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			For Omri, without whom I’d have no words. 

And for Sandy. The world is waiting to hear your story.

		

	
		
			Act I: The Bohemian Revolution

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Paris, 1937

			Claude and I, like the beginning of all great queer friendships, had attempted to find romance with each other, back on my very first night in Paris in the late summer of ’36. Fresh off the train from Austria, naturally the place I dropped my bags was Giovanni’s bar on the corner of Rue Duperré. I’d once read this bar was a gathering place for men of my sort; that was from a discarded pamphlet I found in a certain gentleman’s facilities back in Vienna. I knew one day I would make it to Paris, and on that day, Giovanni’s was where I would go. 

			Two drinks in at Giovanni’s and I’d already secured lodgings upstairs with Madame Framboise, who wrote my mother a very lovely letter in the most overwrought French, assuring her that not only would I have a soft bed and a warm kitchen as long as the postal orders lasted, but she’d even send her a monthly newsletter of how I was getting on at art school. Not to mention the insurance required by my mother, as executor of my father’s estate, that I was, in fact, learning something. Art school was, of course, purpose de jure for being in Paris. But it was the modern medium of photography which had captured my imagination like a revolutionary theology. The very idea photography could be art being as abhorrent to the great masters as Marxism to the moneyed classes.

			From Vienna, I brought the state-of-the-art Kodak 35 mm camera my grandmother had given me in 1935. I’d been too self-conscious to take more than a few snapshots of my mother and our furniture, and only when we were at home. Such were the looks, or worse, the questions, the police would heap on a quiet young man taking pictures around Vienna.

			But now I was in Paris. With a twinkling in her eye, perhaps from attempting to match-make two young men together, or perhaps from the fact she was permanently pissed on gin, Madame Framboise waved Claude over from his stalking horse at the bar, leafing through Le Figaro in the late afternoon light seeping into our basement lair.

			“I’m halving your rent,” she told him, the gin licking her cheeks a strawberry red. 

			“Thank you, but I work alone,” Claude said. He raised his eyebrow over my rough, anxious edges and the camera clasped to my chest.

			“You boys belong together.”

			“You always say that.”

			“Well I think you’ll bring out the best in each other.” 

			Claude scoffed and snatched the remainder of liquor from Madame Framboise’s glass, while she returned to what intrigued her most about me. The camera in my lap. “Which angle suits me best, Herr Anders?”

			“At least she doesn’t need rouge,” Claude said, sliding in beside her, dusting strands of loose hair behind Madame Framboise’s ears. Even a fraud masquerading as an amateur could capture the love between these old souls. It flowed right into the lens, as the two of them embraced tighter than my mother had ever hugged me. The two of them laughing operatically, cheek to cheek, the glorious friendship between a middle-aged woman and a boisterous young queer itself a study in still-life. Only Giovanni’s grumbling that my snapping pictures would ‘frighten the gents’ as he brought us a steady supply of drinks turned me slightly off. But I was having too much fun with new chéries to worry about Giovanni. There was also the matter of Claude’s fluttering lashes and hands constantly tapping my own as I drank or wound the camera, such indelicacies leaving a trail of electric sparks that led straight up the stairs, to our attic room on the corner of Rue Duperré.

			Give us our credit. Claude tried, and far harder than I. We both knew the drunken cloud where romances are birthed would not offer us cover for long. We must link ourselves together now, or be damned to the sins of friendship for all eternity. 

			But we were simply a couple of negative charges. The bottom ends of two magnets, constitutionally ineligible to consummate a marriage of mignons.

			And so, my trans-continental voyage to dip my toe in the virgin waters of a long-overdue sexual awakening free from my mother’s yoke dried up like… “Like Madame Framboise’s pussy,” Claude said the very next night at Giovanni’s bar—essentially, the downstairs living room of my new home.

			In a dark, sheltered corner of the smoke-filled basement bristling with men on the prowl come evening time, Claude hushed the lay of the land directly into my ear, never breaking eye contact with the man he hoped to lead into the alleyway where he conducted his business.

			“You’re one of us now, darling,” Claude said, already loosening his belt in the hope to be there and back in the time it took me to bring us another drink. “And there’s three things all us Montmartre boys must know: get the money upfront, never suck a dick in your own stairwell, and…” Claude stood from the table, grabbing the front of his trousers to keep them up as the man he’d been winking at openly beckoned him to hurry up, “a shot of absinthe is like bleach for the throat.”

			Our romantic relationship, such as it was, manifested itself with him pouncing on my bed at two in the morning, his voice lacquered in absinthe; purely to harp on about the finer details of the French Wars of Religion.

			“You see,” he’d say with a languid hoarseness while attempting to relight the stubby end of a gauloises with a burnt match, “if one’s mother was Catherine de’ Medici, how could one not have issues with women?”

			For Claude, all great histories were littered with the untold stories of our homosexual forbearers. When we took flight through the Tuileries, arm in arm, he would recast the entire foundations of Western civilization in a lavender hue.

			“It all started with Charlemagne buggering his way across the continent,” Claude explained, his arm linked through mine as we wandered through the Parisian autumn. “He wanted to be Caesar reborn, or Alexander the Great, so he had to re-birth an Empire in order to give himself the power to fuck whomever he wanted.”

			Claude lit yet another cigarette as we stopped in front of an imposing equestrian statue of Philip I, King of the Franks. I took endless pictures, too many for what little amount of film I could afford, trying to capture the majestic monarch in the fading light. But the long shadows cast from the bronze hunk, and the puffs of cigarette smoke, interrupted any chance of a decent shot. The better image was of Claude gazing up the statue, preparing to recant some other great revelation of the mighty queers of Europe.

			“You know his story, right? Philip the Amorous.”

			“Well…”

			“Oh Anders! Sometimes I forget you never met another queer till you met me.” His cigarette cast clouds of smoke around us, as if a great sorcerer was letting me in on the secrets of the universe. “Every age has a beauty. One human being so magnetic all the artists, painters and poets of the age can do nothing but spend their lives attempting to capture their heavenly essence. Once in a generation, the gods will gift us such an idol. And in case you were wondering, that, my friend, is the meaning of life. To seek out that beauty wherever it may reside and praise it with things unattempted yet in art or prose or rhyme.”

			“That’s the meaning of life?” Claude wasn’t listening. This was a monologue.

			“The undisputed idol of eleventh century France was a young beauty called Giovanni.” Claude explained as we marched through the Tuileries. “His hair was golden and curly, like a Roman. He had the body of Neoptolemus, piercing blue eyes and skin the color of a Berber. The Archbishop of Tours, a man named Rodolfo, took this lad as his personal lover and every Sunday, Rodolfo would dress Giovanni up in all the Church’s finery and have him stand by the altar for all to see. 

			“During Mass, a squad of actors dressed as Jews would burst into the Basilica and rip Giovanni’s clothes off while yelling obscenities in a dramatic reenactment of the Passion. The crowds loved it, and one day the King himself came to visit and watch the show. He asked the Archbishop for a private audience with this Jesus, and fucked Giovanni senseless. King Philip returned to Paris boasting of how not even the son of God could resist the king. But then the dour St. Ivo got all up on his high horse and bitterly complained to Pope Urban II about this debauchery in the church and the court. Do you know what happened next?”

			“They…were all burned at the stake?”

			Claude laughed. “The Pope said Ivo’s slander had no basis in fact. Rodolfo had the King appoint their favorite boy Giovanni as bishop of Orleans, where he ruled for forty years, by the way. And Rodolfo continued to be a well loved and respected figure in France to whom young men would line up outside his Church, hoping to be cast as the next sexy Jesus. So don’t let anyone ever tell you us queers have no history. We are history.”

			This brought Clause to the ultimate hero of the modern queer—Napoleon—dashing around Europe, tearing down medieval walls and liberating the subjugated with Revolutionary ideals. “After all, that’s what revolution is really about, isn’t it?” Claude liked to say. “Lust. The right to love whom and what we want. Democracy, communism, republicanism. All great political upheavals have lust at their heart. Lutheran, Parisian, Napoleonic, the Russians. Revolutions occur when we decide to lust after something greater than the threat to our own life. Napoleon endures because he understood the fundamental truth that to love our own liberty is greater than anything this side of Eden.” 

			“We’d do well to remember our histories,” Claude would mutter when after a long day of schooling me on the true story of Europe, I’d finally coax him into his own bed, so to avoid being woken by the death-rush footsteps of Madame Framboise climbing the stairs with the morning’s baguette, lest she think we’d spent the night together. If she ever thought such a thing, the entire clientele of Giovanni’s bar downstairs would know by dusk. And the rest of Montmartre by midnight. 

			Claude would also sacrifice a good source of income since the men who frequented Giovanni’s would now think Claude was giving it away for free, and I’d lose the air of mystery which followed me around. Sometimes I wondered if the reason Madame Framboise so enjoyed a drink with us was so she could judge the two of us together, and get the dirty on that most masculine of activity she loved to hear about. 

			The room we rented from Madame Framboise was more of an attic really. Once upon a time Rue Duperré in Montmartre had been the beating heart of the Bohemian revolution—artists and painters living in the shadow of the sacred hill where Saint Denis had his head lopped off.

			But this village within a village had long drifted from the heart-stopping citadel of hallucinogenic machinations it had once been a generation ago. The barren world painfully present in every photograph I developed of the scenery around our arrondissement. Empty chairs at café tables where once Toulouse-Lautrec got drunk. The watery doorways on rain-soaked cobbles that had once whispered inspiration to Cézanne and Gauguin. These days tourists ventured up here to take Mass at the Sacré-Cœur, gaze upon the flamboyant windmill atop the Moulin Rouge, or visit one of the ladies and gentlemen of independent means, as Claude described he and his coterie. Often all in the same day.

			Ossified, gentrified, putrefied? Perhaps. But Montmartre was the reason I had come to Paris. And Claude was the friend, the brother, and sometimes even the self I’d always dreamed of being.

			If only Claude and I could have found romantic love with each other, things would have been simple. And my story might never have been told. If love for men like us was as straightforward as love for men like them, I have a feeling so many of the stories Claude told me, would never need to be told. We queers are, like it or not, living history.
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			I saw the money Claude made. It was impossible not to, because he flashed it around like his fantasy was to be robbed in broad daylight. Which could very well have been the case. The pickups he entertained for fifteen minutes in the unlit cobbled alley behind the bar were not the source of Claude’s riches. Far from it. The handful of francs he brought back to our table from each adventure merely covered room, board, and the wine we got drunk on.

			No, it was the weekends Claude spent inexplicably away that brought home the big bucks. He’d leave without warning, leaving behind a note on my pillow that always started the same way.

			In the likely event of my death, you may collect my remains from…

			Followed by the address of some swanky hotel, or a villa in Le Touquet or Calais. Once he simply wrote the south, I presume, and returned with what sounded to me like a rather tall tale of a ménage a trois with a Spanish marquess and Italian duke in Monaco… but also a fistful of cash.

			“We must invest this at once!” He’d declare, and drag me, arm in arm, up and down the boutiques of the Champs Elysée.

			We played the same game each time. Claude would strut in first, hanging up the bowler hat he’d once swiped from a British lord, and announce to the clerk my impending arrival.

			“The nephew of the last Austrian Emperor requires a tailoring for a rather special affair this evening. I need your full attention and best men on the case. We have only hours.”

			I’d watch Claude through the window, my hands clasped behind my back or thumbing the camera strung around my neck, pretending to browse the suits and shirts on display like the last Romanov, cousin of the Kaiser, or whatever else Claude was selling me as.

			The clerks would snicker, or ignore him, or occasionally, yell at this oddly effeminate, practically malnourished young man to exit their shop immediately. At that moment, Claude would thump his bursting billfold on the counter like a prime piece of meat, and I would wander in and ask Claude, in overly accented French, if we would still have time to take tea at the Ritz.

			Perhaps the clerks saw us for exactly what we were—a common whore and his admirer, spending ill-gotten gains as quick as we could. I wonder if we wore it so conspicuously. But money spoke louder than snobbish prejudice ever could. Their moustaches would twitch, eyeballs engorge, and with a snap of the fingers and a flick of the measuring tape, I would be ushered inside as the doors locked and Champagne was placed in our hands.

			We had discovered early on in our affair that we wore the same size, apart from in the foot, where Claude was half an inch larger. I believe this was the nucleus of his scheme, following the one and only disastrous attempt to spend his earnings on a fine meal.

			Those closed-door haberdashers and tailors were perhaps the only places in Paris Claude and I could truly be ourselves, outside of Giovanni’s. There was no suspicious maître d’ watching for a slip up in our silverware usage—no patronizing waiter asking us if we could afford the meal we’d just ordered. Here, Claude had pre-paid for our ticket to luxury, and we reveled in every moment of it.

			In the privacy of a men’s dressing room, Claude could be as camp as the queer Kings of Europe he so admired. And more often than not, the clerks and the tailors would let their own guard down, and feel just a little freer in the presence of at least one screamingly obvious homosexual.

			“The world is run from behind the closet door,” Claude whispered to me once after a rather raucous laugh with an aging yet illustrious Italian jacket maker.

			I pondered on his comment as I stood in my undershirt in front of the dressing room mirror and listened to Claude and Carlo debate the best way to accentuate my backside. Claude offered a commentary on the angles of my body, poking one butt-cheek while Carlo helped himself to the other. 

			“Carlo, it’s a perilous time for European royalty. With all this fascism nonsense there soon won’t be any countries left looking for a monarch to rule over them. We must marry off our young nobleman well, and this suit can make that happen. Look here.” Claude snatched my camera from the dressing table and held it up to Carlo’s eyes like a pair of opera classes.

			“Sí, sí,” Carlo agreed, as if agreeing that I didn’t photograph very well, as he tightened up the fabric pinned around my inner thigh.

			My life in Paris was lived almost entirely around homosexuals. Upstairs with Claude, downstairs at Giovanni’s. Almost every professor at school, and of course the cliquey students who barely gave me the time of day. In all of my twenty years in Vienna I’d never even come close to encountering the number of us I interacted with on a daily basis here in Paris. And it was utterly wonderful. We were all outsiders. All of us feeling that little bit of difference, and that pressure and tension maligning itself into the most wonderful creativity, or fiercest tongue, or insatiable appetite for the flesh. 

			But the latter was a hunger I could not bring myself to satisfy. I subsisted on a diet of Claude’s tales, imagining the scenes, picturing the bodies. Like some tale from Hades where the hungry man can only every smell the cooking—but not try it—I ingested every word and dove into the fantasy as soon as I was alone.

			The frightened rabbit inside me took this for safety. I did not have to go and explore the world of men, because Claude could do it for me. He could describe his encounters in such vivid, lurid detail that I’d often need to share some of his cigarette afterwards.

			“I am lucky,” Claude told me on the occasional night we went all in on a bottle of something that could wipe the varnish from a table, “I am lucky to have moved away from the street and out of the parks. We’re fortunate to live in our time, you and I.”

			“How so?”

			“The Great War wiped a generation of men from this earth, and we are the sons of fallen fathers, the sons of single mothers. Raised free from the paternalistic dictatorship of our parents and grandparents. Even the men who did return came back broken, either in body or spirit. In all my life I have never been told off by an angry, older man, have you?”

			I thought about it, but not for very long.

			“No, actually. Even my schoolteachers were women.”

			“We are the forgotten generation. We can live in whatever way we want. Luckily for me, the way I want to live is entirely funded by the fathers of the generation that was lost. They no longer have sons to pass on their wealth to. Many more lost the rest of their pennies in the Depression. The world destroyed their dreams, then destroyed them again, and now they live out their days, giving in to every dormant whim and vice on offer. And chérie, I’m an all-you-can-eat buffet.”

			Claude lifted his wine glass and clinked it against mine, then downed the rest of it, let out a burp and clicked his fingers in the air.

			“Giovanni, another bottle. Tonight we are drinking to the age of whores.”
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			The weather grew colder, and we spent all our time downstairs in Giovanni’s drinking right through to the end of 1936 as if it would bring the true summer closer. The basement bar saved up all the heat from the rest of the building via an old-fashioned wood-fired furnace that Giovanni himself kept constantly lit, the wood being brought in by strapping young men who would work at the chore in exchange for a drink and a night away from the cold.

			I’d commandeered one of the catacombs as a dark room, hanging wet images from husks of firewood and between stacks of bottles, giving each image I developed a distinctive white blotch in the top left corner, my calling card perhaps. When I’d finally mastered the process, I was so excited by my alchemy that Madame Framboise framed one of the first images—a sub-standard shot of the Eiffel Tower taken from the Trocadéro—behind the bar with a proud nod. Gaily, I then had her critique the pictures I’d taken of Claude done up in his latest finery. I showed the photos to Giovanni when he was in the right mood, and to all the regulars Claude had, at one time or another, rejected even if they offered me all the francs in France. It was rather easy to elicit feedback on my composition, depth, and interplay of negative and filled space when the subject was the person they all loved to pass judgment on. When I showed Claude images I’d taken of Madame Framboise, his response was:

			“She looks like an old whore.”

			“Oh dear. I wasn’t intending to—”

			“No, Anders. You’ve done it. You’ve captured her true self.”

			As she mopped up tables, scrubbed floors, and scratched entries in Giovanni’s books, I realized where else would an old whore retire to than Giovanni’s bar? There was something wonderfully familial about that place. It could’ve been the weathered faces of the elderly men who treated the bar like a social club, or the chipped, dirty mirror that ran along the length of the bar, creating the illusion of being in any other tabac anywhere in France. Or it could’ve been Giovanni himself, a swishy, mustachioed gentleman never without his red velvet waistcoat, whatever hair he had left slicked back with oil.

			He greeted us all with a distant pleasure in his eyes, as if he knew and loved each of us individually, like a great uncle. But he wasn’t a soft man, far from it. One quiet evening, the bar shook with fear as a police constable, complete with cap and cape, entered our establishment. He slammed the door shut, laid one hand on his truncheon, and glared around our little crowd with a superior smirk.

			I was retching with fear, while the older sort began to drink up. But not with worry, more so with a sense of they were used to what was about to happen, and preferred to finish what they’d paid for. 

			Giovanni gave no quarter to any sense that something bad was about to befall us. Claude, who was born without a healthy fear of authority, began dictating a letter to my mother, gaily informing her of my arrest for debauchery. As I turned a horrendous shade of nipple pink, Giovanni smoothed down the thin hairs on his upper lip, refolded the towel across his arm, and addressed the officer of the law thusly:

			“Bon soi, monsieur. I trust you are aware of the type of establishment you have walked into?”

			“I believe I can gather the gist of it, yes,” the officer replied, tightening the grip on his truncheon and narrowing his eyes at each of us. I thought I was going to be sick and looked around for an empty glass or dish while Claude kept asking why I wasn’t taking down his version of my descent into vagrancy.

			“Wonderful. May I fetch you a drink while you wait?”

			“Wait? Wait for what?”

			“Why, your turn, sir.” The policeman’s face became whiter than mine. Then he looked ready to smack Giovanni square in the mouth for even the slightest insinuation. “We are a fully licensed brothel, as I assume you know,” Giovanni said. “But unfortunately we’re a little understaffed at the moment. And what with the economy being what it is, finding a good woman to take care of my regulars is easier said than done.”

			The policeman glanced around at all of us once again. An assortment of a dozen men, sitting around doing very little but drinking our wines and waiting. Waiting for something that would likely never come. The love of our life, or the love for merely an evening. The policeman stayed silent; all his words had been stolen.

			“I can take you to my office and show you the paperwork if you wish? But I’ve been running this establishment since 1910 without so much as a gentleman being shortchanged.”

			“Well, you have no women.”

			“That’s my business, sir. But I assure you, Monsieur Proust is not hanging around these parts.”

			The officer considered his position. Giovanni stood before him, confidently smiling. Probably because he could see Claude sitting right next to me, so there was no risk in finding something incongruous occurring in the back alley should the policeman decide to poke his nose in.

			Whatever he’d expected to find—men dancing together as a gramophone played or wandering off into a darkened room—wasn’t happening. Even if the officer had found something worthy of an arrest, although the chance would be a fine thing at Giovanni’s, the brothel license granted by the Parisian authorities covered all manner of sins. One could run a cock-fighting opium den without raising so much as an official eyebrow. As long as homosexuals were not openly copulating, and again, Claude was right beside me, our little bubble was, in theory at least, legally secure.
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			“Anders,” Claude asked me one evening as we climbed five flights of creaking, spiraling stairs from Giovanni’s to our attic room. “Why did you come here, of all places? Your mother could’ve sent you off to art school far closer to home. Why in Paris?”

			I thought about my answer as we pulled ourselves up the last few breathless steps. Inside our studio, our freezing breaths further frosted the room. I dived under the blankets and wondered once again if throwing open the window would let in some warmth.

			Claude began to ready for his night shift. Our schedules overlapped at Giovanni’s. He slept most of the day and came down around eight or nine, as I made it back from school after wandering through yet another part of Paris, my camera at the ready. In those hours before I went to bed and before he headed out as a fully formed creature of the night, our friendship flourished. 

			Dragged up in all the fine clothes his immorality had accrued, I perfected the art of capturing the complexity of human life from behind a Kodak lens. In those roaring nights when Giovanni’s came close to capacity, I was Claude’s personal photojournalist, practicing visual tension in the anticipatory glances between Claude at the elderly man’s lap he was about to sit on. I learned texture and contrast from the gnarled hands of an old shipman sliding up Claude’s slim thigh. I studied movement and composition from monochrome portraits I took of Claude dancing on tables and Giovanni’s backhanded threats to get the hell off them. But as much as our nights were filled with hijinks and my awakening quest for the pursuit of true beauty, we also used those sacred hours for discussing the very broadest mysteries of life.

			Art, the Church, the Revolution, the Paris Commune, monarchy versus oligarchy, Franco, Da Vinci, the Thirty Years War; there was no concept nor notion we could not touch. No footnote too obscure, no theory too abstract, that could not have a home in our nightly salon.

			All…but why I had come to Paris. 

			To ask me now, after so many months, of why I had come to Paris, seemed even more intrusive than the time he’d asked me to check his piles. Perhaps this is how we might come closer. For our friendship to dive off the cliff of mutual intellectual interest into a pool of deeply personal waters. The dark and murky kind which threatened to pull you under should your arms ever tire of keeping you afloat. Yet falling for Claude, like drowning, was not the way I wanted to go.

			“La Vie Bohème,” I said with a sigh. The reasoning I’d so carefully constructed should the need ever arise to justify my presence here. I hoped it was good enough, there was no reason it shouldn’t be. But still, my heart skipped as if a border guard was taking too long inspecting my papers. 

			But Claude did not turn away with a dismissive smirk or laugh or question me at all. He glanced over from the mirror where he was tying a bow tie under a starchy white collar, hands turning blue despite his insistence of never feeling the cold. With his blond hair oiled back, coat-tails dangling and white cotton gloves waiting patiently on the bed to be pulled on, he could have passed for a prince. Or at the very least, an earthly, monied lord. 

			“La Vie Bohème,” Claude chuckled. “Let me tell you why I think you’re here.” He returned to his own subdued reflection in the mirror, and I was glad he could not see the blood drain from my body like he’d pierced every artery with his genteel cackle. Illuminated only by the candle we kept for late nights after Madame Framboise had shut off the electricity, Claude straightened his tie. I watched his face turn somber, like he was dressing to perform the role of pallbearer for an uncle he hated, rather than preparing for a night of guzzling overpriced champagne and playing with overpaid cock.

			I closed my eyes in anticipation of the blow. It was coming, I could feel it. Claude was about to rip my carefully fabricated life apart.

			“Henri Murger’s Scènes de la Vie de Bohème was the first proper book Herr Anders read in French,” Claude said, not untruly. I stayed silent, heart still pounding. “The young lad jerked off in his Lederhosen to fantasies of a wild Bohemian life, flirting with artists and sucking the dicks of the young, wild, and free of Montmartre.

			“Then our little Aryan discovered Puccini, probably with his mother, at one of those fancy opera houses you Viennese love so much, before they all got draped in Swastikas.” Claude, now satisfied with his bow tie, slipped his icy hands inside the white cotton gloves as I breathed out. He had not hit the mark.

			“All the other boys with their Mutters are getting hard to Mimi, but our hero is fantasizing about Rodolfo, up on that stage in skin-tight leggings. And as he weeps over Mimi’s death, our little Herr Anders concludes he must go to Paris, no matter if he cannot write nor paint nor draw. The Bohemian life is his calling, and he will go wherever it doth lead.”

			Claude turned around and stared at me with a sour face. Not angry, but weary. Like I was an ignorant child whom he’d had enough of for the day. He was ready to depart—dressed in a soldier’s finery, prepared for battle on the field of love. His weariness was not for me. If anything, perhaps my green-eyed optimism had given him life these last few months. His weariness was for the world. Like a street cat no longer afraid of trucks or people. What was the point of being afraid when there could be treasures buried deep in those waste bins? This was Claude. A scrappy tom who quite literally survived on his ability to fear absolutely nothing.

			“You’re right, Claude. What can I say? I came to Paris to become Bohemian. Or at least be a tourist in this world. Even for a while. I don’t know if I’m cut out for it, but at least I know I’ve found the best place to try.”

			“I hate to be the bearer of bad news,” Claude said softly, sweeping a fur-lined cape around his shoulders and making for the door. “But Bohemia is dead, sweetheart. You’re a generation too late.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			I hated art school. Endless studies on perspective—class after class of still lifes that had the ironic effect of making me want to be enthusiastically dead—filled my dreaded days. I could barely hold a brush, let alone turn the strokes into anything even the most radical abstractionist could possibly decipher.

			“Anders, what are you even doing here?” The impressionists master hissed at me after I’d fallen asleep in a lecture by some landscaper I was meant to revere. 

			I didn’t have the wherewithal to tell him I never really cared for traditional art. My mother had simply been looking for a way to use her inheritance to get me out of Austria, and I was primarily concerned with traveling as far away from her as I could in order to lose my virginity—a feat which was inching ever further away from me the more time I spent with Claude and the frothy members of the homosexual working class he entertained in our nightly encampments at Giovanni’s.

			“Perhaps painting is just not my medium,” I told the school masters. But my mother had already paid in advance for my two years of study. It was now incumbent on them to find an outlet for me. 

			Someone had gifted the school a state-of-the-art filming camera. The sort they used to make cinema. Nobody had a clue how to use it, or cared to learn, so it sat in the storage room, becoming the concern of the school secretary, who eventually introduced it to me. 

			“It’s a Vinten Model H,” the elderly clerk told me as he muddled around the cluttered shelves of wax fruit and mannequin parts, the camera waiting in the corner, moored to a tripod. Its double ears and lens like a nose faced the ground, giving it the air of a depressed dog in a world of cat worshipers. 

			“What does that mean?” I asked, wiping dust from it and the stack of virgin reels by its side. 

			“Damned if I know. But you look like a smart kid,” he said, not looking at me, “I’m sure you’ll figure it out.”

			Claude was right about one thing, or at least three. I could not paint, nor write, nor draw. And I had little else to do with the Vinten but film the lectures. Operating the camera at least kept me conscious. One day, I was setting up the clunky machine in a light-soaked studio. There’s such a thing in moving image recording as too much light, which is less of a problem for still images. Too much sun turns the resulting movie into a harshly white, almost opaque scattering of figurines who were once people. Movies need far more of an artificial set-up than photography to capture reality. 

			I was rolling down shutters and blocking off windowpanes to keep the Vinten happy, when students began to file in. Classmates of a still life course I’d already been excused from. While I fiddled with blinds, wondering exactly what kind of movie I could make from filming a bowl of fruit or whatever it was they were supposed to be drawing, a stocky young man, chalk-blond with a creviced smile, walked into the studio. He disrobed in the manner of every other run-of-the-mill model, and sat his hairy backside on a stool in the center of the room while the students dampened their brushes and mixed their oils. But I didn’t have an easel to hide behind, or a blank canvas to distract myself from the humongously handsome naked man in the room. 

			There was no hiding while handling a filming camera. The model’s gaze wouldn’t leave me, nor the Vinten, alone. I wondered if he thought I’d start shooting bullets from the barrel. Within the confines of that class, I learned to apply the visual arts to the moving arts, without prejudice to the resulting image. Unlike most of every one of my pictures which would be scoured over by Madame Framboise, Claude, or any of the assorted gentlemen at Giovanni’s, none of the school masters had the remotest interest in viewing the results of what I shot on the Vinten. None even knew how to view the hours of lectures I’d filmed on the impressionists. The reels sat on shelves, gathering dust. As would the full-frontal movie of this model. I played with close ups, tracing beads of sweat down abdomen riverbeds. I broke the rules of composition, measuring my own erotic response to when the model’s cock was in full view, to when only a hint of inner thigh was captured through the lens. Then the horror-like shock when, after minutes of stillness, the model stole the quickest scratch of his balls. 

			Happily, I left the Vinten set up in that very studio, and captured hour after hour of human nudes, running my own private masterclass on still life captured through film. With each reel I loaded and unloaded from the Vinten, I was ever more convinced that a single, perfectly captured frame is worth an hour of film. I longed to capture that singular elusive image, and I knew it wasn’t going to come snapping pictures of Claude dressed in ill-gotten clothes. 

			Hot with anxiety at first, I stopped cowering under lampposts, hiding my camera like a kitten. I ventured and strode around the bustling anonymity of Paris, armed with my camera and my own sense that, despite what the school masters said, photography could be art. I could easily lose a day in the city’s photogenic atmosphere. People talk about the night-time lights of Paris, the gas lamps covering the bridges or the electric bulbs on the Eiffel Tower, but there’s nothing like the light from a Parisian sun on a bright, clear day. The sky is so impossibly wide, an unending vista from atop an Alpine peak. 

			In Paris there’s no sea or mountains to encroach on the view. The endless open space is only pockmarked with the grand designs of great masters. Architecture birthed from an imperial mind, Napoleonic scenes in all their shocking glory.

			I had fallen in lust with the Parisian style. More accurately, I’d fallen for Baron Haussmann. His touch had the breath of familiarity. The wide-veined boulevards in Paris directly inspired modern Vienna, in particular the Ringstrasse which circled the city.

			The newness of Paris dropped against a city so old in spirit electrified me like a streetcar. The Paris of my imagination drawn from the pages of Henri Murger was of tightly woven streets draped over cobblestone alleyways. A Victor Hugoesque labyrinth that bred revolution and fire. The capital of Bohemia, and all its people.

			But that was not the only Paris. There was another city, generally hidden to the casual observer, that bloomed in the most unexpected ways. Hidden Paris existed like a re-founded capital constructed on the ashes of the old. To the untrained eye, modern Paris was birthed from the marble-white mausoleum dreams of Napoleon III, a city constructed atop forgotten ghostly graves of revolutionaries and the damned. But there was another Paris, slithering in and out of sight. Slight suggestions of what the city had once been, carried on the backs of those who’d once torn down great empires from these narrow streets. The secret city fascinated me. Capturing that spirit, the essence of something lost, became an obsession I freely obligated myself to in want of any pleasures of the flesh.

			I would walk down Rue Lafayette all the way to L’église de la Madeleine, seeking out the secrets hidden between marble colonnades. And every so often I would spot it. An old, decrepit widow crossing the boundary of a modernist road like a ravaged mouse slinking across a marble floor. Gypsy children playing amongst the quadratic lines in the Jardin des Tuileries as mites would dance around a stained-glass lamp. Even the clawed, spindly walls of a long-lost hovel sinking beneath concrete reminded me of a Ship of the Line frozen in an Arctic wreck.

			These people who felt like they did not belong, but did not know why. Indigenous Parisians infused with the blood of a storied city, unable to find their way about. The rebellious zeal of the populace, floating away in the masterful drainage system. An entire metropolis designed for armies to march triumphantly down the avenue, or artillery to park themselves at the intersection of a revolution and blow the sans culottes to smithereens.

			But my attraction to Paris, and its depths of light magnificently draped over newfangled art deco buildings stuccoed against baroque spires, was quite different to the way Bohemia stirred my soul. Yet here they were together, on my very doorstep. Two worlds in one, filled with a million lives. 

			Plato says man has three parts to his soul: logos, thymos and eros; reason, emotion, and desire. On the surface, the city of Paris drew me in through reason. I grasped the subtle intimidation of wide streets or the Gothic beauty of Notre Dame through logical enquiry. Its beauty sprang from the mind of a genius.

			Bohemia stirred my emotions. A longing for freedom, beauty, truth and love. Abstract concepts lived out loud, beyond the strict lederhosen world I’d grown up in. It was beautiful because it was inspiring. Even the haughtiest traditionalist, my grandmother, for instance, could appreciate a good counter-cultural play, even if she did so from her private box wrapped in a fur.

			Desire… well I hadn’t given it too much thought. Proximity to Claude, perhaps. Nights at Giovanni’s with one eye on the door, waiting for someone to step inside, take my hand and make love make sense.

			Spring was breaking through and my desires achingly no closer to being fulfilled. With the growing length of the days I could venture farther with my camera and take advantage of all the light I could in between school, Claude, and processing my rolls of film in Giovanni’s cellar.

			Desire would have to wait. Man can survive on just one element—logos, thymos, or ergos—he can take his pick. He can live quite happily with two out of three. Many millions do so without complaint. But man cannot thrive without all three. This I knew as well as the breath in my lungs. Paris was reason and emotion, but absent of desire.

			Until I met Jean.

			[image: ]

			I was hanging around the Jardin du Luxembourg after venturing all the way across the Seine on one particularly bright Saturday in early March. Claude was away all weekend on business in Le Touquet, and I’d decided to make the most of the pleasant afternoon light.

			I’d been taking pictures of le marchand de masques, trying to catch the illumination of Zacharie Astruc’s sculpture as the light bled through the still-bare winter trees. But I wasn’t convinced I was having much success. I wanted to catch the sun shining against the bronze face of Victor Hugo, but the shadows did not work in my favor.

			At least I was alone in this tract of the park with only the spindly trees and watchful crows for company. I stood back and lit one of the rare cigarettes I smoked, wondering whether to wait for the sun to set.

			With my camera slung across my back like a musket, the fur of my coat keeping the chill from my neck as the smoke curled into the air, I felt like a lonely soldier watching the frontier. The last thing I was expecting was for someone to sneak up on me.

			“Avez-vous du feu?”I spun around in slight surprise. A resplendent man stood a little too close, burning my eyes with his incandescent allure, even though he was only asking if I had a light. The man’s skin as black as ink, and he wore a tweed jacket and flat cap like an English country gent. He raised a solitary cigarette in the air just like the sculpted child grasping the disembodied face of the great Victor Hugo. He was smiling, broadly, showing off the whitest teeth and an impish grin I was already bewitched by. My smiling back was mere enchanted reflex. 

			“Yes,” I replied eventually. “Of course. Here you are.”

			I handed him a matchbook. But he didn’t cast his used match to the ground like Claude always did. Instead, he dropped it in his coat pocket, smiled at me once again, and asked:

			“Are you a German spy?”

			“I beg your pardon?”

			“Out here taking pictures.” He looked me up and down as if searching for evidence that would prove my innocence. “You’re clearly not Parisian.”

			I knew that was true but wondered how he knew. I’d barely spoken a dozen words. 

			“Oh?” I said, shaking out my finished cigarette and casting an eye for a place to properly dispose of it. If this man could so casually accuse perfect strangers of being foreign agents, then what might he to do those who threw their waste on the ground.

			“Parisians pronounce oui as weh.” My accuser took a long, leisurely draw and stood like he was leaning against an invisible tree. “You don’t look English, or German either for that matter. But there’s a note of something about you, almost Eastern European.”

			“And what makes you so perceptive?”

			“When people spend so much time staring, you stare back. You notice things. That’s what I do. Observe people, and notice things.”

			“It does rather sound like you’re the one who’s the spy,” I said.

			He smiled and stuck out a hand. I expected a firm, bone-crunching grip, but his touch was potent energy, coiled in the breathless, two-toned shade of his elegant hands. 

			“I’m Jean.”

			“Anders. From Vienna, as it happens. And I’m a photographer.”

			“Yes, I figured from the camera. Funnily enough I’m in want of a portrait or two.”

			Jean spoke the words into being with a smile that would not retreat. From atop the high structure of his statuesque face, a look of wonder bathed me in excited delight. The spark imperceptible to brutish men who crashed through the delicate world us others inhabited. This second city, alongside the obvious one. A city of lingering glances, soft handshakes, and gentlemen asking each other for matchbooks.

			“Well it seems we should talk,” I said, sticking my hands in my pocket while still holding the butt. I felt the friendly distance between us shrink, then spark with a tension I could only guess was sexual.

			“Well, Anders, it seems we should. Care to join me for a stroll?” Before I could answer Jean moved forward and linked his arm through mine. My heart racing, I glanced behind, but there was no one around.

			“I’d love to.”
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			“I want to be a model,” Jean told me later that evening over gin’s at Giovanni’s. “I know it sounds stupid… shallow. But it’s always been my dream. It’s not even about the clothes. It’s the fact…”

			“What? Tell me.”

			“No. It sounds better in my head.”

			“You can tell me.”

			“I’ve never seen anyone like me modeling clothes. At least not for men.” We’d talked our way across half of Paris, all the way back to Montmartre. Jean knew all about Giovanni’s, not that I’d had any suspicions to the contrary. That night it was busy, with the kind of bustle and hustling Claude and I tended to duck out of. We sat at the bar, the corner between us, soaking up the coveting glances those falling in love are too oblivious to notice.

			“You certainly have the look for it,” I said sincerely. Without his cap and coat, Jean radiated beauty like a sun. No wonder he covered up so much in public. Every feature of his face could have been carved by Donatello out of pure onyx. Every word he spoke tempted me ever further towards luscious burgundy lips.

			“I’m serious, Anders. I know how vapid it must sound, but I know how I look. I’ve seen how people stare. A beautiful woman can walk into any boutique on Avenue Foch and be on a catwalk in a fortnight. A man like me can’t even get through the door.”

			“That’s horrendous. How can they ignore you like that?” I said, not even caring if I was nothing but a business opportunity if it got me one inch closer to tasting Jean’s lips. But the idea of lost dreams distracted me even from the potential for a kiss. “I can’t believe they behave in such a way. Even in Paris?”

			“If I have a portfolio, then I can mail it to the designers. Show people at the fashion houses. Someone else could drop it into the boutiques for me, maybe even you.”

			I told him I’d be happy to. Claude and I were in and out of enough of them.

			Jean gazed at me with something beyond wonder. Perhaps for him it was the magic key of the camera resting on the bar, perhaps for me it was the elixir of a man seeking me out, subtly offering the promise of his skin. Jean’s gaze was enchanting, and I longed to be spell-bound. Giovanni’s could have been full of the men of my surface-level dreams, but next to him, I did not care to turn and look.

			Still, some part of me understood this transaction. I was an easily manipulated young man with a camera, he was a stunning sculpture with a desire to be looked at. I could be staring down into a pit of unrequited love. But there were Jean’s lips inducing me to dive in. 

			“Like I said,” my voice barely a whisper. “I’d love to help.”

			“Thank you, Anders, truly.” He clasped my hands in his and our fingers weaved into a checkerboard. But then he slipped away before I had a chance to commit the grasp to eternal memory. Jean sipped his gin and cast a probing shadow around the raucous bar I’d all but forgotten was there.

			“Why don’t we start first thing tomorrow?” I asked, not wishing to leave our next meeting to anything resembling chance.

			“Are you sure?”

			“Of course. The light is best in the morning, and tomorrow should be as clear as today. We could start at the Sacré-Cœur and work our way down to the Boulevard de Clichy. I’m imagining you standing in the center of Pigalle while the traffic circles around. I think it could be quite stunning.”

			Jean smiled. That’s all I wanted. 

			“It sounds like you have quite an eye, Anders.”

			“See that picture,” I said, pointing behind Giovanni who had been studiously ignoring me all night, perhaps in solidarity with an absent Claude, I wasn’t sure. “That’s the first picture I successfully developed here. Well, second really. It’s nothing special. I went up to the Trocadéro at night and truly saw why Paris is the city of lights. I’m sure some aesthete would walk in here and call it essentialist, or just derivative, but after a week of duds and too may ruined rolls of film to count, I was quite relieved to get the process right.”

			“It’s stunning,” Jean said with every note of sincerity. “The way you captured the movement in the lights, the reflections from the puddles, the people taking in the view. It’s like a Matisse, but… real.” 

			“Matisse painted in color.” Giovanni suddenly chimed in, apparently eavesdropping, his thin moustache twitching around the aroma of scandal. “Another round, boys?” 

			“No, not for me,” Jean said. To my horror, he got up from the stool and took his jacket from the hook under the bar. “My photographer here wants me up bright and early for tomorrow’s shoot. I’d better get home before it’s time to return.”

			I could’ve cursed Giovanni from now until the end of time. I felt the sands of my chance slip through my fingers. A chance for what I hadn’t yet figured out, but I didn’t want it decided for me.

			“You can stay here,” I blurted out, to a raised eyebrow from Giovanni but a grin from Jean.

			“Are you sure?” Jean asked, holding his jacket and glancing briefly at the Italian as if waiting for permission. 

			“Why not?” I said before an objection could be raised. “I live right upstairs, and my roommate is away until Monday. We can get an early start before the crowds come for Mass.”

			“Wonderful,” Jean said, hanging his jacket back on the hook. Before sitting down, he pulled out his billfold and slapped a twenty franc note down on the bar. Giovanni could disapprove all he wanted, but money talked, and he skulked away. “Oh, what was the first?”

			“First?”

			“Yes. The first photograph you developed successfully?”

			“You don’t want to see that.”

			“I do.”

			I sighed, but as an excuse to glance around the bar. Most of the collective attention had gladly drifted away from us, knowing we were a closed circuit and a waste of time. From my own billfold I pulled a creased picture. Jean wiped down the bar with his sleeve.

			“My mother and grandmother.” Jean nodded as he gazed with me, backwards in time and across the continent. The two women smiled back, lounging on the couch with our broad window behind them, streetlamps reflecting back. They both held schnapps glasses and cigarettes, having agreed to pose only because I repeatedly asked. “It was all lights and movement in our apartment that night. I’d only started with the camera so didn’t particularly know what to do. This is the only picture that made it.”

			“They look like fun.”

			“They are. My mother, though, she’s deathly afraid of war and wanted me to be as far from any front line as possible.”

			“Do you miss them?”

			“If I returned home, I fear I might miss Paris more.”

			[image: ]

			“It’s freezing up here,” Jean said as I led him upstairs.

			“Believe me, it gets worse.”

			I flicked the temperamental electric light on, illuminating the attic Claude and I shared. Clothes were heaped on his bed, the mound of silk shirts and cashmere sweaters piled higher than the metal bed frame. 

			“My God,” Jean said, “look at these clothes.”

			“And there’s a whole wardrobe more behind you,” I said, pointing behind. 

			“But this is a custom-made Madeleine Vionnet,” Jean said, clutching a beige cardigan like a dying child. “And… Chanel? I didn’t think she even made men’s clothes.” He held up a double-breasted blazer Claude had me fitted for after a week in the Dardanelles with a particularly generous duke.

			“What we save on rent he spends on clothes.”

			“I can see.”

			Jean pawed through a lifetime savings’ worth of garments as I collapsed onto my bed, the champagne he’d insisted on, to celebrate our new partnership and spite Giovanni, rushing to my head.

			Slowly—because I was quite drunk—a scheme fomented in my mind. 

			“Why don’t you try some on?”

			“Are you serious?” He asked, glancing around as if Claude might burst out from under the bed and catch him red handed.

			“Sure,” I lunged for my camera, knocking my elbow sharply on the bedside table. “I wear them all the time. And we can send the designers a few shots of you actually wearing their clothes. Good idea, no?”

			“I suppose.” Jean’s attention drifted back to the clothes. He picked up the blazer again.

			“No, no,” I said, climbing back onto my feet. “You need a whole outfit. Here, I’ll help.”

			Together, we sorted through Claude’s things like a couple of thieves. I knew if Madame Framboise caught the light on at this hour, and for this long, she’d be up here like a shot. But I didn’t care. Jean was already unbuttoning his shirt.

			I didn’t have the sobriety to keep from staring, and I’m not sure if he had it to notice. His body had been on my mind since the moment we’d met, and now, the flesh was appearing in front of me, piece by piece. He stripped to a perfectly white undershirt that clung like a second skin to every sinew of muscle across his broad, sculpture-smooth torso.

			Even with my eyes closed, I would’ve been aroused. The hints of his scent my nose had been chasing after like a bloodhound throughout the day intoxicated my senses. Claude always smelled like the perfume counter in the Galerie Lafayette, and the men I used to spy on in the gymnasium in Vienna either stank of stale sweat or waxy soap. 

			Jean was all man. Pure leather mixed with sexual desire. Arms bare, he didn’t reach for the clothes we’d agreed on. Instead, he kicked off his boots and dropped his trousers in a smooth, faultless motion, revealing a pair of undershorts even whiter than his vest.

			“Stand right there,” I said, taking a much-needed step back. Jean looked at me straight on. His
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