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      1
         It was two stops from the Gare du Nord. But the Gare du Nord was new to me. I was thrown into chaos. Crossing barriers, I found myself in the silence of the underground. I felt I was headed in the wrong direction since there were so few stops to the end of the line. Two stops is a relief for someone who’s just arrived.

         Château Rouge: beautiful name. I know it means red castle. The thought that accompanied the words whenever I heard or read them was Malevich’s painting of the red façade. I was nervous. New cities make me nervous. I would have been nervous arriving into any part of Paris. But this nervousness was of a different kind: of whether or not the location I’d chosen was safe. The first word used by Holly, my interlocutor on email, that made me prick up my ears was ‘vibrant’. Holly was the admin in charge of incoming fellows; by all accounts an accomplished person, enthused, helpful, with a degree in art history from Yale. ‘Vibrant’ is not a word you use anymore of a Western city – ‘exquisite’, ‘beautiful’, even ‘exciting’, yes. It made me think something was wrong. In another email, responding to more probing, she said (to reassure me): ‘You’ll like it. There will be music in the air.’ This unsettled me. I’d had experience of ‘music in the air’. I lived for four months 2on 108th and Broadway once, and the building diagonally across was only occupied, it seemed, by young Latinos – large men, boys maybe, whose dimensions were emphasised by the capacious shorts they wore, and who gave off an American inner-city prickliness when you walked past. They sat on the steps or hovered around them. At night, they played loud, beautiful music by the Buena Vista Social Club. At first I determined to myself that I’d relish the music – ‘Candela’, for instance – but more and more I found I was fixated on the length of time it kept playing into the night. It made me restive in bed. Also, London. I was an undergraduate then. The floorboards distributed the thud of rap well after midnight. The words ‘there will be music in the air’ made me worry.

         
            *

         

         Two stops: I can’t remember if I bothered to sit down. Often, later, I wouldn’t: I once got pickpocketed that way by someone who got off at Barbès-Rochechouart. I may have sat down, because I was tired. Or I may have stood, arm dangling.

         I was at the end of the Metro that led to the doors that opened on to an escalator. Each step had room for one person. My suitcase was perched behind me. A tree became visible even as you looked away from the sun. We were greeted by people bending down from both sides, excited, loquacious, as if they wanted our autographs. They thrust flyers at us. The people on the escalator were stony-faced. I – though I 3recoiled inwardly – felt flattered. I gave my suitcase a yank and left the crowd behind.

         
            *

         

         Everywhere there were people, though: women in caftans; men and women in groups that looked accidental. I didn’t know where to go. I had the address. The musician couple who’d gone off to California had emailed it to me three weeks ago. I reminded myself that I didn’t need directions; I need only to put it in Google maps. So I typed in ‘57 Rue des Poissonniers’. Blue drops became visible – my future footfall. I wasn’t sure which way was forward. I often step in the wrong direction and find the blue dots receding. So I put the phone in my pocket and walked towards the pharmacy before me, which stood at the junction of the main road and a lane going right. I went in and asked the pharmacist for directions. I wanted to speak with someone – not knowing the language seemed less of a barrier than bending over the phone. The man was kind; he had little English. He put paid to my belief that Africans might know a few more English words than the French. Still, I got enough out of the interaction to step out of the pharmacy and turn left: into Rue Doudeauville. In fact, I’ve just looked at Google maps to remind myself of the name, which I’d forgotten. I was thinking when I started the paragraph that it was Rue Labat. I went along a white partition and came to a gap in which the streets splayed randomly: not a cross – more like 4a large crack on a wall. I hesitated; but I’d been told to turn right. (I’ve turned to Google maps again. It was indeed Rue Labat I’d been walking down. So my memory still retains an impress of that area, truer than my map-reading skills. But my present confusion is different from the uncertainty I felt then.) I was struck by how unimpressive everything was. By which I don’t mean the streets lacked history – that this was a new development or suburb. The houses were nineteenth-century Haussmann buildings. I knew the type. You hardly noticed them, though. The pavements were dirty.

         I pressed on, dragging my suitcase. I passed two shops. On my left appeared a squat grey building, grim and chic, something between prison and nightclub. My wife pointed out later it was a florist’s. It was out of tune with the area. At an angle going right was a bustling thoroughfare: Rue Poulet. I felt very lost. I wanted to ask a couple of women the way – they had a look of innate preoccupation, unrelated to what they were doing. I dithered. In the meantime, a dandy in a hat studied me, seated on the steps before a door. ‘Why am I here?’ It wasn’t a question I wished to dwell on. I felt disappointed – in the surroundings, in myself. Are these people okay? Am I in any danger? I interrupted the women: ‘Would you know where 57 Rue des Poissonniers is?’ Ignoring me, one of them looked behind her and said something in French. I headed in the direction of her glance towards what seemed to be the one non-Haussmann residential building here: a relic from the seventies.5

         
            *

         

         I took out my phone; Google maps confirmed that, as far as it was concerned, this episode – my search – was over. In the way children once tried to manoeuvre themselves into watching adult movies, I peered into reception. There was no one there. It was lit but empty. I’d been told to expect the supervisor. ‘Jorge will give you the keys.’ Instead, there was an absence where Jorge should have been. Or, not entirely an absence. There was a painting on the wall. However much I strain, I can’t remember what it was. Was it a picture of Christ; or a Rembrandt self-portrait; or simply a bad painting? The image is on the tip of my tongue; but it’s lost. It reassured me that Jorge would return.

         When he didn’t, after ten minutes, I decided to call a number I’d stored: passed on to me by the tenants. I listened to the phone ringing in my ear, the muffled note you hear in Europe which in some contexts can sound hopeless. Someone blabbered something: voicemail. ‘Hello, this is … and I’m waiting at reception,’ I said. More pointless than speaking into a machine is to do it in a language that means nothing. ‘Hugo told me I should collect the keys from you. Thank you!’

         
            *

         

         When Jorge did appear, he made no acknowledgement of my phone message or of me. He didn’t know what I was doing there 6and pretended I didn’t exist. ‘Pretend’ suggests volition: maybe I’m overestimating my own capacity to make an impression or underestimating his ability to keep extraneous detail from impinging on his thoughts. He was a small, limber man, bespectacled with grey stubble, exuding working-class resistance. He was not to be lightly encroached on. I waited, sensing this. ‘Jorge,’ I said, pronouncing it ‘George’. The word had no effect. ‘Excuse me,’ I said, and he now became vaguely aware of something. ‘George,’ I said, ‘Hugo from Flat 6 asked me to get the keys from you.’ ‘Aaah,’ he said, as if I’d been wasting his time for the last fifteen minutes. ‘Oui!’ I liked the sound of that word. It’s difficult not to. He brandished keys at me. He was in his element; I wasn’t. Handing me the keys calmed him and made him assertive: which is what he was, without premeditation.

         
            *

         

         A fob opened the main door. You could also punch in a code (which predated the fob) if you didn’t like fishing out your keys. There was a lift on the left, which Jorge made no attempt to enter, probably because (as I would discover) it would have been a tight fit for me, my suitcase, and Jorge. We advanced at a military pace to the end of the hall, whose flooring was an antidote to the streets outside, and turned left where there was a larger lift, which had a heaviness I associate with the mid-twentieth century. We rose – in the levitation that characterises these lifts – in silence. Jorge pushed the door; the lift 7had returned to a state of arrest. He pressed on a light switch and we moved through smells of cooking past doors on the left and right till we came to 6 on the left. Through blurted-out syllables and mime, brusque and generous, he suggested that the double lock was unreliable and that the one below was good enough. This was his farewell, along with a relaxation of expression which, in another man, would have been a smile.

         I went in and at first encountered walls. There was the wall of heat. The tenants had left the curtains parted; the strong September sun was everywhere. The second was stillness: an undeniable solidity. And the white walls in the hall, one with a full-length mirror near which I placed my suitcase.

         The big room – a drawing room/study area combined with a dining table placed in front of the window at the very end through which light and heat were coming in – was bigger than it had appeared on the video chat. During our call, when the couple had held the laptop or phone aloft while it floated from doorway to floorboard to cupboard to wall, my wife and I had had a sense of exits and openings. For a one-bedroom, it was reasonably capacious. One thing that had decided it for me over the other place I’d said yes to was the cupboards. I’d only seen photos of the other place; but the strange open shelves with clothes visible inside them had felt like too much exposure, though my wife was reassuring: to her, they were a variety of fitting; to me, it seemed wrong for clothes to be available to the naked eye – even their owner’s. Clothes – whether or not they’re dirty – should be out of view unless they’re worn. The 8cupboards – and a fuzzy luminosity (it was Sunday afternoon in Paris when we had the video conversation) – went in this place’s favour. I had guessed at a run-downness as we spoke, but the numerous photos of the other place I had on Dropbox suggested only modest upkeep. I realised Paris would come with some disrepair. To be in here physically, though, was to be flooded by a sort of neglect. Things seemed wrecked, flattened, or missing. The spaciousness was real: it was like standing in an emptied-out abattoir. The futon on the floor was a casualty. I walked around it.

         The storage cupboards in the drawing room were thick with fur coats and jackets. I darted into the bedroom. The curtains were negligée-like. They were meant to be seen through and to let in. The kitchen had an ancient gas hob. The bathroom was suspect. A plastic strip hung on the side of the bathtub. Next to it was a washing machine with the narrowness of a stove. The mirror and basin were spotted; beneath them was a cupboard crowded with half-used bottles of shampoo and creams.

         I entered the thin adjoining toilet. I wanted to urinate. In the bowl was a history of staining. It was archaeological – presenting no immediate threat. There was a toilet roll on the floor. I looked around for a toilet paper holder but didn’t see one.

         Back in the hall, I thought, with a finality I have only every two or three years, ‘I can’t live here. There’s too much wrong. I must move into a hotel and search for a flat.’ I would need to take a double room with an extra bed – my family were 9arriving in an hour. I felt envious of the other fellows. The grottiness they inhabited – the cracked jugs, the shaking windows they opened on to a street – was a historical grottiness, to be affectionately chided and embraced: Parisian grime – truer to the experience than perfume. I, on the other hand, would not know what it meant to live in Paris. I would be making an inventory of things in the flat that needed urgent attention.

         For the first time, I had a niggling craving for the Paris of Proust’s house and Baldwin’s digs. I had never visited a writer’s or an artist’s apartment in this city. Now I felt I was destined not to. I should leave Château Rouge fast, or this is where I’d end up.

         
            *

         

         I needed a sandwich. I wasn’t hungry, but should have lunch before my wife and daughter reached. They would have eaten. It was past two. Once I’d gone downstairs and stepped out of the building, I realised the impossibility of finding a sandwich here. It was like looking for a rare condiment. The French eat baguettes; they should be easy to spot. Not that the neighbourhood was ‘French’. It had adopted a version of Frenchness. Two buildings from mine towards Rue Poulet was a hotel with a dining space on the ground floor. Two Arabs sat facing each other; they could have been customers or, just as plausibly, the proprietors. They were having coffee. A tranquil 10scene; yet there was something off about it, like food that’s been left out too long. At the junction of Rue Poulet and Rue des Poissonniers were a couple of places with signs saying ‘Café’. There was little hope they’d have baguettes, or any food. Possibly they served coffee. The insides of these places, which from the outside looked exactly like cafés are supposed to, were bustling with tall, middle-aged to elderly men. The cafés were being used as shelters; for discussion, review, taking stock, as people waited for the situation to go back to normal. You see this kind of improvised existence in Gariahat, not far from where I live in Calcutta, where the taking stock becomes its own justification – a way of life not to go away from but to return to daily, maybe impatiently. But I was a stranger here. I didn’t feel emboldened to enter.

         
            *

         

         I walked down Rue Poulet past a daze of produce. So much was food, none of it any use! I battled on, encountering resistance – large women; hurrying youth – till I was at the Metro station again. From there I crossed the avenue, nervous about being run over (I told myself cars went in the opposite direction here), and found myself in a street that was different. Almost French. The first cafés were ragged but in use: people were drinking coffee. But with an air of lassitude: they always drank coffee here. I looked in, avoided the café owner’s friendly eye, as I would if it were a sex shop. By the Rue de 11Clignancourt crossing, the cafés were increasingly café-like: men and women bent over tables, animatedly making noise. Male and female waiters floated with trays held high. I guessed the price would rise here, and kept a check on the menu card. I opted for a restaurant with a balcony overhanging the pavement. I went in. I knew I was in France now because I was not sure if I wanted to be noticed or ignored. To be noticed was to raise the question ‘Why have I been noticed?’; to be ignored was to be left out, and not be a part of the scheme of things. It might also mean getting lunch five minutes later than I could reasonably hope for. I waited for my tenseness to play out one way or another. A man welcomed me in, slipping into cheerful English monosyllables, seating me, at my request, on the verandah. The tuna salad I ordered (by then, all thought of baguettes had gone) was probably straight out of a tin – confirming my suspicion was its round, intact form. The shreds of lettuce were moist; they tasted of nothing. Or maybe – I wonder in retrospect – it was tuna tartare, and I misunderstood its compact simplicity. I buoyed myself on chunky steaks of bread. All this came to eleven euros: the price of renting the table on the balcony. I paid up speechlessly. I disliked it; but it met my expectations.

         
            *

         

         Three-quarters into poking the tuna, my wife called to say they were at Gare du Nord.12

         ‘It’ll take ten minutes for you to get to the stop.’ I told her where to buy tickets; and to face Clignancourt. ‘Once you’re here, wait. I’ll be there. I’ll find you.’

         I pilot suitcases with ease. With my wife, I am nervous. She might do a mini-stumble. I worry when she travels. My daughter becomes a satellite; she knows to stare at her phone, follow, and avoid collision.

         
            *

         

         I spotted her smile. They were among loiterers. I waved them to Rue Poulet.

         ‘I don’t think I can live here. We should move this evening.’

         ‘Why?’

         ‘It’s in a bad state. They had no right subletting it. You’ll see.’

         I glanced around me. Some men were standing on the street. They had stopped for no reason.

         ‘And look at this place!’ We laughed. ‘I don’t know … I don’t know. What is it?’

         ‘Kheyechho to?’

         She thought lunch – the theme – would cheer me up.

         ‘It was awful. They took the tuna straight out of a tin, garnished it with chopped lettuce, and charged me eleven euros.’ Rue Poulet ended. I was unsure whether to turn left. In front was the grey prison-house. ‘Flowers …’ my wife was murmuring. I hadn’t noticed it was a florist’s! Atelier Floral; I hadn’t seen the flowers slyly brimming at the window. My wife had, 13at once; she loves flowers. I always look through them. We turned right, and, when we passed a café crowded with men, I knew we should turn back.

         
            *

         

         Jorge wasn’t there.

         ‘Hm?’ said my wife (who startles easily) as we exited the lift into the dark, but I made a calming gesture and pressed a button. Down the corridor we went. I ignored the doors so that she would take note of them. What was there to say? I was presenting evidence.

         The lower lock was difficult; I had half a minute before the light went out and I would have to grope for a switch. The door gave way. We entered the trapped light and stuffiness.

      
   


   
      
         14‘See?’

         She went from one spot to another. I followed her as if she were inspecting my handiwork. I hung on each murmur. ‘The walls are flaking off every second – there are bits on the floor – if you’re going to stay here you’ll have to tell them’; ‘This is a nice picture – wonder what it is’ (it was a printout of a painting from Greek antiquity – is there another? – a woman looking slightly askance, or maybe that was unintentional and the painter had got the line of vision wrong); ‘However, they have a printer’ (but it was ornamental; they’d taken the computer); ‘That’s a nice garden!’ (not true; more a space meant for prisoner access); in the kitchen, she remarked: ‘I don’t think all these burners are working – this, and this, look doubtful’; also, ‘There’s no microwave.’ The last was a revelation but not a surprise. In some ways you had to distinguish between aristocratic hauteur and poor amenities. The French don’t microwave. The subletters weren’t French; they were German and American. They were assimilated into the order.

         
            *

         

         My daughter said: ‘Baba, the bathroom’s dirty.’

         She looked cross. Periodically, she’ll send out an SOS. She doesn’t believe in complaining.

         I found myself defending the flat.

         ‘It’s not dirty, believe me. Don’t worry – I scrubbed it with Harpic.’

      
   


   
      
         15When it comes to existence, her reliance on me is unspoken. On day-to-day matters, she requires sops.

         She went in.

         
            *

         

         By the evening, the urgency that had gripped me – to, now or never, abandon the flat – was less acute. After studying photos on the phone and laptop of more expensive – even serviced – alternatives (consulting a handwritten note the subletters had left on a shelf, I’d tapped into WiFi) for businessmen and hitmen, we’d started streaming on Netflix. My daughter lay on the futon, feeding off the same source. It wasn’t as if acceptance had set in – only an agreement to put things off. Lights came on, more forgiving than daylight. On the munificent grass was a faint rectangle – the window below.

      
   


   
      
         16‘You know, if Hemingway were living in Paris now, this is where he’d be.’

         She said this late in the morning – an afterthought.

         ‘Meaning?’

         ‘I mean this’ – waving unobtrusively – ‘is where the writers would have lived. Not some fancy made-up place.’
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