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            I’ve never written, though I thought I wrote,

            never loved, though I thought I loved,

            never done anything but wait

            outside the closed door.

            The Lover, Marguerite Duras
            

            Translated by Barbara Bray
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            Prologue

         
         The air is shimmering, the kitchen bathed in sunlight. I hear the shutters opening in the bedroom, the children on the stairs.
            The house awakens.
         

         
         My children take their bowls from the cupboard, asking me if I slept well. My husband turns on Brazilian music that pairs
            perfectly with the smell of toasted bread and the peaceful Sunday morning atmosphere.
         

         
         While I’m finishing my coffee, my husband leans toward me and whispers into my ear, “We need to find a moment to talk.” Then,
            after a short pause, he adds, “It’s important.”
         

         
         I’m frozen, unable to say a word.

         
         It’s over.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Monday, six days earlier.

         
         I’m in love with my husband. Or maybe I should say: I’m still in love with my husband.
         

         
         I love my husband as much as the first day I met him. My love hasn’t followed a natural progression: the passion from the
            early days of our relationship never mellowed into tender affection. I think of my husband all the time; I wish I could text
            him all day. I imagine telling him I love him every morning, and I dream of making love to him every night. But I restrain
            myself, because I’m too old to act lovesick. Passion is inappropriate with two kids at home, unseemly after so many years
            of shared life. I know that I have to control myself in order to love.
         

         
         I don’t know of any fictional heroine who can show me how to behave. There are plenty of despairing lovers who sing about loss or rejection. But I don’t know of any novel, any film, any poem that can serve as my example, show me how to love better, less intensely. 

         
         There is also nothing to appease my anguish, because my husband has already given me everything. I know that we will spend
            our lives together. I am the mother of his two children. I can’t hope for anything more, I can’t hope for anything better,
            and yet the void that I feel is immense, and I am always waiting for him to fill it. But what could possibly fill what is
            already full?
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Monday.

         
         On Mondays, I never feel even an ounce of fatigue when I walk through the doors to the high school. I’ve been an English teacher
            for nearly fifteen years, and I still enjoy my classes. For an hour, I am the center of attention. I am in control; my voice
            fills the space. I’m also a French–English translator for a publishing house. Maybe this double life is what has kept my passion
            for teaching intact.
         

         
         In the teachers’ parking lot, I see the principal. We chat for a few minutes. Then comes the moment that I’ve been waiting
            for: he asks me how my husband is doing. I answer that my husband is doing well. Even after thirteen years of marriage, that phrase still has the same effect on me. I tremble with pride when
            I announce, “my husband works in finance,” in the teachers’ lounge; when I tell my daughter’s teacher in front of the school gates, “my husband will be picking up the children on Thursday”; when I shop for pastries at the bakery and announce, “my husband placed the order on Tuesday”; when I recount in a falsely nonchalant tone (when in reality I find it unbelievably romantic),
            “I met my husband by chance at a rock concert.” My husband has no name; he is my husband, he belongs to me.
         

         
          

         Monday has always been my favorite day of the week. Sometimes it wears a deep royal blue—navy blue, midnight blue, Egyptian
            blue, sapphire blue. But more often Monday takes on a practical blue, economical and inspirational: the color of Bic pens,
            my students’ workbooks, and simple clothing that goes with everything. Monday is also the day of labels, resolutions, storage
            boxes. The day of smart choices and reasonable decisions. People have told me that loving Mondays is a brainiac thing—that
            only nerds are happy when the weekend is over. That might be true. But it comes back to my love of beginnings. I’ve always
            preferred the first chapters of a book, the first fifteen minutes of a film, the first act of a play. I like starting points.
            When everyone is in their rightful place in a world that makes sense.
         

         
          

         Late in the morning, I read a text aloud to my students. Then I have them take turns reading. I write down vocabulary on the board, supplying them with the words they need. This position of power is exhilarating. In the piece we’re reading today, one of the characters has the same name as my husband. My heart skips a beat each time I see it or when one of my students says it aloud. Then we translate and discuss a couple’s exchange of vows. My students are familiar with this Anglo-Saxon tradition, because it’s often shown on American TV shows (and often interrupted by an ex-lover trying to win someone back). It’s an opportunity to practice the use of the auxiliary verb, thanks to the much-wished-for answer of “I do.” 

         
         As the last students leave the room, I open the windows to banish the end-of-class odor, a mix of sweat and whiteboard markers,
            of perfume that is overly sweet (on the girls) and overly musky (on the boys). Teenage hormones go wild for the super-concentrated
            fragrances they sell in drugstores. Maybe that’s the kind of perfume I should buy. For months now I’ve been wearing a scent
            from a little-known perfumer that I’d hoped would be sensual but turned out to be hopelessly bland on my skin. How do you
            know which perfumes are trendy when you’re sixteen? I could come up with an exercise on the topic of scents and ask my students
            to describe their perfume—instructive both for me (so I can pick out a new fragrance) and for them (to enrich their olfactory
            vocabulary).
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         Rosa came by while I was at school. I’ve arranged things so that we don’t cross paths, because I never know what to say to
            her. I haven’t lived a wealthy lifestyle for long enough to know how to speak to my cleaning lady—watching her clean my house
            has always seemed unnatural to me.
         

         
         In the air is a mild odor of cleanliness; there are damp towels smelling strongly of detergent in the bathroom, and clean
            linen sheets that have softened over time on our beds. No trace of fingerprints on the large entryway mirror. The red tile
            floor in the kitchen sparkles.
         

         
         The figurines on the mantelpiece, the wool blanket on the sofa, the embroidered cushions, the candles on the shelf, the books in the library, the art magazines piled on the coffee table, the framed photos hung in the stairwell: everything is in its place. Even the flowers from the market preside at the center of the dining table with greater poise than before. I’m sure Rosa has rearranged a few stems and leaves to better show off the bouquet. 

         
          

         Yesterday afternoon, my husband went grocery shopping. I’m touched by the abundance in our kitchen: brioche and jam on the
            counter, our fruit basket filled with apricots and peaches. I know it’s silly, but the more my husband runs important errands,
            the more I feel he loves me. It’s as though he’s investing in our relationship. Like the greengrocer who weighs the small
            paper sachets one by one, I can quantify his love each Sunday upon his return from the market depending on the total printed
            on the receipt in the bottom of the shopping bag. For the fridge: vegetables and meat, tapenade from the olive seller, a salad
            with grapefruit and crab from the gourmet market, a sizable block of cheese. Seeing this kitchen ready to burst makes my heart
            skip a beat.
         

         
          

         2:30 p.m. It’s a bit early to check the mail, but there’s no harm in going anyway. Grabbing the key that I keep hidden under the false bottom of my jewelry box, I cross the driveway and open the mailbox with a knot in my stomach. I am relieved to find three letters that have nothing concerning or unusual about them (no handwritten letter or envelope without a stamp). When I look up, I realize that a neighbor is watching me from a few meters away. Panicked, I greet him before rushing back inside. 

         
         It’s in these moments that I’m most likely to make a mistake, so I take a minute to gather my composure. I put the key back
            in the false bottom of my jewelry box next to a ring that’s still shiny, even though it has oxidized slightly over time. It’s
            nearly twenty years old, but I keep it out of nostalgia, despite the risk: What if my husband found it one day? How would
            I explain to him why I have a solitaire diamond that’s practically identical to the one he gave me the day he proposed?
         

         
         But my life before doesn’t concern him. I don’t have to tell him everything: the couples that last are the ones that keep
            the mystery alive. For example, a few months after we met, I ended things with him. A two-week hiatus during which I ran back
            into the arms of a former lover, Adrien. We took the train and went to see the ocean. Then, one morning, I left a note on
            the pillow and I returned to the man who would become my husband. What happened during those two weeks of wavering is none
            of his business.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         Like every Monday, my husband goes to the pool after work. And like every Monday, I cook more nervously than on other nights.
            I’m agitated, I’m impatient with the children, I cut myself preparing the meal, I overcook the meat.
         

         
         When my husband is absent, the house resounds less, like a piano whose soft pedal is engaged: the sound comes out muted, domestic
            life loses variation and intensity. It’s as though someone’s placed an enormous lid over our roof.
         

         
         I turn on the porch light, then the lights in the kitchen and the living room. From the street, our house looks like a gift
            shop glowing in the darkness. It’s just the welcoming sight that I want my husband to find upon his return.
         

         
         Once the children are in bed, I watch TV for a few minutes, but all I see is women who are waiting, just like me. They are eating yogurt, driving a car, or spritzing themselves with perfume, but what sticks out to me is what’s happening out of frame: they are all waiting for a man. They’re smiling, they seem active and busy, but in reality they are just killing time. I wonder whether I’m the only one to notice the universal women’s waiting room. 

         
          

         It’s time. My husband will be home any minute. I go to the library looking for a novel to create a certain look. I don’t want
            him to find me waiting in front of a screen. Marguerite Duras will be perfect for tonight.
         

         
         I read The Lover for the first time when I was fifteen and a half. I remember only a few images: the humidity, the sweat, the fluids, the blinds,
            the Mekong, a girl my age I didn’t identify with at all (too detached, too negative). Whether at fifteen or at forty, for
            me, sex without emotion has never been appealing. Even so, one phrase from the book has always stayed with me: “I’ve never
            done anything but wait outside the closed door.” I had a funny feeling that I’d already read it somewhere. First I underlined
            it with a pencil. I had never written on the page of a book before, so this seemed like a very serious gesture. Then, since
            this still seemed insufficient, I copied the line down in a notebook. At eighteen, I thought about getting it tattooed on
            my shoulder blade.
         

         
         Years later, I realized that the phrase wasn’t from my past, but from my future. It was not a reminiscence, but a premonition: “I’ve never done anything but wait outside the closed door.” 

         
         Legs carelessly folded beneath me, a cup of hot tea within reach, and my book open at random as I am unable to actually read
            a single line, I await my husband. The living room light is too aggressive. I turn on a lamp, light two candles, and quickly
            resume my position. From my spot on the sofa, I can see the door reflected in the large entryway mirror. I keep watch for
            the moment the doorknob finally turns.
         

         
         It’s a common event, a husband returning from work. It happens so often that people stop noticing it. Their focus is on other
            things: increasingly late hours with each promotion, a meal they don’t want to ruin, the children who need to be tucked in.
            They get used to it, and their attention drifts elsewhere. But I continue to prepare for it each night. I’ve never stopped
            noticing.
         

         
          

         9:20 p.m. I check my pulse in the hollow of my wrist. Accelerating heart rate, rising blood pressure, state of alarm. A glance in the mirror: my pupils are dilated. I can almost feel the adrenaline spreading through my amygdala; I can almost feel it pulsing, that little almond in my skull, pulsing and spreading its stress signals. I take several deep breaths to try to calm down. 

         
         9:25 p.m. I am ready, alert. I run my hand through my hair—my blowout is perfect. I feel the powder on my face, the subtle
            pink blush on my cheeks. Tonight, I am divine, and I know it: beautiful, but relaxed; beautiful, but seemingly effortless.
            Discreet but elegant makeup, tight dark jeans and a loose-fitting pale blue blouse. A blouse with buttons to entice my husband
            to unbutton it. To reveal my lace lingerie, run his hand over my chest, slide my jeans down my thighs, lie me down on the
            sofa. I want him to dote on me, to take his time, a long time, to spare no effort. Who wouldn’t want to do such things to
            me? I wait, I hope, and my heart races.
         

         
         9:30 p.m. My husband is on time. His car headlights illuminate sections of the house, announcing his arrival. The car door
            slams in the street (the first real sign of his return). The mailbox opens and closes with a metallic clang (second sign).
            Finally, the sound of the key in the lock (final sign, the third knock on the theater stage before the curtain rises). 3,
            2, 1. My inner monologue quiets down. All that remains is the uncontrollable beating of my heart. The front door opens. Let
            the night begin.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Tuesday.

         
         Fifteen years ago, when I noticed that the man with whom I’d just spent the night slept like me, with his hand near his face and wrist bent at a right angle, I wondered how to interpret such a coincidence. Was it the manifestation of a personality trait we had in common? Can people who sleep with their wrist at a right angle identify each other? They say that those who sleep on their backs are sociable, those who lie on their stomachs are sexually frustrated, those who prop themselves on their sides are confident. But they don’t say anything about those who sleep with their wrists bent: do we, too, share a commonality? Fifteen years after that first night, I continue to wonder about it. 

         
         It’s still early when a ray of sun settles itself at the crease of his armpit, making him look like a painting with an expert play of light and shadow. Caravaggio couldn’t have found a better model than my husband, with his long black eyelashes at the top of his cheeks and the dampness in the crook of his neck. But it is his body heat in the early morning that has always overwhelmed me more than anything else. (How high can the ambient temperature rise under a down duvet? The microclimate of our bed sometimes seems to approach 50 degrees Celsius after the eight hours spent together under the covers, but is that physically possible?) And then there’s his smile. During the night, it’s like my husband is on the verge of bursting into laughter, as though someone were telling him a hilarious story between two dreams. This characteristic, one I don’t think we share, must be a good sign. An unhappy man doesn’t smile in his sleep. 

         
         I move my hand close to his head, but stop before my fingers brush his hair. On the pillow is a fine trail of dandruff, like
            the first snowfall. Often I am moved to find these flakes in our bed or on the collar of a shirt. Is it bizarre to feel tenderness
            toward my husband’s dandruff? I imagine that love is fed by such traces left on a piece of clothing or on a sheet, and that
            all the lovers of the world are affected by them.
         

         
          

         My husband stays asleep until his alarm goes off, even though I opened the bedroom shutters a little while ago now. For years he’s insisted that he can sleep only in complete darkness. But I’ve always preferred to sleep with the shutters open. The dark hours disorient me more than they restore me. My preference doesn’t hold much weight compared with my husband’s need for darkness. So when we started to share a bed, that concession happened naturally. It’s not a big deal in the end. But this morning makes it clear that my husband has been lying to me: obviously, he has no problem sleeping in the light. 

         
          

         As he emerges gently from his sleep, my husband moves closer to me, but I turn around in time to escape his grasp. That’s
            the rule. Last night, he went to sleep without wishing me good night, so he doesn’t get any cuddles from me now. It is out
            of the question for me to give in. Especially on a Tuesday.
         

         
         Tuesday is a quarrelsome day. The explanation is simple: its color is black and its Latin etymology reveals that it’s the
            day of Mars, the god of war. The storming of the Bastille took place on a Tuesday. September 11, too. Tuesday is always a
            dangerous day—which is all the more worrying because we have a dinner tonight that I have no desire to attend, and everyone
            knows that social gatherings are rarely peaceful.
         

         
          

         This morning, I immediately recognize from the shower’s tepidness that my husband was the last person to use it. I like my showers hotter than him, but I enjoy rinsing with this water chosen by him, in a world a few degrees cooler than my own. 

         
         As I wrap myself in my towel, a draft makes me shiver. I apply oil to my hair and lotion to my legs, then a bit of perfume
            to the hollow of my neck. But upon contact with my skin, the hypnotic aroma transforms into a light, floral fragrance. I bought
            this perfume after smelling it on another woman at an event. Even through the odor of cigarettes and wine, it immediately
            evoked a powerful love potion—an enchanting and extremely sensual fragrance. I slipped into our host’s bathroom to find out
            the name of this dangerous poison, and took a photo of the beveled flask (a small, exorbitantly priced perfumer). Alas, from
            the first spritz, the terrible truth: on my skin, this perfume isn’t sexy at all. I’ve never managed to rid myself of my particular,
            comforting smell. For years my husband has called me “sweetheart” while I yearn to be a femme fatale.
         

         
          

         The smell of coffee and hot chocolate emanates from downstairs. In the kitchen, my husband juices an orange. On the radio,
            commentators file through the studio. I drink my first cup of coffee during the news roundup: I’m on time.
         

         
         The children join us at the table for breakfast. My son and my daughter always appear at the same time. Do they plan it before coming down? I watch them systematically disappear together after their meals to go do their homework or play. They’re separated by two years—seven and nine—but they could be twins: they do everything together. Our friends and family envy us: “You’re so lucky your children get along so well, mine barely speak to each other.” Actually, our children more than get along: they are co-dependent.
            (Is this a character trait I passed down to them unwittingly?)
         

         
         Like every morning, my husband toasts two pieces of bread and covers them in strawberry jam. That’s the only one he eats.
            He won’t touch fig, blackberry, or cherry jam—not even a mix of red fruits. This monotheism has always amazed me because my
            husband doesn’t even like strawberries. He finds them too acidic. Only when the small, colorful, juicy fruits are mashed to
            a pulp and combined with a load of sugar can he appreciate them.
         

         
         To each his own obsessions. For me, it’s my cell phone. I’ve promised myself a hundred times I will stop putting it on the
            table during meals; I know it’s not healthy, but I can’t help it. Fortunately, so far, my husband doesn’t seem bothered by
            it.
         

         
         He tells me to have a good day and gives me a perfunctory peck. To me, it hardly even counts as a kiss.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         In our residential suburb, cars leave and come back with the regularity of the tides: a wave of departures at 8:00 a.m., a
            wave of returns around 8:30 p.m. (just like with the sea, 12 hours and 25 minutes makes a complete cycle). I am one of the
            few people out of step with this rhythm, with my part-time teaching and the translation I do from home. From my desk, I watch
            people come and go.
         

         
         We live thirty minutes from downtown, in a neighborhood with houses from the 1930s and well-maintained yards that are shielded
            from view and probably have fruit trees and swings beyond the immense gates. During my childhood, this type of area was an
            inaccessible dream that came within reach only on Wednesdays when I left my apartment block to go play with my friends in
            their houses.
         

         
         Today, I live in the most beautiful house in the neighborhood. Objectively, our façade has the most charm and our trees produce the most fruit. (I read in a decorating magazine that trees give a place its character.) I like its millstones, its lucky green shutters, its mailbox, its flowery driveway, the climbing roses that frame the doorway. (I read in the same magazine that the plant’s white flowers are enough to perfume an entire garden on their own.) 

         
         On the inside, I like the creaking parquet, the squeaking staircase, the second floor with the master bedroom and the bathroom,
            the third floor with the children’s rooms and my office: the ideal layout.
         

         
         But my favorite part, hands down, is the entryway. Every night, there is a grand homecoming ceremony: my husband opens the
            door, sets down the mail (he always insists on getting it), hands me the baguette, drops his keys, and kisses me on the forehead
            or on the cheek (rarely on the mouth). Such an important scene requires the nicest decor. And so I designed the space with
            care: a carved mirror that cost a fortune, a beautiful ceramic bowl for our keys, our framed family photos one above the other.
            It’s the first room my husband encounters upon his arrival, so naturally I’ve paid special attention to it. Otherwise, I will
            have only myself to blame if my husband stops wanting to come home one day.
         

         
         The entryway leads to the other rooms on the ground floor: a narrow living room and a minuscule kitchen that looks out onto the garden. I’m not a fan of large, open spaces—they oppress me. I’m more comfortable in these quirky spaces, for which I had custom furniture made. I kept the art deco marble chimney and the ceiling moldings with their complicated garlands. I look at them often when I’m lying on the sofa, wondering whether someone in my family might have made them; my great-grandfather and grandfather were housepainters, and I learned a few years ago that they specialized in plaster moldings. 

         
          

         We moved into this house a few months before I began working as a translator. A colleague from the high school asked me to
            do a translation of a text for him that he couldn’t finish in time—a popular science book on the Copernican Revolution. It
            was not my area of expertise—I knew very little about the historical period—but I accepted. Since then, the editor has sent
            me numerous translation projects: stories, a poetry collection, a crime novel that sold fairly well, books on the history
            of science.
         

         
         Right now, I’m tackling the debut novel of a successful young Irish author. It’s not particularly difficult to translate,
            but the title still escapes me: Waiting for the Day to Come . . . En attendant que le jour arrive? Dans l’attente du jour à venir? It resists translation. I can’t manage to re-create its poetry, nor capture the concrete meaning. The heroine is not only awaiting the arrival of a new age, of a shift in mentalities. She is also waiting for the literal sun to rise. She must traverse the night and hang on until dawn. Only the first rays of sunlight will secure her salvation. Also, there’s an impatience to it that I can’t manage to render—an imminence, even. When you read it, it’s clear that the day is just about to arrive. Waiting for the Day to Come . . . And what to do about the ellipsis?
         

         
         The rest of the novel hasn’t posed any major difficulties. I went about it as usual. I began by familiarizing myself with
            the structure of the author’s thinking. I learned the expressions she prefers, the ways she likes to begin her sentences,
            the repetitions she can’t manage to suppress, her favorite turns of phrase. I entered into her mind and adopted her logic
            until the mechanics of the whole were revealed to me. After several months of work, I can now say that I have appropriated
            her expressions and can write in her voice.
         

         
         At this stage I can savor all the subtleties of her language, which is not very technical, but quite emotive. English is simplistic: no declensions to memorize, no adjective agreement. However, it’s a hilly language, irregular and changing: a rudimentary grammar, but expressions that sound good to the ear and an accent impossible to imitate. You can eliminate the syntax errors, expand your vocabulary, adopt the tics of the language, but English will always have a leg up on you. Sometimes I ask myself why I didn’t choose a logical, predictable language like German. With English I have to give up all control, which often irritates or frustrates me, but maybe it also explains why I haven’t grown tired of it. 

         
         People have asked me if my work as a translator has made me want to write my own things. My response has always been the same:
            I don’t think of myself as an author. When I translate, I am merely an interpreter, and that suits me perfectly. I don’t have
            to invent anything, which works out well because I don’t have much imagination. I prefer to observe, analyze, deduce; to dissect
            a text, discover its underlying meanings, uncover its implicit tone—to be on the lookout, like an investigator on the hunt
            for hidden clues. I also often think back to Marguerite Duras: “I’ve never written, though I thought I wrote.” The second
            clause in my favorite quotation has always carried that warning: be careful, you’re not writing, you’re translating.
         

         
          

         The smell of the rain-soaked lawn reaches my window. I wish it would never stop raining. My husband is at the office, the children at school; I can continue my work without being disturbed. When my husband is at home, I lose all ability to concentrate. I jump at the slightest sound in the stairwell. As soon as I hear him approaching, I take off my glasses and turn off my computer. I would always prefer that he find me plunged into a thick linguistics textbook or absorbed by the translation of an obscure Byron poem than filling out my students’ report cards on the school website. As a precaution, I always have a fountain pen next to me in case my husband enters my office: he loves to see me writing by hand. 

         
         He has always admired how rigorously I note the words I need for my translations in my small notebooks. I have
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