprised Monsieur by listing his boys: Charles, Samuel, Adam, Louis and Sacha, the spawn of a life I could barely imagine. I knew things about the eldest that even he might no longer remember: the heated argument over dinner about some historical battle during which Charles, in a fit of rage, had slammed his fist on the table, almost earning himself a paternal slap; the afternoon when he had come in from school totally high, his thick black hair still smelling of grass. Monsieur loved him with a passion – beside which the tenderness he had once shown me was a drop in the ocean.

The train lurched and, again, Charles bumped against me. ‘Sorry,’ he said, with a pinched smile.

I recognized his father’s dimples, the same white teeth. It was as if Monsieur was gazing at me, for the first time in six months, in a way that explained everything: his children, his wife, everything he had built his life on. I could have been kind, I could have been compassionate, but Charles was somehow unable to move away from me, offering a series of apologetic smiles (each evoking an image of Monsieur after our lovemaking). I wanted to scream, Stop! I don’t want to look into those grey eyes, which don’t belong to you. None of your features truly belongs to you – not even the long nose your mother gave you. I was biting the inside of my cheeks, pressing my lips together tightly, avoiding the unformed questions in his eyes.

Who am I? My name is Ellie (which means nothing to you but, God knows, there was a time when it meant everything to him, more than drink, food, sleep and everything in between). I’m about your age, a couple of years older – I haven’t changed much since the days when I was carrying my maths books around in a moth-eaten old rucksack, and I’m looking at you like this because you remind me so much of your father. In your dark eyes I recognize the same unconscious languor that once frightened me, the hunger for women that attracted me. Right now, I’m reminded of those eyes peering over his mask when I watched him operate at the clinic. Of course, Charles, I know it shouldn’t affect me in this way: I’m almost forgetting you’re just a rough sketch of him, but thirty years younger.

I was once his mistress and I loved your father with an all-consuming fire. I can imagine one random evening coming across you at a party, sharing a joint with you and watching your eyes cloud over, as his did, learning what makes you laugh and contemplating your so familiar lips. It would be so easy, so natural, to become your girlfriend and meet up with you every evening outside the lycée. I’m not too old for you, just old enough to help you discover the realities of life, but I feel twenty years older. I heard so much about you from your father that in my eyes you’re almost a child, asexual. If I were now to kiss you, as I desperately want to, it would be with despair, because you are the son of the man I cannot forget, and your kisses would have the same effect on me as the methadone prescribed for a recovering heroin addict. I’ve encountered so many Almosts and Not Quite Rights since he and I parted . . .

Hi, Charles, I’m Ellie. You’ve never spoken to me and you’ll probably never see me again, but I know the name of every member of your family because I have held your father, of whom you happen to be a disturbing copy, in my arms. So, although I don’t really know you, I truly know you . . . It’s like a Truffaut movie: a strange woman among thousands walks into the same Métro carriage as her lover’s son. She recognizes him; his features are familiar from all the photographs she has seen of him, of his family. With your father, it could have been anyone, but it just happened to be me. It was me he would meet up with on Tuesday mornings when you’d all left for school; it was me he was already thinking of when he kissed the top of your heads. Me, with my Bensimon jeans and my ponytail. This face. These hands sweating over a paperback in the stifling atmosphere of the Paris Underground but which, barely six months ago, Charles, were digging their nails into another pair of hands, the hands you felt on your back when you were learning to ride your first bicycle in the Luxembourg Gardens. You know none of this, and you’re peering at me in the way you probably do at all girls – but I should be the person you despise most in the world because all I want is to hide in your pocket and spend the evening next to him at your dinner table. Just to see him. To witness some of the moments you barely notice, like your conversations, his kiss before you go to bed, the first words he says when he crosses the threshold every evening. Just five minutes at a table with all of you. Five minutes of your comfortable life, you arguing with your father, who is so annoyed that he has stopped eating, your pretty mother sighing at this male aggression, your four younger brothers fearful of taking sides, and me, stuffing myself with images to conjure up when I’m alone.

At Châtelet, Charles shot me a final glance from beneath his long black eyelashes, then disembarked amid the flow of passengers. I watched his silhouette until he had disappeared among a hundred anonymous heads, walking, I knew, towards Line Four and, later, emerging onto the Île Saint-Louis. A door, a number, a key granting access to the large family apartment where his mother was listening to his brother Adam telling her all about his day in first year. Monsieur would get home at around nine, after the children had had their dinner. But they would cross his path in a thousand ways, brushing against him as they cleaned their teeth in the bathroom before the goodnight kiss. And Charles would fall asleep with no memory of me. The Métro carriage felt so empty now that he was gone.

Cry. Scream. Burst out laughing. Whistle. Get back to your book.

My chin quivered like that of a little girl whose hand had been smacked. I pulled my collar up, and all the way to Nation, serenaded by Offenbach’s ‘Belle Nuit’, I sobbed my heart out. It seemed the only thing to do.


Book I

‘Dear me, how beautiful you were on the phone tonight!’

Sacha Guitry, Les Femmes et toi



APRIL

Lolita, by Nabokov. A book that led me on the path to damnation. I don’t think you could find a more guilty title in my library. I had journeyed through de Sade, Serpieri and Manara, Mandiargues, Pauline Réage, but none had produced the itch that literally threw me into Monsieur’s arms. I see it clearly now. I should have been kept well apart from the yellowing old copy that stood innocently on the shelf. It was there I learned all there is to know about a particular type of man, worldly but weary, whose gaze is invariably drawn to young girls, and how those men focus on bodies that are no longer children’s but not quite women’s. It’s the book in which I learned about the inner voice that draws them to nymphets. I learned how to decipher the vice beneath their respectable appearance, their adoration of the tousled goddesses they name Lolita.

Lolita. Demanding beyond reason, possessive and jealous, drawn into an endless war (which she has already won) against all other females, looking down on them despite her diminutive stature, her slender limbs and her age: she is fifteen years old, the age at which Nabokov killed her. The men we are talking about, in their serious suits and oxford brogues, kneel at the altar of these little darlings, for reasons that are wrong, and sordid to many: their innocence and the softness of their skin; their arses and breasts, which defy Newton’s laws of gravity; their fingers, which lack shame, their small hands manipulating in childlike fashion – hands that have probably held nothing larger than a Magnum ice-cream (isn’t there playful appetite in the way they hold this new delicacy?); their eyes, which are like harpoons because invariably, with men, they hold their gaze, in the street, despite the presence of parents, because they have no sense of shame. I now know all there is to know of men’s attraction to them, but does anyone know what the nymphet is looking for? What draws her away from long-haired boys towards men as old as her father? Nabokov never let us into what Lolita was thinking when she sat on Humbert Humbert’s lap on that pale summer morning. Or why, a few pages earlier, she was jumping across his knees, deliberately mistreating him, knickers flashing, twittering while her worshipper attempted to stem an almost adolescent effusion. It’s this parallel reading of the book that I missed, the impossibility of discovering how the story would have unfolded had Lolita been allowed to speak. It was with this in mind that in the previous October I had climbed into the bed of a forty-year-old man. I shall ignore the almost accidental frolic I had when I was fifteen with a young company executive: there are men, and then there are men in their forties. Should you consider the distinction insignificant, I can assure you that not a single member of my tribe has ever confused the two. Nymphets and forty-year-old men attract each other.

That man – what was his name? – hadn’t left me exhausted with delight in the morning but neither had he killed my attraction to his sort. I will go further: it was his abysmal lack of savoir faire and sensuality that propelled me on my quest. Maybe I was too demanding; maybe I was hoping too much to fulfil all the perfect scenarios I had imagined: myself, bent to the strength, will, hands and words of a professor, open to anything and prey to every manipulation my body would allow him. I had no wish to talk, and neither of us said a word until four o’clock when I got tired of having him inside me. It was a world away from the excesses that had previously crowded my mind. It was while I was jerking him off that I realized the list of those who could worship me as I wanted was endless. I smiled when he came, thinking of the men in my future.

The following day, scampering towards the Métro, still bone tired from lack of sleep, I realized I knew no more than I had the day before. That older men can sometimes find it difficult to get hard was no surprise. The experience had not been psychologically exciting as I had expected; he had said none of the words I had hoped for, and my body showed no evidence of added maturity, even though I was twenty. When the phone rang and his number lit up, I didn’t answer and, after a few weeks’ silence, I received this message: ‘I’m tired of pursuing you, Ellie. Stop playing at being Lolita. You’re too old for that sort of game, and I have no intention of becoming Humbert Humbert, even if I wanted to, which I don’t.’

I didn’t know Monsieur. I had heard his name a thousand times over meals with my uncle Philippe – they were not only colleagues but close friends. For me, his name evoked the hospital. I didn’t know Monsieur. If I’m honest, it’s all my mother’s fault. In February this year I was slouching up the stairs from my room in the basement, holding my Bible under my arms (La Mécanique des femmes by Louis Calaferte), wondering what to do with myself during the students’ strike. It’s impossible now to determine what Mum had in mind when she mentioned the surgeon’s name. According to her, he was the only person apart from me who appeared to want such a filthy piece of literature – in fact, he was obsessed with it. At first, I couldn’t have cared less: Philippe’s work colleague belonged to another world, whether or not we were obsessed by the same book, and I couldn’t see myself arriving at the clinic to discuss erotica with a man of forty-five.

Forty-five.

Forty-five.

An insidious form of boredom allowed the idea to take root in me that I should meet this man. I would repeat his name aloud, surprised that I found it increasingly attractive in a dangerous sort of way. I searched for it on Facebook and gazed at the only hit, trying half-heartedly to come up with a reason to make him a ‘friend’. I had to enter his world like a spy, with literature, a charming Trojan horse, concealing my true purpose. The need to discover everything about him was like a mosquito bite I had to scratch. I had put two or three cunning questions to Philippe and learned that when I was still small I had passed the famous C.S. in the clinic’s corridors when Philippe and he had been visiting patients. I plumbed the depths of my memory and recalled my uncle’s birthday, two years ago: I had spent an entire evening among a crowd of elders without noticing the man who read the same books as I did, and just happened to have a twenty-five-year start on me. Twenty-five years: such an enormous gap. Twenty-five years spent caressing the bodies of women, subverting procreative sex, while I was still an innocent sucking milk from my mother’s breasts. Must I also mention the strong ties connecting Monsieur and my family, thin but strong, like a nylon cord, with the same cutting edge? The heads of twenty-year-old girls are full of improbable romantic scripts: there’s the one about the student and the surgeon, where she knows nothing and he knows everything and, standing between them, the dear old uncle, unaware of the drama unfolding around him. (Were he to find out, the erotic tale would swiftly turn into a drama by Racine!)

In March, I moved closer. I no longer needed a face for Monsieur. That he was a surgeon, that he harboured the same tastes as I did, that he was married and had a family made him stand out from the crowd easily enough; those attributes confirmed him as an inhabitant of an almost parallel world, that of Adults (it would be an aberration to define people of my age as such). I didn’t need to find him physically attractive (just as long as he wasn’t disgusting . . .). As I write, I can hear his theatrical indignation: ‘So you would have been content with any old fat guy!’ To which I can only answer, yes, probably. But let me reassure him: as the story unfolds, we will see that his trap was perfect.

One day I became tired of circling him without his being aware of it. It was April. The shimmering month of April. Pollen was floating down from the chestnut trees and I was bored. The strike struggled on, I wasn’t seeing anyone and, as spring came around, I spent my days sprawled on the terrace, sunbathing. I was desperate to meet up with people, men, and experience fever, ecstasy, passion, anything but this deadly lethargy. I had gone over and over the situation in my head and lay in wait, crouched in the shadows, for the moment to reveal myself to Monsieur.



Good evening.

You probably don’t know who I am, even if you have kindly added me to your Friends list, so let me tell you: I am the niece of Philippe Cantrel who worked at the clinic until recently. It was through him that I learned you are a reader of Bataille and Calaferte, and I am curious about men who have read and appreciated La Mécanique des femmes. It makes me feel less alone . . . !

My name is Ellie, I’m twenty, studying literature, and I’ve published articles in an erotic magazine. You’d know this already from my Facebook profile, but I thought it would be sensible to introduce myself.

I have no doubt you’re a very busy man, but I would be grateful if you could find the time to explain, in just a few lines, what pleases you in Calaferte. I am currently attempting to write ‘Mécanique des hommes’ so everything is grist to the mill.

Have a lovely evening.

Ellie



At the time I was selfishly fearful because I had no idea how Monsieur might react: I imagined Philippe learning from his shaken colleague about my cunning manoeuvre and screaming at me, ‘What’s wrong with you, trying to chase a guy of his age? Just wait until I tell your mother! See how clever she thinks you are!’

And me, red in the face, sweating like a pig as the rope tightens around my neck: ‘What do you mean, chase? I only wanted to talk about erotic literature!’

Explain yourself, Ellie. Try to explain to the man who changed your nappies and gave your first boyfriends dirty looks the subtle difference between discussing Story of O and shameless flirting. Philippe would see beyond the words. In the dry tone that always gave me the willies he would say, ‘Do you think I’m a complete fool? Do you think a guy knows the difference between talking about erotic literature and the chance to have it off?’

Maybe the subtle difference is that there is no difference: I was never stupid enough to believe that an appreciation for writing alone would provoke Monsieur into a response. I just wanted to see how he’d react. Compare my scruples with his. Assess the power of my youth, determine how much weight it held against a marriage and children. Already, in my absence of principles, I was toying with a seductive postscript, providing him with the assurance of my total discretion as long as he would show me what a man was like, a real man, a man who could fill my body and my mind.



MONSIEUR

Ellie,

I am moved to discover that a twenty-year-old is interested in such writers. Actually, I don’t remember mentioning this particular cultural interest to Philippe. I have an enormous interest in erotic literature, and own a significant collection centred around Andre Pieyre de Mandiargues. Apart from my work, it’s the true passion in my life.

We can meet up and chat whenever you wish.

What magazine have you written in?

(And, by the way, there is no need to be formal with me.)

See you soon.

At first I didn’t mention my secret to anyone. It was like keeping a surprise in my pocket, or stifling a scream. On the evening that Monsieur answered me, Babette came to mine for a sleepover. She knitted her eyebrows, concentrating, as she read the first two messages, carefully weighing up every word, while I stood behind her and spilled out my fears.

‘No, really, Babette. Really. Do you think that’s what he has in mind?’

‘I do.’

I was far from reassured by that. ‘I just suggested we chat by Internet. He’s the one suggesting we meet.’

‘He’s “moved”,’ Babette added, like an amateur detective.

‘It’s not uncommon to be moved. If all he wanted to do was talk, he could have written, “I’m surprised” or “It’s unusual to come across people who read Mandiargues.”’

‘I reckon he’s thinking about it.’

‘What should I do?’

‘I don’t know. What do you want to do?’

We were in my room in Nogent. I lit a fag. ‘Generally speaking? I’d like to meet him, talk to him.’

Babette stood up and raised her eyebrows. She was dubious. ‘Even though I know how you feel about erotic literature, it’ll be difficult to have some sort of innocuous relationship with him, if that’s what you mean.’

‘You asked me what I wanted to do, generally speaking.’

‘Basically, you want to find out what he’s all about.’

‘He’s married, he has five kids, he’s forty-six and used to work with my uncle. Should the situation ever become ambiguous, it would only mean the guy has balls.’

‘Or that he’s a pervert.’ She had picked up one of my old copies of Bataille and was leafing through it.

I sat down at my desk and stared at my computer keyboard. ‘So what is perversion at the end of the day? For me, it’s just the opportunity to track pleasure down wherever it’s hiding out. I don’t know of any men who search for it in books. Especially this kind of book. Maybe it’s worth taking a few risks. Well, I think so at least.’



ELLIE

Good evening,

I recently wrote for a literary erotic magazine called Stupre that a friend of mine had set up and which has so far published three issues. Its distribution is fairly limited so it’s unlikely you’ve come across it.

I would be delighted to meet up with you this week, if your work schedule allows; as far as I’m concerned, I have all the time in the world, as my university faculty has been on strike for an eternity and is likely to remain so for some time to come.

I assume you’re not on Facebook that often so let me give you my phone number. It’ll be easier to communicate that way: 06 68 . . .

I hope we’ll see each other very soon,

Ellie

(I will try not to be too formal in our dialogue)

(but then again . . .)



MONSIEUR

There is nothing wrong with being formal, although it makes some forms of dialogue somewhat awkward, which, however, I appreciate. Informality is a reflex, while formality is a choice.

I shall attempt to get hold of Stupre and read you before we meet so I’ll have some idea of the way you . . . think.

My own number is 06 34 . . . and my email address is ******

I’ll call you soon.

Until then.



‘Surely, you’re not going to fall into bed with this guy!’

Having read the mails, Alice was rolling her eyes. I hadn’t expected that. Or maybe I had, just a little. Once upon a time I might have reacted similarly, although I haven’t a clue when.

‘Come on!’ I said, looking her straight in the eye, with an assurance I knew I couldn’t sustain.

‘Well, that’s the way it looks.’

‘But he’s thinking about it, no?’

Maybe Alice could see hope in my evasive gaze. She let out a deep sigh. ‘It’s you who’s thinking about it.’

‘But he is too! And I’m not going to sleep with him just because he feels like it.’

‘So if you have no intention of doing so, why are you furnishing him with such heavy hints?’

‘I’m not providing him with any hints whatsoever. All I’m doing is talking about erotic literature, which I agree is a bit much, but this guy reads the same books as I do. To discuss our taste in reading is not an invitation to fuck.’

‘Why couldn’t you have simpler tastes, like sport or animals?’

For a moment, sitting cross-legged on my bed, we fell silent. That’s how our conversations go when I shock my sister. We were watching our feet, fags in hand, music in the background connecting us. I’m never worried about losing Alice: she’s as corruptible as I am and has the same sense of humour, and I knew that if I could find something funny in this story about the surgeon, she’d soon jump aboard. The only problem was that I couldn’t see any humour in the situation, not yet at any rate. That it would be easy to corrupt the man amused me, but perhaps I would be the only one to laugh.

‘Anyway,’ she went on, ‘I can feel it in my bones you’re going to do it. No point in trying to deny it.’

‘So don’t ask the question.’

New awkward silence. Alice probably hated me then, and was clinging to every scrap of sisterly love to defend my course of action. As for me, a perfect egotist, all I needed to find was the perfect lie, or the perfect excuse. I could have sworn to her that I wouldn’t touch the man, but the story was already taking shape, whether I wanted it to or not, and I knew I could never keep from her a single detail. My next words rushed out of me: ‘He interests me. OK? It’s bad, it’s immoral, nobody must know, but he interests me. I don’t know if I’ll sleep with him, but I probably will if I get the opportunity. So, come on, have a go at me.’

Alice, wearing her I’m-beginning-to-give-in-but-that-doesn’t-mean-I-like-it face, mumbled: ‘If Philippe knew . . .’

‘I don’t see why he should. And at this stage the guy’s suggesting we meet, not me. He’s taken the first step.’



ELLIE

Good evening,

Herewith my masterpiece. You won’t have to search for a copy of Stupre. My story’s in the first issue, which has possibly now become a collector’s item, although I will bring it along if you wish. It’s my first time in print so you might find it a bit ingenuous, but I’ll say no more, except that I won’t forget how I felt when I first held the magazine in my hand. Bloody proud. My family pretended they’d never heard of Stupre, although I noticed that the magazine moved from room to room, almost as if by magic. My uncle didn’t realize the narrator was a man, and I had a hard job convincing him I wasn’t a lesbian . . .

As far as formality in our dialogue is concerned, I had no intention of making you feel awkward. Do as you wish. Feel free to switch to informality along the way. I’ve actually devised a theory about the erotic nature of speech, which, no doubt, only makes sense to me, and I’d love to explain it to you whenever you’re willing to listen.

I remain at your total disposal . . .



MONSIEUR

Thank you for letting me see the story – although I will still want to acquire a copy . . . and get it signed . . .

You’re only twenty? What have you read? How have you lived? I’d love to know how all this made its way into your mind. It’s not that ingenuous – not always at any rate, with the way you move so effortlessly from ‘pussy’ to ‘cunt’ . . .

You intrigue me. And your uncle failed to understand you were Lucie? . . . Maybe that’s a good thing . . .

Do tell me your theories on the erotic nature of speech. George Steiner, in a recent piece of writing titled, I think, My Unwritten Books, devotes a whole chapter to the subject, although it’s more about the way the colour of eroticism varies according to the language it’s written in.

‘Total disposal’ covers a lot of ground, but I like it. And ‘along the way’.

See you soon.

PS I can’t resist sending you this poem by Baudelaire, ‘The Jewels’.

The lovely one was naked and, knowing well my prayer,

She wore her loud bright armoury of jewels.

They evoked in her the savage and victorious air

Of Moorish concubines upon a holiday.

When it gives forth, being shaken, its gay mocking noise,

This world of metal and of stone, aflare in the night,

Excites me monstrously, for chiefest of my joys

Is the luxurious commingling of sound and light.

Relaxed among the pillows, she looked down at me

And let herself be gazed upon at leisure – as if

Lulled by my wordless adoration, like the sea

Washing perpetually about the foot of a cliff.

Slowly, regarding me like a trained leopardess,

She slouched into successive poses. A certain ease,

A certain candour coupled with lasciviousness,

Lent a new charm to the old metamorphoses.

The whole lithe harmony of loins, hips, buttocks, thighs,

Tawny and sleek, and undulant as the neck of a swan,

Began to move hypnotically before my eyes:

And her large breasts, those fruits I have grown lean upon,

I saw float towards me, tempting as the angels of hell,

To win my soul in thraldom to their dark caprice

Once more, and lure it down from the high citadel

Where, calm and solitary, it thought to have found peace.

She stretched and reared, and made herself all belly. In truth,

It was as if some playful artist had joined the stout

Hips of Antiope to the torso of a youth! . . .

The room grew dark, the lamp having flickered and gone out,

And now the whispering fire that had begun to die,

Falling in lucent embers, was all the light therein –

And when it heaved at moments a flamboyant sigh

It inundated as with blood her amber skin.



ELLIE

Les Fleurs du mal, Monsieur! Your aim is true! This is why I read: for such epiphanies.

My theory of formality: well, the word ‘theory’ is possibly a bit far-fetched. Rather some sort of aesthetic of formality that I’ve fine-tuned as I’ve grown up. At the age when I began to take an interest in men I noted there was a somewhat heady charm in formal speech, a tension that had, as you pointed out, an ambiguous effect on the relationships. If you stick for some time to that unnecessary formality there’s a remarkable change in the atmosphere when you switch to informality. And doesn’t it make for an ironic paradox? To be formal in a certain context can almost become a form of indecency. I hope I’m making myself clear, I’m quite tired this evening . . .

The questions you raise are thorny. What I have seen, what I have known . . . both a lot and not much. Enough, I believe, to have written what you have read, not enough to be willing to use ‘cunt’ from the very beginning of the story. I am now twenty, not eighteen, as I was when that story was published, and I think I’m more articulate now. I hope so. It would be a pain to harbour such love for words and not be able to use them properly . . .

What I have known: I don’t believe it’s necessary to have known many men to be able to write about them. Calaferte was almost sixty when he wrote La Mécanique des femmes, and even though I guess he must have spent many hours in his own bed, I detected several awkward mistakes in his descriptions, which betrayed a still imperfect knowledge of women. For instance, there is a line where he has a woman saying something like ‘Anyway, if you hadn’t come round, I would have grabbed the first man I saw. Just a cock.’ At my age, and with the experience I have (for what it’s worth), I am sure that a woman cannot crave only a cock and nothing else. I believe that female desire, however complex and fleeting it might be, has some sort of life instinct that draws us towards tenderness with men, even though at the same time we are motivated by an animal need to be filled. I’m trying to say that I’ve never desired just a piece of a man’s body. And many women I know cannot conceive of a cock with no torso, back, hands, smell and breath, and the words of the man that go with them.

So, writing about men when I’m only twenty . . . There are likely to be mistakes in what I write, but I don’t believe that knowledge is the foundation stone of the whole malarkey. It’s not only about the desire to know men – a task that will never be completed anyway – it’s the intention that counts: the willingness to dive head first into their world of large hands and dark voices in an attempt to understand them. For now, it seems to me to be a beautiful vocation.

What have I read? A lot. The story you’ve seen was, I think, fairly influenced by Calaferte, who was something of a revelation to me. I’d found his book a few months earlier in our cellar, and liked the way he described male flesh. At the time, you see, I was with a boy, had been for a year, and wanted to write all sorts of things for him, but he was incapable of writing a single line in response. So when Stupre suggested publishing me, I took great pleasure in reversing the roles . . . As you correctly guessed, there is something of Lucie in me, and that scene actually took place. I must say I’m curious to learn how you came to that conclusion.

I’ve also read two or three titles by de Sade, but I’m no great fan, and I feel I know all there is to know about him having just read Philosophy In the Bedroom and 120 Days. Which a friend of mine, who is heavily into de Sade, finds particularly annoying . . . But, then, this is a guy who hates Queen and the Beatles.

Bataille, of course. I loved The Dead Man, although the Régine Deforges adaptation was stupendously poor. My Mother affected me a lot, but I’m still not totally into it: Bataille’s literary style is awkward.

On the other hand, it bugs me that I’m telling you a lot and still feel I have so much more to say. But I know so little about you. What a pity. Worth a coffee? Or a glass of wine? I have so many questions for you. I have an indecent fascination with men who read. Particularly these books. An interest in erotica is very telling. But let’s have this conversation another time – what if you had nothing to say? Am I boring you?

As I mentioned, I remain at your disposal whenever you’d like.

You have my number.

Ellie

(I don’t think I’m boring. I can even be very funny,

given the chance. I hope.)



MONSIEUR

I have to admit I was waiting for your mail with a guilty sort of impatience.

I firmly believe that, in spite of your delicious, impressive and precocious sensibility, time and experience do allow us to expand our erotic universe. I discovered the erotic in literature when I was ten and came across Pierre Louys. At the time, he seemed to me to be the nec plus ultra of subversion. I then began reading a lot and some of my reading revealed sensations, excitement, emotions I couldn’t understand and would only come to understand much later. I do believe, in fact I know, that a woman under the right circumstances, when things are intense enough, can desire any old cock . . . I’ve witnessed it, lived through it, have been told so, even if, as you correctly point out, she is also thinking of a back, a smell and all those things you write so well about. But there is a moment when everything teeters, and in a flash the object of desire can, in a marvellous way, swing in another direction, change: anyone, any cock, and that’s what Calaferte is writing about.

De Sade established the early principles others built upon and his writing is not very sensual, which is a bit shocking for us today. But what he writes about is fundamental. It’s about the disconnect that eroticism generates, the proximity of violence.

And then there is Bataille, whom you are aware of. To understand the theory better you must read Eroticism. And Story of the Eye is sublime, Madame Edwarda too . . .

I knew you were Lucie after I spent time looking at your photos on Facebook with awe – your smile, your eyes, your skin.

Write to me soon.

PS Don’t show my mails to your uncle . . .

My shaft against your cheek
Helmet grazing your ear
Slowly lick my scrotum

Your tongue soft as water

Your tongue raw like a butcher-woman
Red like meat
Tip like a smiling bird,
My shaft leaking spittle
Your rear is my goddess
Opening like your mouth

I adore it like the sky

I worship it like fire

I drink inside your tear

I spread out your naked legs
I open them like a book
Where I can read my death



Babette had just rolled herself a cigarette and begun smoking it, when I yelped.

‘What? What?’ she cried out, springing to my side.

‘I’ve just received a disgusting poem,’ I squeaked, half smiling, reading the first lines, amusement mixed with loathing. ‘A poem about cock slapping.’

I answered him hurriedly, Babette endlessly repeating ‘shaft’ and ‘scrotum’ behind me. Then she said: ‘Don’t you see? That man is already in your bed. Worse, he’s thoroughly enjoying himself there.’



ELLIE

My dear, of course no one is aware of anything, and least of all my angelic uncle . . .

The final verses are rather pretty . . . When can I see you?



MONSIEUR

I’m certainly keen to see you but shouldn’t we wait a little longer?



ELLIE

Wait? Why should we? Do you want some more poems?



MONSIEUR

There is something magical in discussing crude things without knowing each other . . . but I know I won’t be able to resist much longer . . .

‘I like your first name. Ellie. Ellie. Ellie. Ellie.’

‘A pleasant mantra. But it doesn’t surprise me – I’ve always known I had a bedroom name.’

‘Strange how different you sound from your texts.’

‘Different? Would you like me to be wittier?’

‘Witty? How funny . . . No, I like you as you are.’

‘But still, you haven’t asked to meet me.’

‘It’s all I dream about . . . but I’m enjoying our conversations . . .’

‘This . . . literary tension is quite nice. Keeps the tummy warm.’

‘Exactly. Delicious . . . Tuesday morning?’

‘What a good idea!’

‘Where could we meet?’

(Maybe Monsieur is wrong to provide me with so much rope. Maybe Babette was wrong to leave so early. Once I’m alone, I promptly abandon all my principles.)

‘I do have an idea, but you might find it indecent.’

‘Nothing is indecent – and, anyway, I like indecency. Where?’

‘I often work in hotel rooms. It’s too noisy at home. So really I’m just inviting you to meet me at my office. I’m often in the fifteenth, rue des Volontaires.’

‘Fine with me . . . How intriguing. Rue des Volontaires, then. I have to go. Write to me again.’

‘I will.’

‘Sometimes in my dreams . . .’

‘Report everything to the doctor tomorrow.’



ELLIE

My dear,

A late response to a point in your letter that was bothering me.

You wish to thwart my youthful assumptions with your manly experience. Fine. So, a woman can crave a cock. I shall eagerly await the moment when this comes true, although I just can’t see myself ever saying, ‘Anyone, any cock.’

Or maybe it’s already happened to me. Although to reach such a state of mind and body, I must have been travelling through Ohio or somewhere close.

Damn it, what about the poetry of it? It pains me to believe that a woman can turn into such an animal that all she can conceive of is that part, however fundamental, of a man.

Although I’d have to forget all those nights I’ve spent tossing and turning in my bed, in torment, nailed to my sheets in a crucified pattern of passion, forever hungry. But maybe you’re right. Maybe that’s all I was seeking . . . insofar as I spent the evening with a girlfriend who had once experienced the very same thing. All very Peter Pan-like in the telling, but I’m sure you’ll appreciate it. It takes place at night, then. Not just a single night, as there are many of them. A dark night, late, and the Young One on the first floor, confined to her blue childhood room, is twisting and turning between her damp sheets, unable to find peace, literally crucified by the imperative need to be filled, the craving that happens to be the only phenomenon capable of turning a young girl into a woman. Aware that any attempt at self-satisfaction is useless, as any climax thus achieved is just another hollow stimulation; as soon as the orgasm fades, all those thoughts would just come charging back. And, on so many occasions, I just lay there spread out in my bed for someone to open the door, anyone, and take me. Anyone, the son of the neighbour who seems to spend his life spying on me, the guy who comes to repair the boiler, a burglar even. The body of a man; no more, no less. The body of a man, the hands of a man and the demands of a man and the undescribable, delicious and profoundly shocking smell of man. That’s what I was waiting for, when I was smaller, for Peter Pan to come to me. It’s quite funny this Peter Pan story. Not long ago, I was writing to a boy, ‘Did you know that God invented nighties so that girls can wear them without knickers? I think that’s why Peter Pan came to visit Wendy. The little slut must have been sleeping with her legs open.’

Have you read the actual J. M. Barrie novel? I believe it’s both the most beautiful and saddest story about the death of children and their early erotic awakening. In fact, I’m quite certain she wore nothing under her nightie . . . and what about the pesky Captain Hook?

All this to explain how affecting the cravings of young girls are, despite the insomnia they generate, how despairing and full of paradoxes. I know so few girls of my age who have experienced a true orgasm in the arms of a man, ‘true orgasm’ meaning one initiated simply by penetration.

I don’t know the reasons. That at twenty our bodies are still unexplored continents? That boys of our own age don’t properly understand us?

At any rate, the only pleasure available to us is of our own making. And when we experience that almost hysterical craving for sex, it’s a total waste of time to try to reach it alone. The specific part of our body isn’t screaming. It’s a desire that takes root in the deepest part of the gut and demands, animal and instinctive, a man’s gut to rush against, because that’s the way things are. It’s a physiological fact that we are made to be filled by a man. Whether we come or not is beside the point. So, in a way, you may be right. ‘Just a cock.’

It ain’t easy – it’s even humiliating – to be belittled thus. Reduced to crawling, begging.

Changing the subject, I just remembered you basically telling me you had no memory of discussing your taste for Mandiargues and Calaferte with my uncle. You did actually talk about it, one weekend in Jersey or thereabouts, with my mother. The facts, just the facts: six months ago, my mother caught me yet again with the Calaferte volume in my hands and said, ‘I don’t understand how you can read that book over and over again!’ To which I responded that it was possibly one of the most beautiful books ever written. And I think she answered, ‘How funny. You’d get on well with one of Philippe’s colleagues.’

Me : ‘?’

Mum: ‘One of the surgeons who works at the clinic. He’s heavily into erotic literature.’

There you are. That’s why we’ve been writing all these mails over the past days. Of course no one else needs to know. But you are as conscious of that as I am.

3.30 a.m.

Once again, do forgive me for the clumsy style and any spelling mistakes. It’s that time of night when I’m no longer quite in control of myself . . .

Ellie



MONSIEUR

I’m often startled when I read your mails . . . as if you were a wonderful creation conjured up by my subconscious and my memory. Peter Pan . . . my very first unforgettable conscious erotic memory . . .

Yesterday I read every line of your blog while watching the photos on your Facebook profile. It was later reflected in my dreams. I’m eager for you to wake up properly . . . not that I have any objection to imagining you sleeping, alone and lasciviously clad in some unknown garb, the thought of which gives me shameful and delicious ideas . . .

I’m slowly waking up . . . My room is all red. Lascivious . . . I like your choice of words, Monsieur. I am lascivious and barely awake, waiting for the boiler repairman to arrive.

This is where I regret spending fourteen years studying surgery while a boiler repairman’s certificate would have sufficed today . . .

You have no sense of poetry! There is nothing more beautiful than your job. Anyway, maybe I need medical attention. You see, I’ve just twisted my wrist. I need you to call on me. To look after it, of course.

Of course . . . to look after you . . . but are you alone?

My father is working in his study. Why? Did you want to come round?

How could I resist? My mind’s all scrambled . . . Tuesday seems so far away still . . .

Doesn’t patience feel like a row of teeth biting into your stomach?

Beautiful . . . Toothmarks exploring your flesh . . . your skin shimmering with impatience . . . and me behind my desk sitting awkwardly in an attempt to conceal the incongruous rise beneath my trousers from the gaze of all eyes in the waiting room.

Enough! You almost make me want to break my wrist!

Can’t have your wrist out of action. You wouldn’t be able to free the stranglehold of my belt . . . your light-coloured eyes wantonly seeking mine.

My dear, I’m in a meeting with some journalist friends. You’ll make my cheeks go all red.

(The truth: I’m burrowed inside my bed like a helpless cock-teaser running out of ideas, unable to come up with the right response to his provocation, even incapable of imagining myself looking into his eyes while I open the flies
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