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‘Same bed, different dreams.’

– Chinese proverb




ONE

Before Isabelle I knew nothing of sex.

Before Isabelle I knew nothing of freedom.

Before Isabelle I knew nothing of Paris – where sex and freedom are two of its eternal themes.

Before Isabelle I knew nothing of life.

Before Isabelle …

Seen through that rear-view mirror called remembrance …

Before Isabelle I was nothing more than a boy.

And after Isabelle?

After ‘the before’ and before ‘the after’ … that is the stuff of all stories. Especially those shaded by matters intimate.

And with Isabelle it was always intimate.

Even when there wasn’t an afternoon entwined together.

Afternoons and Isabelle.

The constant trajectory of that little story, which also happens to be, for me, a big story. Because it is the story of my life.

All lives are transient tales. Which is what makes my narrative, your narrative, our narrative, so essential. Every life has its own import, no matter how fleeting or peripheral it may seem. Every life is a novel. And every life, if allowed, has its afternoons with Isabelle. When all is possible and infinite – and as fugitive as a sandstorm in the Sahara.

Afternoons and Isabelle.

That one address where, at a certain juncture, I intersected with that most elusive of constructs:

Happiness.



Paris.

My first sighting of it came in my twenty-first year. Nineteen seventy-seven, 8.18 in the morning, according to the watch on my wrist. Three minutes later I passed beneath an art deco clock overhanging the chilly expanses of the Gare du Nord.

January in Paris. All noir et blanc and endless encroaching darkness. I’d fallen off the night train from Amsterdam. An eight-hour trek, punctuated by moments of fleeting sleep sitting upright in a cramped carriage. All the way south the space between my ears was still clouded by pre-departure weed inhaled in a coffeeshop on the Prinsengracht. At the entrance to the Métro there was a small boulangerie where I quelled the effects of a night without food with a croissant and a short black shot of java. Adjacent to that was a tabac. Three francs bought me a packet of Camels and a day of smoking. Moments later, just like everyone else awaiting the southbound ligne 5 train, I was deep in thrall to an early-morning cigarette.

The Métro. At this post-dawn hour there was still elbow room in one of its second-class carriages. Everyone was exhaling clouds of smoke and frosted air. The Métro back then: a pervasive aroma of burnt wood and undeodorized armpits. Dim fluorescent lights casting a subterranean, aquamarine glow in its wooden carriages. And notifications asking that you give up your seat for those mutilated in the war.

I had an address of a hotel at Jussieu. The 5th arrondissement. Not far from the Jardin des Plantes. A half-star hotel with a half-star price: forty francs a night. Six American dollars. Leaving me another forty francs per day with which to feed and water myself and go to movies and smoke cigarettes and sit in cafés and …

I had no idea how to finish that sentence. I was operating without an agenda or any preconceived stratagem. I had just graduated early from one of the state universities in the Midwest. I had already accepted a scholarship at a law school that guaranteed its graduates a clean trajectory into the higher echelons of national life.

The fact that the money Dad had spent on educating me could now be justified meant I was finally deserving of his highest praise: ‘You’ve done good, son,’ he told me. What was not good, according to his world view, had been my announcement over Thanksgiving that, as soon as the Christmas holidays were behind us, I would be flying the Atlantic.

My father. A distant, taciturn fellow. Not a monster. Not a terrifying disciplinarian. But absent. Even though he never traveled and was home most nights by 6 p.m. An insurance man with his own small company. Himself and a staff of three. His own father had been a career soldier, always referred to as ‘the Colonel’. Dad told me once in a flicker of rare candor – after my mother died of a virulent, fast-killing cancer – that he spent most of his own childhood in fear of that martinet of a man. Dad was never stern with me – especially as I was always the careful kid, the good student. I kept my head down and turned myself into a grind, hoping to please a father unable to show me much in the way of affection.

My mother was a stoic. A quiet woman who taught school and seemed resigned to her chilly fate with the man she had agreed to marry. She never had an argument with my father, always played the dutiful housewife, and raised me to be ‘a good boy destined for bigger things’. Mom interested me in books. She bought me an atlas and got me curious about the world beyond our hayseed frontiers. Unlike Dad, she was carefully affectionate with me. I did feel her love, albeit in her own measured way.

When she got sick I was just twelve. My terror of losing her was vast. From diagnosis to death was a six-week nightmare. I was only told that she was in the endgame of her cancer ten days before she left this life. I knew she was sick. But she listened to my father and kept denying the finality enveloping her. The day she admitted to me that her time amongst us was coming to an end was the night before she was rushed to a hospital an hour away from us in Indianapolis. I walked around in a state of silent trauma for days afterwards. That Friday, Dad arrived unannounced at school, conferring in whispers with my homeroom teacher, then motioning for me to leave with him. Once we were outside he told me, ‘Your mom only has hours left. We have to hurry.’ We said little more to each other on the drive to the hospital. But my mom had slipped into a coma by the time we arrived. My dad let the oncologist on duty do the official thing and confirm that there was no hope she would survive the evening. Mom never came out of the coma. I never got to talk with her again, to say goodbye.

A year after her death my dad announced to me that he was marrying a woman named Dorothy. He’d met her at his church. She was a bookkeeper. She came from the same reticent side of the street as Dad and treated me with aloof courtesy. When I went off to the state university for my first year of college, Dorothy convinced Dad to sell the family house and buy a place with her. I was actually relieved when this came to pass. Just as I was pleased that Dad had acquired this chilly woman. It took the pressure off me to be there for my father, even though he himself never expressed a nanosecond of neediness. Because that would have meant showing vulnerability to his son. And Dad could never do that. Dorothy told me that I should consider the guest room my home. I thanked her, and used it on the big holidays like Thanksgiving and Christmas, but otherwise stayed away. Dad and Dorothy made all the right noises when I got into that pinnacle of law schools. But as a man who distrusted the big bad world beyond his own narrow experience of life (he’d never once left the country, except for a stint in the navy during the war), he was not pleased when I told him I was heading to Paris.

‘This should have been discussed, son.’

‘I’m discussing it now.’

And I quietly explained how all those summers clerking for a local law firm, and the ten hours a week stacking books at the university library, and the strict application of his oft-preached virtue of frugality, had given me enough capital to fund a few months beyond American frontiers. An extra course load undertaken over the past two semesters meant I would be free of college – and its attendant costs – in just a few weeks.

‘I don’t approve, son.’

But he didn’t raise the issue again – especially once Dorothy pointed out that I had just saved him a few thousand dollars by getting my degree a semester ahead of schedule. Dad drove me to the airport on the night I left and even handed me an envelope with two hundred dollars in cash as a ‘going-away gift’. Then he gave me one of his cursory hugs and told me to drop him a line from time to time. His way of telling me: you’re on your own now. Though truth be told, I was always just that.

On the Métro, a woman only a few years older than me eyed my blue down jacket, my backpack, my hiking boots. I could see her making an instant assessment: American college kid abroad and lost. I felt a sudden need to break out of this identikit image; to smash all the limitations and cautious conformities of my life until now. And I wanted to ask for her phone number and tell her, ‘Wait until you see me in cooler clothes.’ But I had no French.

At Jussieu there was an army surplus store that sold black pea jackets – Importé des États-Unis. I tried one on. It made me look like a Kerouac drifter. It cost four hundred francs: a steep price for me. But it was a coat I would wear every day of this winter. And it was a coat that would allow me to blend into the cityscape; would not call attention to my anxious American-abroad status.

And I was anxious.

Because I was alone. And deficient in the language. And friendless. And lacking the rigid direction that had defined my life until now.

Anxiety is the dizziness of freedom.

I now had freedom.

And Paris.

And a black pea coat.

And the sense, for the first time ever, that my life was a tabula rasa.

A blank slate can often induce dread. Especially when you have been brought up to believe in the necessity of narrow certitude.

At the hotel I handed over a week’s rent, took the key, went upstairs and slammed the door for a few unconscious hours, awaking with this thought:

I am bound to nothing and no one.

A vertiginous realization.



*



My hotel room. An elderly brass bed with a wafer-thin mattress. A sink of stained porcelain and semi-rusted taps. A pockmarked mahogany wardrobe, an old café table and one chair. Floral wallpaper yellowed by age and cigarette smoke. A small radiator that banged percussively. A view of an alleyway. Walls that leaked sound. A clacking typewriter. A man with an endless hacking cough. I still slept. And woke in the late afternoon. The bathroom was down the hall. A stand-up, squat-to-shit toilet. Grim. A small shower stall next door, framed by an old green vinyl curtain. There was a hose with a hand-held shower head. The water was hot. I soaped up my body and hair, washing away the all-day siesta. I used the harsh bath towel left on my bed to dry off and hide my nakedness during the dash back to my room. I dressed and went out into the world.

Snow was falling. Paris had been bleached. Hunger was speaking to me. I hadn’t had a proper hot meal in over a day. I found a small place tucked away behind the boulevard Saint-Michel. Steak frites, a half-liter of red wine, a crème caramel: twenty-five francs. I thought: I am too conscious of money, of the price and conflicting values of everything. Frugality and self-denial were two central household credos indoctrinated in me at a premature age. I now wanted to jettison them all. But I also wanted somehow to get through the next five months without needing to run home and find work. There was a summer clerkship with a federal judge awaiting me in Minneapolis on June 1. There was law school and all its future implications come September. Before all that I had this juncture, this space, without obligations – outside of staying within my budget.

I wandered for much of the evening, oblivious to the cold, the still-falling snow. If you have not grown up around epic urban grandeur – or anything that even begins to hint at historic monumentalism – Paris is humbling. But though its great architectural set pieces dazzled me, my peripheral vision was leading me elsewhere: to its backstreets, its spindly labyrinth of alleyways. And there was the sense that sex was everywhere – from the women of the night trawling for custom on the edges of sidewalks to the couples locked in tangled embraces against walls, lamp posts, even the stone balustrade of the Pont Neuf. I followed the path of the Seine: dark frigid water in a relentless drift. I envied the lovers. I envied anyone who had connected with someone else; who didn’t feel alone in the dark.



I learned to drift.

My first week in Paris was just that: an extended, aimless ramble. Daybreak now for me was around ten in the morning. There was a café next door to the hotel. I ate the same breakfast every morning: citron pressé, croissant, grand crème. It was a place frequented by local workers – the trashmen, guys doing roadwork – which kept it cheap. The owner – bad teeth, tired eyes, ever professional – was always behind the counter. After I was there for the fourth day running he greeted me with a nod: ‘La même chose?’ he asked. I replied with a bonjour and a nod back. We never exchanged names.

A daily International Herald Tribune was beyond my budget. But the café owner always had yesterday’s edition behind the bar. He told me: ‘A compatriot of yours from the hotel always buys it before breakfast, then leaves it on the table when he departs.’

Or at least that is what I thought he told me. I understood barely more than I could speak.

‘Il arrive quand?’ I had bought a notebook, a cheap fountain pen, a dictionary and a book of basic verbs. I had set myself the daily task of learning ten new words and two new verbs conjugated in the présent, passé composé et futur proche every day.

‘Every morning at seven. I think he doesn’t sleep much. A man with eyes that are far too bruised by life.’

I loved that description so much – Un homme aux yeux trop mâchés par la vie – that I wrote it down in my notebook.

The café was called Le Select, its name a contradiction. There was nothing select about it. It was small, basic, with a handful of tables and no real amenities. I had no experience of cafés. Only American coffee shops, American diners, American drip coffee. Juke boxes and grubby linoleum and waitresses who chewed gum and wore battered smiles. Here at Le Select booze was an accepted part of the morning ritual. Most of the trash-tossers – les éboueurs – would down a Calva with their coffee, just as a pair of gendarmes often stopped in for vin rouge, poured from label-less liter bottles. They never paid for their drinks. Le Select taught me the art of loitering with intent. I would sit there until noon with my breakfast, my day-old newspaper, my cigarettes, my notebook and fountain pen. I was never told to move along, never disturbed. As a result I came to understand a key construct of cafés: their sense of improvised community and heated refuge amidst the cold dispassion of city streets.

Around midday I moved myself along to loiter elsewhere, often to the cinemas on the rue Champollion. Old Westerns. Old film noirs. Obscure musicals. Directors’ festivals: Hitchcock. Hawks. Wells. Huston. All in the original English with French subtitles dancing at the bottom edge of the screen. A place to hide for ten francs per séance.

Séance: a screening. But also a gathering. A ritual form of meeting.

Another word for my notebook.

I took a decision to explore, on foot, all twenty arrondissements. I haunted museums and galleries. I was a regular at English-language bookshops. I went to the jazz joints on the rue des Lombards. I ate a tagine for the first time. I found myself desperate to keep busy; an antidote to the solitude of my days and nights. I told myself: floating will tamp down the loneliness. Instead, floating augmented the emptiness within. I was not unhappy in Paris. I was unhappy in myself. I could not pinpoint the reason why. I wasn’t missing home. I wasn’t longing for things stateside. I was reveling in the newness of all before me. But the sadness – like a stubborn stain – refused to wash away.

The couple in the room next to mine were always fighting. The night man on the front desk – Omar, a Berber from the south of Morocco – told me they were Serbians. Refugees. And always furious at each other.

‘Their world would come unstuck if they showed kindness to each other. So they keep up the anger.’

The typewriter clacking was also a constant night-time feature of hotel life. I didn’t mind it. It had a metronomic effect on me, the tap, tap, tap lulling me into the underworld of sleep. One night in my second week, falling in late from a séance at a jazz club I saw the door of my neighbor’s room ajar. The light within was clouded by smoke.

‘You may enter,’ came a voice from deep within the fumes. An American voice.

I pushed open the door. I found myself in an identical version of my own room, albeit one where the tenant had taken up full-time residence. Seated in the bentwood chair was a guy in his mid-twenties. Shoulder-length blond hair, round steel glasses, a cigarette between his teeth, a fogged-in smile.

‘You my neighbor?’ he asked. ‘Should I be doing this in bad French?’

‘English works.’

‘Is the typing keeping you awake?’

‘I don’t sleep in my coat.’

‘So you saw my door open … and just decided to say hello?’

‘I can leave.’

‘You can also sit down.’

This is how I met Paul Most.

‘Yeah I write. No, I have not published a word. No, I am not going to tell you what this novel is all about – which shows great restraint on my part. Yes, I am a New Yorker. Yes, I have just enough of a trust fund to ruin me.’

He was a refugee from an authoritarian father. An investment banker. White shoe. Connected. Park Avenue. High Church Episcopalian.

‘The whole prep school/Ivy League trajectory. I got into Harvard. I got thrown out of Harvard. Lack of interest in work. Two years in the Merchant Marine. Hey, it worked for Eugene O’Neill. I got back into Harvard. Daddy connections. I scraped through. I spent a Peace Corps year teaching the hopeless cases of Upper Volta. I worked my way through gonorrhea, syphilis, trichomoniasis. I exchanged Ouagadougou for Paris fifteen months ago. I found this hotel. I negotiated a deal. Here I sit, typing into the night.’

‘Your father hasn’t tried to force you back home and onto Wall Street?’

‘Daddy has written me off. While in Upper Volta, and having a deranged moment brought on by dengue fever, I wrote the Harvard Magazine in response to a request for Class Notes. And what words did I send them? “Paul Most, Class of ’74, lives in West Africa with a permanent case of the clap.” Well, I thought it witty.’

‘Did it make it into print?’

‘Hardly. But Ivy walls have ears. Papa wrote to me care of American Express in Paris telling me I was now on my own, without his largesse in the big bad world. Of course, he knew he could not stop me benefiting from a trust set up by his father for his five grandchildren. My share of the interest of the principal became payable to me as of my twenty-fifth birthday … which happened to be seven months ago. Right about the time that Papa defenestrated me. I now have a nice and tidy monthly allowance of eight hundred dollars. Considering that I have negotiated the management of this scruffy establishment down to twenty-five francs a night, I have my little sliver of bed space in Paris for just over one hundred dollars a month. And they even change the sheets twice a week.’

He then asked me where I’d grown up. I told him. His reply:

‘What a dull little place to call home.’

I pointed to the eau de vie. A Vieille Prune. He poured me a glass. I took one of his Camels. He asked where I went to college. I gave him the information demanded.

‘My word, aren’t you Mr State U.? And now? Are you having the budget grand European tour before heading back to join Daddy’s agrarian insurance practice?’

‘I enter Harvard Law in September.’

That got his attention.

‘Seriously?’

‘Seriously.’

‘Chapeaux. A fellow Harvard man.’

And one who didn’t get there courtesy of Daddy.

But that subtext remained unarticulated.

He changed the subject, never once asking a further question about my life.

But two cigarettes and three eaux de vie later, he offered this observation:

‘I know why you stood outside my door tonight. The agony of Paris. The city is cruel to anyone on their own. You see everyone intertwined and it points up your little-boy-lost status. And the fact that you are returning home to an empty bed in a cheap hotel.’

‘That makes two of us.’

‘Oh, I’ve got someone. Just not here tonight. But you’re flying solo. And unable to connect.’

I wanted to contradict this. Wanted to protest. Wanted to slap down his cruelty. But I knew that would send me down a defensive street. Which was where he wanted me to end up. I could see the snare he was setting. So I said:

‘Guilty as charged.’

‘My, my – an honest man.’

‘Any thoughts how I can become less lonely here?’ I asked.

‘I presume you speak little or no French.’

‘It’s very basic. Far from conversational.’

‘I could invite you to a party tomorrow night. A book-launch thing. A friend of Sabine’s.’

‘Who’s Sabine?’

‘The woman who should be here tonight. Don’t ask me to explain.’

‘Why would I ask that?’

‘A farm boy with teeth.’

‘I wasn’t raised on a farm.’

His reply was a smirk.

‘If I invite you, I must warn you: I will not act as your chaperone. Nor will I introduce you to anyone.’

‘Then why invite me?’

‘Because you said you were lonely. Call it an act of mercy.’

He reached for a notepad and scribbled out an address.

‘Tomorrow night at seven.’

He eyed up my flared gray denims, my brown crew-neck sweater, my blue button-down shirt.

‘It’s Paris. You might want to wear black.’



*



I returned to the army surplus store. The same boxer-faced man served me. I told him what I needed. I indicated my budget was limited. He looked me over, taking in my size. ‘Skinny boy.’ Then he went scavenging through the shelves. He pulled out a black wool turtleneck for thirty-five francs and a pair of black wool trousers for forty-five francs. He had to shake the dust off before I tried them on. They both fit me just fine.

‘I have black winter boots from la Légion étrangère. Soft leather. Already broken in. Warm but not heavy – and with a good sole. Perfect for Paris. Sixty francs.’

I tried them on. They worked.

‘Give me one hundred and ten francs for everything,’ he said. ‘And now you are une symphonie en noir.’



‘You look like you just walked off the USS East Village.’

Paul Most’s greeting to me before I made my way into the bookshop.

‘You told me to change my style.’

‘And indeed you did, Sailor.’

The bookshop was called La Hune. Most was standing outside it, a Camel on the go. A woman was with him. Rail thin, frizzy hair, a biker jacker, a black silk scarf.

‘Meet Sabine,’ he said.

I extended my hand. Sabine regarded this action with amusement. She leaned over and gave me a kiss on each cheek.

‘My greenhorn friend here has no idea of local protocol,’ Most said.

Sabine’s response came out as a verbal slap.

‘Tu sais que je refuse de parler en anglais.’

Most responded with a flood of fast French, an aggressive tone creeping in. Sabine pouted, barking back at him:

‘T’es un con.’

She’d just called him an asshole. Appropriate.

‘See what you caused?’ Most said to me, all smiles.

He motioned to the door.

‘Catch you at the bar.’

The bookshop was not a big space. There were brimming shelves everywhere. Books piled high. A dense crowd. I sought out the bar and reached for red wine. I backed into a bookshelf, above which was a sign: PHILO. I glanced down and found myself staring into a cliff face of volumes: de Beauvoir, Deleuze, de Maistre, Democritus, De Morgan, Derrida, Descartes, Diderot, Dworkin …

‘Êtes-vous obsédé par les philosophes dont le nom commence par “D”?’

The voice: quiet, resonant, teasing. I spun round. I found myself facing a woman. An abundance of wavy red hair. Deep green eyes: pellucid, ever observant, witty. Her face soft, freckled, open. Her dress black and tight. Black stockings. Black boots. A cigarette between long fingers, the cuticles somewhat chewed, a band of gold on her left ring finger. My first thought: vulnerable. My second thought: beautiful. My third thought: I am smitten. My fourth thought: that damn wedding ring.

‘American?’ she said.

‘I’m afraid so.’

‘No need to be embarrassed about that.’

Her English was flawless.

‘I am embarrassed about my lack of French. Why is your English so good?’

‘Practice. I lived in New York for two years. I should have stayed. I didn’t.’

‘And now?’

‘Now I live here.’

‘Doing what?’

Another amused smile.

‘You like to interrogate. Are you a criminal lawyer?’

‘I’m heading that way. But let me guess. You’re a professor?’

‘Why are you so determined to find out what I do?’

‘My natural need to pose questions.’

‘Curiosity is commendable. I am a translator.’

‘English to French?’

‘German to French as well. Both ways round.’

‘You’re fluent in three languages?’

‘Four. My Italian is reasonable.’

‘Now I do feel like a rube.’

‘There’s a word I don’t know – “rube”.’

‘Someone from the sticks. A hayseed. A yokel.’

‘And let me guess – the inventor of this “argot” was from New York?’

‘No doubt.’

She reached into the small black leather bag suspended from her shoulder and brought out a small black notebook and silver pen.

‘How do you spell “yokel”?’

I told her.

‘I love argot. It is the true local color of all languages.’

‘Give me an example of Parisian argot.’

‘Grave de chez grave.’

‘Grave is “serious”, right?’

‘I am impressed – for someone who says he has no French.’

I explained my daily vocabulary discipline.

‘Such diligence. Then you are definitely not grave de chez grave, which means “stupid”.’

‘Sometimes I feel that way – stupid.’

‘In general, or just here in Paris?’

‘Here. Now. In this bookshop. With all these smart, worldly people.’

‘And you telling yourself I’m just a “rube” – have I pronounced that right? – from the sticks?’

‘You pick up argot quickly.’

‘When you are a translator words are everything.’

‘So you are curious too.’

‘Ever curious.’

She lightly touched my arm, letting her fingers linger there for a moment. I smiled at her. She smiled back.

‘I’m Isabelle.’

‘I’m Sam. Funny you asking me that question about philosophers. I looked at all those names on the spines of the books – all the D’s – and thought: I know so little.’

‘But acknowledging that you have gaps in your knowledge – that you want to venture into intellectual places you’ve avoided until now – is wonderful. For me curiosity is all. So stop telling yourself you are a “rube”. You found your way here tonight. You walked into an event so absurdly Parisian. Do you know the book being launched? The author?’

‘I’m a gatecrasher.’

‘I admire you even more for that. Look over there at the rather petite woman with the wild curls. That’s Jeanne Rocheferand. Philosophe. Normalienne. She will be an académicienne before the end of the decade.’

She was tiny. In her sixties. Beyond thin. Leopard-skin print pants. Leopard-skin top. Big black hair. Hovering next to her a guy around twenty-eight. French biker type. Green aviator shades. Bored with the talk. His hand on her ass.

‘I understand none of those terms,’ I said.

‘And why would you? They mean a great deal in our own world here. Stay here long enough, learn the language, it will all make sense.’

‘I only have a few months over here. And I might move on.’

‘Then you won’t learn much – which perhaps is not the idea here.’

‘I have no idea what the goal is.’

‘“Goal”. Such an American word and notion.’

‘Is that a problem?’

Another light brush of her fingers across my arm.

‘It’s sweet. Here no one will ever speak of objectives, goals. We are all being far too theoretical. Dazzling ourselves with our cerebral verbiage. But everything in life is about permitting ourselves that which we want. Or creating limitations, frontiers for ourselves.’

‘Are you a free person?’

‘Yes and no. And yes, I permit myself certain things, and stop myself from crossing over into places where more freedom might just be found. The usual risks and compromises inherent in a certain kind of metropolitan life.’

‘I am not metropolitan.’

‘You are here. It is a start.’

A glance at her watch.

‘The time, the time. I have a dinner …’

Without thought or premeditation I took her hand in mine. Her eyes closed. Then opened. Her fingers loosened. She stepped back.

‘A pleasure, Sam.’

‘A pleasure, Isabelle.’

Silence.

She broke it. ‘So ask me for my number.’

‘May I please have your phone number?’

She met my gaze.

‘You may.’

A quick dive into her bag, the emergence of a single small card.

‘Here it is. I am at this number most mornings and afternoons.’

She leaned over and kissed me on each cheek. I felt a charge of longing for someone I had only just met. She sensed it. She smiled.

‘À bientôt.’

And she was gone.

I stood there, holding the card. I stared down at its simple black typeface:


ISABELLE de MONSAMBERT

Traductrice

9 rue Bernard Palissy

75006 Paris

01 489 62 33



I pulled out my wallet. I put the card in a small slot. I wanted to believe I would make that call in the next day or so.

‘So you got Isabelle’s phone number.’

Paul Most talking. Paul Most now by my side, a bottle of wine in his hand.

‘How do you know her name?’

‘Met her at another book thing last week. We got talking. I asked for her number. She didn’t give it to me. Looks like you’re the chosen one, fella. If you choose to be chosen. You’ve been given the card. The question now is: can you play it?’



Most disappeared with Sabine the Petulant. I nodded at the writer – a hail and farewell. She smiled. The biker boyfriend scowled. I looked around. The party was breaking up. I headed out into the black Paris night. I glanced at the menu of the Café de Flore. Beyond my means. I wandered back into the 5th and found a cheap brasserie where I ate a croque monsieur and drank two glasses of vin ordinaire while replaying the conversation with Isabelle. I opened my wallet. I looked again at her card. I kept thinking about the wedding band on her left ring finger. Her invitation. ‘À bientôt.’ If I chose to make the call.

I pulled out an aerogramme – scored at a local post office – and my fountain pen. I wrote my father a simple note telling him I was alive and flourishing, that Paris was ‘interesting’ (he preferred understatement), that I was looking forward to my summer with the judge and Harvard thereafter. I threw in that last bit to reassure him that I was definitely going to do the right thing and come home. Because I still needed to answer to that voice of authority he represented. Had Dad been a completely removed man it might have been easier to compartmentalize his detachment from me. But the fact that he was never arctic with me, but also never there … it just augmented the guilt; the sense that something within me was responsible for his endless reticence.

I signed off the letter Love, Sam. I finished my last glass of wine, smoking down a Gauloise before heading back to the hotel. Isabelle’s card got transferred from my wallet to a corner of the table I had turned into a desk. I placed it under a notebook. It sat there untouched for two days. I did my daily breakfast thing, my daily cinema thing, my daily drifting-around-town thing. I knocked once on Paul Most’s door, in search of company. No answer. I filled more pages in my notebook. I saw two Westerns in a cinema on the rue Champollion where I was the only patron in the theater. I found Chinatown in the 13th arrondissement and ate Szechuan pig’s feet for no better reason than to eat Szechuan pig’s feet. I slept in fitful bursts. I kept telling myself: pick up the card, make the phone call. I imagined her amused voice letting me know: ‘I am hardly interested in a yokel like you.’

Late that night, around three, I heard the couple next door fighting again. The man hectoring her. The woman crying. Trying to supplicate him. Suing for peace. It didn’t matter that Serbo-Croat was a Martian language to me. The vernacular of rage expressed by a couple needs no translation. Whether uttered in a flood of reproachful words or evinced through lengthy silences at a dinner table (my parents’ preferred form of message transmission), that sense of contempt is unmistakable. Contempt: was that the underlying sentiment which marked the endgame for most intimate relationships? I got out of bed and poured myself a glass of wine from the liter bottle of fifteen-franc rouge I’d bought yesterday. It was drinkable, cheap. I lit a cigarette. I listened as the fight hit a crescendo – the woman now lashing out, berating her man, submerging him in her disdain. Now it was his turn to sob and plead. I reached over and turned on the little transistor radio that had crossed the Atlantic with me. I found a jazz station on the FM dial and heard a woman sing in a melancholic mezzo of her search for ‘someone to watch over me’. That universal yearning … even though, at this early juncture in my life, I was beginning to fathom: everyone is, at heart, out on their own in the mess of life.

I drank more of the wine. The singer continued to catch, with syncopated longing, the search for that elusive soulmate. Next door some object was hurled. It smashed. Screams ensued. Doors opened. Voices were raised in complaint. I turned up the jazz, finished my cigarette. I fingered the card half lodged under my notebook and resolved to call Isabelle when day overtook this dark night.



*



There was a pay phone at Le Select. It had a jeton – the token you bought to operate it – jammed into its slot. I asked the guy behind the counter if I could use the red Bakelite phone he kept next to the bottles of Pernod and Ricard. He placed it in front of me on the zinc counter. The rotary dial clicked like a spinning roulette wheel as I dialed the number.

‘Oui, allô?’

She’d answered on the third ring.

‘Bonjour, Isabelle?’

‘Oui?’

She sounded tentative. As in: Who is this?

‘C’est moi … Sam.’

‘Sam?’

‘L’américain. Three days ago … the bookshop.’

‘Oh … Samuel. A lovely surprise.’

Sem-you-el. She gave my name a quirky musicality.

‘I was just wondering …’

I couldn’t complete the sentence. Merde.

‘Would you like to meet for a drink?’

She’d just completed the sentence for me. Double merde.

‘Yes, I would like that.’

‘Good.’

I could hear amusement in her voice. I could sense her thinking, A boy. A scared little American boy.

‘If you have my phone number, then you also have my address.’

I glanced down at the card. This was all vertiginous new territory for me.

‘Yes, I’ve got it.’

‘Do you have something to write with?’

I scrambled in my jacket pocket for my notebook and pen.

‘Ready.’

She gave me the door code. She told me the street was off the rue de Rennes and that I should take the Métro to Saint-Germain-des-Prés.

‘At five?’ she asked.

‘When?’

‘Today. Unless you are busy.’

Busy with what?

‘I’ll be there.’

‘À très bientôt.’

The last time – the only time – we’d spoken she had ended the conversation with ‘À bientôt.’ Now that ‘See you soon’ had been upgraded with a très. My French was still basic. But I had started to discern the subtle intricacies, the signs and meanings contained in the addition of a more alluring très.

A crystalline January day. Cold. A hard blue sky. I walked and found myself deep in the 10th. A canal. Grubby streets. Tumbledown buildings. More walking to quell the anxiety within. The canal ran right down to the Bastille. Why this intrinsic fear? That afternoon on the canal, when I tried to walk off the worry – was that the moment when a perception began to take hold? My childhood had been infused with sad culpability. A belief – reinforced by my father – that I merited being kept at arm’s length. Not really worthy of love. A parental viewpoint that now had me wondering: how could a woman as rarefied and cerebral as Isabelle find this naive child of the Midwest worthy of her interest?

The canal ran out. I ducked into the Métro. Some minutes later I was above ground in Saint-Germain-des-Prés. Night. The electric dance of street lights and car beams and neon. I crossed the rue de Rennes. Bernard Palissy was a short, narrow street, number 9 a broad, low building. A publisher occupied the ground floor and had a severe display of its latest titles in a small picture window. I punched in the code on the pad. The door opened with a decisive click. I walked on into the courtyard. Cobblestones, narrow windows. Isabelle had told me to head to the far end and find her name on a list of bells. I rang once. Another decisive click. I opened the door to face narrow stairs. A voice – her voice – from above:

‘It is an alpine climb.’

The banister was an oiled rope. The staircase was an upward spiral. It was a serious ascent. On each tiny floor were two doors painted maroon. I reached the fifth landing. The summit. Isabelle was standing in an open doorway, wearing a black turtleneck and a long, narrow, black wool skirt that held tight to her long, narrow frame. She had a cigarette between two fingers. I could see her sizing me up. She smiled, then leaned forward to kiss me on each cheek.

‘You deserve a drink after that effort.’

I followed her inside. I was in a tiny apartment. A narrow rectangle of a place. The ceiling was low. It almost grazed my head.

‘I was worried you might be a tight fit here.’

‘The disadvantages of being tall.’

‘I like your height. The majority of French men are small – on every level.’

She took my coat, her fingers touching the sleeve of my sweater. I wanted to envelop her. Instead, I lit up a cigarette. Isabelle reached over to a shelf in the kitchen alcove and took down two large bulbous glasses. Putting them on the table, she reached for a bottle of wine and a corkscrew. She extracted the cork with instinctive ease. She poured out about three fingers of wine into each glass. A swirl of deep tannic red. I wanted to reach for mine and down it in one go. Dutch courage and all that.

‘We need to give it five minutes. A wine must breathe.’

I took a deep steadying drag on my cigarette. Isabelle reached for me, threading her fingers through my free hand. I sat on the sofa, telling myself: don’t pull her toward you.

She came down beside me. Her grasp of my fingers tightened.

‘Kiss me.’

One beat later we were entwined. My mouth deep against hers. Her hands around my head. Her tongue within me. Her legs open, then thrown around me. Rocking me back and forth, back and forth. Augmenting passion: immediate, crazed. Pulling off each other’s clothes. Her underwear: black, simple. She grabbed for my belt. Pulling down my jeans. Her hand taking me. Her skin freckled like her face, translucent. Her triangle of hair. My finger stroking her. She let out a hushed howl. She grabbed me, guiding me in. I pushed down. As deep as I could go. Now her howls were not hushed. Now she was digging her nails into my back. We were possessed. Amok. No past knowledge of such craziness, such freedom. I tried to hold back as long as possible. I came in a wild burst, the effect electric. I muffled my gasps. I slumped against her. She was still shaking. I was aware of the rapid metronome of her heart. The dampness of our skins. The way we were conjoined. Her hand taking mine. Clutching it. The solidarity of shared passion. She moved a hand to either side of my head. Grasping me. Looking long and hard into my eyes. I saw questions. She kissed me. She ran an index finger down from my forehead to my lips.

‘You can come back,’ she said.

I smiled, trying to cloak my anxiety. The anxiety of being so smitten. She lit us cigarettes. She reached for the wine glasses, handing me one, then she clinked her glass against mine.

‘À nous,’ she said.

To us.



*



That night I knocked on Paul Most’s door.

‘I’m writing,’ he shouted over the lethargic clack-clack of his typewriter.

‘I’m buying the drinks if you want an excuse to stop writing.’

‘Excuse accepted,’ he said.

Five minutes later we were huddled over Calvados and cigarettes in a corner of Le Select.

‘So when did you fall in love?’ he asked me.

This question threw me. Because it also had me wondering: am I that transparent?

‘I don’t know what you are talking about,’ I said.

‘Bullshit. You’ve just become a resident of that country called Smitten. Let me guess, the beautiful, elusive Isabelle …?’

I said nothing, staring down into the dark copper veneer of my apple brandy. Most reached for my pack of cigarettes.

‘Your silence says it all: guilty as charged.’

Now it was my turn to light up a fresh smoke.

‘Have you ever fallen hard?’ I finally asked.

‘Sure. Around thirty-three times. And always with a high sense of irony accompanying the downward plunge. But that’s not you, sonny boy. “How ya gonna keep ’em down on the farm after they’ve seen Paree?”’

My lips tightened. I drew down hard on my cigarette and threw back the remains of my Calvados.

‘Go on, call me an asshole,’ Most said.

I remained silent.

‘That’s you – the ever-polite farm boy.’

‘I wasn’t raised on a fucking farm,’ I hissed.

Most smiled. And said, ‘Checkmate. Let me guess: you’ve never felt this way before, never known passion like—’

I held up my hand, like a cop halting traffic.

Most smiled again.

‘Here’s the thing,’ he said. ‘I’ve had one or two of these arrangements during my time here. They work just fine as long as you understand the married Frenchwoman is playing by one set of rules … and you won’t get hurt as long as you accept her rules and don’t think you can impose yours on it. Trust me: your heart isn’t going to get what it so badly wants.’

To which I could only think what I could not express:

How could Isabelle and I have made love like that and not both be in love?



*



I phoned at ten the next morning. A mistake. Too early. Too eager. As the roulette-wheel dial phone at Le Select spun round, I told myself: Not yet. Not now. Wait. Even though she had said to ‘Call me tomorrow’ as I left her that first afternoon. Since then I’d played back every moment of what had just transpired. Blindsided by it all. Now fearful of its possible loss.

Is that what’s called a duality? Does your introduction to proper passion set up a terrible dance of headiness underscored by the prospect of it all slipping out of your grasp? Which makes you even more anxious to try to shore it up. Even though you have no idea at such an early juncture what, if anything, this might be.

‘Bonjour, Samuel. You are calling rather early.’ Her tone formal, amused, corrective. ‘How’ve you been since yesterday?’

‘Missing you.’

Fuck. Too heart-on-sleeve.

‘Lovely to hear that. It was a wonderful few hours.’

‘When can we have the next wonderful few hours?’

‘Mon jeune homme …’

‘I could come over later.’

‘I would truly like that. But I must head off for the weekend in a few hours. Monday, 1700 hours?’

‘Uh … sure.’

‘You sound hesitant.’

‘Not hesitant. Just stupid.’

‘You are hardly stupid, Samuel. I look forward to our next rendezvous with great pleasure.’

I felt despair. Why was I getting the impression: this is a one-sided crush? But as soon as these questions formed between my ears, I silenced them. Instead, I said:

‘Monday it is then.’

‘Merveilleux. Bon weekend, Samuel.’

End of conversation.

I must head off for the weekend in a few hours.

Monday now seemed a faraway date, protracted, distant. My reckless-desire scenario: to call her back, insist on a passionate hour today. Or to show up at the rue Bernard Palissy and …

Destroy everything with the immaturity of the impulsive.

I pushed away the phone. I ordered another coffee. I went back to my newspaper and notebook. I opened Pariscope and programmed the films and jazz gigs and free organ recitals in churches that would fill up the time until Monday. I gave myself the illusion of staying busy.

The weekend bled away. I tried not to live in the realm of raised expectations. I tried to tamp down my fear of her last-minute cancelation (even though she’d given no indication so far that this could be on the cards).

Monday morning landed with the slam of an outside door. Heading down the hall to the bathroom, I saw Paul Most in the hallway, two suitcases by his feet.

‘Well, hello, stranger,’ he said.

‘I knocked twice. No answer.’

‘Otherwise engaged. Now, otherwise leaving.’

‘Any reason why?’

‘My father left this life two nights ago.’

‘I am so sorry.’

‘The platitude is appreciated.’

‘It was meant.’

‘I know that. I am in a sour place. Papa was not a nice man. But I must do the correct thing. The burial is Wednesday. My mother tells me I was not cut out of the will. Which was also her way of informing me: show no disrespect, be there for me, and I won’t go legal and legislate against you.’

‘So this is it. The final exit. No return?’

‘I’ve done my time here. I’m now at that juncture where I would have to stop living as a transient and get a place, get a carte de séjour and find work and declare Paris home. To get the papers I would need to marry. There are candidates. But beware these bohemian Frenchwomen who espouse free love and no strings. They all have this bourgeoise underside. They will start talking commitment, property, babies. It’s all programmed into them at an impressionable age. The veneer of sexual freedom often disguises future domestic entrapment.’

‘Will you dodge all that back home?’

‘Of course not. Within five years I’ll be married and doing something academic and limiting. Unless I decide before then to make the big Faustian pact and follow Dad into advertising. He was the ultimate J. Walter Thompson exec. Slick, smart, all success, no presence. Never rated me.’

I reached out and put a hand on his shoulder. He shrugged me off.

‘Is this your idea of consolation?’ he asked.

‘Solidarity.’

‘What will that bring me?’

‘The momentary belief that someone else gets it.’

He hung his head, then hoisted his bags.

‘America beckons.’

‘I look forward to reading your book.’

‘It will never see print.’

‘How can you say that?’

‘Because I know trash when I read it.’

Declining my offer of assistance, he trudged down the stairs. I peered in his room. All his books had been left behind. Stacks of unused notepads. Bottles of wine and booze. I called down to him.

‘What about all your stuff?’

‘Past tense. Help yourself.’

‘That’s kind of you.’

‘I’m anything but kind. And I know that in time this Paris idyll will also seem to you like the last illusion of freedom before you did what most of us Yanks end up doing: the usual conformist dance.’

Our last words. A front-door slam. He was gone.

I went into his room. More than a hundred books. A stack of yellow writing pads. A collection of pens. About a half-dozen empty black notebooks. Grid paper. Pencils. Four unopened bottles of red. Two eaux de vie. Vieille Prune. The remnants of a life in transit. I felt a strange chill on the back of my neck. That sense that everything we accumulate – all we pile up, everything and everyone we connect with – is inevitably left behind. None of us avoid this fate. Which is why we must sidestep timidity when it comes to the present tense. All we have, in essence, is the here and now.

And all I had – and wanted – at this very moment was Isabelle.



*



We fell into bed the moment I walked through her door. All over each other. Naked in moments. Crashed across the duvet. The four-day respite had built up vast desire. Pulling me in. Spreading her legs to take me deeper. Then closing them. Forcing me even further within. Her groans mounting. My arms encircling her. The aroma of her perfume – something lavender, subtle – wafting into me. My fingers on her nipples. Hearing her breath quicken. The crazed rhythms of our back and forth, back and forth. Her cries mounting. Her hand plunged against her mouth as she let go. Moments later the pressure within me detonating. A sudden explosion that landed like a punch to the head, then cascaded into the deepest sense of release. I fell against a pillow, spent. She turned toward me, her fingers stroking my face.

‘Mon amour.’

It came out in a whisper. I whispered back:

‘Mon amour.’

A long, deep kiss. Then she was out of bed, her tall frame shadowed by a candle aglow on her desk. Her red hair astray across her face. The luminosity in her eyes.

A visual miniature that still stays with me: the naked beauty of Isabelle, moments after we had brought each other to a place of rapture. The swaying of her narrow hips as she
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