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				I couldn’t get what I wanted any other way so I’ve been painting myself—no clothes—It was lots of fun.

				Georgia O’Keeffe to Alfred Stieglitz, 1917

				Our author, then, was one of many, and must be seen within the broad outlines of the moment in history of which she was a part.

				Margaret Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale

				Tomorrow I will take a long siesta.

				Romy Schneider, La Piscine

			

		

	
		
			
				PROLOGUE

			

			À Paris

			On Sunday I spend a sunny hour in the Jardin des Plantes, sitting on one of the benches that line the long promenade, under trees that stand like sentinels. It’s the fifteenth day of August 2021. I have been in Paris for just over two weeks. Overhead the sky is blue, the light filtering through the trees is golden and gentle. On my phone are messages I have exchanged with a man whose name and face I do not know. We matched on a French dating app shortly after I arrived. His profile has no photo, just a silhouette, and his age, forty-nine.

			After we match, he immediately messages to tell me he is open-minded, six foot one, and fit. He tells me about the hourly hotels in Paris, ones accessible via an app I’ve never heard of, which make their rooms available during the afternoon between checkout and check-in. They all seem to be located near the Châtelet Métro station, in the center of the city. After two weeks of silence—he’s been away on holiday—he’s reappeared in my messages and asked if I would meet him over in the 6th for a drink. A let’s see if we want to take our clothes off and be open-minded together assessment. This is at odds with many of the other proposals I’ve been receiving in the weeks since Silhouette and I first connected. The ones who simply want me to come over. To arrive without any underclothes on. To be waiting naked on my bed, the front door left unlocked. To be blindfolded. Tied up. Spanked. “What if we aren’t attracted to one another,” I say to these bolder requests. “There’s always that chance,” they tell me. Even through the broken English, I can feel the implied shrug. The very French absence of humor. Their lack of concern emanates through the screen. I don’t need a translation: It’s been a long year of little touch, it says. Physical attraction right now seems less a gamble than a given. Everyone is feral for connection.

			When I first encountered Silhouette’s profile, I had only just landed in Paris, and the lack of information struck me as refreshingly mysterious. It allowed me to sketch the details in myself. Exert more control, and anticipation, over who might be on the other end. But over the following weeks I realize, this silhouette business is not an uncommon practice: the French are notoriously obsessed with privacy. If I want actual photos, numbers need to be exchanged and the conversation moved to a presumably better-guarded WhatsApp. If it had been a week or two later, I wouldn’t have bothered swiping, but I was still figuring it all out when I came across him.

			I haven’t responded to his request yet. Instead, I open my camera and look at myself. The light on my face reflects the way I feel—vibrant and compelling. Alive. My dating app bio says, “New Yorker, 46, à Paris pour un mois.” It does not say, “I have been alone, untouched, in a very small apartment for fourteen months. Have hurled myself across the ocean amidst an increasingly uncertain summer to Paris, simply because I could.” What’s become apparent is that one result of suffering on a global scale is no one wants to talk about it. In the first weeks of March 2020 there was much puzzling over why we didn’t have more stories about the 1918 flu pandemic. But now it seems clear: people want to move on as quickly as possible.

			I read Silhouette’s message again, contemplating whether I want to leave here and make my way over to the 6th, a full arrondissement away, to meet with a literal mystery man. I look around at the people walking the gravel paths. The parks in Paris each have a different personality. Monceau is full of joggers but rarely tourists. Luxembourg is like Central Park, too beautiful and central to be avoided by Parisians but overwhelmed by visitors. Buttes-Chaumont is for the youth. Here in Jardin des Plantes are the forty-something, well-dressed Parisians, secure in their lives and their attractiveness. They are established. They have dinner parties. They stroll. They have frolicking children. Normally you’d have to look for them through the tourists. But there are no tourists this year. There are only the French. And now there is me.

			The truth is, I’m not especially curious what Silhouette looks like; either there will be attraction or there won’t. I’m more excited to be seen. The long months of not being regarded. Not having my physical presence responded to even in the smallest ways—no one has touched me or even smelled me for over a year—has inadvertently stripped away the lifelong habit of itemizing all the things that are wrong with me before I present myself to the world. I don’t care what might be wrong with me. Or rather, I can’t seem to make myself care even when I try. I’m reminded of a time when I had a chest infection that resulted in such a deep, persistent cough the doctor prescribed me syrup that contained some type of morphine. When the urge to cough arrived, I found I simply couldn’t. The body and the brain had been disconnected.

			My body and brain are still very much tied together, but the former is currently running the show. And my body is not here for validation. My body is here for pleasure.

			I decide to go. It’s a beautiful day and I have nothing to lose.

			I type back that I’m on my way.

			I don’t type “en route,” as I might have in any other circumstance or place because Ellie, a new friend in Paris and ten years my junior, has told me to never speak French to French men on dating apps. She tells me French men think less of you when you attempt their language, and the power dynamic shifts. I wonder if it’s simply a matter of wanting what we don’t normally have and, if this is the case, what is the experience like for non-English-speaking visitors in Paris? Who is rewarded for a language and who is punished and in what circumstances? Avoiding French is not exactly a huge challenge for me; at the best of times, my French is broken and my comprehension hit-and-miss. Even so, from time to time I slip in the odd oui or avec plaisir. It is sometimes easier to say what I mean in a language I don’t really speak.

			Paris is its own silhouette. If people hang their vague aspirations of ambition on New York, hoping the city will fuel their rise, or at least transform them into a person capable of rising, they do the same with their dreams of romance in Paris. The city is the masked figure everyone is swiping right on. There is apparently a condition called Paris syndrome, coined by a Japanese psychiatrist named Hiroaki Ota in the eighties. It’s supposedly primarily experienced by visitors from the eastern parts of Asia, particularly women in their thirties, who arrive in Paris and are deeply disappointed to discover the city does not live up in any way to its reputation. The symptoms of Paris syndrome, possibly apocryphal, are apparently so severe the Japanese embassy at one point set up a hotline for tourists to call so they could be immediately shipped home.

			Certainly, one of the benefits of being in your forties must be the knowledge that depending on anything external to fundamentally transform you is a fool’s errand. As my friend Nina likes to say, wherever you go, that’s where you are. But looking to a city, or a dress, or a meal, or a person to throw a different light on things? To raise you up slightly from where you are and place you gently down a little way away so that everything looks familiar but perhaps a little taller? A little softer? A little stronger? More enjoyable? That’s just good decision-making.

			That’s what I’m here for. I’ve had the same view of things for more than a year. Myself included. I want to see things differently. Myself most of all.

			I close my messages with Silhouette; I’ll know soon enough what’s behind the blank outline. I get off the bench, stretch, snap one last glowing selfie in the dappled golden light, and begin my slow Sunday afternoon walk across empty Paris.

		

	
		
			
				ONE

			

			The Only Thing to Do Is Go

			I purchase my plane ticket to Paris in May of 2021, when everything in New York begins to feel possible again. The cold pandemic winter, the second one, is dissolving into a promising spring. Vaccines have staggered onto the scene. The new roaring twenties are soon to be upon us, goes the refrain. There is almost no evidence of this…yet. But it all sounds wonderful.

			I have been alone for more than a year. Home Alone in New York. I see people, of course, but from a distance. My apartment building, all seventeen floors and three hundred plus apartments, emptied out so quickly during that single week in March of 2020, that I sometimes open my door and see mice scurrying across the hallways. “People took their cats with them,” Cedric the exterminator tells me, by way of explanation. He is still doing his rounds around the city, running faucets in the spectacular, now dark, pre-wars that line Fifth Avenue so that the water bugs don’t take over. In New York, water bugs are what we call enormous, three-inch-long cockroaches, thus named because they are drawn to water. They sometimes scurry up the radiator pipes in the winter, lured by the drops of condensation.

			These are some of the many things I learn from Cedric, who also advises me to keep my toilet lid shut so that rats don’t come up through the pipes. He says they are extra hungry now that there’s no restaurant garbage. “But I’m on the seventeenth floor!” I protest. He shrugs. “They come up one floor, they take a rest. They go up the next floor.” He hunches his shoulders and hooks his hands in front of him, imitating a rat tunneling up the ancient pipes of the building and presumably into my 450-square-foot studio, where it will no doubt eat my face while I sleep. A week or so later I look out my window and see a red-tailed hawk soaring by, a rat gripped tightly in its talons, its long, scaly rat tail swaying behind in the wind. I say a brief, silent prayer on the hawk’s behalf that he or she is not about to have a meal laced with rat poison. For a number of months in 2020, Cedric is the only person I speak to regularly in real life.

			I’m not the only person in the building. My next-door neighbor, who bought her similarly sized studio in the midnineties for $140,000 (a fifth of what it would sell for now), has remained and sometimes I hear her yell at her cat to get off the kitchen counter. The hoarder down the hall has also stayed; her TV blares Law & Order: SVU episodes day and night. Roy, the doorman, tells me that they think there’s still an elderly woman on the thirteenth floor. Someone is up there ordering delivery. Roy’s wife is a nurse at a hospital in Long Island, and for about six months last year she worked without a single day off.

			But now it’s spring. Our second pandemic spring. The tree in the dip beyond the 79th Street entrance to Riverside Park, where the path forks, has become my clock. In the fall, I watched it flame out in a blaze of gold glory, burst back in an explosion of pink six months later, and flame out once more. Now it is rosying up again. Over in Central Park, there are rumors that the chipmunks have been pushed back to the northern half of the park by all the rats—I’m told this when I do my park volunteer shift, spending hours a week silently raking up leaves, masked and gloved. But the city is slowly returning; I begin to notice there are more lights on in the buildings at night when I go for my walk along Central Park West up to 90th Street and back. There is once again a sprinkling of diners at outside tables. SoHo during the day no longer feels like a potential murder scene. There is the distinct sense people are reemerging, like the rows of tulip bulbs pushing up at the corners of the park. Life is returning.

			Running with this energy, I dash off a quick email to the man who owns the apartment in Paris that I’ve rented in summers past—a past that belongs to another lifetime it seems now—asking if by chance the apartment is available. I expect nothing to come of it—they have only just announced the EU is thinking of opening its borders to vaccinated tourists this summer, but nothing is yet official—but just the act of writing it gives me a renewed sense of life. To my surprise he responds almost immediately: “It’s so crazy, it just might work!” Five days later, he follows up with dates. August 1 to September 8. “Would that work?”

			“Absolument,” I reply just as quickly.

			Anything works, really. Plans seem to belong not just to another lifetime, but to another timeline. Years of bumper stickers and Instagram accounts encouraging us to live in the now have not, it seems, prepared anyone to actually exist in a present where the future is so glaringly shifting like cursed quicksand in a fairy tale.

			Possibly because of this uncertainty, I promptly send half the €1,100 it will cost to take the place for just over five weeks. A deposit to demonstrate I’m serious. But also to provide some sort of concrete connection to the future. Tie myself in recognizable ways to potential instead of being pinned down the way I have been. It seems like a small price to pay to have something to look forward to, even if, in the day-to-day, this trip seems untethered to any reality I can foresee.

			I once went to a museum exhibit about Einstein, and the only idea I took away from it was that movement stretches time. I don’t recall the science behind this, something to do with curvature I think. What I was left with was the understanding that the more you moved, the longer your life felt. Whether it was actually longer, I’m not sure. But every time I am behind an elderly person creeping up Broadway, or lurching their way around Zabar’s, I think of this—this determination to keep moving—and resolve to stretch more. But how does one mark time without movement or signposts? It remains flat, endless, and meaningless all at once. And so, as the weather warms and the city unfurls, the trip hovers just off to the side of my vision, a nice idea. It reminds me of lists we were asked to make as children, declaring what we wanted to be when we grew up. The last time I saw him in person, my youngest nephew told me he wanted to be a skyscraper. Over breakfast, I’d been reading him a picture book about New York, and as he spooned up his cereal, gazing at the illustrated pages of towering buildings, this struck him as the thing to be. This trip feels similar: the thing to be, and impossible at the same time.

			In New York, as predicted, the new roaring twenties arrive right on schedule. Starting in mid-June, when the first round of vaccines begin to take effect, an orgy-like atmosphere rolls across the city. It feels like the collision of any number of events, and decades: Mardi Gras slamming into late-nineties New York summer. In the parks people wear as little as possible of anything they can get their hands on. Cutoffs of all shapes and sizes. Tops ripped and tied on at strange angles. Skin oozing out from midriffs and thighs. Cleavages bursting. Crotches bulging. The parks are overlaid with picnic blankets, the corners overlapping one another, food from one spilled onto the other. One afternoon I walk through Tompkins Square and am handed slices of cake from strangers. I’m invited to join groups. No one can get enough of one another. Pulling one’s mask up from below the chin to cover one’s face when passing a person in close proximity on the sidewalk becomes the new tipping of the hat. I see you, it says. Thank god, I see you. And I care about you.

			It is short-lived. By the end of July, as I’m packing for my flight, new variants have rolled in and the city is resignedly moving to the early stages of another, if not collapse, then shutdown. Like closing up a summer house ahead of a typhoon. New York begins to batten down.

			So far the borders are remaining open, at least in the direction I’m traveling, but a familiar sense of foreboding attaches itself to everything I do in preparation for the trip. I feel like I’m moving in a thick fog. I can’t see too far ahead, so anything but contained, carefully considered movement will be injurious in some way. Even though the pitfalls ahead are not yet visible, I assume their presence, from big to small: The flight will be delayed. Customs will be clogged. My vaccination card won’t be accepted. The man I’m renting from will get sick and have to stay in Paris. I will get stuck somewhere I can’t afford, which truth be told, is basically everywhere, and I won’t be able to leave. These are just some of the items on an endless list in my head titled “Things That Can and Probably Will Go Wrong.”

			And yet, the perceived risk of jetting away, only slightly ahead of a new virus wave, is, in my mind, only incrementally greater than any other decision I make. My life as a single forty-six-year-old writer—outside of marriage, outside of motherhood, outside of payroll, outside of ritual, outside of, for the past year anyway, real-life human contact—is a life lived largely without a safety net. I am my own fallback. I play all the roles. I’m the person who thinks five steps ahead down all the paths, envisions the various outcomes, and then role-plays all the people I will have to be to solve it. Whether it is risky to get on a plane pales in comparison to what could potentially be more of this…not just isolation, but stagnancy. Total invisibility. Paralysis. Leaving feels less like a risk than a necessity.

		

	
		
			
				TWO

			

			Good Decisions

			What no one prepares you for as a woman is for everything to go right. When you are a woman alone, this is never even suggested as a possibility. I will know fellow women who travel solo by their rapt attention when I recount what follows with a level of detail that would exhaust a person accustomed to, for better or worse, traveling with a companion. It’s the solo lady version of parents telling one another they’ve successfully sleep-trained their child or managed to introduce a vegetable into their diet. Similarly, I will watch these women’s faces light up in a combination of recognition, voyeurism, and relief at seeing an ideal version of their life out in the world.

			Here’s what happens:

			The flight is not canceled. The borders are not closed. I am not sick. Neither is the man I’m renting from, who is already in the air on the way to New York to see his family by the time I depart.

			There is no traffic. I make it to JFK, a distance of fourteen miles, in twenty-five minutes, which is forty-five minutes less than the usual time it takes to get there.

			There is no line at security.

			The plane takes off on time.

			Not only that, it’s half empty. There is no one behind me, or beside me; my economy aisle seat in the middle row becomes a bed I can stretch out on.

			Shortly after we reach cruising altitude, the pilot comes on to let us know we have a strong tailwind and will be arriving nearly an hour early. “It looks like we’ll even have a gate waiting for us.” He has the sort of gruff male voice that immediately brings me comfort because it makes me feel like we are being flown by a person who has trained in some sort of Top Gun school and, given the opportunity, will refer to turbulence as “chop.” Recent years spent dissecting how we’ve internalized the lethal legacy of the patriarchy does not keep me from being made to feel safe by this.

			I feel strangely connected to the other passengers on the plane, as if we are all making this leap together. As though we are a select group who has decided that, after all, life is for the living, or at least the leaping. This feeling of triumph recedes as thoughts of the people not on this plane roll in—the people I am leaving behind, so many of whom remain tethered, by money, by family, by job, by children. I am untethered. Or if not exactly that, then my tethers have the capacity to unfurl at great lengths without ever breaking. I can be simultaneously connected and disconnected. And now here we are, the fortunate adventurers, hurtling into the air. It’s the most motion I have experienced in more than a year. I could never have conceived of a world in which I’d describe flying as enjoyable, and yet, right now I can’t think of a single thing that would bring me more pleasure than this sense of velocity currently racing through my body.

			As the earth and the lights of New York City drop away beneath us, my brain clears, my thoughts sharpen. I leave behind the person I have been for the last eighteen months—reliable, solitary—like a snake shedding its skin. I feel as though I could look out the window and see that former shell of myself below, there at her desk on the seventeenth floor, a little hollow, very transparent. A ghost of months past. But I don’t look back. Instead, I lean back in my seat and reappear to myself as a person in motion. I like what I see. Then I fall asleep.

			When I wake, there is clean morning sunlight shining through open windows and the flight attendants are serving breakfast. Do I want a chocolat chaud?

			I am away.

			And still the good fortune continues! At Charles de Gaulle there is indeed a gate waiting for us. There is no line at customs. The French agent scans my vaccination card, stamps my passport, and smiles, wishing me a good day. My suitcase is waiting for me at the luggage carousel. The RER is in the station when I come down. One minute after I board it departs and we make it all the way to Châtelet without stalling.

			I am stunned by all of this. I feel as if the world has taken me by the hand. Thrown open a door. Raised a glass and toasted my good decision-making. Really, when was the last time anyone has smoothly departed from New York to anywhere? When was the last time someone smoothly arrived in Paris? Has it ever happened? Was I possibly the first to experience this phenomenon?

			And yet, here I am making my way up an unusually quiet Rue de la Roquette barely nine hours after walking out my front door. Nine hours.

			A message pops up on my WhatsApp just as the church that marks my street comes into view. It’s the British woman on the second floor from whom I’m picking up the keys.

			“Hello again. Just to remind you the street code is 6734. You take a right at the letter boxes and you will see a glass door leading to a staircase…”

			This is new. There hadn’t been a second door there last time. Perhaps this was why the key had been left with her instead of just under the doormat. The message continues:

			“You press on the arrows to find my name and then you press the bell to ring me and I shall answer and let you in. Second floor right-hand door.”

			This degree of explanation makes me think she must be older. No one under sixty feels the need to hand-hold through text like this. I’m briefly reminded of my mother. I have been perversely grateful every day since March 2020 that she died before the pandemic and we didn’t have to spend this time worried about her well-being in a locked-down nursing home. Somewhere in my desk at home sits an old phone on which I am still able to access all her voicemails to me. Each one begins the same way: “Oh hi, sweetie, it’s Mom,” as if I might not recognize her voice. I try to picture my mother navigating texting; by the time cell phones were common, she was too sick to understand how to use them. I imagine that, were she still alive, she would approach it as she did a letter, formally and at length, writing out in detail everything she wanted to say, complete with salutation, perfect grammar, and complimentary close. I think of her beautiful handwriting—everyone remarked on it—and how, until recently, pen to paper was some small extension of how we each operated in the world. All these unique parts of ourselves have been lost to the two dimensions of screens.

			The front door code to the building is the same as it ever was; my fingers fly over the numbers as though I had just been here last week. Inside, the spacious entry is cool and dark. There is a second doorway, and I am buzzed up without conversation. Up the shallow curved staircase, the suitcase and I now make our way, one slow step at a time; I’m sweating, real sweat, not just perspiration, and I pause on each landing to catch my breath and switch hands.

			I used to be an excellent packer, shrewd and discerning; I could travel on the contents of a carry-on for weeks. But when I was laying out the items to take on this trip, it occurred to me that I no longer understood myself as a person in the world. I couldn’t envision myself out there, in it, doing things. Who would I be when I left this apartment? What does that person wear and where do they go? I had no answer for this, so instead of settling on a few items and leaving space for what I might find out there, I packed all the versions of me. And now I am carting them all up many flights of stairs and they are very heavy.

			The British woman with the key is on the second floor, which is the third floor for me; the French count the ground floor as zero. It’s quiet on the stairs; the only noise comes from the courtyard, through the windows that have been cut into the wall halfway between each landing. I can hear recycling and garbage bins being opened and slammed shut as the bistro on the ground floor warms up to the day. The sweat begins to dribble down my face.

			Sometimes in moments like this, when managing my own life feels quite literally too heavy and unwieldy, I imagine what it might be like to have help. I imagine there being another person beside me with whom I could think through some of these details. Who could go upstairs and get the key, for instance, and then return and shoulder part of the weight of the bags. Who could say, We’re almost there. Or just laugh with me at the ridiculousness of this. Who could release me, even briefly, from being all the people I need to be. Who could make things just a bit easier.

			This shadowy figure, however, is absent today even from the furthest reaches of my own imagination. In the past year, when I did manage to emerge and see friends it was usually for distanced walks around Central Park. They all had the real-life version of that other person I was sometimes tempted to imagine. That theoretical built-in support. And yet here they always were, with me. Round the park we’d go, in some reversed, pandemic, domestic version of The Things They Carried, as they unloaded about how much they resented their spouses, their work, their suffocating apartments. How utterly overwhelmed they were. Are still. How they were staggering under weights and responsibilities, too heavy for anyone to shoulder alone, even while being suffocated by the presence of others who, in theory anyway, were supposed to make things better. Their partners were useless. Below contempt. “I loathe my children,” they’d say to me in a whisper, despite the fact there was no one around, as though they were confessing to an unimaginable crime. “I hate them. Hate,” they’d say again, as if sensing skepticism in my silence. Why had they made the decisions they’d made? Each time, I’d wait until they were done, had caught their breath, and then I’d firmly let them know they were the third person to tell me this, this week. The fifth this month. That it felt like nearly everyone I knew currently wanted a divorce. To be alone. To have made different decisions. That they were not alone in what they were experiencing.

			Then I’d return home to my little apartment, actually alone, having let them unburden free of judgment (perhaps the greatest gift one can give), having helped them shoulder the weight of their lives, and I’d have to try to figure out how to do the same for myself. How was I supposed to shoulder myself? That is what this trip is. Me making myself feel better.

			I reach the second floor, sweat now fully streaming down my face, arms burning. But inside I am aflame with gratitude that I have only myself to carry around, however heavy all these me’s might currently be.

			I wipe my face and catch my breath before I press the buzzer. The door opens six inches. The woman who emerges is a little stooped—the way thin women get when they don’t do yoga as they age—and graying. This is all I can make out. Her face is covered by a mask, her hands gloved. The light in this corner of the hallway is dim. The keys I am here to pick up shoot out through the narrow opening.

			The caution she exudes pushes me back a step. It feels like both an admonishment and a jarring reality check. You are being reckless, it says.

			“You’re early,” is what she actually says. It’s an observation, not an accusation.

			“Yes, well…” I begin to explain about the tailwinds, and customs, and the RER, excited to have someone to share it with, but she is already retreating as though pulled by an invisible cord attached to her spine. “WhatsApp me if you have any questions,” she says.

			The tone is friendly, but the door is shut and locked before I can respond and explain that I actually know Paris reasonably well. That I’ve spent every August here for the last five years. Except for last year, of course. I stare at the closed door; her cautiousness creeps around the edges of my lighthearted mind-set, but instead of dimming it, it makes it appear even brighter and stranger. Perhaps it’s just the thrill of being reacted to by a stranger.

			I continue my climb. Three more étages and I can kick this suitcase to the corner and attempt to transform into what I prefer to be seen as, at all times and everywhere: a local.

			Finally, the door. I slide the thick key in and hear the long iron bar slide down, once, and again. And then…

			I’m immediately dropped into a time capsule. Nothing has changed. It’s as though someone sealed the apartment up shortly after I left two years ago, and now I’m the first to return. You hear of those apartments in Paris sometimes. Ones that have been sealed since the war. Everything left, just as is. Like an Egyptian burial tomb, but less intentional. I’m having a similar experience. There is the same white wobbly table leaning against the built-in bookshelves. The same pillows with the mirrored squares sewn on, piled on the denim-covered couch that looks like a futon but doesn’t pull out. There are the same books lined up on the shelves in the same order, and the tangle of power cords and adapters in the far corner. Nearest me on the bookshelf I see the same metal plate of foreign coins, now under a layer of dust.

			I’ve sometimes found it difficult to mark the passage of time in my own life. Being untethered, thrilling though it often is, also means being unstuck in time for much of the time. I’m disconnected from nearly every ritual commonly used to mark progress and worthiness: engagement parties, weddings, baby showers, children’s birthdays, children’s school years, marriage anniversaries, Mother’s Day. After a certain age, celebrating your own birthday can feel like an exercise in mustering the resolve to provide a narrative around it that does not involve apology, shame, ruefulness, or defiance. Anything but the word fabulous. I’ve ceased to feel any of these things about my age, but continually being asked to find the language to articulate how I do feel—and the truth is, I feel great, most of the time, but even this declaration inevitably takes on a defensive, middle-finger quality—is not work I’m interested in doing for free. The result is I’m sometimes left with the sensation that time is sliding away. My life a flat line. It’s easy for me to forget how old I am. Not in the sense of maturity. But literally. I sometimes have to do the math.

			There is also the matter of my own increasingly unreliable body. From age fourteen to forty it operated with military punctuality; you could have set a watch by the time my uterus kept. No longer. My body has detached itself from its own timeline. On more than a few occasions in the last year I’ve been compelled to ask the question: Virus or perimenopause? (In the winter months this shifts to: Virus, perimenopause, or my century-old radiator?) My doctor, while wonderful, has no answers. “You’re getting to that age” has become the most frequently repeated sentence in my appointments with her. When I press and ask, “Is this normal?” she says, “No one is sure,” because “no one” has ever done the research into the universal experience of half the population. But this might soon change, she assures me after she asks if I’ve scheduled my appointment for the newly released vaccine, which took only a year to create. “Your generation is accustomed to having information,” she tells me. “You’re all furious there is none.” When she says this, I am furious, but it doesn’t last. I can be angry about only so many things at the same time. And even then, I’m not very good at it.

			Increasingly, I experience time as one of those old flip-books that you have to thumb through quickly to animate the illustration: time can whip by and I can feel as though I’ve only taken a few steps. The stasis of this apartment underscores the jarring sensation that after I left here, almost exactly two years ago, I somehow ceased to exist. That the intervening months have been swallowed into some sort of black hole during which no progress was made, no development, no transformation. And that any transformation I may have undergone has had very little to do with my own day-to-day experience and very much to do with witnessing so many other people experience isolation and uncertainty for the first time, and violently balk at the realities of it. If anything, the last year and a half has bizarrely felt like a collective, if unintentional, pat on the back. A Wow, it really is hard to be alone. To not live a life that provides a five-year plan. To fend for yourself with little to no security net. The world disappearing from view at times has had the effect of suddenly making me feel extremely seen.

			But now, standing here in the doorway of this unchanged space—which, were it to appear on a rental app, could reasonably be described as a quaint, classic, Parisian flat—what the identical backdrop suddenly allows me to see are past versions of myself at that table. The me who arrived here with a book deal five years ago, terrified of the task before me. The one who came in the aftermath of my mother’s death. The paradox of all time-travel stories: What happens to us if, when we leave our own timeline, we slam into another version of ourselves? Does the universe implode? Is history irrevocably altered? But lately when I encounter past versions of myself, all I feel is sympathy and admiration. Good job, kid, I want to say. You did your best. Keep going.

			I pull back the dark drapes and swing the tall windows all the way out. The smells from the street slide into the apartment. Onions. Garlic. Butter. A preview of French lunches being prepped. There is no breakfast in Paris. You can find a few brunches if you want, but the breakfast hour, the diner, the 6:00 a.m. coffee cart that launches New York into its day, does not really exist here. From past experience, I know that by the time it’s time for me to fly home, this will be the thing I crave most. An 8:00 a.m. omelet with greasy hash browns. An egg sandwich from the deli. A large bodega coffee, sweet and white.

			From my vantage at the open window, I can hear the thump of music. There are no air conditioners here. In the summer months you live with the noise of your own life and the lives of everyone else—sneezes, sex, cigarettes, phone calls, yelling. “In Paris we fight and fuck together,” my friend Nina likes to say.

			Standing at the window, it’s hard for me to tell if the music is coming from the corner or from below. The sound bounces off the buildings and down the narrow streets, making it difficult to trace. In another week these places will shutter up for the remainder of the month. En Vacances. I wonder if empty Paris will have the same mesmerizing effect it’s had in the past after so much emptiness. If the sense of being granted a rare gift, the illusion of ownership, will persist.

			The bells of the church begin to ring. I count them. It’s 9:00 a.m. The first Monday of August. I am in Paris.

		

	
		
			
				THREE

			

			Prized Control, Yearned After Momentum

			I’m overcome with a sense of wonder. If I had to turn around right now and go home, I would still be satisfied with this brief excursion. I came, I saw, I touched. It’s still here.

			But I don’t have to leave.

			Instead, I drag the monstrosity containing all the me’s into the bedroom and throw it open.

			Now that I can take in its contents, my suitcase strikes me as extremely reasonable.

			I’ve brought five vintage caftans; two dresses; two jumpsuits, one of which is vintage; six T-shirts; three tank tops; four blouses; three pairs of pants; three black leggings; two pairs of jeans; two long-sleeved shirts; one sweater; a vintage Issey Miyake wind coat in camel; a proper raincoat in leopard that I bought at Merci two years ago when I got caught in a rainstorm; a black blazer from H&M that is the exact one Natasha Lyonne wears in Russian Doll; two silk scarves; one cashmere scarf; my running clothes; three swimsuits, one the closest approximation I could find to the one Romy Schneider wears in La Piscine, which I’d seen six times at Film Forum before leaving New York. In the insert are fifteen pairs of underwear, unnecessary as there is a washing machine in the apartment; five pairs of socks; my yoga shorts and tank top; and a trucker cap in camouflage with the word JAWS written in silver lettering across it.

			In The White Album, Joan Didion
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