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RAINER MARIA RILKE,

Letters to a Young Poet



Lhistoire est entirement vraie, puisque je lai imagine dun bout  lautre.*

BORIS VIAN,

LEcume des jours
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Il ny a pas de malheur pire que celui quon a.*

ARAB PROVERB




I could start like this, third-person omniscient: She chucked it all and moved to Paris. I like chucked it all, as if you could shove chunks of your life out the door of a moving vehicle, say a 1968 Chevrolet Camaro, newly restored on fat tires, vintage Beastie Boys playing in the background. Or how about She picked up and left, with its faux-folksiness, a hair away from she jes plum picked up and left, Jed. As if one could pack ones possessions in a skirt and hoist it up, hoops and crinoline, and take off. Then theres that slightly perplexing picked up. It reminds me of my childhood jackstraws game. All those plastic, bone-colored pieces. A hoe jimmied up by a rake or a sword or a trowel. The first few rounds are always carefree, reckless. Its only near the end when precision and silence rule the game. When everything hinges on the last move.

Or no dodge-and-weave, no embroidery, no third-person, no all-knowing voice: I left. It was easy for me to move to Paris, and I had to leave.


Like that. One day, my life became unbearable: straw, camel, back, and the unmistakable sound of splinters, or whatever a broken heart sounds like to the possessor (for the record: shattering glass, snapping tennis racket strings, the braying of world-weary donkeys, the high-pitched, internal bat-squeak of air being forced through congested sinuses, to name a few). I called my gabby travel agent. Many minutes and credit card numbers later, I had a ticket and a week to pack and get my life in order.

It wasnt as wacky as it sounds. I had dual citizenship and some mad money stashed away; my copywriting gig for an entertainment PR firm was portable; and, in a neat trick, I sublet my apartment to my landladys son. I let my parents know I needed a change of pace. I knew better than to tell them the real reason I was leaving town. If I told my mother, shed worry the entire time I was gone, and I couldnt tell my father. He was so unnerved by any display of emotional distress that he invariably shut down, his eyes either glazing over or darting back and forth in search of the nearest possible exit. All of my friends figured a change would do me good. Except Lindsay.

Anna, youre running away, she said, point-blank on the phone. As if the accusation, like a bullet, would stop me in my tracks. I could picture her in her stainless-steel kitchen, baby Ethan balanced on her hip, while she edited a movie trailer on three iMacs and pured organic bok choy. Ever since shed become a mother, shed had no time for anyones bullshit, least of all mine.

Figuring there was no point in arguing, I trilled, Yes, I am, nearly like a country singer. I felt giddy. And righteous about it, I added. I emptied a box of chewy caramel calcium supplements into a Ziploc bag and listened to her exhale long and impatiently. Surveying the somber piles of clothing around me, I thought of something Hank Williams Jr. had said about black being good for funerals and everything else.

Remember when I was having a rough time? How I wanted to get in a boat and take off? But I knew that once I got in the boat and put out to sea, all my problems would crawl out of the woodwork, I knew theyd find a way onboard as stowaways. She was relentless, a Sherman tank of run-on sentences. My nose twitched. There was a prettier way of telling it, and shed butchered the metaphor. You have obligations, responsibilities, she added.

Actually, I dont, I uttered, a tad bit waspishly. I dont have any commitments, and being in this city has become unbearable. I cant stay here. The last sentence came out like a low howl, barely restrained from being frightening. I could have used the word keening. It would have been right.

She was quiet. Remarshaling forces. What, you think they dont have People magazine in Paris? she countered.

Dont.

I bet they even have Entertainment Tonight. Dubbed, but still.

Now youre being mean, I tried.

Just move on! Deal with it! she yelled. Youre not the first person in the world this has happened to! Very, very gently, as if in slow motion, I put the phone back in its cradle and tiptoed away.

It was going to be a while before she forgave me; we werent hang-up-acceptable sorts of friends. I was setting fire to lots of bridges. I mulled this over as I stuffed socks into shoes. It was probably simplistic, but I had a notion that the universe worked in a few key ways and I wasnt ready to give up on them. I believed most people were supposed to find each other and, if they were so inclined, have kids; that is, people who wanted to do that sort of thing. Not that it was supposed to be perfect. Sometimes it worked, sometimes it didnt. Sometimes someone died, or they broke up, or random tragedy struck (though I could get paranoid about driving on the freeway, I tended to confine this line of thinking to natural disasters and times of war). I was a late bloomer, but Id finally figured out that I wanted to be part of that world.

So, when I met and fell in love with Timothy, I thought I was following the master plan, the great scheme. (Yay! the lemmings cry as they rush the cliff en masse.) And I fell hard: I thought Timothy was The One. But the relationship conjugated itself differently: I met Timothy, I fell in love with Timothy, I had my heart broken by Timothy. Amo, amas, amok. It took less than six months.

In the past, my former boyfriends had disappeared obligingly into the woodwork. Our paths didnt cross. It was as if we unconsciously divided up the city between us: you take Echo Park, Downtown, Culver City, and the South Bay, Ill take Santa Monica, Venice, and Hollywood; give my regards to Rajee, the chef at that Punjabi dive you love, and in return, I expect never to run into you renting movies at Vidiots.

Okay, not really. But L.A. was big enough that I never ran into Ned, Paul, or Phillip. Not even the crazy mime, whose name I cant remember. I could imagine them dead, though I mean that in a benign neglect/off-my-planet way, not in the blue/toe-tag way. Now, heres the kicker: Timothy became famous. Magazine-cover famous. Pop-culture famous.

With a mounting sense of panic crossed with nauseated curiosity, I listened as friends called to warn me about page 207 in this months Vanity Fair, page 54 in Entertainment Weekly, and page blankety-blank in Newsweek, not to mention the various websites and blogs. It wasnt awful merely because he looked good on those pages but because he was photographed with beautiful, famous women, none of whom was me.

It started slowlyan article in the Los Angeles Timesand snowballed. After the two-page story in Rolling Stone, the interviews in both Los Angeles magazine and the New York Times, not to mention the appearance on E! Entertainment Television, I had a T-shirt printed up that said Ionesco is my copilot. No one laughed, except for the goateed anarchist who pours java at my local coffeehouse, and that was more of a snigger.

This is how it happened that last night in his crumbling, rented, Mediterranean-style house in the hills. Something was off, had been off for a few weeks, but hed been traveling, and I thought I was reading too much into the silences and awkward moments on the phone. But at dinner in a loud Italian restaurant shortly after he got back, I felt something funny in the way he kissed me. A kiss is almost like a personit can be sly, guilty, and apologetic in the same mouthful. This one was also overconfident, like it had a couple of new tricks up its sleeve and was showing off. And yet, disguised as it was in the person of the man I thought I knew, I disregarded it.

Except, there it was again, later, in bed, that same guilty kiss. I pulled away from him and sat up. My grandmothers locket, a rose-gold heart with a smaller heart picked out in diamond chips, a piece of jewelry I almost never wore but had fastened around my neck on a whim that very afternoon, swung back and rapped me on the sternum like a knock on a hollow door. In the next moment, the words were out of my mouth.

Are you sleeping with someone else? I asked in a strangled voice.

I hadnt suspected anything. Id never even thought it, but there it was, and as I asked it, I realized I knew the answer. Or knew that Id asked because I knew the answeror because my grandmothers locket, a gift from my grandfather (For my dearest Ninon, with all my love, Aurlien), heavy with symbolism, spoke to me. In that moment, I felt an eerie chill, a voodoo moment when time slowed down, and questions and their answers walked hand in hand up a garden path. I could hear the silent, yawning space between each heartbeat as I got smaller and smaller, fuzzier and fuzzier, Alice in Blunderland.

He kept talking, but I couldnt hear. I put on clothes and left, driving down the hill and across two freeways back home to Santa Monica, where I cried for the next month.

I did have some better days, when I heard a whisper of optimism, believed that finding real, lasting love was possible. But this is the twenty-first century, and I lived and worked in the entertainment capital of the world, and some weeks, the realest thing I felt was followed by a credit crawl and end-title music.

Timothy and I never talked again. It was shortly afterward, in some malevolent twist of fate designed to drive me batty, that he became It Boy in the media. Maybe I should have hung around, because no one stays It Boy forever. But three months was about all the stamina I had. You dont get over someone when youre constantly being reminded of him. The fact of his ubiquity made it impossible to pretend he was dead. I had no other coping maneuver, so I did what any sensible woman would do.

I ran away.
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There is but one Paris and however hard living may be here, and if it became worse and harder eventhe French air clears up the brain and does gooda world of good.

VINCENT VAN GOGH,

 The Complete Letters of Vincent van Gogh




When running away, I recommend arriving with keys. Makes you feel like youre actually in control of the situation instead of on the lam from your life. When the immigration official at Roissy asked me where Id learned to speak French so well, I slid out my carte nationale didentit, revealing my dual citizenship. He smiled as if Id shared an intimate secret and said, Welcome home.

I took a taxi to Tante Isabelles apartment in the Eleventh Arrondissement, sandwiched between the Bastille and the Canal Saint-Martin on one axis, Rpublique and Belleville on the other. My fathers sister and my favorite aunt, she lived in San Francisco most of the year. Fed up with the rental agency she used to rent her pied--terre to tourists, shed FedExed me the keys to her fourth-floor flat, no questions asked. I walked into the late-nineteenth-century limestone building, scrunched myself on top of my suitcases in the minuscule elevator (capacit: trois midgets), and rode up.

Inside, it was dark and smelled of old books, furniture polish, and mothballs. The French dont like to see front doors, maybe because they like to pretend the outside world is that much farther away, or to hide the sight of the inevitable electricity and gas meters. So they put up curtains or separate the entrance from the rest of the house by French doors, as Tante Isabelle had.

The doors opened onto the living room, a mix of antiques and IKEA. Under a rectangular, ormolu mirror was a black leather sofa, its stuffing flattened with use. A coffee table strewn with old issues of Figaro Madame and Tlrama sat in front of it, flanked by a pink velvet bergre and a kilim footstool like an obedient pet. A floor-to-ceiling bookcase took up one wall, with a niche for the stereo and television. A leather-topped desk and chair stood on the other side of the room, in front of a bar trolley, and another large mirror stretched almost to the ceiling above the white marble fireplace mantel behind it.

Tante Isabelles bookshelves contained a thorough collection of Frances greatest hits of the nineteenth century, gold-tooled and bound in morocco leather: Balzac, Flaubert, Zola. I pulled Madame Bovary off the shelf and flipped through the thin, crisp pages, liver-spotted and dense with print. There were also art books, various Paris guides and maps, and paperback novels in English.

A worn Oriental rug covered the point de Hongrie wood floor. Two windows gave out onto balconiesledges, really, with wrought-iron guardrailsabove the busy street.

Off one side of the living room was the kitchen, well-equipped with gleaming appliances to attract renters, including a stainless-steel fridge (contents: one bottle of champagne, two frozen Weight Watchers dinners au saumon, crusty with ice), and a sturdy pine table that seated four. Down a small hallway was the remodeled bathroom, pristine and sparkly white (again, to attract renters), and a bedroom, dominated by a large bed with a fluffy white duvet and an armoire.

I fell backward onto the duvet and sank into goose down. Everything I needed.

Except Timothy.

There he was, just like Lindsay had warned me, a stowaway on the escape boat.

I rolled onto my side, clutching my knees to my chest. Wed talked about coming to Paris together. One of the many late-night conversations wed had about the future by the aqua-blue light of the digital clock. Two weeks in September, my favorite month, la rentre, when everyone returned from vacation and the city woke from the summer sieste. I want to see Paris through your eyes, hed said, his arms around me, his chin digging into my shoulder. I want to know it the way you do.

I sat up. I didnt want to cry over Timothy in this bed; Id cried enough in my own back home. I dragged my bags into the bedroom and thought about unpacking and heating a frozen meal for dinner. It wasnt anywhere near comforting enough.

I called Bunny. An elderly bachelor and former journalist Id met years ago when Id had a part-time research job at the International Herald Tribune, hed settled down to a comfy editors job at a publication division of UNESCO. Id come up with his nickname after he drove me home one night in his VW Rabbit. Randolph, his real name, seemed too much of a mouthful, and he was not a Randy.

H-e-e-e-y, its you! he said, making his familiar neighing sound. Did you just get in? How was your flight?

Fine. The apartment is perfect except for food. Are you free for dinner?

I could be, if youre willing to meet me halfway, he said. Le Souffl, on the rue du Mont Thabor. Theyve got AC. Eight oclock?

Parfait, I said.




I unpacked, took a long bath, and walked over. I meandered through the Marais, up Etienne Marcel, and around place des Victoires. I felt like a proprietary hound, sniffing at sidewalks and corners, verifying all the landmarks of my favorite city were still where they were supposed to be.

It was hot out. The sun was still high in the sky; it wouldnt set for at least another couple of hours. Id always resented being put to bed at eight oclock on summer childhood trips to Paris. It had felt wrong to go to sleep when it was still sunny out.

Ouf, if we let you stay up until night, youll be up until ten-thirty, my grandmother had said, shutting the metal volets. Id had trouble sleeping in that room, with the sunlight forcing its way like white knives through the lateral slits in the shutters.

As I walked, I heard smatterings of English, mostly in American accents. A lot of Parisians were already on vacation; in two weeks, the city would feel empty except for the tourists. Boutique windows were papered with end of season sale signs: SOLDES and 50% REDUCTION. I took off my sunglasses in the Palais Royal, and strolled under the arcades behind a group of teenagers with elaborate tattoos. I moved around them and passed an olive-skinned man in a safari jacket, smoking a thin cigar. He gave me one of those penetrating looks that seem to be a comment, an examination, and an invitation all at once. A look that took me in, as opposed to merely examining the scenery.

The effect was shocking, no less so than if hed reached out and touched me. Id forgotten that, the Parisian stare; in L.A. you look casually and either glance away or give a noncommittal smirk if you make eye contact with someone on the street, and most of the time, were not on the street, were in cars. It felt potent and provocative, a reminder to pay attention. I overshot the rue du Faubourg Saint-Honor and had to backtrack to the restaurant.


Bunny was already there. He was an unusually tall man, six foot eight, which would have been intimidating except for his aging, freckled baby face, with kind brown eyes that turned down at the corners. He wore a striped oxford shirt and khaki pants. He pushed his reading glasses back up his snub nose, looking up from his newspaper.

Jeepers, youre a sight for sore eyes, he remarked. I leaned over and kissed him on both cheeks.

You, too, I said. He gave a smile disguised as a grimace. Hed aged since the last time Id seen him, nearly two years ago: more of the freckles were age spots, and his hair was more salt than pepper.

Une bouteille de Brouilly, sil vous plat, he told the waiter. I glanced at the menu. The restaurant did little else than souffls and always seemed to be full of tourists, but Bunny liked it, and what they did, they did well. Over dinner, we talked about politics and movies, pop music and books, bringing each other up to speed.

That Fergie is something, he said, eyeing a passing chocolate souffl.

Oh, good lord! I made a face.

I need something to get me going on the treadmill, he said. He cleaned his glasses with a napkin and then leaned in to examine me. Tell me. Whats the real story? Why the sudden trip? he asked. You thinking of moving back to Ris?

I smiled. Bunny had abbreviations and nicknames for a host of things. Paris was Ris, the rue de Rivoli was Ravioli, and feet were dogs. Certain houseflies were Charlies, who spread illness and germs; others were Irwins, kind and innocuous. Alas, hed tell you, there was no way to tell them apart.

Before I could answer, he asked, Did I show you my new cards? He placed a business card on the table. In an Art Deco font, it read, Randolph Isaiah Pettigrew, and underneath it, Urban Parasite. His number was printed at the bottom.

Not bad, I said. I liked the last one, Master at Nouns.


He shrugged and took out another one. Im saving this one for my retirement, he said. It said R. I. Pettigrew, Inspecteur des Parcs de Paris, and was printed in green.

Youre going to spend your retirement inspecting Parisian parks? I asked.

Keeping an eye out on the sparrows. See? he asked, pointing to three little birds punctuating the upper left corner of the card. Originally, I had Flneur des Espaces Verts, but this is less pretentious. Keep it, he added. You didnt answer my question.

I toyed with my wineglass. I felt bloated with Timothy, like the fact of him had taken over my life, as if talking about him now would perpetuate it.

Hey, Bunny said, putting his hand on mine. My eyes welled up. I took a couple of deep breaths and told him the story as briefly as I could. He didnt judge, he didnt give advice, and for a while, he didnt say anything. He passed me his navy blue bandanna, scented with lily of the valley, to mop up.

I hate those kinds of stories, he said, after a while, looking annoyed.

Me too, I agreed.



I linked my arm in his as we strolled along Ravioli after dinner. At eleven, the sky was darkening to a velvety, royal blue with only a couple of stars.

You going to stay for a while? he asked. I shrugged; I hadnt thought that far in advance. Why dont you get a job? he suggested. Keep you from thinking too much. Earn some money, have a regular schedule, meet some new people, stay busy

But its summer, I pointed out.

Its not impossible to find a job, even now. Something part-time. Volunteer. Teach English. I can ask if anyone needs a research assistant, he said.

Maybe. I glanced at the Jardin des Tuileries, where a Ferris wheel, lit up with multicolored neon lights, towered over a summer amusement park. Bunny followed my sight line and gave me a questioning look.

I shook my head. Im scared of heights, I explained. We stopped in front of the Concorde mtro.

Think about it, he said, leaning down to kiss me good-bye. A job may be just the ticket. He walked down the stairs and raised a hand to wave, not turning around.
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As far as modern writing is concerned, it is rarely rewarding to translate it, although it might be easyTranslation is very much like copying paintings.

BORIS PASTERNAK




Before they left on their respective summer vacations, Althea, Clara, and I met for dinner at Chez Omar, an old-time couscous place in the Marais. Id met Clara years ago, when Id studied in Paris for a year in college. A short, energetic Parisienne de souche with a face like a Botticelli cupid under a mop of red curls, she managed her jewelry design business out of an airy, luxurious apartment and conducted what seemed to be doomed, if long-term, love affairs with unavailable men. It was all very operatic.

Althea, on the other hand, was half-American, half-English, and still happily involved with Ivan, her half-English, half-French boyfriend of the past three years. She had pale, freckled skin, a firm jaw, and one of those easygoing manners that somehow managed to sway everyone into doing exactly what she wanted. A graphic designer with a penchant for dyeing her hair different colors, she was currently sporting purple and green tresses. After I gave my nutshell version of why I was in Paris, they exchanged a look.


You should stay at least until Christmas, Althea announced.

Youve got an apartment, rent-free, Clara chimed in. You should enjoy this freedomnot everyone can go live somewhere else so easily. She lifted the conical clay lid off her preserved-lemon tagine and breathed in the smell. And you cant get this in Los Angeles. I know, Ive been there.

I ladled vegetables over my couscous. Im thinking about it, I admitted, finally acknowledging an idea that had taken hold the second Id landed, or the second Id gotten out of the taxi to Tante Isabelles and smelled the ripe peaches from the primeur and fresh bread from the boulangerie, albeit mixed in with bus exhaust: I wanted to stay.

You need a break from Los Angeles. Longer than a vacation, Althea said. En plus, we want you here.



I threw myself into life in Paris. Just because almost everyone I knew had gone on vacation didnt mean there werent lots of things to do. Besides, keeping busy seemed to be the best cure for what ailed me. I went to a Rohmer festival at the Action Ecoles, briefly took up running until the weather got too hot, bought some clothes and shoes in the sales, and discovered a number of excellent cafs in Tante Isabelles neighborhood. My favorite, Le Schtarb, which had a toy model of an Airstream trailer hanging outside instead of a shingle, became my hang for a late-morning breakfast of tartine au beurre and caf crme.

I made gleeful trips to my neighborhood Monoprix, loading up my shopping cart with my favorite foods: fromage blanc, crme de marrons, every variety of cookie made by LU and Bahlsen, green olive tapenade, pain Poilne, butter from Normandy, and various cheeses and yogurts. I bought a DVD player, thinking it would make a good present for my aunt, and rented French films that hadnt gotten U.S. releases.

Still, there were too many times when I was alone with my thoughts, and my thoughts turned to Timothy. He was there, in my head, as if lying in wait, when I came home. Sometimes I dreaded going to bed: in the dark, my loneliness for him felt like a bottomless chasm I fell into, over and over again.

And then there were the dreams. I dreamed about him less than I did in Los Angeles, but there were still nights when I dreamed Timothy and I were walking around the reservoir or chopping vegetables for a meal; when I dreamed we were in bed, filling out the New York Times Sunday crossword puzzle; and worst, when I dreamed Id woken up and he was there, next to me.

When my bedtime anxiety got too bad, I went out to Le Schtarb or Le Zorba for a glass of wine, but it was hard to tell what was worse: talking to strangers, or putting on my leave-me-alone face and actually being left alone in a crowd. Sometimes it was easier to take a sleeping pill and turn the long traversin pillow sideways in bed. Curling my back against it, I almost felt like I wasnt sleeping alone. When both cafs closed for the summer vacation, the decision was made for me.

A couple of weeks into my stay, I found an unpleasant surprise in my e-mail. George, my boss at the PR firm, had been fired, and his replacement, one Everett Lewicki, didnt seem at all inclined to throw me any work, especially as I was out of the country. George wrote that he was volunteering for Habitat for Humanity in Madagascar and wasnt at all sure hed want to go back to the rat race after seeing the lemurs.

I took out my credit card receipts and looked at my bank account online. If I wanted to stay awhile, Id have to dip into my savings. Despite what Bunny said, Paris in August was no time to be looking for work. I shoved the receipts from my shopping sprees into an envelope and got up. Maybe this was the time to finally read Du ct de chez Swann in French. I reached for the leather-bound volume and fell asleep reading it on the sofa.




It was muggy in the morning. The sun poked through fluffy white clouds in the west as I walked through the park behind Notre Dame. The cathedral looked like an old Yvon postcard: biblical clouds surrounding iconic edifice. I half-expected a dimpled cherub diapered in blue to float above it.

A group of small boys played soccer between the trees, kicking up clouds of dust and shouting. One kid yelled, Cest chanm! and another shouted back, Portenawaque! They gathered in a circle to settle the dispute. It took me a few minutes to figure out what they were saying: in verlan, the slang that reversed syllables, it was mchant, or mean, and nimporte quoi, the polite phrase for bullshit. Every time I came to Paris, there was new slangor old slang that was new to me: on my last trip, Id learned that zarbi was verlan for bizarre, and that ouf, usually an expression for exhaustion, was also verlan for fou, or crazy.

A crowd of people leaned over the ledge by the river. Down below, a horse-drawn carriage, festooned with roses and feathers like Cinderellas coach-and-four, idled on the riverbank while a film crew tinkered with lights and cables. A gloved hand appeared through the carriage window and dropped an empty Evian bottle to a waiting PA.

I crossed the river to Shakespeare & Company and combed through the used books, hoping to find a vintage pulp novel with a lurid cover, or one of the Mary Stewart mysteries I used to read as a kid. A stocky blond woman with a limp, hand-rolled cigarette dangling from the corner of her mouth, une clope au bec, added job postings to the blackboard by the entrance.

Any of these jobs worth checking out? I asked.

Depends, she said and shrugged, pushing hair out of her eyes. Do you speak French? I nodded. She looked at a card in her hand, and I noticed her nails were bitten down to the pink. This guy always needs translators, she said. Pays pretty well. She handed me an index card from the stack she was transcribing onto the blackboard. Editions Laveau, on the rue de Cond, needed a translator, English mother tongue.

Thanks, I said.

Id go now. By this afternoon, youll be too late, she said and clicked at me, like a gunslinger to a horse.

Pocketing the card, I sped over to the Sixth and up the rue de Cond. I knew a bar there, little more than a black tunnel lined with leather seats and a glittery white gravel floor. The dcor consisted of spotlit stone statues of Buddha and Ganesha. Back when Id lived in Paris after college, Clara and her then-boyfriend had taken me there for swimming pool blue cocktails and killer rounds of backgammon. Another time, Id taken a date, a redheaded rock-climber, there. When hed told me I was mysterious and beautiful, Id kissed him, because hed made me feel like I was. Wed strolled along the banks of the Seine, making out under bridges until early in the morning.

At number seventeen, I found Editions Laveau, a small bookstore with yellow anti-glare film on the glass. As I walked in, a cowbell affixed to the door pealed, rattling my teeth. There were antique books everywhere: leather-bound, crumbling, piled waist high on the floor, displayed on mismatched tables. A tall, pointy-faced man who looked like Jean Rocheforts mean older brother emerged from a back room.

Puis-je vous aider, mademoiselle?

Vous tes Monsieur Laveau? I asked.

Lui-mme. He inclined his head, an owl at a dinner party.

Je suis venue  cause de lannonce.

Je regrette, mademoiselle, mais je cherche quelquun qui parle anglais comme sa langue maternelle. Bonne journe. He was looking for a native English speaker. With that, he dismissed me and turned on his heel.

I squawked in protest. Excuse me, I dont think I made myself clear, I said, switching to English. He turned around. While Im flattered that you consider my French good, English is my native tongue. He knit overgrown eyebrows and looked me up and down. Feeling less than fashionably Parisian in my slightly sweaty T-shirt and jeans, I raised a defiant eyebrow in response.

You read the announcement, did you not, mademoiselle?

Of course. I pulled the index card out of my back pocket and reread it. Serious French author requires excellent translator forMy face grew hot. Id mistaken an r for an x.erotic novel. Discretion, humor, and a refined sense of nuance required.

On how many levels can you blush, and are they discernible? What did that blush give away? That I hadnt read the ad carefully? The fact that the translation was for an erotic novel? The fact that, when I was twelve, Id found a paperback copy of Emmanuelle in the garage, among a pile of old Newsweeks, and had read it in secret? Monsieur Laveau looked at me with a superior, half-amused expression, as if hed read my mind. I tried to compose myself, making my face blank, expressionless.

He looked disappointed. I had a sensation Id had before in France, that not everyone finds a blank slate charming and guileless, the way we do back home. Here, they prefer complexity: an acknowledgment that we are all guilty; or at least, no one is innocent. Nevertheless, he gestured toward the back, and I followed him into a book-lined study with an espresso machine, a large desk, and two windows looking out onto a leafy courtyard.

He offered me coffee in thickly accented English. I sat on a worn leather club chair, the kind chic American bistros buy by the truckload at French flea markets. Only this one hadnt been reupholstered since Vichy, and I sank into a deep, lumpy hole, inches off the ground. Impervious to my discomfort, Monsieur Laveau handed me a cup of coffee with an acorn of brown sugar and sat behind his mahogany desk.

Tell me about yourself.

You know, thats actually pretty boring, I said and laughed, a bit coquettishly.

He looked baffled. Nevertheless, Id like to hear your English a bit more. Oh, right, this wasnt about me. I explained that I was raised more or less bilingual in Los Angeles, because my father was French, and Id lived in Paris at various times. I mentioned that while Id never done literary translation, Id done translations of PR copy for several French and French-Canadian film releases. At the mention of film, his eyebrows shot up, and he scribbled a note with a fountain pen.

As I spoke, lifting my chin so I could see more of him over the desk, I took in more details about Monsieur Laveau: well-preserved, maybe late sixties but looked younger, with blue eyes, a lined face, and high, almost Slavic cheekbones. He wore a chevalire, a ring with a family crest, an accessory with a certain amount of snob appeal. Nestled inside his white shirt was a loosely knotted cravat, and though his cuffs were frayed, he had a certain shabby style. A few wiry white hairs stuck out from his neat gray head, and his mustache limped at the corners like Droopy Dogs jowls.

Can you be discreet? he asked, cutting me off as I rambled on about my English major in college, my love of nineteenth-century literature, and how that had led to my stint with a big entertainment public relations firm and subsequent freelance PR work.

Sure. Why? I asked.

He sat back in his chair and frowned. It was a powerful frown, emanating disapproval and deepening the furrows all over his face.

My client is quite well-known, he said. He ran his fingers along the edge of his desk. He has published very serious books about politics and sociology. But recently, he has written a novel, his second, very loosely inspired by le grand amour de sa vie. It is this erotic novel we are talking about. I do not know the extent of your familiarity with contemporary French writing, but it is not inconceivable that you might imagine you know who the writer is.

I squirmed. His manner was condescending, borderline insulting.

Thus, he continued, he wishes to remain anonymous. The book will be published at next years rentre, but he wants it translated into English. I dont know whether this is because of some clause with his publisher, or something to do with the foreign rights. I simply said I would be of help in finding a translator. A woman, of course

Why a woman? I interrupted.

Mais enfin, mademoiselle, this is the story of his great love, he said reproachfully, as if Id asked a crazy question.

Im sorry, monsieur, I dont understand.

It is of no importance. Waving his hand in the air, he droned on at length about nuance and translation. A chair spring dug into my rear. The book was probably some ghastly novelette full of details the rest of humanity should be spared, but that might be good for laughs, and it would beat teaching English or waitressing.

As I have had a hard time finding good translators, I will ask you to take this first chapter home with you and give me your best effort by, shall we say, next Monday.

Like homework? I smirked.

Precisely. If he likes your work, you will be hired. If he doesnt like it, I will write you a check for two hundred euros and we will go our separate ways. He gave me a large envelope. I shook his hand and walked outside. Half my rear had fallen asleep. Pins and needles poked at me all the way to the place Edmond Rostand, where I knew Id find Bunny upstairs at Dalloyau.

Stirring his crme, The Economist open in front of him, he neighed when he saw me. He-e-e-y! How the hell are you?

Pretty good. I kissed him on the cheek and sat. I took your advice. I may have a translating job.

Lets celebrate! What is it? he asked, ordering his two favorite pastries, which also happened to be mine: an clair au chocolat and an opra.

An erotic novel, written by some anonymous guy, I said, grinning.

Even better! he said, rubbing his hands together with a leer. Seriously, Im pleased. You need something to keep your brain busy. Its the only remedy, he said.


We split the pastries and ate them while Bunny told me about his day. Hed been to one of the trois-fois-rien discount stores and laid out his finds on the table: an Astrix coffee mug, a pocketknife, and glow-in-the-dark lip gloss.

What are you going to do with this? I asked, pointing to the last item.

Use it. I have chapped lips.

Its lip gloss, Bunny, not lip balm.

You still cant have it, he said, wanting me to argue with him.

I bet it smells girlie, like bubble gum or something, I said.

I like bubble gum.

Its shiny. Shiny is not a good fashion statement for a man your age. I picked it up. Shiny with glitter?

He let me have it, conceding with a loud sneeze. Afterward, I walked to Gibert Jeune, the student bookstore, to buy a dictionary of slang, or at least obscenities. Id wanted one for a long time, and I was sure Id need it for my translation, which Id decided was going to be flowery and rude, and would probably reduce me to fits of giggles. I wanted to be prepared to understand every single thing.
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Pourquoi vos genoux me donnent-ils envie dinventer des verbes transitifs?*

FRDRIC BEIGBEDER,

Spleen  laroport de

Roissy-Charles-de-Gaulle




How I loved reference books: their heft, the joy of randomly opening them up and finding some interesting morsel of knowledge. In L.A., a collection of them edged the far side of my desk, my first line of defense, but the only thing Id seen in Tante Isabelles apartment was a dilapidated paperback dictionary, brown with half a centurys age. Id need more to do any translation justice.

Or rather, thats how I justified springing for some major reference book booty: the indispensable Larousse Dictionnaire de largot, a Harraps FrenchEnglish/AnglaisFranais two-volume set, a paperback Dictionnaire des synonymes, and a Petit Roberta pricey dictionary at sixty-seven euros. In the mtro, I ripped the cellophane off the dictionary of slang and flipped through it like a sweaty-palmed kid.

On a graph-paper pad, I scribbled some notes on rude language, trying not to laugh. Some words I already knew, like the fact that pussy in English is the same as la chatte in French, meaning both a cat and womens genitals. But I hadnt known that une moule, a mussel, could also mean pussy (genitalia, not feline), or that un zizi could be both pnis ou vulve. Or that un papillon du Sngal, a butterfly from that country, was slang for penis.

I flipped to baiser. As a noun, it means kiss, as in to give someone un baiser. But in the verb form, to baiser someone means to fuck someone. Youve got to wonder about a language that uses the same word for both fuck and kiss.

Or not. I remembered a conversation Id had at a party in Venice. As usual, I was nursing a bottle of beer and trying to figure out how soon I could leave, when the man sitting next to me said, out of the blue, You know, I would never kiss someone I wouldnt fuck. I nodded halfheartedly, trying to remember where Id parked.

Ah, you, too. Hed looked impressed, as if this meant we had something important in common. Kissing is just as intimate as fucking. More, maybe.

Id thought it over as I drove home. Id thought about how dogs mouths were supposedly more hygienic than humans. Id thought about the dog lovers I knew who let their dogs lick them on the lips and how it made me appreciate cats. Id thought about the bad kissers Id kissed and the ones who made my knees weakTimothy, of course, but also Robin, a fireman Id dated for a month. It was true Id kissed men I wouldnt sleep with, partly because I didnt like the way they kissed. But hed been right about the intimate part.

I flipped to the ubiquitous con. It always puzzled me how cavalierly the French threw around a word which literally meant cunt but was used to mean dumb, stupid, or useless. They use it everywhere, and while its nowhere near as strong or offensive as it is in English, at least American English, it wasnt the sort of word Id have used in front of my proper French grandmother. Harraps entry showed: con, conne. n 1. a F: bloody stupid 2. F: bloody idiot; cretin; faire le c., to fool about 3. nm V: cunt.

On the other hand, the dictionary of slang said: con n,m. Sexe de la femme (vulve et vagin):se dit dun homme stupide is used for a stupid man, and listed other uses: faire le con, to play at being an imbecile;  la con, meaning ridiculous, without interest; se retrouver comme un con, to find oneself alone and in a grotesque situation; si les cons volaient, tu serais chef descadrille, if idiots flew, youd be squadron leader, et cetera.

As the train lurched into Chtelet, I remembered the famous feminist critic Id heard lecture years ago. Shed worn a skirt made of mens ties and transformed all words with con into cunt. It was both disturbing and hilarious to hear her speak matter-of-factly about things cuntentious, cuntemplative, and cuntroversial. Her point was that womens sexuality existed in the English language; it had just been subsumed into the structure and made invisible. Its not invisible in France.

I flipped back through the pages, looking for a definition of la chute des reins, a phrase Id always wondered about. It was intriguing to me that this particular part of a womans anatomy had a name in French. Its the place on a womans back that begins where the waist starts to flare out. The literal translation is the fall, or slope, of the kidneys, which doesnt sound pretty, but in French, its poetic. To me, it meant that the French language had mapped out this part of a womans body; it wasnt undiscovered territory, semantically speaking: it had a name, a location.

On the other hand, maybe it was just a fancy phrase for ass.

I nearly missed my stop, rushing out as the buzzer sounded at Rpublique. A newsmagazine headline at the corner kiosk read, Quavez vous fait pour les seins? What have you done for the breasts? I did a double take. Peering closer, I saw the word was siens, meaning your close ones or family.

Did merely looking up naughty words in a dictionary make me feel like everything in the world was about sex? Had I regressed to adolescence? Did the words have some kind of effect, or was it merely the suggestion of the erotic, emanating from the shapeless, anonymous text in the brown envelope in my bag? Was it awful? Was it brilliant? Was it hot? It was titillating, not knowing.



I raced up the hill and picked up some Chinese takeout in Belleville. At home, I took out the manuscript and squinted at the poorly photocopied pages.

Chapter One, I translated in my head. The last time I saw Eve, she was laughing and dancing on a table.

Of course she was. I put my feet up on the coffee table and read on.


She was the kind of woman who would have you believe she danced on tables every night, but I knew shed come a long way from the affluent suburbs of Alexandria, Egypt, where no one dared do such things.

I have often wondered about that last time, where she might be now, if she knows I still think about her with a combination of pain and longing that is violent in its intensity, while at the same time soothing in its reminder of my past, of who I once was, and who I became, thanks to her.



Wow, that was clumsy. Thanks to her sounded awkward, even resentful. Grace  elle, by her grace, literally, was more delicate.

Just the first two paragraphs were going to be harder than Id thought. There were intricacies in French that didnt translate easily into English. There was also the notion of feelings being violent, which was commonplace in French and seemed rarer in English.

The next two pages described her face (of a purity of line like that of an ancient Egyptian princesssheesh) and her body (long limbs, an exaggerated curve in the lower spine, a swans neck, a softly rounded belly). Yada, yada, yada. It was a tedious catalog of this woman Eves physical attributes: caressing her skin was one of my greatest pleasuresit was smooth and soft, a warm golden brown with the scent of delicate flowers. I lost myself in the contours of her spine, the curve of her hipaha! La chute des reins. I would have to find a better phrase than her kidneys. Maybe the small of her back.

I could do this. It would be a challenge, figuring out how to shape the text and convey the nuances of the prose while watching out for the tricky faux amis: false cognates that mean different things in each language. Spotting the obvious oneslike entre, which means appetizer, not main course; comdien, which means actor, not comedian; and phrase, which means sentencewas second nature. But others were sneakier: actuellement means at the present time, not in fact; xperience means both experience and experiment; and une dception is a letdown, not a lie. Some are sly on spelling: le moral means morale, versus la morale, which means morals. Even the alphabet could trip me up on one letter: the French g is pronounced like an English j, and vice versa.

I skimmed the next few pages, translating in my head and looking up a few words before eating dinner in front of the evening news. I missed PPDA, the nickname by which TF1s former news anchor, Patrick Poivre dArvor, was known. Then I went to bed.

In the dark, I thought about the chapter, wondering if anyone would ever think about my skin like that. I ran my fingers along my body. The knob of my hip bone always reminded me of cows in European landscape paintings. I traced random patterns on my thigh, figure eights and stars.

I remembered the summer Id spent in Paris with my grandmother when I was ten. Id never been away from my parents for so long, and I was shy and lonely. But I made a friend or two in the parks before they went away for summer vacation, accepted the Jardin dAcclimatation as a respectable alternative to Disneyland, and watched Des chiffres et des lettres and Japanese cartoons on TV before bedtime. But sometimes, clutching my Snoopy at night, Id sing commercial jingles and the TV theme songs from Gilligans Island and The Brady Bunch. Home seemed far away and confusing, and I was no longer sure where it was.

I punched the pillow into shape. A police siren Klaxoned its two-note call in the distance, the Doppler effect changing keys as it raced by. I could live here again.
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La queue cest fminin. Le con masculin. Question de chance.*

SERGE GAINSBOURG




When Pascal, an old friend Id met during an internship Id had at a cosmetics company, came back from Greece, we met up for lunch near his office, at a glitzy bistro catering to the fashion industry, modeling agencies, and wealthy foreigners shopping on the avenue Montaigne. After two weeks in July on a beach in Pros with his boyfriend, Florian, he was dark brown and sported a neatly trimmed goatee. In a linen suit over a vintage metal concert T-shirt, he looked like a well-dressed pirate, as befitted the fashion editor for a mens magazine. I kissed his cheek and rubbed his shiny, shaved head.

We sat at a corner table. Pascal waved to the other diners, texted and talked to his office on his cell phone, and threw me apologetic glances. I ordered an overpriced salade Californienne, with avocados and shrimp, because thats precisely the kind of food I flew six thousand miles for, and watched a group of well-dressed Middle Eastern women with perfect eyebrows stroll by, laden with Chanel and Ungaro shopping bags.


Alors. Raconte-moi tout, Pascal demanded, hanging up the phone.

Theres nothing to tell. I missed Paris, so I found a way to come back. I attempted a Gallic shrug. He looked at me, narrowing his eyes.

Je ne te crois pas, he said. Did you win the lottery? Did someone die?

Heartbreak in French is chagrin damour. It means a disappointment in love, and its like food poisoning: everyone knows what it is and sympathizes. Its probably covered under the states socialized medicine umbrella. Arrt de travail pour cause de chagrin damour. I told him about Timothy.

Cest trs people! he exclaimed. The word people, pronounced pipeul  la franaise, had become the term for celebrity or worldly gossip. Trendy places were described as hyper-people, celebrity sightings photographed in the paper came under the rubric le monde des people, chic nightclubs were where the nice people hung out. Pascal flipped open his phone and scrolled through the display.

What is his name? Timothy comment? he asked. I have to tell Florian. Il adore les potins! he said, pressing the speed dial.

Its not gossip and thats not funny! I said, snatching the phone out of his hand. Im telling you in confidence. Besides, Im still getting over it.

I am sorry, chrie, he said, clucking sympathetically. Can I tell him when youre over it? he asked.

No! I glared at him. He picked at his smoked salmon and blinis.

De toute faon, you shouldnt date well-known people, he remarked, watching a plate of fried calamari go by. I shouldve ordered that. Turning back to me, he added, Its always a disaster. He frowned and picked at the knife pleat in his trousers.

He wasnt well-known when I met him, I said.

Still. Its a rule. In any case, you shouldnt fall in love with them.

How are you supposed to stop yourself from falling in love with someone?


You cant. But it doesnt matter; now youre in Paris. Eventuellement, you will get over it, he said, waving to someone at the other end of the restaurant.

It wasnt comforting. Eventuellement, the mother of faux amis, means possibly.

We ordered dessert, but he got another call and had to rush back to the office. I took the manuscript out of my bag and ate my mousse au chocolat alone.


My education at the hands of women had been thorough. I felt confident in my appeal, I had never wanted for partners. My current girlfriend, Daphne, was a striking, thin blonde with pouty



I made a note to look up pulpeusedoes it mean voluptuous or fleshy?


lips and heavy eyelids. A former model, she was now studying for an advanced degree in political philosophy. Shed begged off coming to dinner that evening, claiming her essay on Machiavelli and Han Fei was too pressing.

I went to Roberts birthday celebration alone, so it was with an unhampered and luxurious curiosity that I observed Eve, seated next to me.

Would you prefer white or red? I asked, offering to pour her a glass of wine. She mistook my stilted gesture for withering irony, considering the casual tavern we sat in. It was Roberts favorite dive. He was a writer who hobnobbed with the police investigators he wrote fat thrillers about.

White. I prefer a headache to indigestion, she said in a snooty, languid voice.

Youre really a bitch with expensive tastes, arent you?




No, that wasnt right. The phrase was une poule de luxe, a female chicken with high-class tastes. Poule was also old-fashioned slang for a prostitute. In any case, the implication was insulting, but not as sledgehammer dull as bitch.


She turned to face me, an impassive sphinx look in her eye, and casually backhanded the bottle onto my lap



Oy vey. I counted the many ways in which I already disliked the writer. One, he sounded like a prick. Two, he sounded like a prick. Three, he dated models and bragged about it. Four, shes Egyptian, and in the first chapter, hed already referred to her sphinxlike gaze. Five, he insults her and she spills wine on him: it was exactly how Americans imagine over-the-top French people behaving. Pretty soon, thered be slaps in public places, screaming matches, loud arguments, a woman crying and wrenching open the door of a taxi in the middle of the street in the pouring rain, mascara running down her face. It was a bad French movie, all right. Or a Chanel commercial.

Four pages later, I stopped to shake my wrist and change the cartridge in my fountain pen. Ive always liked fountain pens. Id started using them when I was a student here. Clara and I had taken a course on Marivaux at the Sorbonne. It met in a large amphitheater, and everyone smoked, which felt sophisticated in a bad way, exactly what I wanted in life when I was nineteen. The only thing I remember from the class now is the term marivaudage, a specific kind of courtly banter, light in tone, heavy on meaning(s). Which basically describes a lot of French conversation.

Back then, Clara took notes with an antique Waterman her father had given her. When Id mentioned this to my grandmother, shed remarked that the only acceptable way to write letters was with a fountain pen. Years of thank-you notes and Christmas cards Id written her with crayons, pencils, and ballpoints went down the drain: I was the bar baric, American grandchild in refined, old-world France. But shed unlocked her Second Empire secrtaire and taken out a gold and burgundy Sheaffer.

It belonged to your grandfather. You must fill it from a bottle. Shed demonstrated, twisting the top until a narrow metal tube protruded from behind the nib, lapped up ink from a glass inkwell, and retracted. Id used the pen for years, filling it with violet ink and delighting in the scratch of the nib against paper. That same crisp rasp, as distinct as the sound of fingertips across razor stubble, always made me happy.

I scarfed down my mousse and looked back at the manuscript, thinking about the characters. There was no hesitating, no dawdling between them. Was this akin to the French aversion to snacking between meals? They went straight to her apartment, and boom, she already had her clothes off: She stepped out of a pool of her clothes, dripping nakedness.

I groaned. Theyd spent the past few pages expressing dislike for each other, which would have been enough to discourage me, but no, now they were staring at each other like ferocious animals across an expanse of ironed sheets.

I read on and felt my face flush as I came to a vivid description of a certain sexual act. I put down my pen. This thing was going to flay me alive with mortification.

I picked it up again and doodled in the margin. This wasnt going to work if I got prim. I reread it and got back to work.


I eased her down to the edge of the bed and gently spread her legs, caressing the damp, warm silk of her skin. I knelt forward and ran my lips along her inner thigh, letting my hair brush up against her, feeling her muscles tense, then tremble. I pressed my ear to her flesh, then my cheek. She smelled of ripe, sweaty oranges



I was going to have to work on that. I shook my hand out and continued.



and had a beautiful, round ass. I plunged my hands underneath her to grab her buttocks and lift her to me, opening her up like a split fruit in late summer. Her sex was a rainbow of pinks, glistening and wet. I ran my tongue along the delicate fissure, slowly tracing every inch of her most intimate geography, lingering when I heard her breath catch. I pulled her into my mouth and slid a finger inside her swollen sex. Her back arched, hips rolling. A low moan escaped her lips and she thrust herself toward me, her hands clenched, bunching fistfuls of bedsheet


Vous aurez besoin dautre chose, mademoiselle? a waiter asked.

Huh? I said, stupidly. I looked around: the restaurant was empty. He probably wanted to go home. I gathered my papers and left.

I strolled down the sidewalk, gazing in boutique windows: pinstripes and organza at Dior, open-toed platforms and capes at Chlo, black and pink chiffon at Chanel. The sun broke through the clouds, dappling the street. The air was thick and still.

I stopped at a crosswalk. My legs felt funny, and my skin was a little clammy. A bus went by, ruffling my skirt and filling the air with warm, sooty exhaust. When I crossed the street, I noticed another, heavier dampness. Son of a bitch, I thought. That odious, pompous, self-satisfied, self-congratulatory idiot of a writer, whoever the hell he was

Hed managed to turn me on.
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Paris has the reputation of being the naughtiest city in the world and it is true. Paris is Naughty. Naughty if you want to look for it. The American Tourist goes back home and whispers sly tales about Purplish nights in Paris.

BRUCE REYNOLDS, Paris with the Lid Lifted (1927)




There was a message from Francis, an entertainment lawyer, on the machine. He represented a French band called Chronopop, and Id done some translation work and writing for their electronic press kit and U.S. label launch. Wed never met, but from our numerous phone flirtations in L.A., I knew he was Irish, divorced, older. He was in Paris and wanted to take me out for dinner.

A date. My first date since Timothy. I mulled it over. Id lost weight, and I had a silk dress Id bought in the summer sales. I called him back. His voice, thick with that familiar brogue, barked a time into my ear.

See you soon, you gorgeous thing, he added.

How do you know Im a gorgeous thing?

You American girls. Not good at compliments. Fuck, should I have said women? Are you mortally offended now? He barked with laughter and hung up.

I didnt feel like a gorgeous thing, but being called one nudged me in the right direction. A date, after all. Dinner with a man Id never met. Anything could happen.

I put on stockings and high heels, sprayed myself with scent, and spent twenty minutes on my face. Two coats of rarely used but very effective curling mascara plus use of the eyelash curler that Timothy used to pretend to be afraid of. By the time I was done, I looked a little fatale, almost feverishdark eyes, shiny lips, and hollow cheekbones. I powdered my long, thin nose as I listened to oldies on Radio Nostalgie and sang along: Je serai la plus belle pour aller danser.

I shimmied into the dress. It was a slip of a thing, with tiny straps and a ruffled, flamenco-style hem that swooped up in front to midthigh. I scraped my brown hair back into a tight chignon. I looked more theatrical than I was used to: somewhat Carmen Miranda, sans fruit; a bit, as the French say, ol-ol.

What the hell, I said to the mirror.

Francis was pretty much the way Id imagined him: about fifteen years my senior, navy blazer, gold chain, tanned skin, and bulging eyes with deeply etched laugh lines. His face lit up when he saw me, and he pushed a man purse off the passenger seat as I got in. I suddenly wished my dress wasnt quite so insubstantial.

Look at you, he said, whistling. Snow White with cleavage.

Over a pleasant meal at a fancy Italian restaurant near lOpra, he told me about himself, how hed piloted planes in the Caribbean, run a nightclub in Zagreb, and produced a few Spanish films in the nineties. Hed been divorced three times, no children, and now poured most of his money into a rhinoceros preserve in South Africa. Ill tell you, Anna, being there, he said, is the most fun you can have with your clothes on.

Ill bite, I said. Wheres the most fun you can have with your clothes off?

Thailand. He grinned. But Claude, my partner, keeps raving about this insane French dominatrix.


Youre kidding, I said, for lack of anything better.

Honest injun, he said, holding up his palm. I may have winced. Hold on, I think I even have His phone rang as he searched his wallet. Bloody hell. Ill be right back. He pushed a card across the table and went outside to take the call.

Francis was a character, it had been an interesting evening, but I was done. I slouched back in my chair, contemplating my after-dinner options: face mask, mint-verbena tea, maybe crack open the Flaubert.

I slid the black and gold business card toward me. It read: Madame Vronique: bondage, sado-masochisme, domination, soumission, ftichisme, spcialiste en accrochage. Donjon disponsible. Attention, mes sensibles sabstenir. Dungeon available. Hey, not everyone has a dungeon. I wondered about the phrase specializes in hanging. There was a phone number printed in Gothic gold type.

I could see Francis pacing up and down the sidewalk, gesticulating as he talked on his cell. I looked around the restaurant: a mostly older crowd, lots of couples, and a corner table of youngish businessmen in suits and ties who were all staring at me. Granted
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