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Feint of Heart

Might as well come right out with it: love stories don't do much
for me. They rarely loosen my tear ducts. Other people's love
stories, that is, the ones Guy des Cars will be cranking out until
Cupid himself, with heaving stomach, sticks him full of arrows to
shut him up. Or the ones that limp across our movie and w screens

and fill our nights with sweet, gritty fantasies. Love stories are
personal, if you want my opinion: either you have one or you
don't, and if you don't have one life's disgusting enough without
some honey-tongued sadist purring his into your ear. But a love
story of your own: well, that's another matter altogether. Once
you've known love in all its force and fragility, words just can't
describe the dizzying eddies that sweep us to the heights-and
who cares about other people's love stories when you're drifting
in the regions of interstellar bliss, which is perhaps the only reality
that matters after all. But enough of that. Whether you like it or
not I'm going to tell you the story of Franqoise and Benoit in love:
because you're a bunch of hopeless romantics-yes, I can see it in
your eyes that drip with emotion whenever you see a beautiful,
banal young couple exchange a peck on the cheek, not to men-
tion a cavernous kiss-because fresh-sliced heart served up with
no matter what revolting sauce is your favourite gourmet treat,
you sentimental anthropophagist creeps, and for a lot of other
reasons that are none of your business.

But let's get one thing straight right away: this is a perfectly
ordinary story, not at all rife with dramatic incident. The 'heroes'
are heroic in name only: there isn't a single case of creeping,
insidious leukemia, and neither protagonist suffers from even the
tiniest fatal cerebral lesion. They're normal, ordinary folks, as

healthy as can be expected, given their propensity for alcohol,
nicotine, animal fats and the various controlled substances they
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turn to for life's little pleasures. So you've been wamed, and don't
come whining to me if the conclusion isn't bloody enough for
your liking.

Among today's young intelligentsia there's an impressive clique
of misguided perfectionists who, in the name of Independence,
complicate their lives beyond belief. I'll get back to that. For the
moment, let's just say that Franqoise and Benoit were members
in good standing when they first met in a little bar on rue Saint-
jean, which will remain anonymous unless the owner offers me
drinks on the house for at least ten days running.

It was a Monday night in winter-quiet, nothing out of the ordi-
nary. As soon as Frangoise walked into the bar with a suicidal-
looking friend at her side, her sleepwalker's shuffle-was it chance
or fate-took her to the very back, right next to the seat where
Benoit was peacefully reading. On the chair beside him sat an
ill-defined individual, considerably the worse for drink, the sort
of quiet old bum you often see in bars, who occasionally turns
out to be a PhD in mathematics or a former Nobel Peace Prize
laureate. Frangoise took a seat without looking at anyone, the
friend flopped down beside her with a melodramatic whoosh,
Benoit's eyes stayed glued to his book and the bum muttered some-
thing unintelligible. Time passed.

The friend-let's call her Marie, she's just a bit player here-had
been delivering an endless, monotonous litany of complaints about
life, love, death, and other profound matters for some time, to
judge by Franqoise's weary silence, when suddenly the bum made
a sound like a death rattle-guttural and rather frightening. All
heads turned his way, including those of a small group of indi-
viduals-the only other customers in the bar-sitting a few tables
away. The septuagenarian dipsomaniac hadn't succumbdd to a
run-of-the-mill heart attack. On the contrary, his cheeks had sud-
denly gone purple and he was pointing, stupefied, at the walls of
the bar, emitting lugubrious noises all the while. Finally he yelped
something intelligible:'Horrible! Hideous! Horrible!'

Curious heads turned away from the bum and converged upon
the apparent cause of this vast spill of emotion: the walls of the
bar. There was nothing special about the aforesaid walls, aside
from the fact that they were covered with paintings by a local art-
ist. It's true that the artist in question was inordinately prone to
formless, provocative dribbles and smears, but who, in these
troubled, permissive, and culturally undistinguished times, can
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boast of his or her ability to distinguish the beautiful from the

ugly? So. The bum did not aPProve of the work of the artist in
question; in fact, he clearly disapproved. The small group a few
tables away from Franqoise, Benoit, and company resumed their
discussion somewhat resentfully. Benoit gave the bum an aPProv-

ing snicker, Franqoise gave the sorry-looking pictures an amused
glince, friend Marie tried to resume her dreary soliloquy-in short,

everything was just about back to normal. The old man wasn't
impressed: he stood up and started shrieking insults at the pic-
tur-es, threatening to slice them to shreds if they weren't removed

from his sight.
'Garbage!'he yelled. 'Trash! Makes me puke!'
And so forth. Now, among the small group of individuals seated,

as I mentioned, a few tables away, were some friends of the
maligned artist, and they were beginning to think the joke had
gone a bit far. A tall, bearded man got up, almost knocking over
his chair in the process, and waved his fist at the bum.

'If that old wreck doesn't shut up, I'll bust his jaw!'
The old wreck, delighted and encouraged by the attention,

only stepped up the abuse, producing new, even more eloquent
epithets. The tall, bearded man stomped over to him.

Then Benoit stood and calmly laid his book on the table.
'I think they're ugly too,' he said blandly. 'In fact, I think they're

hideous, repugnant and stercoraceous.'
Which cleared the decks for action. The artist's fan club sent

their table flying, Benoit and the bearded man PrePared for bat-
tle, the panic-stricken waiter burst into the fray-and the little old
man, with a snort, began to take the pictures off the wall.

Suddenly a firm, strident voice rose from the budding scuffle

and, surprisingly, paralyzed the crowd.
'Monsieur Riopelle! That's enough! Sit down, Monsieur Rio-

pelle.'
Franqoise was tugging gently at the old bum's arm, forcing him

to leave the pictures be. She pushed him onto a chair, holding
him in a firm yet respectful griP.

'Calm down, Monsieur Riopelle. Young artists deserve a break
too-don't they, Monsieur Riopelle?'

After a long, stunned silence, the artist's fan club slowly took
their seats again, and it's here that my story or rather the story of
Frangoise and Benoit, really gets underrvay.

Now you weten't born yesterday and you're well aware that
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the bum was no more |ean-Paul Riopelle than I'm Simone de
Beauvoir. Franqoise and Benoit found themselves at the same table,
doubled over-discreetly-in the same uncontrollable laughter.
Friend Marie had finally gone, the group at the other table was
gradually breaking up, the old bum-who was nothing more or
less than a full-time rubby-sank into a comatose slumber. For
our hero and heroine, though, their chattering, their mutual glee,
and their delight in each other's wit were endless, and now
Frangoise's hand finds its way, as if by chance, onto Benoit's thigh,
and in their eyes there dances an odd sort of shared glimmer that
now and then reduces them to silence, and here they are, a little
later, fused and confused in Franqoise's big double bed, laughing
harder and harder through all the blazing pores of their skin.

Now let's be frank. This nocturnal liaison was not, in itself,
exceptional-not for Franqoise, and not for Benoit. Both were
happily bound for thirty and they were accustomed to light-
hearted, effervescent flings, tossed off as voraciously as cham-
pagne, just for a few spins of the clock. They were familiar with
sudden yearnings for passion that would draw them inexorably
into the bed of a stranger with an ever-so-sensual voice encoun-
tered in some smoky bar.

At times the fling would have happy consequences: a one-night
stand would turn into a regular lover, for a while at least, and the
relationship would develop into one of affectionate complicity,
free of hassles.

Other times, the fling would turn out to be a full-fledged disaster:
after awakening to a vague anxiety bordering on disgust, one
would be astonished to find oneself beside some pale, nonde-
script stranger with whom no communication was possible, but
who, behind the veil of the previous night's alcoholic vapours,
had seemed brilliant.

To get back to the case in question, everything had been pro-
ceeding as smooth as silk from the moment Franqoise and Benoit
first made contact until the next day when they parted. In fact,
they hadn't slept very well. It was as if, in the course of their
mutual explorations, their bodies had set off a series of flash fires
they couldn't extinguish, and their consuming hilarity kept them
awake all night. Hunger finally tugged them from bed the next
moming, their eyes rimmed in black, aching all over, but in a splen-
did mood regardless, and they carried right on with their giggles
and winks and confessions. The omelette was good. Benoit-
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surprise!-knew how to make filtered coffee, and Frangoise-oh,
joy!-wasn't a grow-your-own-granola type. In a word, they were
enraptured as they parted at Franqoise's door, repeating how
enjoyable it had been and so on and so forth. Then came the last
peck on the cheek, the final wink and giggle, and a nonchalant,
'Be seeing you. Take care.' And so it began.

Franqoise devoted the rest of the week to her usual activities
with a surplus of energy and zeal that she didn't, at the time,
find suspect. Her 'usual activities', it should be said, would nor-
mally have been enough to consume the vitality of half a dozen
less dynamic souls. Franqoise was a born activist, and the finan-
cial problems of one Phil6mon Tremblay, Third Avenue, unem-
ployed-one-armed, asbestositic, tubercular-and the hibulations
of one Roberte Roberge, rue Couillard, tenant-grappling with
rent increases directly proportional to the size of her giant cock-
roaches-gave her serious difficulty in sleeping. Frangoise could
be found in any association that proposed direct action to improve
the fate of the world in general, and the qualrty of her neighbours'
lives in particular.

Benoit didn't sit still eithet in the days that followed, but was
active in his own inward and reflective way, which often resembled
mere daydreaming. He was a teaching assistant at Laval Univer-
sity, in the literature department actually, but what he did there
was closer to revolutionary sociology than literary studies. There
was a kind of setene, spontaneous authority in his most innocuous
presentations ('Why are the poor not interested in reading?' 'Is
feminist literature authentically progressive?' 'Who really stands
to profit from the book-publishing industry?') that had the knack
of stimulating passionate discussions among his students and
even, at times-to his great astonishment-provoking outside the
university stormy demonstrations and the distribution of frankly
subversive tracts that claimed to be inspired by him.

Whatevet the week passed normally, or almost: it wasn't till
Friday night that Phil6mon Tremblay's money problems and
Roberte Roberge's bugs aroused in Franqoise only a sort of irritable
indifference, and she suddenly started thinking about Benoit and
the night they'd spent together. In fact, she realized she'd been
thinking about it nonstop, insidiously, despite the variety of
tasks she had compelled herself to carry on with, and that wasn't
normal for a why-not-round-off-the-evening sort of fling. She
even caught herself glaring at her phone, which was silent-or
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might as well have been, if you know what I mean-and getting
vaguely depressed and wondering if he'd call and telling herself
he wouldn't and remembering his hands so soft and velvet and
that adorable dimple in his chin and thinking maybe she ought to
go back to the little bar 'cause you never know and then saying
no, he probably has a wife and five kids-the interesting ones
always do.

As there'd been a tacit agreement not to broach the subject of
another meeting or any formal commitment, and as he himself
hadn't dared to contravene it-out of pride or God knows what
ridiculous principle-Benoit, for his part, was concocting, along
with his lecture notes, some complex manoeuvres that would allow
him to see Frangoise again, without making it too obvious. There
was the telephone, of course-because he'd made a note of her
number without being too obvious-but wouldn't such a primitive
mode of communication risk the displeasure of a woman who
transcended, without effort, it seemed, such petty, practical details
of everyday life? (I know . . .) There remained-of the measures
that wouldn't seem too obvious-the chance encounter. Benoit
had peeked several times inside the little bar on rue Saint-jean-
which will remain anonymous unless the owner, etc.-and he
hadn't seen Frangoise (she wasn't there, she was waiting, at home,
by the telephone), and that was all it took to convince him that
she didn't care if she ever saw him again, she was so beautiful, so
free, so far above the petty, practical details of everyday life, and
undoubtedly had her hands full coping with the earnest atten-
tions of a dozen men more interesting than he was.

Right. A pair of idiots, I grant you. But be patient, there's worse
to come.

As there's a limit to everything, even to the blackest streak of
lousy luck and the crassest stupidity, they finally ran into one
another at the newsstand near Franqoise's apartment, where
Benoit-oddly enough-had been buying his papers for two
weeks. They recognized each other at once, obviously, but didn't
even exchange a peck on the cheek, overwhelmed as they were
by an all-consuming stupefaction that had them stammering non-
sense about the snow that would or wouldn't fall and the weather
past and future. But they did manage, with an unconvincing air
of nonchalance, to make a date for that evening. 'If you aten't
tied up, that is. . . .' That night found them at his place or hers, it
really doesn't matter, and this time Cupid's aim was right on tar-
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get. He took their breath away, turned their legs to jelly, flung
them together like molten lava. They saw each other the next day
and the day after that and every night afterwards for weeks and
weeks and always there was the same electrifying ardoul the same
unalloyed delirium.

This might be the place to bring up independence again, with a

capital 'I'*no, my lambs, you haven't been forgotten-in the name
of which we make so many sacrifices, especially once it's hardened
into a virtue.

It pleased both Franqoise and Benoit to consider themselves-
eyes modestly lowered, though, as befitted their leftish convic-
tions-part of a mature and highly developed 6lite, utterly dedi-
cated to the examination and liberation of the self, which had
learned how to function on its own (that's what Independence
means after all, or something pretty close, with all due respect to
my two-volume dictionary). On the subject of love, it follows that
they both had airy theories (rather unlike those of John Paul rt),
which condemned both systematic lumping into couples and
unhealthy possessiveness. I'm not telling you anything new when
I point out that, when you profess to hold to certain theories with
even a modicum of sincerity, the trouble starts when you have to
make them conform with reality.

In the beginning, euphoria came easily. It was its own begetter.
They were swept along by an incredibly powerful current they
hardly dared believe in, that left them exhausted and fulfilled.

Every day as dusk began to fall, Frangoise would pick Benoit
up at the university or wait for him with a pretended noncha-
lance at the back of a caf6 or throw herself into the preparation
of a gargantuan dinner for two that she knew she'd only pick at,
for the emotions of love paralyzed her stomach and her appetite
as surely as a bout of nausea. Every day, Benoit would twitch
with impatience until late afternoon when he'd see Franqoise's
indefinable smile, and he never wearied of swooping her up in a

violent embrace, of feeling her reel with desire against him, of
cooing spectacular trivia into her ear that would melt both their
hearts and cause them, with sudden gravity, to exchange a look
that left them all a-flutter.

Until . . . Right. Until they take fright as they realize to what
extent the well-oiled gears of their lives have unquestionably been
disturbed. They start to daydream, to find more and more suspect
the peace of mind and security in which they've lately been sub-

Feint of Heart I 131

merged up to the neck. Franqoise, who's always been a lyrical
advocate of the need for creative independence and sanctifying
solitude, glumly discovers that she NEEDS Benoit: she turns to
him at night with undeniable eagerness and rapture that leave
her awash with guilt; he turns up at any hour of the day, nesting
at the very core of her thoughts, even though she was sure she

was safe among her tenants and her jobless. . . . She seems to be

in the process of succumbing to feminine atavism, getting caught
in the time-worn role of the near-wife devoured by the Other.

As for Benoit, he finds himself overreacting to a friendly jibe by
one of his students who saw him with Franqoise. He suddenly has

the disagreeable impression that his image has betrayed him, that
he's gradually lost control of his own emotions, that he's playing
the bashful lover in a caricature of a melodrama that has nothing
to do with him, that's totally at odds with his libertarian prin-
ciples. . . . He begins to doubt the authenticity of his inexplicable,
all-consuming feeling for Frangoise. He thinks it's unhealthy,
mawkish, restricting-in a word, conformist. The evidence is clear:

he's well on the way to giving in to petit bourgeois happiness.
In short, it's Benoit who strikes the first blow. Boldly and man-

fully. He unplugs his phone and plays dead for several days.
Franqoise, concerned and saddened by his abrupt silence,finally
runs into him one night as she's strolling, woebegone, through
the Latin Quarter. Having spotted him through a caf6 window,
she unthinkingly heads inside and makes her way toward him.
He greets her with torrents of affection, as if nothing has changed,
enquires about her health and the well-being of the unemployed
Phil6mon Tremblay. He gets lost in a woolly discourse on the latest
Altman film which he's just seen at the Cartier with Manon or
Sandra or Marie who, as it happens, is even now at his side and
whose thigh he is almost absent-mindedly patting. Frangoise
plays along as if nothing was wrong, smiles pleasantly at Manon
or Sandra or Marie, dazzlingly outdoes him on the subject of
Altman's style-so peculiarly engaging and so unexpectedly
American-then finally gets up, gives Benoit an excessively polite
kiss, flashes a charming smile at Manon or Sandra or Marie, and
leaves the caf6-distraught, knees quaking, and with an uncon-
trollable desire to throw up and scream. She drags herself home,
upbraiding herself aloud and giving herself inward kicks to ward
off the real pain. Oh, it was nothing to get worked up about, just
a passing fancy she'd inflated like some prepubescent crush, that's
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all. . . . Franqoise is almost relieved, despite the frightful ache

that's spreading through her belly: now, at least, she can go on
believing there's no such thing as love. She stretches out on her
bed, flicks on the tv, forbids herself to cry and eventually falls
into a dreamless sleep, as though nothing had happened: stoicism
is a precondition for Independence.'

Fiist thing the next morning, though, who should phone but
Benoit-all sweetness and light, and secretly ravaged by a nag-

ging anxiety that kept him awake all night. What if Franqoise was

io hurt by his inexplicable behaviour that she refused to see him
again. . . . But no-Franqoise speaks in her usual voice, pleasant
and -ar-, tells him she's fine, and they make a date for that night.
Miraculously, they get together as il nothing had happened: with
their usual passion and fire, laughing and embracing like old
accomplices. Franqoise asks no questions, Benoit offers no con-

fession. They maintain a tacit silence about what may havehap-
pened the night before-and the days before that.

And so the tone is set. Benoit is convinced he was right to
introduce those breathing spaces into their relationship-not only
does Franqoise not hold it against him, she seems to be welcoming
the change with her unshakeable good humour; perhaps deep

down she was even hoping for it. And so Benoit multiplies his
meetings with Manon or Sandra or Marie, sets up others with
Sylvie, Laura and Julie, and banishes guilt from both his vocabu-
lary and his daily life. By behaving as if nothing has happened,
Frangoise finally convinces herself she's living through a healthy,
normal situation, one that's even somehow privileged (traditional
couples are so quick to give in to possessiveness and neurotic
jealousy . . .) and that her relationship with Benoit is turning out
to be, basically, completely satisfying, giving her exactly what she

needs. After all, don't they see each other at least twice a week,
and isn't it absolutely sensational, fantastically passionate, every
time? What more could she ask? It's only the remnants of roman-
tic culture, decadent vestiges she hasn't had time to shed, that
still make her start painfully and feel an acute, inexplicable anguish
whenever she sees Benoit exchange familiar, tender gestures with
someone else. . . . And then she decides that a meaningful quickie

or two would do her a world of good, so she goes back to cruising, a

tried-and-true activity at which, I might add, she excelled before
Benoit came into her life. So now it's Benoit's turn to feel some-

thing like an icy swell rising in him as he sees Franqoise's inde-

Feint of Heart I 133

finable smile reflected in someone else's eyes, as he sneaks a peek
at her sensual hand brushing against a leg other than his. But
there are new ground rules now, and there's nothing to do but
carry on in the same offhand, swaggering manner, to nervously
gulp down the rest of his beer and look around for a woman to go
home with tonight, so he won't be outdone.

And then one night Franqoise is sitting with a friend-sure, let's
call her Marie. Why not?-in the little bar from the beginning of
the story, and as a matter of fact she's just launched into a loud,
clear discourse on the merits and advantages of her relationship
with Benoit when who should walk in but . . . He spots Franqoise
and gives her a knowing wink. He sits at a table with a gorgeous
blonde-yet another one-whom he clearly already knows, as he
starts up a passionate conversation punctuated with furtive fond-
ling and inconsequential little kisses-inconsequential, Franqoise
tells herself, recognizing at once the vague cramp that even now
is clenching her guts, though it doesn't stop her from pursuing
with increased fervour her discourse on the fidelity, yes, the sort
of inner, visceral fidelity, that marks her relationship with Benoit,
even though, from all appearances, even though . . . And then,
suddenly, she stops talking. Breaks off in mid-sentence with no
warning, just like that. She doesn't even pretend to be following
the conversation, but slumps into an odd sort of torpor from which
her friend Marie can't shake her. When the gorgeous blonde gets
up to go to the can or straight to hell-who cares-Franqoise glides
over to Benoit and tells him in a hoarse little voice, without giving
him time for a smile or a kiss, that she has just discovered that
she doesn't have the knack for being super cool, so she's pulling
out, giving up, she's tired of stomach aches, she's exhausted from
making up stories for herself . Benoit is silent, she utters a definitive
goodnight that sounds like a farewell, and now she's outside,
encased in an Olympian calm, friend Marie hard on her heels.

We find them both much later, in another bar, needless to say,

unwinding into strong drink the never-ending skein of female
rancour-he was never capable of love, I should have known,
when I think of what I invested in that relationship, God, women
are crazy to love the way we do, so much for nothing, waiter, five
more beers, five beers to help me forget that times are tough and
men are wimps. . . . Franqoise is awash in a sort of lyric intoxica-
tion. She's found herself even though she's lost Benoit; at least
this pain is unequivocal, with no little tricks, it'll be easier to
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assuage, to cauterize it, starting tonight with that dish with the
bedroom eyes who's been hovering around, whom she brutally
decides to pick up-for her libido, only her libido, and also to warm
up the left side of herbig double bed-the nights are so chilly now.

When she eventually goes home on the arm of the stranger who
may with a little luck turn out to be a good lover, Franqoise finds
Benoit-who else!-haggard and shivering on herlanding, his eyes
distorted by something wet that looks like tears. He tells her he
loves her-what else!-that he doesn't want to lose her, all in a

tone that cannot be mistaken, on the landing of an aging apart-
ment, in the slanting pre-dawn light, with a stranger planted there
like a coatrack, who finally takes off because nobody's paying any
attention to him.

So there it is. I've reached the epilogue, dear hearts. But where's
the ending, the real ending, how does it really end (a bang? a
whimper? fireworks or cold shower?), you ask with the look of a
lustful pterodactyl. All right. I can see right through your new-
wave hairdo. I know what's on your mind. Maybe Franqoise and
Benoit get married-sure, why not-it's still done. It's been all
the rage for the past few years, in fact, amazingly popular with
the under-twenty-fives. Don't get your hopes up/ my little bad-
gers. After all, I did make it clear that Franqoise and Benoit were
intelligent youngsters, well aware of life or, at least, a few of the
primary truths, starting with this one: the marital arts are inevit-
ably, every single time, transformed into martial arts. Okay, fine,
so you resign yourselves, sighing like a duck-billed platypus
being stroked the wrong way. \A/hether they marryz or not, whether
they have children or not, Franqoise and Benoit might well enjoy
a long and flawless happiness, for all eternity. Sure. Don't get me
wrong-I'd like that, too. But things don't turn out that way in
real life, where love isn't organized by those chaps from Hollywood
or Harlequin. So let me tell you what happens to Franqoise and
Benoit: after all the twists and turns and tortuous manoeuvres
through which we've followed them, they finally reach a workable
compromise between independence and commitment-which is
rare, ultra-rare. In fact, their relationship is very special, a pas-
sionate, gripping love affair that lasts three years. Or five. Or eight.
And then one day they decide to split up because it's time, because
they'd only hurt each other if they tried to revive what's already
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dead between them, because nothing lasts forevet alas, and they
have high standards and abhor pretense. I'm not saying they
burned all their bridges. No. When you've achieved an intense,
almost total communion with someone-which is rare, ultra-rare-
when you've lived a realJife love story in a word, you never really
leave each other altogether: there's a neatly laid-out comparLment
in your heart that no one else can fill.

Listen: only last year, on the anniversary of the day they met,
Franqoise received from Benoit-special delivery-a big rectangular
package. She was home with some friends and a passing lover-
Max, let's call him, or Pierre or Victor-Hippolyte-when she
opened the parcel. It was a print, a reproduction of a weirdJooking
hairy owl, pasted like a party favour onto a hazy landscape. When
she recognized the picture that had got Monsieur Riopelle so
worked up, Franqoise laughed. Then, if you must know, she
started to blubber, blubbered like a calf, like a Magdalene, blub-
bered hard enough to bust a gut, tirelessly, inconsolably, till we
had to call Benoit to help us calm her down.

And that's why alcohol and Colombian gold and lovely lavender
stories exist. That's why I've told you about Franqoise and Benoit,
and that's why I'mon my wayto down afewlittle carafesof plonk.
There are truths that are difficult to digest, there are truths to be
swallowed a spoonful at a time, slowly, slowly, so as not to uPset
the stomach. This one, for example.

If you're strong, you know that life's a road on which you're
always alone, even with love, even if people have halted along
the way to engage our emotions. We must carry on, carryr on to
the end, till we can touch the little light that's shining just for us,
till we can embrace its light, a special little light for each of us, at
the end, at the very end of the road.

Translated by Sheila Fischman


