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1 PM

Ferdie hated the way Vallette moved. Right now he was padding around the Suite Imperial, nose up, accusatory eyes flicking left and right, a Doberman bred to notice something everyone else had missed. The place had already been swept twice by his own meatheads, for fuckssake. Bending slightly, he probed underneath a random cushion, fingered a lampstand like he was about to reveal an undetected mic or camera, then padded out onto the terrace to lean over the barrier and discover . . . what? An army of intrepid Front National wall climbers? Then back inside, holding himself so still, apart from that god-awful clicking of fingernail on fingernail—Ferdie really, truly hated that—chin up, left ear cocked, detecting sounds inaccessible to the mere humans in the room, especially any sounds that might suggest danger for his master. Always alert, potentially lethal. What a prick.

Then Vallette did the thing Ferdie hated most of all. He walked toward him without looking directly at him. He pointed—accusingly?—at the leather folder on the coffee table.

“All cleared except for numbers seven and fifteen. Denied.”

Ferdie didn’t open the dossier to check the head shots of numbers 7 and 15, nor ask for a reason why they were not acceptable. He knew it was just Vallette’s little power trip, controlling everything while at the same time making it coldly—no, neurotically—clear that he wanted nothing to do with this party: that he despised the very idea of it, that it turned his stomach, that it was only because it was his master, Monsieur Fournier’s desire . . .

It was Vallette’s mode to treat all underlings as underlings, but Ferdie recognized the special contempt reserved for him, as if he was not just workaday inferior but morally inferior, not so much chauffeur as pimp, to be tolerated only because Monsieur Fournier wanted him around. So when Vallette demanded a dossier of all the party girls Ferdie had arranged for tonight it had given him special pleasure to withhold one photo: Caramel Girl, as Ferdie liked to think of her, remained a JPEG on his laptop. Vallette had not been given the opportunity to veto this one. Ferdie, knowing this was a potentially dangerous thing to do, had nonetheless decided to take the risk. Caramel Girl would not arrive with the other girls. He would meet her alone, later, in the hotel bar, and would bring her up to the party when Vallette was no longer around and the dossier had been forgotten in favor of Monsieur Fournier’s urgent requirements. If Ferdie knew his master then Caramel Girl would flick his inner switch. He had seen enough of him on these occasions to recognize the special moment with the special girl when suddenly the master’s body became slightly hunched and hard, the focus in the eyes narrowed, the hands taking on a life of their own. Ferdie was banking on his luscious crème brûlée having this effect and more. All going well, he’d earn kudos from Monsieur Fournier and maybe even a little gratitude from Caramel Girl. Vallette would find out about it, but too late.

Of course Ferdie would then have to be very, very wary.

What was it about these number-two guys like Vallette? Something in the head with all of them. He’d seen it before in other employments. They were like crazy wives: a top layer of unctuous, cloying loyalty to the master, but a little digging discovered something else entirely. Ownership? Jealousy? Homoerotic impulse? Or was the real truth that they all thought they were the puppeteers and the Master owed them everything? Ev-er-y-thing. Whatever the reason, from Ferdie’s perspective, their attitude made them a real ass-pain to deal with and sometimes, as was more and more the case with Vallette, genuinely intimidating. It was one thing to be casually despised by him, quite another to make him your enemy.

After Vallette and the meatheads had left via the Suite Imperial’s private elevator—without even the most perfunctory goodbye—Ferdie took particular pleasure in immediately stretching out on the silk-covered chaise longue in his shoes. He turned on his laptop and opened the JPEG of Caramel Girl to full screen. He gazed at her impossibly delicious skin and couldn’t resist leaning in to tip his tongue to her lips. Tonight in the hotel bar he would brush close to her once more, speak to her, one on one. Then cross the foyer together, into the elevator, and up to the Imperial suite. A minute alone with her was better than nothing.

Ferdie forced himself to focus on work. He opened the leather dossier to remind himself who numbers 7 and 15 were: Cecile and Denise, pretty, dirty bitches naturally, but neither of special interest to Monsieur Fournier, so no great loss. He removed their profiles and dialed Cecile’s number first. It would be basic courtesy to call directly and let them know the bad news.
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IN THIS MOOD, RUNNING YELLOWS IS FUN. OH THE BIG FAT YES OF THAT moment, no more than a wink, a come-on before the brake-slamming red. With any luck angry horns would cheer her on. She had run through three on her way to the airport. At least one and a half minutes of her life won back.

The security line steals that and more. Finally through the screening without a beep, but then the grim face. Open the bag, please. Mouthwash. Three hundred milliliters. Forbidden. How was she supposed to know that was in there? She had packed so fast. Oh take it, take it, but don’t give me that look!

Lana knows enough not to say that out loud.

On the plane at last and it’s hard not to glare at the fat suits and giddy families who have stolen the first three rows. Seat 4D is fine, she tells herself, for a last-minute reservation. And no one in 4E. Good. All good.

As soon as possible after takeoff Lana slips earbuds in and pumps up Siamese Dream as loud as she dares. Her eyes shut, the Pumpkins angsty stoner energy crowd-surfs her all the way back nearly twenty years to unstoppable sixteen. One more time around the whole album gets her all the way to the final descent. The tap on the shoulder from the stewardess. Yeah, turn off all electronic equipment, I know! I know! It’s hard not to say that out loud.

Left now to its frenetic self, Lana’s brain flashes with those images of the Suite Imperial on the Hotel Le Chevalier website. Seventh-floor penthouse, all silk and velvet, gold thread by the yard, the sumptuous canopy bed, and outside, an enormous terrace with the Eiffel Tower looming. No online booking, contact the hotel. She’d had no patience for that, obviously. For a few seconds, though, she’d craved its excesses and considered it an outrageous treat.

The landing bump high at Charles de Gaulle gradually deflates during the endless approach to the gate. They must have taxied to Belgium by now. Lana sings “Luna” under her breath as the lyrics urge her to take chances. She slyly unbuckles her seat belt so that the moment she hears the bing! she springs from 4D and retrieves her duffel while wriggling forward until her momentum is halted by a wedge of fat suits. In what airline world does a wheelie case, a laptop shoulder bag, a little briefcase, and a bulging duty-free bag count as one piece of hand luggage? Still, third in line to exit is hardly a worst-case scenario.

Once disembarked it’s earbuds back in. Lana overtakes the fat boys and, with “Today” pounding at full volume this time, opens an impressive gap hurtling along the great looping, moving walkway that sags way down as if depressed by the weight of so many millions of passengers, then surges up resolutely at the end. Recurring images of a model in severe profile wearing a little Eiffel Tower strapped to her head are eye-catching, but Lana doesn’t slow down to check out what the radical millinery is advertising. She silences the Pumpkins at Passport Control, which is default surly, but at least hassle-free, unlike back in her old single days when the Lana Turner passport always produced a crooked grin and a fun comment and required the fakiest fake feminine giggle from her in response. You guys! Never heard that one before! Lana remembers how at every hotel, car rental office, bureau de change, and airport, she would, again and again, try not to curse poor, drug-crazed, now-deceased Josh and Rosie Turner, who in the uninterrupted high of the summer of 1977 had thought it would be such a supercool outta-sight idea to name the newborn accidental child of their love Lana. The same child who by 1980 they would only discuss through their respective lawyers.

But now at Charles de Gaulle Passport Control, just like everywhere else since she became Mrs. Lana Gibson, her passport scarcely merits a glance before it’s slid back to her. Briefly registering the bland, contented married-lady mug shot before she slaps it shut and sails on, Lana is struck by the chasm between that image and the real woman clutching it and is buzzed to feel more Lana Turner than she has for quite some time. The Bad and the Beautiful Lana, the Postman Always Rings Twice Lana.

Of course she knows that this feeling is not a good thing. Lana Gibson knows that too well. But it’s such a good feeling.

With no luggage to collect, she’s through Sortie 34 in less time than it takes to listen to “Geek U.S.A.,” which means more of her life snatched back. A ray of late afternoon sun nudging into a corner under the joyless gray concrete overhang outside Terminal One entices her. She could hop a cab immediately and keep the momentum going, but Lana Turner needs a cigarette.

The recent urge to buy her first pack of cigarettes in over a year had been her own first warning of the mood change. The actual purchase of that pack had been confirmation. And yet, and yet, it had been several days later before the defiant lighting up and luxuriant draw that signaled a great big “hi!” to the buzz. That lovely buzz. Welcome back, take me out, honey.

Lana opens a new pack and plucks one out and lights up and she’s thinking of Brian now, though she doesn’t want to. Even when he’d noticed the signs of elation, even when she’d told him to butt out and try not to be so lame—she’d be fine and this needed to happen every so often, it was part of who she was, right?—even when she’d laughed at his tentative suggestion to go see her doctor and get the necessary meds, Lana had still hidden the cigarettes from him, knowing that particular fall from grace would have made her husband so sad. It might have even made him feel that the ship had finally sailed. She couldn’t be one hundred percent sure about that part, but still she could not, would not, do that to him, even though in this mood, Brian’s feelings meant about as little to her as anyone else’s feelings. Which was to say, pretty much not at all. So here, now in the sterile no-man’s-land of CDG airport’s smoking zone, alone, framed in that encouraging little rectangle of sunshine, she enjoys lighting up and sucking, sucking, sucking.

As she blows smoke and holds her hand aloft in a studied pose, she notices her wedding band next to the cigarette and has a sudden memory of just such a gesture, just such a moment. Nathan. Her last time in Paris. Forget that. Lana Turner is in charge now and she revels in the villainy of flicking the half cigarette away before plucking the band from her finger with élan and aiming for the taxi line.





5 PM

The Suite Imperial is not available,” the receptionist at Le Chevalier tells Lana in perfect, almost accentless English. Though the young woman’s skin is crème fraîche and her eyes are pods of luxury bath oil, her smile is enamel-sealed, and she makes Lana feel rather foolish for having even considered that such an awesome prize could be had just for the asking. To anyone.

“But the junior suites are superb, superb, Madame. You will be very happy.” Lana had known all along that the Suite Imperial would not be available. The whole point of such a facility is that access to it is almost impossible. But what if? Would she really have gone for it? At any price? How expensive could it be for only one night? How would Brian have reacted to that indulgence?

The bellhop’s smile seems more genuine than the receptionist’s, its warmth rising all the way to amber eyes she’d like to crawl into and be preserved in. Lana’s wheelie duffel feels so light—holding only a cotton dress and bow pumps, extra underwear, and anything else it had occurred to her to toss in before she got bored with packing—that having it carried seems a little embarrassing, but you get what you pay for and it would be plain wrong not to enjoy the pleasure of that gorgeous face smiling her to the fifth floor. As he explains how the room keycard also operates the elevator, she wonders why a certain kind of French accent in English manages to sound naïve and erotic at the same time. She wants to close her eyes and let it shiver through her, but instead tries to affect an interest in what he is explaining to her.

“And the card only works for your level. You cannot, for example, use this to go to level three or six or . . .”

Lana now notices that the elevator only goes as far as six.

“Am I wrong? Did I read on the website that this famous Suite Imperial is on the seventh floor?”

“Yes. This is correct.”

His quizzical look is adorable. Lana smiles.

“But the elevator only goes to six?”

“There is a private elevator to the Suite Imperial.”

“Of course there is.” Lana steps out and looks round. “Where is it?”

Now the poor guy looks mystified. Adorably so. “You want to see the private elevator?”

“Only if we mere mortals are allowed to gaze?”

“Pardon?”

“I’d love to.”

As they squeeze through the central lobby, already crammed for cocktail hour, Lana’s eyes are drawn upward, way up high, above the wave and curl of the art nouveau furniture and fittings, to where gold angels flutter at each corner of a dizzying ceiling fresco of gardens as seen from above. Tuileries Gardens, she guesses, by an artist of the early Google Earth school, perhaps? Anyone with vertigo or even just one cocktail too many should be warned do not look up. The bellhop stops and points through a tall picture window to a quiet corner. The private elevator looks disappointingly like the regular one, apart from the fact that it’s placed so discreetly—more or less invisibly—around a corner in a space that leads nowhere else.

“How disappointing, not burnished gold or anything. Just discreet enough to keep the riffraff at bay.”

“Pardon?”

“Riffraff.”

“Rrriffrrraffe?”

“It’s a special word. You should use it. American tourists will understand much better if you explain the whole keycard idea by telling them it keeps the riffraff away.”

Now those eyes tell her he knows he’s being toyed with as well as flirted with. A quiver of lip makes a half smile. He turns to lead her away but Lana stalls, needing more. Like seeing the doors of the private elevator open to reveal its mystery VIP resident.

“So, who’s staying there now?”

A very French shrug, hovering at the corner of who knows and I’m not saying. Is such information simply above the bellhop’s pay grade or is discretion a condition of his job? Now he walks away and Lana has to follow, but some movement right at the edge of vision makes her glance back through the tall window. A man is stepping into the now-open private elevator. Where had he emerged from? No one had walked by her. Had he been hovering out of sight, aware of her presence, waiting for her to turn away? Why? Infuriatingly, he doesn’t turn as the doors close, so Lana doesn’t get to see his face. Maybe he’s so instantly recognizable, his celebrity so overwhelming that he fears anyone seeing him in case they could not control their hysteria. Or maybe just the reclusive type.

BACK IN THE RIFFRAFF ELEVATOR, SUCH QUESTIONS ARE FORGOTTEN thanks to the frisson caused by her proximity to the charming bellhop. Lana finds herself eyeing him openly, smiling all the way to the fifth floor, and can see that he is in no way embarrassed by this attention, and simply accepts it as nothing more than his due. And quite right too. Lana figures he’s planning how to maximize his tip, the way a bellhop back home would, or just enjoying his own perfection, the loose elegance of his movement, a limber performance repeated over and over to ones and twos and small groups. What does he see when he looks at her? Are blondes his thing? Does he like thin? She had put on hardly any weight in the last five years, apart from in her breasts, which feel so much more attractive now. In fact she wishes for just a little plumpness in the cheeks as, for a year or more, she has felt skin tighten against bone, her smiles now brittle, almost forced, with a sourness about her mouth and—she was sure at this very moment—a little craziness in her eyes. The bellhop would hardly find her irresistible, but maybe he enjoys the attentions of—that egregious category—the Attractive Older Woman, and takes it for granted that someone like her might make certain advances. The situation has a whiff of Tennessee Williams about it, but let’s not run away with ourselves, Lana thinks, it could also be a porn movie setup. Or what she imagines might be a porn movie setup, never having actually seen one. Out of completely nowhere she remembers Vince Litzow, Jesus, Vince Litzow! The poor dope trying to show her that adult video belonging to his parents, Curse of the Catwoman. When was that—was she fifteen? She’d laughed and lashed him with that seriously scary teenage tongue of hers and poor Vince had flushed so bad and drummed her out of his house really quickly as if he’d been afraid she’d see him cry. She could be such a bitch back then. Back then? What about now, flying the coop to Paris without bothering to inform her husband? She would call him, of course, in her own good time: it’s only an overnight and genuinely a one-time-only opportunity. And the point is to see the definitive Hopper exhibition, which makes the whole escapade seem almost reasonable. Okay, the hotel is an extravagance, but Brian never worries about things like that and, in the context of her present state of elation, is a short bout of reckless spending so very bad? And what’s wrong with playfully considering if a toothsome willowy bellhop was sizing up how old she might be?

Lana guesses the age difference at maybe thirteen years. Not so wide when viewed from thirty-five, but she wasn’t so locked out of reality as not to realize that what she saw and what he saw were very different things. What a chasm thirteen years must seem from the point of view of immortal twenty-two or whatever, even though in her teens and early twenties she hadn’t given any guy under thirty a second glance. But it was different for girls, wasn’t it? Some of those names and faces suddenly come bouncing back, Jesus no! and she tries to refocus on now, this moment, on the bellhop’s ass exiting the elevator—Lana wants to give him a name . . . Laurent? . . . Vincent? . . . Laurent—managing to look desirable even while rolling a bellman cart on which only a tan duffel sits, deflated and lonely. But Laurent makes it seem somehow important, as if the little bag could not have been transported any other way.

He unlocks 511, leads her in, sets down the bag, and, in what to Lana becomes a kind of dance accompanied by a purring monologue in that kissable voice, describes the art nouveau influence on the interior design. Lana pays little attention to the detail, enjoying instead the music and choreography of the performance. Why it is that even young French men have oozing, cello-like voices, never that hectoring insistent American horn blast: Brian on the phone braying to his pals about the latest Seahawks game. “He’s a super-intense guy and hey! I’m all over that . . . he’s gotta learn to channel that competitiveness! . . . The whole four-quarter-total-commitment thing . . .”

Laurent has so transported her that he is already saying “Bonne soirée, Madame,” and opening the room door on his way out when she realizes she hasn’t offered a tip. It’s amusing how her sudden apologetic cry and scramble for her purse, the possibly gross generosity of the offering—Lana doesn’t notice what number is on the euro note she grabs and presses into his soft hand—are acknowledged with nothing more than polite equanimity. Merely his due, is that what he is thinking?

Lana misses him when he is gone and suddenly needs a cigarette, so, as a distraction, she directs her attention very deliberately back to Brian.

It would be only kind to let her husband know where she is, rather than leave him mystified, but he’s still at work now and never appreciates being interrupted. When he arrives back to the very comfortable Edwardian house the company had sourced for them on Dublin’s north coast, her absence won’t be an immediate red flag, but if he calls and gets her voicemail several times, he might become concerned enough to make a “casual” call to their two Dublin friends, hoping she’d be with them, trying not to reveal the stress that Lana knows will have already begun to throb along his shoulders and up his neck.

To be fair, Brian was not the kind who would immediately jump to the worst-case scenario, although he had been picking up on and getting more anxious about her mood in the last day or two. Lana had felt the drag of his uneasy attention. He’d asked if she was worried at all at how long this “current phase” was lasting, and she was definitely taking her meds every day, wasn’t she?

Does he have any idea how condescending his concerned smile looks? What about his own obsession with his work? Doesn’t he ever think that’s “excessive,” that it needs “taking in hand”? Maybe he needs some meds to help sort out that fever. After all, it’s the thing that occupies most of his waking hours and it was certainly what had uprooted them from Seattle to Ireland, whether she’d wanted to make the move or not. Actually she had very much liked the idea, the suddenness and freshness of it, but that was not the point. If Lana had refused to fall in with his plan—the complex sideways-upward career trajectory that involved fixing whatever was wrong at Dublin HQ, before triumphantly returning to Seattle and a certain promotion in six months or so—how would Brian have handled that? Lana knows exactly how: he would have nodded sadly, but resignedly, as if accepting her decision, then the pinpricking campaign would have begun, him scratching and hinting and nudging and nagging until he’d have gotten his way, somehow. That’s as much a mania as hers is, isn’t it? So Lana Turner thinks, let him suck it up for a few hours, let him stress about her, it’ll do him good. Meantime, she’ll get on with it, shower, change, go to the exhibition, and call him afterward, or—yes, better—just text him.





6 PM

Fifteen minutes later, with her mind mostly on Hopper, Lana Turner still can’t resist drifting across the lobby before exiting the hotel, drawn like a pig to a truffle toward the private elevator, hoping, though not believing, that this time there’ll be some action. And yesss, there is. A slight-framed guy is standing waiting for the doors to open. His back is to her and it is definitely not the back she had seen earlier. This suit is a different cut and color, and it’s much, much cheaper. Lana finds herself speeding up, trying to time it so that she will pass close by as the guy enters and turns. Just to get a nice close look at his face. The elevator doors ping open. He steps in. Lana accelerates, enjoying the ridiculously pointless rush of it all; the doors start to close and the guy turns and—something trips her. She stumbles forward. After several hotel guests converge to help her up and she assures them “It’s okay, thank you, I’m fine, really, just a bit embarrassed that’s all. How stupid of me!” the possibility occurs to her that it had been someone, not something, that had tripped her. She even asks herself if it is one of these concerned ones, then in a gap between the solicitous faces Lana notices an arm a shoulder and a big ear, a very big ear, protruding from a nearby high-backed armchair. This guy had not leapt to her aid, nor even stood to see what the fuss was about. She had passed close by that armchair on her impulsive dash toward the private elevator. Could this guy have stuck out a foot and caught her? Yes, but why would he have?

As Lana moves away, she can’t resist choosing a moment to glance back casually, but the face is hidden behind today’s edition of Le Monde.





7 PM

Ferdie was gleeful. It was fun fitting Vallette’s face to the body of the guy on all fours being fucked, then to the guy over him, thrusting, then back to the first option. The guy being fucked was definitely the better choice and technically the match looked pretty seamless. But the expression on Vallette’s face in the photo he was using wasn’t as hilarious as it should be. It needed to have more of that squinting disapproval that, Christ knows, Ferdie had seen often enough. It was just a matter of trawling through his gallery of Vallette head shots for one with just such a demeaning expression. But there was no time because he saw Monsieur Fournier approach the car and had to quickly power down his laptop and slip it under his own seat. The Photoshop efforts were very much for his own vulgar amusement, and he knew his employer wouldn’t smile on them.

He hopped out to open the rear door and, listening to Monsieur Fournier’s side of the phone conversation, understood that he was talking to Vallette. It pleased him that his boss’s mouth traced a familiar smirk and his tone was sarcastic.

“So is the plan to assault any hotel guest who passes near the elevator? . . . Yes, yes, Arnaud, I understand completely how careful we must be, but let’s also be careful not to create drama where there is none.”

An hour ago, Ferdie had just stepped out of the elevator at the Suite Imperial for a final check when Vallette had phoned, barking at him to stay where he was until he came to him. Then he was subjected to an interrogation. Was he aware that he was being followed? No, in fact, Ferdie was fully aware that he was not being followed. Really? What about an American woman, blond, thirties? Ferdie was certain there was no such woman following him.

He turned onto boulevard Sebastopol and inched along in the rush-hour madness, which he never minded because it gave him more time to enjoy the regular sidelong glances from other drivers at his 1970 DS21; looks of fascination and envy for the classic favorite. Four years ago, when he interviewed for the job and was shown the car, he would have accepted any salary to be allowed to drive the black beauty with its sun-bouncing silver roof. Fortunately, Monsieur Fournier’s rates were also generous. And the perfect threesome he had enjoyed with car and boss continued until the campaign made Vallette a much more oppressive daily presence. So it was a pleasure now to hear the master bring the overprotective guard dog under control; a double pleasure, because at the same moment he saw two heads in a brand new Citroën in the next lane turn and gaze with affectionate nostalgia.

“If you think it’s worthwhile, Arnaud, then of course. And where is she now? . . . Really? How amusing, hm? . . . Well, an American comes to Paris and what does she want to see? An exhibition by an American artist . . . Frankly, unless your men would appreciate seeing Monsieur Hopper I don’t see any need . . . It does seem obvious that she’s just a tourist, yes?”

Back at the hotel, Vallette had claimed this woman “had been observed” pursuing him as he entered the elevator. He had made it sound like a catastrophe had been averted and didn’t seem to feel any explanation was necessary as to why some American woman should have Ferdie under surveillance.

“If Oscar had not taken action she would probably have reached the elevator before the doors closed. What then?”

What “action” had Oscar taken? Ferdie did not know. More important, why had he been hanging around there at all? The answer to that one was clear. Vallette’s instructions.

Then Vallette had done that infuriating thing he always did: repeat the question in precisely the same tone, like it was a recording on a loop, while never, not once, looking directly at Ferdie.

“Well . . . what then?”

“If some strange woman hopped into the elevator? I’d have stopped her, of course. Pressed the emergency stop if I’d had to, explained to her that she’d made a mistake and allowed her to exit. This woman was probably a tourist who thought it was just another normal elevator she could use.”

Ferdie couldn’t have cared less about what sounded like a farcical incident, but it had alerted him to a much more important matter. He had to stop Vallette from monitoring the elevator to the Suite Imperial. He didn’t want any complications when he brought Caramel Girl to the party later.

“Anyway, we’ll soon find out more. Oscar and Marcel are tailing her.”

Ferdie had wanted to sneer openly at the lunacy of Vallette’s favorite meatheads wasting time following some American tourist, but he held back. Confrontation now would not be useful. He wanted Vallette reined in, at least for tonight, and there was only one person who could quietly make that happen. Monsieur Fournier would have to persuade him or instruct him to back off. To encourage this, Ferdie reported the incident to his boss as an amusing anecdote while planting the idea that Vallette’s approach was mildly embarrassing, just a touch heavy-handed in the circumstances. Was indiscreet too strong a word? These he knew were grievous errors in Monsieur Fournier’s playbook.

“But Arnaud, Arnaud, listen to me, tonight, Arnaud, let’s keep all security away from the hotel interior . . . Yes, yes, I understand, but nevertheless.”

Ferdie stalled at a red, tense now. Vallette was arguing back as usual. Would he have his way after all?

“No, no, no . . . Yes, call it that if you wish. Adamant is a good word, Arnaud . . . Do I need to . . . ? Very well, my view is that such an arrangement seems a little indiscreet . . .”

Ferdie tingled when he heard his boss echo his exact word, with emphasis.

“Please, Arnaud. Let’s not talk in terms of orders and instructions. Say it is my wish.”

How many times had Ferdie heard Vallette push and push like this? And how many times had Monsieur Fournier rolled over? But it seemed not this time. “Outside the hotel is sufficient . . .”

For once, Ferdie wasn’t impatient for the lights to change. He was happy to sit and eavesdrop.

“Naturally if there is some development with the American lady, that would change everything, but I don’t seriously foresee a difficulty there, do you? I think we are in agreement on that at least.”

Monsieur Fournier clicked off. He sighed. It seemed like everything was all right, but Ferdie looked in the rearview eager for confirmation. Say something!

“Ah, Ferdinand.”

“Monsieur?”

“The light is green.”
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LANA CANNOT BELIEVE HOW MANY PEOPLE ARE WAITING IN LINE, CREATING a wide human spiral. The evening is mellow orange, but she has no intention of hanging around outside for what might be an hour or more. This could never happen back in Seattle, where fifty thousand of Brian’s too easily earned tax-deductible dollars had bought the Gibsons their coveted Gold Circle status at Seattle Opera, with free tickets to dress rehearsals and an invitation for two to the “intimate” director’s salon, where they could “mingle with the artists while enjoying cocktails.” All this and heaven too: season-long access to the Norcliffe Room, complimentary valet parking, and so on and so on and so on.

But she is not in Seattle now and she knows the long lines will be here tomorrow too, probably even longer on a Saturday, so she puts the brake on her impatience and steps through the first barrier. The young attendant looks at her Internet ticket printout, smiles, points, and explains something. Lana understands enough to work out that the girl seems to be sending her to a different line. But of course. The French would never be satisfied with one line when they could create several. The good news is that this second one, reserved for online bookers, is much shorter. The great spiral is for the losers paying cash at the entrance. A phrase floats into Lana’s mind: “In the famous French triad of values, Egalité is the most abused.” Then, remembering who had said that to her, her smile disappears. Nathan. This is precisely the memory of Paris she wants—needs—to avoid on this trip. At all costs. She finds distraction in the discovery that there is a line even more privileged than hers. The third, reserved for holders of something called Sesame Pass, is scarcely a line at all. Mostly these lucky patrons just drift in without having to wait. Almost all are women of a certain age, their lines and wrinkles complementing their air of grace. It helps that they all seem to be an enviable size six. Several arrive at the same time and fall into seemingly spontaneous conclave, which soon takes on the rhythm and intensity of an enthusiastic seminar. Lana figures they can’t all be university lecturers or art critics, although they sure as hell come off like they are. But their anticipation of the pleasure ahead seems genuine.

Her own line shrinks quickly: fifty, twenty-five, fifteen. Lana is cold now, darkness is falling fast, and she has no energy left to be interested in either the privileged enthusiasts on one side, or the slow-shuffling herd on the other. Her only desire at this point is to get to those Hoppers. When the attendant finally waves her group on, she springs forward, a culture hound in full cry.

Lana realizes very quickly that the exhibition is more extensive and complex than she’d anticipated. The first display is an old black-and-white newsreel of 1921 Manhattan’s heaving streets projected on a wall of a darkened room. Lana scans it very quickly; the world of Hopper, urban America, yeah yeah yeah. She pushes on, bundling through the gawking crowd, past painfully worthy early efforts from Hopper’s Paris years. Moving right along. She flashes through a roomful of etchings, though their long-shadowed gloom carries a certain temptation, but Lana is clear about what she wants to see and has no intention of falling in with the exhibition’s carefully structured narrative of Hopper’s slowly maturing style. Not for her. Not today, thank you. So she cuts a swathe through the milling, whispering crowds, floats past a giant slide show of Hopper’s work as a commercial artist for magazines, and skims a long line of East Coast watercolors, all the while wanting to scream, “Where are the Hoppers? The real Hoppers! Come on, curator! You know what everyone is here to see.”

When they finally arrive, they do so with Christmas Day overabundance. Lana steps through an unassuming gap in a wall and is suddenly surrounded by the mother lode: images as familiar as home and secret as memory.

Now, finally, Lana stops racing around. She even breathes more slowly, although her eyes can’t stop flicking around the treasure-filled room. Okay, here we are, settle now, she thinks, take your time. A thick semicircle of heads draws her eye first and, peeking through, she’s not surprised to discover that they are gathered in front of Nighthawks. She negotiates a better view, but doesn’t stay long. Nor does she linger at another favorite, Gas. Sure, there’s the joyous tickle of recognition, the intake of breath at the solidity of its close presence, the texture of the paint itself so tangible. But then after no more than a few moments Lana just moves on, without quite understanding why, until she comes to Compartment C Car 293 and loses herself. It can only be the woman’s story that holds her: who is she, where is she going dressed in black on that late evening train? What’s she reading? And thinking, her eyes hidden behind the brim of her black hat. Above all, Lana would love to know why she’s alone.

Reluctantly, she tugs herself away, because she spots another favorite, Office by Night. A young woman is removing papers from a filing cabinet while glancing toward a man at his desk. There is such an undercurrent of longing in the young woman, as if she’s wishing and hoping the man would give her the same attention he seems to be giving the document. Now, so close to the original, Lana notices detail that had never struck her before: how moistly scarlet the little smudge of lipstick glows amid the gloomy browns and subdued greens and creams of the cheap little office. The young woman’s voluptuous bottom seems even more so, and the downturned eyes scream even louder of loyalty tormented by lonely desire. Working late, always there for him, waiting, waiting, waiting. For what?

One by one, Lana introduces herself to Hopper’s solitary women, drawn from each one only by remembrance of another. The flowering sensual redhead in Summertime, who stands outside some forbidding old civic building, its gray stone and columns burnt almost white in the heat, seems even more aching with desire and yet more virginal. Alone among his women, Hopper had not painted her with downcast eyes. This girl lifts her face to the sun and allows a warm breeze to flutter her diaphanous dress between her legs. But, like all the others, she is alone. Even the ones Hopper pairs with men still seem somehow separate, in a lonely place. A woman on the edge of a tiny bed stares dejectedly at the floor, oblivious of the joyous morning sun pouring in the window and the man behind her sprawling naked on his stomach, his face buried in a pillow.

It occurs to Lana that she has no idea how long she’s been drifting about the room and that her elation seems to have relaxed into a melancholic communion with these women. Now a work she has never seen before jolts her: the raw loneliness of Hotel Room. Once again a woman alone, sitting half-dressed on a bed, staring at a piece of paper. Lana admires how the bareness and cheapness of her room is created with rigid vertical and horizontal lines. What a contrast to the curvaceous ostentation, the billowy opulence of her Le Chevalier junior suite. But she and the sad lady share something: the woman has as little luggage as Lana does and what she has is strewn just as carelessly—shoes kicked away, a hat askew on a cheap bureau. What is this woman escaping, for surely she’s hiding from something or someone? What has she lost or left behind?

The cell phone that appears right in Lana’s eye line is a shock and her concentration is shattered by its camera’s click, click, click. It’s no surprise that the snapper is a student type, aglow with peachy-skinned youthful deliciousness, carrying all the requisite accessories including the cutest little scarlet heart-shaped purse. She could not be less like the woman in Hotel Room. This is a child raised on positive reinforcement, comfortable with her beauty, no doubt creative, and generally all-around amazing. Lana feels an impulse to slap that cell phone from her hand, kick in and gush forth like James Dean’s oil strike in Giant. Instead, somehow, she manages to speak calmly.

“You know you shouldn’t do that.”

“Oh really, yeah?”

It’s oddly relieving to hear an English tone rather than American. The contemptuous “yeah?” at the end is little princess-speak for “who are you?” Even as she hears herself snapping back, Lana regrets that she hasn’t kept a dignified silence and hates how her own accent now grates with upward-inflected aggression.

“The signs? No photography? Just for other people, huh?”

The little princess wheels away, with a forced sigh, a twist of the nose, a dismissive swing of her purse and Lana tells herself, let it go, the moment is over. Except it isn’t.

“Excuse me.”

Lana turns and click. The little princess flips the screen to show her the photograph, just to be that much more of a mean girl. She has framed Lana’s face side by side with that of the desperate woman in Hotel Room. In the background, incongruously, is a man turning his face away, obviously smirking. It can only be at Lana’s humiliation. She spins round to lash out at him, but he is no longer there.

“Just like sisters, aren’t you? Two pathetic women, yeah?”

There it was again: “yeah?” How could one harmless little word make this teenager sound so insufferably superior? She pops the phone into her little scarlet heart and skips away. What fun she’ll have with that shot on her Facebook wall. Too late Lana thinks of an answer, not a zinger exactly, but what she should have said, wanted to say. “When I was your age I didn’t need to snap or tweet or Facebook my life. I was in it, living it. In ways kids like you can’t ever understand. Yeah?”

And that was true, wasn’t it? Her memories are too powerful and detailed and clear for it not to be. But what if at thirty-five all that’s left is a memory of living?





9 PM

Lana deliberately does not check her own cell after she leaves the Grand Palais. Floating rather than pushing through the crowds, for once not bothering to turn and gaze with pleasure at the shimmering bending lines of car lights up the Champs-Élysées, red one way, yellow the other, she works hard to still her brain and focus on what she saw in each of those women before the student princess intruded. Why is she utterly convinced about one thing: that none of them are mothers. What had put such an idea in her head? It had probably never been in Hopper’s, but that was of little significance. She considers if any of them had ever experienced pregnancy and decides that the woman in Hotel Room was the most likely. Yet she might not be a mother. She might, like Lana, have had a miscarriage.

Definitely time for my meds, she jokes with herself, but still, the conviction has lodged. And isn’t she entitled to it? Isn’t that what art is all about?

Exhausted from standing in line and hustling through crowds and visual overload, Lana doesn’t feel remotely guilty at the thought of succumbing to the delicious indulgence of high-thread-count cotton and embroidered silk. Arriving back at the hotel, she feels like a nap is priority number one, but before reaching her elevator, abruptly changes her mind. Even if she does succeed in calming her jabbering brain sufficiently, the end result of going to sleep now would be to find herself awake at three in the morning, on full battery, buzzing for action. Far better for her to check out the hotel bar, have a Badoit, and see what’s what, before escaping the hotel, maybe crossing Pont Neuf to Buci for dinner and—no, no, not the Left Bank. That would be asking for trouble. No point in walking herself into exactly the scenario she’d sworn to avoid on this trip. The nightlife at Les Halles and Montorgueil has its own special atmosphere and anyway, it isn’t as if her brain, fevered though it may be, is demanding excitement or even adventure. All she wants to do is stroll about, enjoy the pleasure of listening and looking at how easily Parisians make it seem worthwhile to be alive, and expend enough energy to give her at least a fighting chance of a few hours’ sleep later.

Waiting for the bartender to notice her, Lana tries to work out what the jazz trio is playing. Judging by the satisfied nodding to the beat and the knowing little smiles on their faces, none of the bar clientele is having any such difficulty. They are surprisingly young, their clothes striking a pitch-perfect balance between Le Chevalier chic and jazz casual. Even though the dark-wood walls and high stools and rows of spirit bottles jostling in front of a long beveled mirror behind the bar speak of an earlier age when more drink-hardened “Yanks” spewed
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“A fost-paced romp through the streets of Paris, with

menace lurking in surprising quarters, and some ferrific twists.”
—CHRIS PAVONE, New York Times bestselling author of The Expats
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