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Dear Will,

Why is it that life always throws us a curve ball when we’re right smack dab in the middle of doing something important? We’re forced to drop everything and catch it, whether we’re ready or not.

In my experience, the wild twist of that curve ball always comes at us at the most inconvenient of times, already airborne, going eighty miles an hour or more. It’s decision time. Do we ignore it and risk getting hit? It might fall harmlessly to the ground, but then again, it might not. Who’s in its path? How real is the danger? Inevitably, when we choose to catch it, we have to let go of something or someone.

Life is a series of compromises, Will. Every day we wake up and decide what we will do with the time. It’s on us to choose wisely, isn’t it? While some days might be complete disasters or raving successes, most of them will be ordinary, the kind of days where we manage to come out on top, but only after we’ve navigate past the obstacles in our way.

Of course, a lot depends on what we’ve personally experienced. If we’re wise, we learn from our mistakes. When trouble’s on the horizon, we recognize the need to fight off the looming disaster as best we can, hopeful that we can minimize the damage, and then we either celebrate the victories or we mourn the losses.

If you are reading this, Will, it means that I am headed out the Door of Life. What a shame. I hate to go before the end of the party.

Don’t get me wrong. I don’t regret the life I’ve lived or begrudge you what time is left to you. I just wish I had more time for the things I never got to do and more time to do the things I love to do.

Take care of Cammy and the baby. Meet every challenge you face with fortitude and determination. Remember that life isn’t lived in a day...a week...or even a year. It’s an ongoing journey on a road where anything can and will happen. Make yours the best it can be. Love, Aunt Isobelle

***
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“It’s hard to say what the prognosis is,” said the doctor. “We won’t know for some time whether or not she’ll make it.”

“But if you had to guess,” Will replied, “what would you expect to happen?”

“Her heart’s strong, but she’s been through a lot. There’s no telling whether she’ll recover completely. The extent of the damage may be greater than we first thought. It’s a wait-and-see game now.”

He still couldn’t believe it. A freak incident. That was the only way to explain this tragedy.

He checked his emails again. The crisis in the Cincinnati office was growing worse by the hour. Now there were six phone calls to return. His boss insisted that he really needed to drop everything and get back to the office, but Aunt Isobelle was in the ICU. He couldn’t abandon her, could he?

A short time later, as he sat in the family lounge composing an answer to the CEO’s email, a formidable woman in uniform interrupted him. Glancing up at her name tag, he realized she was the head nurse.

He stopped typing. “Yes?”

“Does your aunt have a Living Will, Mr. Redfern?”

Living Will? The two words sounded familiar, but he couldn’t reference them at the moment. His mind was too busy panicking about the data breech involving a subcontractor the company hired on his recommendation.

“I don’t know. I can’t remember off the top of my head. Give me half an hour and then I’ll answer all the questions you have.”

“You want a half an hour?” Those eyes narrowed as she studied him. She clearly didn’t like that answer.

“I just need to deal with a crisis at work.”

“There’s a crisis here, sir,” she replied tersely. “Do you give us permission to resuscitate her if she has a stroke?”

“Sure, whatever she needs.”

Bristling, she challenged him again. “Is there someone else in the family who can make these decisions for her?”

For a brief moment, he thought about asking Aunt Izzie’s surviving brother to take over, but Uncle Dave and his wife were living half-way around the world in Valencia, Spain. “No. It’s my job.”

“Do you actually have power of attorney for her medical decisions, or do you just assume you do?”

“Of course I do,” he snapped. “Her paperwork is at home. I’ll go and get it as soon as I can.”

He had no idea what he was supposed to do. That conversation he’d had with his aunt took place nearly five years ago. What had she told him? Everything was in her safe, even the name of her lawyer. He just had to go to her condo to retrieve it all.

“We need it now. She’s very unstable at the moment. It’s important to know what she wants us to do for her if we have to intervene.”

“What would you do if you didn’t have the instructions?”

“We would resuscitate her.”

“Then you should do that.”

“But it’s about quality of life. Do you really think your aunt wants to live in a vegetative state? What if she’s bedridden and unable to function for the rest of her life?”

He inhaled deeply, trying to keep himself from blowing a gasket, and then let it out slowly. “I’ll go now and find the papers. Do you have a phone number where I can reach you?”

“Yes, but we’ll still need the paperwork. It’s a legal thing.”

“Of course. I’ll get it to you.”

“And is there anyone else who should be notified? If her health continues to decline, people close to her will want to say their goodbyes.”

“I have siblings. I’ll let them know.”

“She has no other next of kin?”

“No, not nearby.”

That was the price she paid for being a spinster, for never marrying, for never settling down and having kids. His mother used to say it served her right for being so bloody independent. She could spend her golden years being miserable all by herself.

Of course, when his mother learned that her cancer was terminal two years ago, that was the thought that made her the maddest. To Melinda Wylie Redfern, dying at sixty was a slap in the face. There would be grandchildren she would never meet, in-laws who would never know her. But Aunt Izzie, she’d be right there beside them, ready to step into the void. At least that was what they all expected after Melinda died. But it didn’t work out that way. He wasn’t sure why.

Once he sent off that email and packed up his laptop, he departed from the hospital in his car. The drive through Silver Spring, Maryland was uneventful. He couldn’t say as much for his effort to gain entry to Leisure World.

He assured the guard at the gate that he was indeed Isobelle Wylie’s nephew. He even showed him the key she had given him so long ago. But the man didn’t buy his story. He insisted on speaking to the head nurse at the hospital, to verify that Will’s aunt was indeed in the ICU. Once he checked Will’s driver’s license and car registration, and then spoke with the police department to make sure Will wasn’t a wanted felon, the security guard pressed a button to raise the bar and give him entry to the senior community.

Much to his surprise, Leisure World was a city onto itself. The high-rise buildings that dotted the verdant landscape were numerous. He passed the shopping plaza with its grocery store, the outdoor swimming pool and clubhouse, and even the pro shop beside the lush-looking golf course.

Aunt Izzie had chosen well. Her building was nestled in the woods that overlooked one of the greens. He pulled into a spot reserved for guests in the parking lot, locked his car, and headed inside.

He entered the lobby and followed the long hallway through the maze of corridors, searching for the right door to her ground floor condo. She had moved here just over a year ago, so excited.

“You have to come visit me, Will. It’s got everything I need. There’s a golf course, indoor and outdoor pools, and lots of trails. You’ll love it.”

“It sounds good,” he had told her when she called. “I can’t wait to see it.”

But he could wait. He did wait.

“Life gets busy, and we have to prioritize,” he consoled himself. But now he wondered if she’d ever return here.

Will let himself in with the key and glanced around. Her home was comfortable, what he expected of his easygoing aunt. It was simply furnished in a stylish, yet casual way. There was soft carpet underfoot and soothing paint colors on the walls.

He crossed over to the sliding glass doors in the living room and saw that they opened onto a sun room, which opened to a terrace with a golf course view. The patio table and four chairs over by the cement wall looked inviting. He could see it was the perfect place for her to sit and watch her beloved birds.

“Geez!” When something brushed up against the back of his leg unexpectedly, he started. A large, long-legged tabby gave him a plaintive wail, obviously hungry. Will stared down at him.

“I didn’t know she had a cat. I suppose now I have to worry about you too?”

Purring, the cat flicked his tail a couple of times and then sauntered away. Will figured the feline knew what he was doing, so he followed him into the kitchen. Will noticed the name on the empty bowl.

“Boris,” he said. “What kind of a name is that for a cat? Why not Felix or Fluffy? There must be a story behind that choice.”

Rummaging through the cabinets, Will found an open box of cat food and poured some out for him. Boris dug in with enthusiasm, crunching on the kibble. The water dish was almost bone dry, so Will washed it, filled it, and set it down again.

“I’ve got to get back to the hospital. I don’t suppose you know where her safe is?”

The cat didn’t respond. He was too busy filling his empty belly. But Will assumed that what he was looking for was in her bedroom, probably in a closet.

He headed down the hallway, opening doors as he went. The first one yielded a coat closet. He found a washer and dryer behind the next set of doors. The third door he came to was ajar. He pushed it open the rest of the way and stepped inside the bedroom. Cream-colored walls and a set of sliding glass doors out to the terrace made it feel spacious.

But the room was disheveled. Throw pillows were upended on the bed. Some were scattered on the floor. The bedspread was in disarray, and there was a toy mouse resting on the foot of Aunt Izzie’s queen-sized bed. “I see you’ve been busy while the lady of the house is away, Boris.”

He poked his head through the open door of the adjacent bathroom. It was simple enough, even if it wasn’t large. There was a single sink, toilet, and roomy shower.

“I still need to find that safe. My money’s on this to be the walk-in closet,” he said when he came to the only remaining door on the far end of the bedroom.

He was right. Will flipped on the overhead light and gave a little gasp of surprise. The imposing steel container in the corner was at least six feet high and three feet wide. It looked like it would intimidate an ordinary burglar. It definitely intimidated Will.

“Holy Toledo. She has a professional safe? What does Aunt Izzie need with something like this? Crap! It’s a digital lock.”

How was he supposed to open it? He didn’t want to go through the rigmarole of hiring a locksmith to break into it. Had she given him an override key? He checked the keyring in his pocket and came up empty.

“Five years is a long time to carry that kind of information around in my head, damn it.” He tried to remember the conversation they’d had. “We were in the restaurant that overlooked the water. What was the name of it?”

He racked his brain, trying to come up with it, but he drew a blank. What was the point? It wouldn’t give him the combination to the lock, would it?

But suddenly an image popped into his head. He and Aunt Izzie sat across from one another in the restaurant booth. At the time, he was too busy worrying about whether or not he was going to be transferred to the Atlanta office to give her his full attention. He needed that promotion. His fiancé, Camilla, still had eighteen months to go before she would get her master’s degree, but they wanted to get married in a couple of months. The new job would pay him a decent salary and provide important benefits. Aunt Izzie noticed his hesitancy.

“Maybe I should ask one of your siblings to do this. You’ve got enough on your plate right now with the upcoming wedding.”

“No, no.” He shook his head and set his cell phone on silent. “No more distractions. I promise.”

“If you’re sure....” He could tell she was wary.

“I am.” He even swore to it, holding up his hand. “Scout’s honor. Tell me what you need.”

That’s when she gave him the digital code for the safe. It had something to do with the family. He was sure about that. And then it came to him. Aunt Izzie was talking about her sister, Melinda.

“The code for the safe is your mother’s birthday,” she grinned. “The one date you won’t ever dare to forget.”

“True. You know what she would do to me if I did.”

“I do,” she had laughed. “You’d be in the dog house for at least a month.”

He punched in the numbers into the digital keypad of that monstrous safe, turned the handle, and pulled open the door.

“Whoa,” he mumbled. It was jam-packed with files, storage boxes, and some digital equipment Will didn’t recognize. He was stunned. Why would his aunt have all this locked away?

“I’ll worry about all this later, but right now I need her Living Will.”
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He found an envelope with his name on it on the top shelf, carried it over to the bed, and sat down. Boris was already there having a bath, but his feline curiosity got the better of him when Will sat down. The cat gave him a nudge, so Will reached over and petted him. Satisfied with a scratch behind his ears from the visitor, Boris settled back down on the pillows, content now to nap.

Will opened the flap and pulled out a stack of documents. There was a letter of instruction addressed to him in her neat handwriting. There were also names and addresses of people she wanted notified of her death. He put all of those aside when he found the Living Will.

The nurse was relieved when he called her. “She just had an episode. We managed to stabilize her, but it was close. What does the document say?”

He read everything off to her and offered to send her a PDF, but she insisted that he bring it to the hospital as soon as possible. They needed to verify the validity of the document and the notarized seal.

Carefully stuffing everything else back into the manilla envelope, Will closed the safe and hurried out the door with the one document that mattered. He’d have plenty of time to go over everything later, wouldn’t he? At least now he knew there were people in his aunt’s life. It was a surprise, but a good one, wasn’t it? Maybe she was a spinster, but she had friends. Everybody needs friends, right?

***
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July 12, 1976

Paris is not what I expected. Walking down the Avenue de Champs-Élysées in the 8th Arrondissement, I found myself disappointed. It’s far more ordinary than I imagined. Nothing like Joni Mitchell’s Free Man in Paris. Instead of feeling unfettered and alive, I feel so all alone. Maybe it’s the jetlag, but I’m wondering if I should have even left home. Why did Bowie have to go off with his friends when he knew I was coming to Paris to meet him? I wish he’d been here when I arrived. I could have used the moral support.

His friend hasn’t shown up yet. I still don’t know if I want to pursue this job.

***
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I wrote those words twenty-four hours after I arrived in Europe for the first time. The journey from Orly Airport to Paris had taken the better part of an hour, so by the time I checked in at our youth hostel near the Louvre, I was frazzled. The first thing I did was take a long nap, trying to unwind from the long journey.

I wouldn’t have even been in Paris if it hadn’t been for Sam Raffin, a friend of Bowie’s dad. He was the one who invited my boyfriend to apply for a government job after graduation. But first he encouraged Bowie to do some traveling through Europe. It would give him the chance to experience other cultures. His parents agreed it was too good an opportunity to pass up, so my boyfriend made plans for a bicycle tour of several European countries with some of his buddies.

He begged me to join him in Paris. My parents told me that as long as I earned the money to pay for the trip, I could go for two weeks, no more. They wanted me to look for a real job and get started on my life as an adult.

Bowie called me a week before I was scheduled to fly to Paris. When Mr. Raffin found out that I had graduated summa cum laude from the same program, I got an invitation of my own to apply for a job with the same government agency.

“We’ll get to travel, Belle. Exotic places. Istanbul, Timbuktu, Shanghai....”

“Maybe.” I had just spent four years in college. Did I really want to leave my family and friends to join him in some foreign country? “What kind of job would we be training for?”

“Don’t worry about that right now. Mr. Raffin says there’s a guy who will test us individually to see if we’ve got the aptitude for it and then they’ll tell us. I’m sure we’ll pass with flying colors.”

“When do we meet this mystery man?”

“Whenever he decides to show up. Mr. Raffin says the guy’s amazing, like a phantom. He just appears when you least expect it.”

“But what kind of job is it?” I pressed him again. “You haven’t given me any details.”

“I’ve got to go, Belle. The guys are waiting for me. We’re biking to Costa Brava for some beach time. And then we’ll ride to Pamplona next week for the running of the bulls. I’ll see you in Paris on the thirteenth. My train gets in around four.”

Maybe that’s why I wasn’t prepared when the stranger approached me on that warm July afternoon the day before Bowie’s arrival, right after I had finished a sightseeing tour of Paris by bus. I was sitting on a bench in the shade near the Fontaine du Cirque in the Jardin des Champs-Élysées, trying to cool off.

“Heads or tails?” said a gruff voice in English. I looked up at the man in front of me, startled. Everything about him was pale. His skin, his hair, even his tan suit. Despite his unusual looks, you’d never notice him in a crowd. He was the epitome of human camouflage on two feet.

And those eyes of his were pale too. Just the faintest hint of blue, like lake ice in winter. Mesmerizing. So mesmerizing that I hesitated.

“It’s a simple question. Pick one or the other,” he said brusquely. I took umbrage at his attitude.

“Why?”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“If it’s all the same to you, sir, I prefer not to play your silly game.”

“But you will,” he replied firmly, insistently.

“Will I?” I studied him, trying to discern the truth of him, but that was impossible. He could have been in his late thirties or early forties. I had no idea of his age. One thing I was sure of was that I did not want to be in his company any longer than I had to be. He scared me for some reason. “Why will I do that?”

“Because if you don’t choose for yourself, you will be assigned, and if you don’t like your assignment, you will forever bitch about how it wasn’t fair. The luck of the draw is your ticket to freedom.”

“Freedom from what?”

“The fate you don’t pick, Isobelle.”

Maybe I would have been less skeptical if this man had shown up when Bowie and I were together. But this was no random encounter. The man standing there knew my name. Maybe that’s what made me so nervous. I was caught off guard by this mysterious meeting. How did he know I was here, in the park? Had he followed me on my tour of the city? I couldn’t remember if I had seen him on the bus. Why would I? He blended into the scenery.

I glanced up at the stranger standing beside me. That face of his bore no discernable expression, and yet I could feel his restless energy. Maybe he didn’t like to be challenged. Did that make him dangerous?

“Fine. I’ll play your little game.” I shrugged my shoulders, still non-committal.

“Heads or tails?” he said again.

I was about to choose heads when I realized that that was what most people said. Like it was a lucky answer. But I didn’t know what he had planned for me, did I?

“Tails,” I told him, just to be contrary. His eyes grew wide for just a second and then he recovered his composure. Was he pleased or dismayed by my answer? I couldn’t tell.

“Fine. Hold out your hand.” He pulled something from his pocket and placed it in my palm. It was some sort of metal coin, not one I’d ever seen before. There was a warrior on horseback charging into view with two words etched below. Crush Octavius. On the other side, the same rider on horseback galloped away. I read the words that circled the image. Every coin has two sides.

“Go on,” said the pale man. “Flip it.”

I tossed it into the air. When it landed on the ground, I saw that it had landed on tails. I had won.

“Lucky you, Isobelle.”

“What’s the prize?”

“You get to keep the coin.” He gave me a nod. “We’ll be in touch.”

“That’s it?”

“That’s it.”

I bent down briefly to retrieve it and when I stood up, he was gone from view. Bowie was right. The man moved like a phantom.

I took my time returning to the hostel. There were plenty of tourists crowding the sidewalks at this time of day. I tried to put aside my anxiety about the stranger as I let my mind wander. After all, I had my future ahead of me and the decision about what job to take was mine to make. Bowie seemed to take it for granted that I would be thrilled for the two of us to work together, but I had my doubts. I was twenty-two and in no hurry to get married. I wasn’t even sure what kind of career I wanted to pursue.

Ten minutes later, as I was crossing the street, someone unexpectedly jostled me. As I pitched forward, I nearly fell over my own feet, but somehow, I managed to stay upright. I glanced at the people surrounding me. It could have been any one of them.

“Rude bastard,” I muttered under my breath, feeling slighted by the lack of apology. Why would someone do that? In a moment of panic, I felt for my wallet. Much to my relief, it was still in my purse.

But for some reason that I couldn’t put into words, I was nervous now. I kept glancing over my shoulder, wondering if I would spot that pale man again. What did he mean when he told me they’d be in touch?

By the time I made my way down the Rue de Rivoli, I was certain I was being followed. I went up small side streets, thinking that it would make things more difficult for anyone tailing me. Every now and then, I stopped and tucked myself in alleys and doorways, peeking out to see if my instincts were right. But I didn’t see the man again. Maybe it was just my overactive imagination, my jittery nerves. I hadn’t slept well after the long flight to France. I had so many excuses for my odd behavior, didn’t I?

The closer I got to the Marais district without incident, the easier it was for me to shake off my apprehension. I decided that it was safe to relax my guard a bit and head to the Marché des Enfants Rouges, a covered marketplace in the 3rd Arrondisement. It was on my list of places to explore.

I took in the sights as I strolled, checking out the window displays of the boutiques, and when I came to a small outdoor café, I decided that I wanted a cool drink. Sitting down, I placed my notebook on the table and opened my wallet to grab some francs.

“Bonjour, pretty lady,” said a voice beside me. A curly-haired young man in jeans and a tee shirt settled at the next table and gave me a nod. “What are you doing all alone? Can I join you?”

He spoke to me in English. Why did he think that was my native tongue? I didn’t like the way he stared at me.

“Je ne parle pas anglais,” I replied, giving him a blank look. I turned my attention back to my notebook, taking up my pen.

He tried again, this time speaking in French. I refused his offer in no uncertain terms.

“Excusez-moi. Je ne cherche pas de compagnie.”

“Pourquoi pas?” He stood there, arms folded across his chest, defiantly challenging me. I could see that he was determined to engage me in conversation. I was just as determined to avoid that, so I warned him that his attention was unwelcome.

“Laisse-moi tranquille.” Just to drill home the point, I glared in his direction.

He was about to have another go at me when the waiter arrived to take my order. Unhappy to have an audience to witness my rejection of him, he finally conceded defeat.

“Bien, comme tu veux.” After a disappointed frown and an exaggerated shrug of the shoulders, he rose to his feet and sauntered off. I was relieved.

It was pleasant to linger there. I was in no hurry to leave the sanctuary of the café. Contentedly scribbling in my journal, I glanced up every now and then to watch people come and go in the streets. I was looking forward to seeing Bowie again. I hadn’t been with him since we graduated in May.

When I finally glanced at my watch after more than half an hour, I realized that Bowie’s train was due into the station at any moment. I decided to walk back to the hostel and wait for him there. I paid my bill, added a tip, and rejoined the pedestrians on the crowded street.

Ten minutes later, I entered the lobby of the hostel and went to the desk to check back in.

“You have a message, Ms. Wylie,” the French attendant told me. She handed me a slip of paper.

I assumed it was from Bowie, but I was wrong. It was from Mr. Raffin:

Please call me collect as soon as possible.

I found the nearest pay phone, dialed the operator, and asked to reverse the charges. A minute later, a man’s voice greeted me.

“Isobelle, I’m so relieved to hear from you. I’m afraid I have some bad news. There was an accident in Pamplona.”

“What happened to Bowie? Is he okay?”

“I was told that he broke his arm when he got knocked down by a bull, but his friend was gored.”

“How awful!”

“The doctors operated on the boy. They said there is some internal damage. His parents are flying to Spain as we speak. Bowie’s promised to stay with David until they arrive at the hospital. He asked me to let you know.”

“Does he still intend to meet me in Paris?” I asked.

“Yes. He’ll be delayed by a day or two,” Mr. Raffin said. “Maybe three at the most.”

“Oh.” A sudden wave of disappointment hit me all at once. Instead of living the moments I had daydreamed about for several weeks, I was on my own in Paris. Bowie and I would not walk down the streets arm in arm tonight, caught up in that dizzying euphoria that lovers share when they are enthralled with one another. I would be sprawled out on a bunk bed in a youth hostel with strangers. Was I wrong to have hoped our rendezvous would be something to remember? For a few fleeting moments, I considered booking a flight back to the States.

“Isobelle?” I heard Mr. Raffin’s voice in my ear. “Are you okay?”

I sighed. “I’ll have to be, won’t I?”

He didn’t reply to that. I think he knew how close to tears I was.

“He’ll call you when he has a chance. In the meantime, why don’t you enjoy your time in Paris? Go see the sights, hang out with other young people, do what you planned to do.”

“Sure,” I said. Despite the disappointment that I was still on my own, it could have been worse. I was relieved that it wasn’t Bowie who was badly injured.

“If you run into any trouble, give me a call. I have contacts in Paris. I don’t want you to think you’ve been abandoned there.”

“Thank you, Mr. Raffin.”

“Have fun,” he told me, ringing off.

That seemed like a daunting task, something I would have to work at, but the choice was mine, wasn’t it? I hung up the receiver and left the phone booth, trying to figure out what to do next. Spending another night or two in Paris by myself wouldn’t kill me, would it? At least Mr. Raffin was looking out for me. I decided to cross the Seine River on the Pont des Arts footbridge and wander over to the Latin Quarter for a look at the iconic Sorbonne.

Even with most students away for the summer vacation, the Arrondissement was well-trafficked, with plenty of crowded clubs and bistros where people my age hung out. That’s where I ran into the students from Dallas who were staying at my youth hostel.

“Pull up a chair,” said Daniel. “Why are you all alone?”

I explained about Bowie’s predicament in Spain to the group. They took pity on me.

“I don’t know what I would do in your shoes,” said Gloria. “It must be scary to be on your own like that.”

“It is,” I admitted. I told them about the café incident. “I thought this trip was going to be so different.”

“You stick with us tonight,” said Lisa. “We’re all just friends, so there’s no reason to feel awkward.”

“She’s right. We’ll make sure you have a good time,” Eric promised. “And nobody will bother you.”

They invited me to join them on their bar hop. We had a great time dancing and socializing, and when we all trouped back to the hostel just after one, I wasn’t worried about being followed.
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Bowie didn’t call the next morning, even though I waited around in the hope that he would. Just after eleven, I decided to accept the invitation from two young British women staying in my dorm to tour the Louvre.

“Lovely,” said Clarice as we strolled down the Rue de Rivoli on our way to the museum. “I wrote a paper on Michelangelo for art history. It will be nice to finally set eyes on some of his most iconic works.”

“I heard that the wait to see the Mona Lisa isn’t worth it,” Elin told us. “It’s not as impressive in person.”

“That’s true. It’s not a large painting, by any means. Is it worth a long wait? Probably not. But if there isn’t a crowd, I’d still love to have a look at it.”

Since the museum’s exhibits were scattered throughout more than seventy rooms, we decided to limit our excursion to the Denon Wing. We started in the Grande Galerie, going room to room.

For Elin and me, it was the first time that we had ever been this close to so many of the works of masters like da Vinci, Michelangelo, and Titian. Clarice was more than happy to serve as our guide as we wandered through the skylit spaces. We chatted amiably about each painting, occasionally giggling over the expressions on the faces of some of the subjects.

“I think he needs some fiber in his diet,” I kidded, studying a rather dour figure in a religious scene. “He looks a bit constipated.”

“No, no. The man needs to have some fun,” Elin decided. “He’s too uptight, afraid to let loose.”

“You’re both wrong. He’s already had too much fun. Hence, the hair shirt.” Clarice pointed to the rather plain clothing the man wore. “You might know it better as sackcloth. It’s scratchy and uncomfortable against your skin, often made from goat hair.”

“Definitely not cashmere,” I giggled.

“He should stop by Marks and Spencer when they have a sale,” Elin quipped. “Why is he wearing it if it’s uncomfortable?”

“He’s repenting for something he did. It reminds him of the sins he committed.”

Being in Clarice and Elin’s company in Paris on that morning turned into a defining moment in my life. As the hours passed, Dickens’ poignant words in A Tale of Two Cities sprang into my mind. Best of times, worst of times. Age of wisdom, age of foolishness. Epoch of belief, epoch of incredulity....Paris at that moment became the spring of hope for me. I was young and eager to get started on the next chapter of my life. Wandering through the city as a woman on her own opened my eyes in ways I never imagined. I saw both the best and the worst in people. Where would I go from here?

Clarice really did know a lot about the history of art and shared it with us as we viewed the exhibits.

“I can’t believe that some of these paintings are hundreds of years old,” I said. “What was it like to be an artist back then?”

She gave us an indulgent smile, delighted by the question, and pointed to The Entombment of Christ that hung on the wall before us.

“Here’s one of the true masters of the Renaissance. Titian was well respected for his versatility. He was adept at landscapes and portraits, but he truly excelled with religious subjects like this one. When you look at it, you can feel the pain of those tending to the dead Christ as they grieve their loss. It’s not just the men in the scene who matter. The Virgin Mary and Mary Magdalene are suffering too. He managed to portray the scene in such a realistic way that made it even more poignant.”

“Is this his most famous painting?” I wondered.

“No, I think that honor probably belongs to The Assumption of the Virgin, especially because of the way he captures the adoration on the faces the angelic cherubs as Mary ascends to heaven. He had a big following, especially among other painters. Everyone wanted to emulate him.”

“Artists like him must have had fans flocking to see their works.” Elin stared up at the painting before her. “Were artists the rock stars of their day?”

“How could they not be? The work is still gorgeous, even now,” I said. I saw the expression on Clarice’s face when I turned back to her. She was in her element. This was what she was born to do, and she did it well.

“Yes and no. It wasn’t all sweetness and light. Michelangelo had quite a bad temper, so he was always feuding with someone. Andrea del Castagno used to damage the works of other artists when no one was looking. His jealousy was so overwhelming that he secretly killed his friend, Domenico Veneziano. Smashed his skull with a lead pipe. He only confessed when he was on his deathbed. And he wasn’t the only one to resort to murder. Caravaggio was absolutely barmy, always drinking, gambling, and brawling. His favorite model was a prostitute. He stabbed her wealthy pimp to death after an argument over a palla della corda game.”

“What kind of game is that?”

“The precursor to tennis as we know it,” she told us.

“So Caravaggio wasn’t just a rock star, but he was also one of the first bad boys on the court,” I nodded. “He sounds like Ilie Nastase.”

“Nasty? There’s a guy who earned the nickname,” Elin said, rolling her eyes. “Not exactly the type we cheer on at Wimbledon.”

“Or at Forest Hills. He makes Jimmy Connors look like a choir boy,” I kidded.

I loved being here in this magnificent space. Glancing up, I admired the graceful curve of glass skylights that bathed the gallery with natural light. As an American, my experience with historic buildings was limited to the odd seventeenth century timber frame house in my hometown or family tours of places like Fort Ticonderoga when I was younger. This was different. How many people had walked through this building since its inception?

Clarice told us that the Louvre had begun as a fortress built in the thirteenth century and was then enlarged more than five hundred years ago. Just the logistics of constructing such an enormous building gave me pause, but when I thought of all that had transpired in French history, it was a solemn reminder that time immemorial did indeed exist. We mortals were here on this earth only for a short time before we turned to dust in the wind.

“It’s so strange to think that America’s history is so young when compared to France or Great Britain,” I said to my companions.

“It’s probably why a lot of Europeans find Americans rather pretentious,” Elin remarked. Clarice gave her a poke and she quickly corrected herself. “Not that I find you pretentious.”

“I have my moments,” I smiled. “But it does seem to suggest that since your roots here are so firmly established through the centuries, your perspective is quite different from ours. We’re constantly telling ourselves that what we do best is reinvent the wheel.”

“Well, Americans don’t seem as bound by traditions as many Europeans are, so it’s probably easier to evolve.” Clarice nodded.

“It depends
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