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For Joy Thomas and Joy Borazjani,
who were there from the beginning.
Le silence eternal de ces espaces infinis m’effraie. – Blaise Pascal, France, 1660
For here there is no place that does not see you.
You must change your life. – Rilke
In his dreams he can remember her name. From the shadowy first glimpses when she was peripheral, on the edge of a crowd or morphing into a friend or family member, to the day the plane lifted off from Memphis Airport bound for London and her face and body finally synchronized in mid-flight slumber. Upon waking, her image remains sharp and clear, but her name slips into the ether of his subconscious.
She is older, but stunning, like a French movie star; her mouth down-turned at the corners, dark eyes, hair long and blonde. She has a place now, too, not just random locations in unrelated dreams, but a balcony over a street. She appears, a palm raised in what seems like greeting, until she begins tracing her life line, a delicate finger circling the pad under her thumb, the mound of Venus. I don’t know what you mean, -----, he says with frustration. She smiles and rests her hands on the railing, their whiteness shocking against the black metal, and on the back of her left hand, between the thumb and index finger, is a tattoo of small interlocking crosses. He knows this marking, knows it like the back of his own hand, because in the summer of 1995 as Martin Page stares at himself in the mirror of his London hotel room, he can see the same tattoo inked into his skin – a South American symbol meaning “equal but opposite” – and her name is on the tip of his tongue.
Martin sat at a dressing table in the Metropole hotel on London’s Edgware Road. He was twenty-two that year, but looked older. Tiny lines were forming around his eyes, while closer inspection revealed the beginning of a furrow in his brow. His skin was unblemished and pale, like so many blondes, eyes large and blue. Not fat or thin, just in between. When people noticed the tattoo, there was a momentary pause, a summing up of character, a re-assessment. They would notice he wore all black, that his eyes were often hidden behind bangs, that he spoke with a calm, detached voice. But their gaze would eventually flicker back to his left hand. Peter had the same tattoo when he was alive; inked in the same spot on the same day as Martin’s, when they decided they were familiars. At his parents’ insistence, the mortician covered Peter’s tattoo with make-up, so that when his hands were crossed over his heart in the long coffin, it would be as if those dark lines never existed. As if Martin never existed.
Earlier in the evening, Martin went downstairs to the large indoor swimming pool. He lost his way in the maze of hallways, and then emerged into a glass corridor that overlooked the pool below. He saw David McLaren alone in the pool doing laps. David was eighteen, athletic, tan and aware of his looks. When David began his backstrokes, he caught a glimpse of Martin looking down at him and felt a chill pass through him in the warm water. Like the first time they met, like he had suddenly caught his breath. But Martin did not see this moment of panic, for he was in the elevator, filled with both a dread and excitement he had not felt in years. When Martin came into the poolroom, David swam to the edge and smiled up at him.
“Why don’t you come in?” David asked.
“No, we have to be ready for dinner in an hour,” Martin said.
“Stop playing chaperone. Leave that to Lady Diane. Loosen up.”
David climbed out of the pool. The water ran down his lithe body, making his bathing suit cling to his narrow hips. David stood there running his hands through his wet, dark hair. Martin and David stared at each other. They had been in similar situations before, when something unspoken was palpable, a third person whispering, but the words were unclear.
“Let me make you as wet as I am,” David said opening his arm, water glistening.
Too late for that, Martin thought, sidestepping David, who laughed as he grabbed a towel and walked toward the changing room.
Back in his room, Martin remembered the evening four months ago when Diane Jacobs, his best friend, called and said she had been asked by her principal to fill in as chaperone for a group of students from the high school where she taught English on their graduation trip abroad. We need another chaperone, she said, I can finagle it so you can go. She badgered him into saying yes – it’s cheap and we’ll be there for over three weeks and they swore to God the hotels would be decent – and, after relenting, he went to bed and the woman, whose name he could almost recall, made her first appearance.
Martin sat at the mirror in a trance, and for the third time since he arrived in London, he could see her in the reflection, as if the glass did not exist. There were dark circles around her eyes, highlighted by her pale skin, and she wore her hair pulled back away from her face. The hands, in which she cradled her chin, showed her true age, and there was the tattoo…
There was a knock on the door. Both Martin and the woman in the mirror turned to acknowledge it. For a moment, Martin stared at the door.
“I’m coming. Just a second.”
Martin stood up and moved toward the door. He took a deep breath and went out into the hallway where Diane, David and the others were waiting.
In the mirror, the woman turned back to look at herself, unsure of what she had heard or where it came from. Her trance broken, yet feeling that something was in motion, the fluidity of time and space. She reached out and put her palm against the mirror. Over her shoulder, the reflection of her own city, its distant cacophony of traffic and voices like a second heartbeat slightly out of sync. There was a name on the tip of her tongue, had been for months, and an image becoming clearer by the moment. She tapped on the glass, intoning the mantra she used in place of the name that only came to her in dreams, sending it like a beacon into the unknown: Paris, Paris, Paris.
Diane Jacobs had met Martin four years earlier at an all-purpose grief counseling workshop for the bereaved, divorced and lonely hearted. She read about the workshop in Memphis’ daily newspaper, The Commercial Appeal, and decided to attend out of morbid curiosity. Diane also thought it would mollify her mother, who called constantly to express concern over her only daughter’s mental and spiritual welfare.
“Oh, my God…see a rabbi,” her mother screeched. “What do you wanna go to a grief counselor for? A divorce is private business, not something you tell everyone. Only a rabbi should know these things.”
“Mom, you rarely go to synagogue yourself. Why the hell are you pushing it on me?”
“Don’t curse, Diane.”
“You didn’t answer the question, Mom.”
“I go when I need to, that’s all you need to know. I go. It’s your father who doesn’t go.”
“That’s because he doesn’t want any reminders. You know that. You missed the whole concentration camp experience.”
“He should be thankful he’s here, with a nice home and a nice wife and a nice daughter, who rarely calls and never visits and should be going to synagogue. Why don’t you find one of those nice teachers to talk to? You need more friends. They have a singles night at synagogue…”
Diane felt alienated from the other teachers. They were all prim and proper, dedicated to their profession, with perfect children and husbands. She wanted to put nails through their heads. She half-heartedly tried to befriend one of the teachers, and told her she planned to attend the counseling workshop. The teacher was enthusiastic, telling Diane she might meet her next husband there. Instead she met Martin.
Although Diane was almost twenty years older, she and Martin had an instant bond. They watched impassively as the others poured out their grief in a sterile room at the downtown community center. Then one night Diane laughed out loud as an overweight woman declared her independence from the devil known as chocolate frosting. Diane slapped her hand over her mouth and caught Martin’s eye and he began to laugh as well. Little snickers he couldn’t control, the first time he had laughed in months and months. He put his chin on his chest and tried to breathe deeply, but he could feel Diane’s eyes on him. When he glanced back up, their eyes met and they began laughing so hard they were asked to leave the room.
“I knew coming here was a mistake,” Martin said once they were on the street outside.
“Well, at least you got a laugh at the expense of somebody else’s misery,” she said. “How often does that opportunity come along?”
“True.”
“Besides, that woman up there doesn’t know what misery really is. Her satanic pact with Betty Crocker ranks rather low on my misery meter. I bet you’ve got bigger problems than she has.”
“I don’t know…maybe,” Martin said hesitantly. He wanted to go home, but then she started digging through her purse for cigarettes.
“I should give them up, but sometimes you just need to fill your lungs with toxins.” She pulled a rumpled pack from her bag but it was empty. “Shit.”
Martin reached into his pocket and handed her the rest of his pack. “Keep it. I’ve gotta go. Nice to meet you.”
“Oh, I see. I lift your dreary spirits and then you run away.”
“I just need to go.”
“So, why were you up there?”
“Why were you?”
“Quid pro quo, Dr. Lecter,” she said, lighting up. “If you’re going home to drink alone, you might as well invite me. Are you even old enough to drink?”
“I’m eighteen. I live in Germantown with my parents.”
“Oh, baby, then you definitely don’t want to go home. There’s a diner up the street. Let me buy you coffee and you can tell me your life story.”
“You do know that I’m gay, right?” Martin asked.
“What the hell does that mean?”
“If you’re trying to seduce me, it won’t work.”
Diane laughed loudly, choking on the cigarette smoke. “You’re young enough to be one of my students. That’s not my bag.”
“Good to know. Nice to meet you, Diane.”
Martin walked down the street, but could feel the woman shadowing him. They walked to the diner and Diane stopped at the door. Martin kept walking. “Was it a car wreck, cancer, murder or suicide?” she called out to him.
Martin turned to look back at her. “What do you want from me?”
“Just to talk,” she said. There was a tone in her voice that Martin wouldn’t hear again for a long time—a hint of desperation. Martin nodded and walked through the open door she offered him.
They began to counsel each other during weekly sessions at the diner and never went back to the grief workshop. Over bad coffee and greasy food, Martin learned Diane was Jewish, divorced, unable to have children and growing to detest her job as a schoolteacher. Diane had come home early one day and found her husband in bed with someone else. She told him on the spot she wanted a divorce and moved out of the house into an apartment the next day. She often liked to imagine the look on her husband’s face as he opened the door and found their home completely empty, save for their marital bed.
Three months after their first meeting, Diane found out Martin was in the hospital after he missed one of their weekly sessions at the diner. She sensed there was more to Martin’s past, but she never pushed for more information. There was something unsaid in Martin’s emotionless recounting of Peter’s suicide. Often, they just talked about theatre and films and books they had read. During their last few meetings, Martin seemed more withdrawn. He was lethargic and unresponsive to the sarcastic comments she whipped out regularly to make him laugh. She asked him if he was taking any medication, but he smiled thinly and said, “I wish.”
“You’re not making any plans to join Peter are you?” she asked, half jokingly. The look on his face made her pause. Her dormant nurturing instinct kicked in. She had mixed emotions about Martin, most of which she pushed out of her mind. If he were straight, if he wasn’t damaged, she might have seduced him to boost her ego. God knows she could have used it.
She sat in the diner for nearly an hour waiting, a small panic beginning to blossom in her stomach. She went to Martin’s house and his embarrassed mother said he had gone away for a few weeks. The way she said “gone away” instantly tipped off Diane as to his whereabouts.
“What hospital?” Diane asked, and Martin’s mother went scarlet.
“He can’t have visitors, other than his family.”
“Why don’t you do me a favor then, Mrs. Paige? Why don’t you call over there at the loony bin you committed him to and tell them I’m his aunt. Tell them Aunt Diane wants to come and visit her nutty little nephew.”
“Who are you?” Martin’s mother demanded, and shouted back into the house for her husband.
“I’m a counselor at the grief workshop,” Diane lied. “We meet every week, you know. Wasn’t the workshop your idea?”
“Yes,” Mrs. Paige said, flustered, as her husband appeared in the doorway behind his wife. “This is the counselor at the grief workshop Martin was attending.”
Mr. Paige looked Diane up and down. “Damn lotta good she did,” he said, and walked back into the house.
London’s streets were bustling on the last night before Diane, Martin and the teenagers departed for Paris. Everyone was going home, going to dinner, going to the theatre or cinema.
Diane had a bad feeling about the attention Martin was giving to David, who had been in her English composition class. He was a typical jock, played baseball and was captain of the swim team. He was going to college on a full athletic scholarship. But her fine-tuned radar indicated there was something not so typical about him. She watched them walking together, huddled close in some intense conversation, as the other teens ran ahead toward the Underground station. She came up behind them and tapped Martin on the shoulder.
“Run along, Mr. McLaren…the chaperones need to have adult talk.” David rolled his eyes at her, winked at Martin and ran ahead to catch up with the others.
“You two were practically humping each other. Are you fucking him already?” Diane asked as Martin fell into step with her, but he didn’t answer.
“Don’t give me the silent treatment,” Diane persisted. “You hardly know him.”
“I know him. You know we’ve gone out a few times. Movies and driving around.”
“Golly-gee, did you park and neck, too?” Diane deadpanned.
“You’re not funny.”
“I’m a laugh-riot. Remember the night you met him at the mixer? What did I tell you?”
“You made some joke about him being Michael Jackson fodder and I should use him as a jack-off fantasy and find someone my own age.”
“Bingo. You met David when he was still my underage student. Are you trying to get me fired?”
“He’s an adult now. He can make up his own mind.”
“Or you can use your super homo powers and make it up for him.”
“You’re implying that I’m seducing him, which is flattering...”
“Look…I don’t even want to have this conversation. I don’t want to know anything about it. I’m the oblivious, harried spinster teacher who doesn’t know about the urgings of young boys. Hell, I didn’t even want this gig. If their mealy-mouthed French teacher hadn’t gotten preggers, we wouldn’t even be here.”
“Is that what you’re going to say in court?”
“I hate you so much.”
“Be happy for me, Diane. I haven’t felt this happy in ages…as you well know. Be supportive.”
Diane grabbed his arm and pulled him up short. “Don’t do that. Don’t accuse me of not being supportive. Six months ago, you wouldn’t look twice at the guys I introduced you to, now suddenly you’re after one of my kids.”
“One of your kids? You don’t even like him. You said he’s a dumb jock…”
“I never said he was dumb.”
“You implied it…you got that dismissive tone in your voice.”
“David is smart, but if he has an inkling of queerness, it’s buried down deep. Do you really want to devote your energy to this?”
“I’m not devoting energy. We’re in Europe; I’m having fun. If something happens, it happens…”
“Hey, hey…do not blow that much smoke up my ass. I know you well enough to know that ‘if something happens, it happens’ is a big bunch of malarkey.”
“Malarkey?”
“Let me put it in plain English for you, then…you’re after this boy because he reminds you of Peter.”
Martin was momentarily speechless, then turned and walked away. “Fuck you, Diane. That was uncalled for.”
“It was very much called for,” she said walking behind him, nipping at his heels like a dog. “Tell me one good reason for pursuing David and I’ll shut up.”
“He does remind me of Peter. Is that wrong? He’s funny and he’s interested in what I have to say. Damn it…how much longer are you going to have me on suicide watch? It’s been…”
“Okay,” Diane said, putting her hands over her ears. “Fine. He reminds you of Peter. I think that’s sick on about eight different levels, but you answered the question. Just do me a favor. Be discreet. These kids would love to see me out of a job and homeless. He may be of age, but I’m still culpable.”
Martin kissed Diane on the cheek. “Always thinking of yourself.”
The teenagers ran into the entrance of the Underground, some trying to jump over the turnstiles. “This isn’t New York,” Diane yelled. “We pay to ride the subway.” They were normal teenagers, wild with being away from their parents, wanting to go to pubs, wanting to go to Soho and look at the freaks.
“You are the freaks,” Diane told them.
The bane of Diane’s existence was a student named Beth. Very gothic, dyed black hair, too much white makeup, nose ring. “I want to get a tattoo,” she said sullenly, as they waited in line.
“And why would you want to do that, dear? You’re such a lovely girl.” Diane rolled her eyes at Martin.
“My mom said it was okay.”
“I’ve got three words for you: dirty foreign needles.”
“You’re so xenophobic, Ms. Jacobs,” Beth said as she slouched away.
“Get hepatitis and die then,” Diane called after her.
“I will!” Beth shouted back. “And it’s not the subway. It’s called the Tube.”
“Whatever. Fucking little ghoul.”
On the escalator down to the platform, David was standing so close to Martin that their hands brushed together. The Underground station echoed with the voices of passengers and the roar of the trains. Martin allowed himself the small thrill of pressing his hand against David’s. It would be an accident, too many people on the escalator. Martin froze when David took his hand. He looked at David, who was in his own little world.
“I didn’t know we were at the hand-holding stage yet,” Martin whispered in his ear, trying to make a joke of it, the same way David always played off his little come-ons. But David didn’t react the way Martin expected, never did.
“That’s so gay,” David laughed nervously, snatched his hand away, balled it into a fist and punched him on the arm hard.
Martin had never told David about Peter, had sidestepped questions about the past and the tattoo on his hand, which David thought was cool in a prison sort of way. One night before they left for Europe, David had come and picked him up in his Jeep, and they drove for over an hour, not speaking, the radio turned down to a low hum.
“Thanks, man,” David had said as he dropped Martin off at his apartment. “I just needed to get out and drive and think about some stuff, but I didn’t want to be alone. You know.”
Martin had smiled and nodded, but he didn’t know, not really. David was a moody boy, and that drew Martin like a moth to flame. Just like it had drawn him to Peter.
There was a commotion on the platform, someone shouting, but Martin wasn’t paying any attention. He was looking at David again, searching for an answer in the boy’s unfathomable gaze. They were almost at the bottom of the escalator when Martin heard the word “bomb.”
In an instant, Martin and David were being swept back up the escalator by a crush of bodies. A computerized voice announced evacuation. Martin’s feet slipped on the escalator steps, which were going in the wrong direction. Someone at the bottom hit the emergency stop, the entire machine lurched, and everyone on it fell forward screaming. David was on Martin’s back, trying to help him up. Somewhere behind him, Martin heard Diane calling his name.
David had Martin around the waist, pulled him up and back against him. Even in the chaos, Martin wanted to go weak in his arms, but David was urging him up the stairs. Martin could feel the weight of the people behind them.
At the top of the escalator, David guided Martin toward the exit where people were streaming out like ants. There was the sound of sirens converging on the site. A large man pushed David and Martin out of the way, almost making them fall, but David pulled Martin close to him.
“Are you all right?” David asked, his eyes fixed on Martin.
Martin nodded. David reached up and pushed the hair out of Martin’s face, then pulled his hand away. He had gotten too close. Checked himself emotionally.
“I’m sorry to break up this tender moment, but let’s get the hell out of here,” Diane said as she ran past them.
David stepped back, looking at Diane then back to Martin. For a moment, Martin saw the insecurity, the uncertainty.
They wound up eating at a McDonald’s across from the hotel. Diane confined everyone to their rooms, which was an unpopular decision. Martin heard some of the teens sneaking away in the night. He had already undressed for bed when there was a knock at the door. Diane wanted him to go downstairs to the bar for a drink. “I need to take the edge off. Get dressed and come down,” she said.
David, whose room was just two doors down from Martin’s, stepped into the hallway and wanted to know what was going on. He was shirtless and wore a pair of sweatpants low on his hips.
“We’re going downstairs for a drink,” Martin said, amazed that David had not slipped away with the others.
“Cool. Hold up and I’ll come with,” David said as he disappeared back into his room.
“He likes to show off that bod, doesn’t he?” Diane said. “Maybe I should get drunk and make a pass at him and see what happens.”
“That would certainly get your teaching license revoked.”
In the bar, David downed a succession of screwdrivers until his head was lolling around on his neck. A bus was picking them up at eight the next morning and taking them to Waterloo Station to catch the train to Paris, Diane reminded them.
“Don’t get drunk,” she admonished David. “You’ll be too hung over and I’ll leave your ass here without any hesitation.”
David giggled and slapped his hand over his mouth, eyes darting between Diane and Martin.
“How many of those have you had?”
“I lost count,” David slurred.
Martin was working steadily on his fourth drink, waiting to feel the slight dizziness that always overtook him when drunkenness was setting in. “I still have feeling in ninety percent of my body. They must be watering them down.”
“I’m just waiting for that nice warm feeling to overtake me so I can go to sleep,” Diane said, snuggling down into the plush chair.
“You know what they say about single women who drink alone,” Martin said, as David began to snore. He was lying face down on the couch, drool running out of the corner of his mouth.
“Oh, yeah, that’s sexy,” she said, stirring what was left of her huge margarita. “I can certainly see the attraction.”
“I thought we weren’t going to talk about this anymore. So you wouldn’t be… what was the word… culpable?”
“Don’t be pissy. Have another drink.”
“I’m not being pissy.”
“Yeah, you are. You have that tone.” She saw the notebook tucked between Martin’s thigh and the armrest of his chair. “Are you writing?”
“A little.”
“Poetry?”
“Yes.
“Read me something. You haven’t done that in ages.”
“I can’t,” he said, nodding toward David.
“Lord…”
“You’re ruining my drinking experience, Diane.”
She turned the glass up and drained the contents. “I’ll leave you to it, then. Make sure you get lover boy upstairs and tucked in.”
Martin leaned his head back and looked up through the atrium. On a balcony above him, a woman had come to the edge. She was elegantly dressed and held a champagne flute. When she noticed Martin looking at her, she raised her glass to him, and it brought on a goose-bump inducing sense of déjŕ vu. He closed his eyes for a moment and when he opened them, prepared to raise his glass in return, the woman was gone. Maybe it was his imagination; he realized he was very drunk and slowly made his way back to his room, passing out in his clothes on the big empty bed.
The dream comes and goes, ebbs like a tide. Martin is on the stairs in Peter’s house. It is so perfectly quiet. There is the sound of gunshots so deafening it makes Martin stumble and clutch at his ears. Martin is running back up the stairs to the landing and Peter’s room just beyond. The stairs are like an escalator going the opposite direction and Martin cannot gain any ground. The woman is at the top of the stairs, reaching out a hand to pull him up. He lunges and misses, tries to call her name, but like a horrible childhood dream, he has no voice.
At just before seven o’clock in the morning, Irčne Laureux sat up in her bed drenched in sweat, heart pounding. She thought it was a heart attack, then remembered the sound of gunshots. Had she been dreaming about Jean-Louis? Although dead for almost thirty years, he still came to her in dreams, but this was not the same. She absurdly thought she was having someone else’s dream. It was that book she was editing on the paranormal, she decided, a useless waste of paper that would sell millions. Her editor at the publishing house, Gerard, kept her eye sharp by sending a variety of books for her to polish at home. Her beloved prison which she had been unable to leave for…what was it now? Oh, no. It couldn’t be twenty-five years? In the summer of 1995, Irčne Laureux was sixty-seven years old.
The medical term—the psychobabble mumbojumbo—was agoraphobia. She had been afflicted with it in one form or another most of her life. Her parents used to drag her outside to the Tuileries and playgrounds to be with other children. She bristled at the noise, the sheer volume of people on the metro. Jean-Louis took her to Versailles to walk in the gardens and boating on the Grand Canal. But they were all gone and there was no one to ease her fears, to make her go outside.
Irčne crawled to the end of the bed and pushed open the double doors to her balcony. Her giant gray cat, a lazy Persian named Pierre, was waiting patiently to be let out to take up his favorite spot in the sun. She pulled on a robe, piled her hair up on her head and went out also. The tobacconist, Anton, was opening his shop across narrow rue Rampon. She called down to him.
“Bonjour, Madame Irčne,” he called back.
“A box of Gauloises…quickly,” she smiled. “I ran out last night and am desperate.”
She couldn’t even walk across the street for cigarettes. She had everything delivered. Her food, her smokes, the manuscripts she edited. Gerard had been promising her a computer for months, said it would reconnect her to the world. Despite being only a few miles from the Seine, the Eiffel Tower, the Louvre—places taken for granted by Parisians—she had not seen them in over two decades.
Anton came out with two boxes of smokes and a copy of Le Monde, and Irčne put money into the silver bucket she kept tied to the balcony and lowered it to the street. “Are you feeling better today, Madame?” Anton inquired. “I was very concerned about you.”
Irčne’s face flushed with embarrassment. She had tried to go outside two days before and failed again. Although she knew it would never work, she would sometimes put on a nice suit and make her way downstairs to the lobby. As she neared the front doors, her heartbeat would speed up and her breathing would become labored. Irčne would open the doors and step into the street. For a moment, she would be frozen. Her mind whirling as a group of tourists approached, enveloping her. She would crumple, fall against the wall, grope blindly for the door. Anything to get back inside.
“I’m fine, Anton,” she said, lighting up her first cigarette of the morning and inhaling deeply. “What would I do if you weren’t there to pick me up out of the street?”
“The Jungians have been no help?”
“They are persistent, but even they have given up,” she laughed. The Jungian psychoanalytical institute was at the opposite end of rue Rampon, and while doctors and students never made house calls, Irčne was a special case. They tried to get her to keep dream journals, to make the connection with her past problems to solve the ones of the present. They urged her to use her mind to overcome the fear, to find synchronicity. And she tried to conjure up Jung’s form of magic, to banish the fear, all to no discernable effect.
“Call out if you need anything,” Anton said, tipping his cap to her. Like most men, Anton was smitten with her. She might have been an older woman, but she still had her charm. She was a faded Juliet, a damsel in distress. Irčne worked this perception to her advantage, while secretly lamenting the lines that were starting to show on her face and the spots appearing on the back of her hands. Her hands had been lovely once. Even the tattoo she shared with Jean-Louis looked more faded than usual. She rubbed her thumb over it, to feel the raised surface, a small comfort. She used to watch for people’s reactions when she extended her hand, the horror that registered on their faces. Weren’t tattoos only for sinners, thieves and the outcasts of society? She wore hers like a badge.
The morning was cloudy and Pierre moved back to the doorway, watching Irčne checking the boxes of flowers that lined the balcony, which ran the entire length of the building. The high-ceilinged apartment in the 11th arrondissement once belonged to her aunt, her mother’s sister. It was with this aunt that Irčne came to live as a small girl. The Nazis were still in Paris and her mother and father had been taken away. When her aunt died, Irčne inherited a small income and the apartment, her comfortable prison.
The opposite end of the balcony faced the Bel Air Hotel, her main source of entertainment long before she became confined. Anyone with agility could have leapt from a window on the Bel Air Hotel’s third floor to her balcony. Irčne could see inside all the rooms on the floor opposite and partially into the rooms above and below. Although she would never admit it, Irčne Laureux was a peeping tom. She had a small pair of black binoculars that she would train on the windows. Oh, the things she had seen in the fifty-plus years she had lived across from the hotel. Sex of all kinds: men and women, men and men, transvestites. She saw someone jump from the roof and a woman floating in a bathtub full of her own blood where she had slit her wrists.
Indeed, Irčne and her binoculars had stopped a number of crimes: shifty-eyed maids pocketing guests’ jewelry, repairmen attempting to molest women. The old owner of the Bel Air, also smitten with Irčne for more years than he could remember, figured she had saved him thousands of francs in lawsuits alone, so when irate guests phoned the front desk or stormed downstairs to the lobby, he told them Irčne was a government agent on special assignment. It usually worked. Those guests would return to their rooms and try to pretend like no one was watching, afraid to close their windows for fear Irčne would report them for suspicious activity.
It was most alarming at night when a man and woman were trying to consummate a honeymoon; they would peer out the window to see if the secret agent was on the balcony. It was hard to tell because Irčne would turn off all her lights and sit on the balcony in darkness. Then, there would be the sound of a match strike and a cigarette would glow to life. Irčne relished these moments.
Irčne went back into her apartment through the living room doors to put coffee on. The phone rang on her desk, which was stacked with manuscripts and offered a perfect view of the hotel. It would be Gerard calling to check on the status of the manuscript she was editing. She decided to torture him
“Irčne, mon amie…”
“I have nothing to say to you, monsieur. You disappoint me.”
Gerard tripped over his tongue. “What, what have I done?”
“You have been promising me a computer for months, and still nothing. It’s 1995, Gerard, we must keep up with the times.”
“I will. I swear it. You must compose your memoirs.”
“No one wants to read that,” she scoffed. “Don’t try and flatter me. I just want to be able to read these manuscripts without having to rely on that little cretin you employ as a courier. It would make both of our lives so much easier. The woman who lives downstairs has offered to show me how to use e-mail to send the manuscripts back and forth.”
“You have my word.”
“Hmmm…”
There was a pause and Gerard asked timidly, “Have you finished editing…”
“Of course, silly man. Send that little monster to pick it up. And tell him to use the buzzer, not scream in the street.”
“Merci, Irčne…of course. I will speak to him personally. I cannot have my best editor upset.”
Pierre was brushing against her legs under the desk, demanding his breakfast. Irčne was hungry, too. She would bring her coffee out to the big table on the balcony and read the newspaper. The old hotel owner had told her the night before that another large group of American high school students were checking in today. He would pack them onto the third floor so Irčne could keep an eye on them with her binoculars.
While the coffee perked and Pierre devoured his breakfast, Irčne found herself at the large piano that Jean-Louis bought her the year before he died. She played reasonably well when she played, which wasn’t very often. Atop the piano were photographs of the dead, so many of them: her parents, her aunt and her husband. He was buried just up the avenue in Pčre Lachaise, but she never visited. Could not.
The dream came back to her – the sound of gunshots in her head, and that boy who had been appearing almost nightly for months. She placed her hands flat on the dark wood of the piano to steady herself. She could see herself reflected back in its dark, ebony surface and remembered sitting at her dressing table mirror. She had fallen into some kind of daydream or trance and could see someone else staring back at her…someone with a tattoo like hers.
Irčne looked up and her eye caught the statue of the Venus de Milo, a small, perfect replica sitting on a pedestal near the front door. Irčne often found herself staring at the statue, the original just a few metro stops away in the Louvre. Her husband bought the statue before he died, his last gift to her. The goddess of love, the image of beauty, Venus was said to have been an indecisive woman who did not know what she wanted, so she took everything. But she was conquered in the end, turned to stone. Venus de Milo, with no arms, her body contorted, her lovely face revealing nothing.
“Go to hell,” she said out loud to the statue, causing Pierre to look up from his food, startled by the anger in her voice.
The sound of gunshots is deafening at the top of the stairs, which are pushing him backwards so that every step is wasted, like he’s running in place. Martin opens his mouth to scream…
Someone was knocking at Martin’s door. He sat up in bed sweating profusely. His mouth was dry and the back of his throat sore. The dream came often, but the escalator was a new twist, prompted by the events in the Underground the night before. The shadow woman had been there before, but never so clear. The dream manifested itself in a variety of ways—the stairs collapsing, turning to a slide, disappearing altogether—but the end was always the same; Martin never made it to the top.
Martin got out of bed and stumbled in the dark hotel room to the door. He opened it and the bright lights made him throw his hand up in front of his eyes.
“Dude... you fuckin’ left me in the lobby last night,” David said laughing. “I woke up about four this morning face down in my own drool.”
“Oh, shit…I was so drunk. I’m sorry.”
“Hey, no biggie. Glad to see you finally cut loose a little bit. I’ve woken up in stranger places than that. You look like ass, dude.”
“Thanks, I feel like it.”
“We leave in an hour.”
“How the hell are you so full of energy?”
“Cuz I’m young and full of cum,” David laughed at his own joke, and started gyrating against Martin’s leg. “Get movin.’” He punched Martin in the arm and went back to his own room.
Somehow, Diane was able to rouse the teens and get them all to Waterloo Station to make the train. The Eurostar was preparing to depart and Martin was struggling with a suitcase heavy with the books purchased on Charing Cross Road and in the stalls at Camden Town. He was hung over, his head pounding. There had been some kind of mix up with tickets; too many passengers booked on the same car.
Diane, David and the rest of the students had already gone ahead, so Martin was the last to reach the platform. A porter was waving him on, urging him to hurry. The sleek bullet train suddenly moved forward. “Better hurry, sir, the train is leaving the station,” the porter said as he took Martin’s bags.
Martin ran back down the platform in search of his car. He had nightmares about this kind of thing. A departure announcement echoed through the cavernous depot. Martin saw Diane’s head leaning out of a car door just ahead. “Hurry, for godsake!” she yelled at him. The train was picking up speed. Martin jumped into the car, and Diane grabbed his arms to steady him.
“What the hell happened?” she asked.
“They’ve booked three people in each seat,” he said.
A door opened behind them and a porter entered from another car. He pushed past them quickly, even as Diane reached out to grab his arm. “Excuse me! I’m Jewish. I have an inbred fear of crowded trains. I want to sit down please!” The train lurched forward and Martin grabbed Diane to keep her from falling. Just when they thought they were going to be standing up for the three-hour trip to Paris, the conductor returned and said he had a seat for Diane. She threw up her hands in surrender. “Ask for a refund,” she advised Martin as she went into the car. “We can blow the money on whores and crack.”
Ten minutes later, the conductor told Martin another seat was not to be found and that a first class car was being opened for him.
“You mean I’ll be up there alone?”
“It’s quite comfortable, sir. You may ask a companion to sit with you if you like.”
Martin made his way unsteadily down the aisle of the train until he located David’s seat. He was sitting with some of the other teenagers and already involved in a game of cards.
“What the fuck happened to you?” David asked. “Where’s your seat?”
“They moved me up to first class. Come sit with me. They said I could bring someone up. Free drinks.” Martin smiled conspiratorially.
“Nah,” David said, patting his jean pocket where there was the outline of a small flask. Martin had seen David drinking from it several times while in London. “I’m gonna stay here and play cards with the guys. I’ll come up later.”
“Oh, sure. Okay.”
Martin walked back up the aisle, seeing the back of Diane’s head. She was asleep, her forehead pressed against the window.
The private car was vast and empty, but the seats were big and comfortable. The porter came in every few minutes asking Martin if he wanted drinks or food, but Martin asked him not to come back. He checked his watch, hoping David would join him.
The English countryside passed by quickly as the train approached the entrance to the Channel Tunnel. When the Eurostar hit French soil and the high-speed tracks, the train would hit its maximum cruising speed and bring them into Gare du Nord at two o’clock.
Martin leaned back in the plush seat and nodded off even before the train reached Dover and the Channel Tunnel. He dreamed he was walking down a narrow street. The sky moved like time lapse. He looked up, and in slow motion a figure emerged onto a balcony. It was the woman from his dreams, so clear now he could see every detail. She extended her hand down to him, beckoned and he thought nothing of it when his feet left the pavement.
Martin stepped off the train at Gare du Nord and blinked in the dazzling light. The sun was drying the pavement after a rain shower and the sky was becoming a brilliant blue.
A porter was putting all the bags on the platform and passengers were milling about and pushing other bags out of the way to find their own. Diane walked up, hair askew, lipstick smeared on one corner of her mouth. Martin laughed at her.
“Did we hit a rough patch of track?”
“Piss off,” Diane said. “Like these Parisian bastards give a shit what I look like. Where’s my luggage? I need a shower. I have train funk.”
“You are going to be a crazy old woman,” Martin called to her as Diane made her way toward the growing mound of luggage. The teenagers were already there, throwing bags around. She flipped him off behind her back without ever breaking stride.
David was dragging his and Martin’s bag down the platform. “Sorry I didn’t come up front, I totally passed out again. I was so wasted last night.”
David was the group’s de facto translator, since none of the other teenagers could read or understand a word of French. Martin read it and spoke it better than he let on, but told no one because he did not want to be bothered with translating for the group.
“How could they pass French and not even be able to read a few simple words?” Diane wondered. “That teacher of theirs was a worthless whore. I hope she has a difficult pregnancy.”
As the group was trying to figure out how to buy tickets on the metro, Diane discovered that Beth had gotten her tattoo; some sort of dragon on the back of her neck. It was an infected, bloody mess. “My god! It looks like it was done in prison with a rusted fork!” Diane screamed.
“Chill out, Ms. Jacobs. It’s just some puss. You shoulda seen my nipples when I got them pierced.”
“Okay! That’s more than I wanted to know,” Diane said, clutching at her chest. “If you get gangrene and die, I don’t wanna hear it. No lawsuits!”
The teens ignored Diane and passed money over to David, who was haggling with a woman behind a glassed enclosure about the kind of tickets needed to get the group to République Square. The line was being held up and people were already making comments at the back of the line for the American tourists to move on. Martin realized he had forgotten to exchange money at Waterloo in all the confusion. He shrugged at David helplessly, and David winked at him and bought another ticket. “Thanks,” Martin said as David handed him the little blue stub.
“You’ll have to work that off later,” David said, the smell of alcohol on his warm breath.
Martin punched David hard on the arm. “That is so gay.”
David was surprised, but then laughed it off. “You are so weird. Diane must be rubbing off on you.”
Diane was struggling with her bags down the steps to the train platform, musing aloud why there were never any down escalators in Europe. A hot wind blew through the metro station as one of the ancient trains approached. A distant smell of something rotting came along with it. “I’m holding my breath for the next two weeks,” Diane said.
The metro was packed and Martin found himself pressed under some man’s armpit. Diane secured the edge of a seat, where she sat with her head in her hands having the “ultimate Midol moment.” David was pressed against Martin’s back. The train moved out of the station, gathered speed, then jerked to a stop. Martin bounced off the man in front of him and back against David, who was hanging on to the overhead railing. “You just wanted to bump into me like that,” David said. They were so close, Martin could feel the heat coming off David’s body.
“What was the line from that Meryl Streep movie where all those people were packed into the trailer?” David asked.
“One more person in here and we’ll need a lubricant.”
David stared at him. “I can’t believe you knew that right off the top of your head.”
Diane looked up and said, “Martin knows a lot about lubricants.”
All eyes turned to her and stared. Martin’s mouth was hanging open.
“Movies! I mean, Martin knows a lot about movies! Did I say lubricants?” She laughed, then dropped her head back into her hands and groaned.
David turned back to Martin and winked.
République Square was a bustling place, full of shops and American fast food restaurants. Hunched old women hurried to the market, men in business suits with mobile phones clamped to their ears, bicycles whizzing past. Small cars weaved in and out, barely missing each other and pedestrians. Diane searched her map for rue Rampon.
“It’s this way,” David said, pointing down Boulevard Voltaire. “It should be just past those buildings.” Martin walked in that direction, as David and Diane argued over the map and the teens sat down on the ground with their bags.
Martin saw the sign for rue Rampon attached to the side of a building on the corner, and when he turned down the street, he recognized it as the place from his dream. He was overcome by déjŕ vu again… the narrow street and a building with a balcony full of flowers. But no one was visible on the balcony; nothing stirred on rue Rampon at all.
The teenagers came up behind him. Diane was yelling at Beth, David was laughing with one of the girls who had been flirting with him since London. They all pushed past Martin, who was rooted to the spot. The teens saw the Bel Air Hotel halfway up the street and all started running for it, shouting.
“Take this bag, Martin,” Diane said, hefting one of her carry-on bags to him. “I think I’ve dislocated my shoulder.”
Diane ran to catch up with her charges before they descended on the hotel staff. Martin moved up the street slowly, drinking it all in. He felt the urge to write down what he was seeing, to capture the moment. He was digging in his backpack for the notebook, walking toward the hotel entrance, when he heard music coming from somewhere above him. It grew louder as he reached the hotel and Martin recognized it—Samuel Barber’s Adagio for Strings. Its rising chord section and shimmering strings were almost at their crescendo. It was coming from the apartment, the one with the balcony full of flowers. Martin looked up.
Someone was there. The woman from his dream. He blinked rapidly to clear his eyes of tears, which came with no warning. Maybe it was relief or joy or fear or a mixture of those things. The woman raised her hand in salutation, as the Adagio reached its crescendo.
And after that crescendo, there was a moment of peace, a silence before the chords began again. Elegiac. A remembrance of things past and of things becoming. In that moment, Martin met Irčne for the first time.
Before Irčne had seen the boy in the street, she had gone outside. The stupid courier from the publishing house left the manuscript on the street, propped against the front door, not even bothering to ring the buzzer. Anton closed the tobacco shop for a long lunch and she picked up the phone to call the hotel, but then put the receiver down. The envelope was just outside; certainly she could open the door long enough to reach out and grab it.
She went downstairs to the lobby and cracked open the door. The courier – who would certainly have to be fired for this – had left the large envelope just out of reach. She knelt down and held on to the door frame, grabbing for the envelope. I must look like a lunatic, she thought as she stretched out an arm and used her foot to keep the door open. A warm gust of air hit her in the face and she suddenly felt dizzy. Her foot slipped and before she could turn and scramble back, the door closed and locked with amazing swiftness. Irčne sat down hard on the pavement, clutching the envelope to her chest, as her breathing became labored. She was paralyzed. Blackness enveloped her, like a slow dimming of lights. If she didn’t get back inside, the darkness would overtake her and she would faint. Somehow she managed to slide her back up the wall until she was standing. She hit every button on the call box until her downstairs neighbor, a young woman who did clerical work at home while caring for her ill father, answered and let Irčne back inside.
“I’m fine, Julie,” Irčne said when the woman came out into the lobby to check on her. Her breath was heavy and ragged like she had run a marathon. “I locked myself out.” Julie checked Irčne’s pulse and shook her head, warning Irčne, as she had many times before, that she would give herself a heart attack.
Irčne, disgusted with herself, went upstairs and cleaned the apartment. It was her response to the stress, a way to keep some modicum of control about her life. By dusting and polishing, she would slowly unwind. She would save the piano until last, lovingly pick up each photograph from its dark surface. Her favorite was there: Jean-Louis clutching her in front of Notre-Dame on Bastille Day, 1967. They both looked so young. They were dancing in the plaza, and a photographer called out to them. They both turned and the photographer took the picture. They looked pensive, dramatic, Irčne thought. She smiled at the black and white image and dusted the glass surface before replacing it on the piano. If only history could be so easily cleaned up, she thought.
Irčne put Barber’s Adagio on the old turntable Jean-Louis brought to their marriage. He had an impressive collection of records and Barber was his favorite American composer, specifically the Adagio for Strings. The music was mournful, but somehow full of living. It was the sound of dawn breaking, Jean-Louis once said, a new day. When she thought of Jean-Louis, and she did often, she put on the record.
The new set of hotel guests would be arriving any moment. As she dusted, she became aware of the ticking of the old grandfather clock that once belonged to her aunt. She heard the gears moving, then it struck three, and a shiver ran through her. Something was happening.
She was headed toward the balcony when the phone rang. It was Gerard, asking if she had begun editing the novel. She demanded the courier be fired, unloaded her frustration on Gerard, who sounded near tears as he apologized. Even over Gerard’s simpering and the Adagio, she could hear the sound of the teenagers coming down rue Rampon from Boulevard Voltaire. She could always hear them.
“I have to go, Gerard. Someone is here.” She hung up and hurried to the balcony.
Most of the teenagers were already inside the hotel, but there was one young man lagging behind. He seemed bewildered, lost, and she wondered for a moment if he was part of the group. He wasn’t a teenager. He stopped, looked around and sought the source of the music. Then he looked up. Irčne felt a shiver of recognition; she raised her hand and smiled. The Adagio crescendoed, then silence. They smiled simultaneously. Just like a mirror. Synchronicity.
Diane called out for Martin. A small-scale riot had broken out in the lobby with the teenagers. Martin turned to acknowledge Diane, and when he turned back, he saw the woman was gone. He stood there for a moment, feeling foolish. What had he expected from her? Was she supposed to come flying downstairs and embrace him?
Diane was shouting in English to the hapless clerk behind the desk. “Yelling is not going to help. She’s French, not deaf,” Martin said. The old owner of the hotel came out from an office to subdue the hubbub.
“Do you speak English?”
“Oui, Madame.”
“Thank god. I’m Diane Jacobs. We have reservations.”
“Ah, oui, Madame Jacobs. We have your room assignments and keys.”
The owner had dealt with hundreds of Diane Jacobs over the years. They were always frazzled and spoke no French. He didn’t care as long as the money was good. The old man handed Diane a piece of paper and put a handful of keys on the counter. She turned to the group of teens who were running around the lobby. With two fingers in her mouth, she whistled, making everyone jump.
“Okay, guys. I want everyone to be calm and cool and not give me any hassle about which room you’re in. And no trading.”
The teens groaned and began to protest.
“Hey! I need a little less griping and a little more cooperation. I know some of you have become close on this trip, but no one is going home a parent. I don’t need that kind of lawsuit on my hands.”
As Diane was handing out the keys, Martin looked around for David. He was sitting in a corner of the lobby taking a quick sip from his flask. As Martin walked up, he quickly pocketed the container. “Wanna share a room this time?” Martin asked as nonchalantly as possible. At first, David didn’t respond; he looked at Martin almost as if he wasn’t there. “David?”
“Oh, uh…no, I’m gonna have my own room,” he said. “I need some privacy. We can hang out, though. You know, whenever.”
Diane called David’s name and he went to retrieve his key. After Diane handed it to him, he picked up his bag and went to the elevator and got on. Diane turned and looked back at Martin and mouthed, “What was that all about?” Martin could only shrug.
Martin went to the lobby doors. On the balcony above, he could see a little plume of smoke rising from the table where a cigarette had been crushed out. The way the sunlight fell, he could not see inside the French doors.
He turned to go back inside, but something caught his eye. He could almost discern someone standing just inside the doors on the balcony. There was a flash of something, a reflection. The longer he stood there, the clearer it became. The woman was watching him, holding a pair of binoculars.
Martin wound up bunking with Diane. The hotel room was small, with two single beds almost pushed together, but the bathroom was expansive. A large, beveled window gave the room plenty of air and the old tile kept it cool. There was a pedestal sink and an old-fashioned claw-foot bathtub.
The room was also opposite the balcony of the woman, and Martin sat on the window ledge trying to catch a glimpse, but she and her binoculars were gone.
“Martin!” Diane said sharply. “Earth to Martin.”
“Sorry…what were you saying?”
“Air conditioning. Where’s the thermostat? I’m dying.”
They both searched the walls of the small room, but found nothing. “I don’t think there is one.”
“Mayday, mayday. We have an emergency.” Diane rushed over to the window and started fanning herself with a magazine. “I’m going to die in this room. I can just feel it.”
“Take a bath. Cool off.”
“Why didn’t David want to share a room with you?”
“Maybe he got worried because I know so much about lubricants.”
“Shit, I don’t know why I said that! It just popped into my mind. I thought it was….” she trailed off. “Oh, fuck me.”
“If that’s an apology, I guess I’ll accept it.”
“Maybe he’s bought a vowel and solved the puzzle.”
“What does your obscure game show reference mean, Diane?”
“That he’s wise to your subtle seduction.”
“I thought we weren’t talking about this…”
“I take it back...damn! We’re talking about it. I can’t stand not talking about it. I’m a nosy Jewess. Now spill it.”
“He’s flirting with me, and I try to flirt back and he gets all weird.”
“Careful. He might gay bash you.”
“He wouldn’t do that.”
“As much as he drinks, there’s no telling…”
“Can we just go sightseeing?” Martin said angrily. Diane stood in the bathroom doorway and watched him.
“I’m gonna take a quick bath. Clear my head. Then we’ll go sightseeing.”
“Good.”
“Snap out of it, Martin,” she said, kicking the door closed with her foot.
“Bitch.”
“I heard that.”
Martin, Diane and David became separated from the other teenagers at the Galeries Lafayette, a large department store on the Boulevard Haussmann. The teenagers disappeared once inside the gargantuan building, then David vanished when he went to exchange money, leaving Diane and Martin to fend for themselves. They found a map of the store and Martin suggested they look for the teens in the basement where the music department was located. They were all there, except David.
After searching for an hour, Diane said there was a dinner reservation at a small restaurant near the Bel Air and she had to take the teens or lose the pre-paid meal. Martin thought David went back to the hotel and decided to skip dinner. He wasn’t hungry anyway.
David was not at the hotel. Martin sat on the window ledge and looked across to the woman’s balcony. Her doors were shut and he saw no one watching him. He had hoped she would be there, waiting with answers to all his questions.
The dream comes again, a variation on the theme. Peter is kissing Martin at the top of the stairs. Martin puts his arms around Peter’s neck, runs his hand through Peter’s soft hair. But his hair is wet and warm, sticky. Martin pulls his hands away and they are covered in blood. He wants to scream but cannot. Can never open his mouth, could not that day. Blood pours from Peter’s mouth. He looks at Martin and speaks in David’s voice, becomes David…
Martin woke from the dream with a gasp and sat up quickly. His heart was racing and he was drenched in sweat. It was almost dark and he was uncertain of his surroundings. He looked at the clock and realized he had only been asleep for half an hour. Diane and the students were still at dinner. The woman was watching him. Standing on the balcony, so close it seemed he could almost touch her. Then she spoke.
“Bonsoir,” she said. “Are you all right?” When Martin did not answer, she said, “I did not mean to frighten you.” Her English was almost perfect.
“I’m fine,” Martin said, trying to regain his composure.
“You were having a nightmare.”
“Yes.”
She lit a cigarette. “Are you with all those children?” She took a deep drag.
“Yes. Chaperoning, sort of.”
“Hmmm…” she continued to smoke, sizing him up. “Why don’t you come over? I’ll pour you a drink. I dare say you could use one.”
She stubbed out her cigarette and turned to go back inside, but Martin did not move.
“Well, are you coming or not?” she asked.
When Martin did not answer, she reached down and picked up the binoculars on the balcony table and put them to her eyes. She aimed them directly at Martin, held them like a dark spotlight on him. Martin could see himself reflected back in the lenses, standing there, backlit from the lamp in the hotel.
“What is your name?” he asked
“I am Irčne Laureux.”
Yes, that was it. He smiled, burst out laughing. “Irčne, Irčne, Irčne…” he chanted.
She smiled at him like the Cheshire Cat.
“Don’t you want to know mine?” he asked.
She laughed with a deep throaty rasp. “Martin, Martin, Martin…” she sing-songed, dancing back into the apartment.
Irčne was still dancing about as she opened a bottle of wine in the kitchen. She should have heard his name from his own lips, but she couldn’t stand it. She called the hotel manager straight away. When he said Martin Paige, she heaved a sigh of relief. It was if she had finally been able to scratch an annoying itch.
She was trying to figure out a way to approach him without sounding like a madwoman, when she heard them all leaving the hotel. She fell asleep on the sofa, feeling foolish about spying on Martin with her binoculars.
When she woke up, it was late afternoon and the clouds had returned. She went out on the balcony and saw him lying across the bed. He was tossing and turning, mumbling in his sleep. She watched him for half an hour. He stayed behind, she realized. The others were probably eating at that dirty little restaurant off the square; the one tour organizers always sent foreigners for a taste of “real French cuisine.” Irčne would have just as soon eaten out of the gutter. The horrible little man and his wife who ran the hole were unfriendly and unsanitary, a fact she discovered when they delivered her a meal that made her sick for three days.
Irčne wondered what Martin was dreaming about. He looked frightened. She was going to go back inside, told herself to stop looking, but then he sat up, clutching at his chest, gasping for air. She was transfixed. In all the years she had lived across from the hotel, she had never seen anyone through a nightmare.
There was a knock at her door. She swung it open and he was standing there at last. She impulsively pulled Martin into her arms and hugged him, pushed him away to look at him, then hugged him again.
“I don’t even know what to say…” he began.
“I am being a terrible hostess. Please come in, Martin.” She stepped back and he entered the apartment, eyes darting, taking in everything at once. “It’s too nice to sit inside. Let’s go out on the gallery and watch for your friends.”
He took the glass of wine she offered and followed her through the French doors. Martin’s eyes landed on the binoculars. Irčne saw he was looking and laughed. “My little hobby,” she said, waving it away. “I help with security at the hotel.”
“Why don’t I believe you?”
“Believe me or not,” Irčne said, making herself comfortable and lighting up a cigarette. She offered the pack of Gauloises to Martin. “Care for one?”
Martin took the offered packet and tapped out a cigarette. She offered him a small box of matches and he lit up. He took a deep, satisfying drag. Irčne smiled as she watched him smoke. A filthy habit some called it, but the satisfaction of a cigarette during a trying time had saved her on many an occasion.
“So here we are at last,” she said.
“But how...”
“I don’t know…do you?”
“No…I wish I did.”
“Maybe it’s not so important. I dreamed of you long before you arrived. Could see you, but didn’t know your name.”
“Me, too.”
“It was fate. Or perhaps a miracle. Do you believe in miracles?”
“Not really.”
“Neither do I,” she laughed. “Let’s call it fate, then. We were fated to meet for some reason and now here we are. We can sit and puzzle over the mysteries of the universe or we can move forward.”
“How did you know my name?”
“Oh,” she waved her cigarette nonchalantly. “That was easy. I called the front desk at the hotel.”
Evening was coming. The light had changed; the soft, almost out of focus time at dusk. The streets nearby were alive. There was music somewhere, cars honking and distant sirens. Martin was lost in the moment.
“Why are you with these children?” Irčne asked. “You’re too old to still be in school.”
“It’s a long story.”
“I have nothing else to do right now. Indulge me.”
Martin explained the circumstances of the trip, sidestepping around the issue of David, although wanting to tell her at the same time.
“And what do you do when you’re not playing chaperone?”
“I’m a writer. Well, I want to be a writer. Right now, I clerk in a law office.”
“If you’re writing, then you are a writer. Just not a published one,” Irčne said, refilling her wineglass. “I’m an editor for a publishing house.”
“Really?”
“Yes. Novels and biographies are mostly what I read. What kind of writer are you?”
“Poetry mostly.”
“Ah. You’ve come to the right place then. Paris is made for poetry. You will see many things to inspire you.”
“I hope so.”
“You must get away from those children. Have time for yourself. You’ll be seeing the sights, of course.”
Martin ticked off the landmarks: The Louvre, Eiffel Tower, Notre-Dame, Sacré-Coeur, Musée d’Orsay and Versailles. Irčne sighed at the last one.
“Versailles. Now that is a place I’d like to see again.”
“It’s just outside the city. You could go any time.”
Irčne stubbed out her cigarette and lit another. “I don’t go out very often,” she said, brushing it aside. “I’m a… how do you say it? A homebody.”
“God, if I lived here, I’d be walking along the Seine every night and going to the cafes and museums every day.”
Irčne laughed. “I grew up here. After you have lived in Paris as long as I have, the sites that tourists flock to are just another part of the landscape. Paris is not always so full of light as the travel brochures say, Martin. Sometimes it can be very dark.”
A permanent eclipse, she thought.
They sat on the balcony for hours that evening, discussing art and poetry, dancing around their true selves, the strange desire to confess deep secrets.
Martin heard the voices first. Rue Rampon seemed to act as a megaphone, sound bounced off the buildings on the narrow street. Diane and the teens rounded the corner. Martin leaned forward to peer through the balcony railing. Irčne did the same. David was not among them.
“Who are you watching for?” Irčne asked softly, not taking her eyes from the street. Martin looked at her out of the corner of his eye.
“That’s another story.”
“Perhaps the most important one,” she said, turning to him. “The real reason you’re here.”
Martin sat back. “Who are you?” He was beginning to feel unnerved by this strange woman’s insights.
“Who are you?”
David rounded the corner carrying a bottle of wine. Martin tried not to be obvious, but he couldn’t stop himself from leaning on the railing. David passed into a pool of light spilling from the windows. Irčne leaned forward.
“He is very beautiful,” Irčne said, watching David go inside the hotel.
“Too beautiful for me, I guess.”
“What is his name?”
“David McLaren.”
“He looks like a David. Like a beautiful Greek statue.”
“I think I could use another glass of wine.”
Irčne poured it for him.
The lights came on inside Martin and Diane’s hotel room. Diane looked around, probably for a note, Martin thought. She went into the bathroom and slammed the door.
“I’d better go,” he said, draining his glass.
“You’ll come again, won’t you?”
“I don’t think I have a choice.”
Martin smiled and offered his hand to Irčne, which she took in both of hers. As she clasped his hand, Martin saw the tattoo. He went pale, and he felt Irčne’s hands tighten on his. Slowly, he took his left hand and placed it on top of hers. Their identical tattoos were side by side. “My god,” she whispered and pulled his hand close to her face. She held up her own hand to inspect both of the marks. “Was this also in your dreams?”
Martin could only nod. He felt as if he were having an out of body experience, watching himself from a distance.
“The only person I know who had a tattoo like this was my husband,” she said, her soft fingers running over the surface of the tattoo on Martin’s hand, feeling the familiar raised surface.
“When did your husband die?”
“Before you were born,” she touched his face, searched his eyes.
“You think I’m him…”
Her face clouded. “No…I…don’t know…”
“I’m sorry,” he stammered. “I don’t understand what’s happening.”
“Nor do I.”
Martin opened the door to the hallway, and turned back to her. “My boyfriend…Peter…had the same tattoo.”
“When did…”
“Five years,” he said quickly.
Irčne embraced him. A long embrace he sank into with exhaustion. “There is much to talk about,” she said. “I will see you tomorrow, Martin.”
Diane came out of the bathroom when she heard Martin’s key in the lock. She was wearing a robe, her hair up in a towel. “I could kill you,” she said.
“What happened?” Martin sat down on the bed and watched Diane rummage through his carry-on bag.
“You’ve got cigarettes in here. I know it. And I need one.” She found the box, lit up and took a long drag before doubling over coughing. “What the fuck are these?”
“Clove cigarettes,” he said absently. The window was half open; he could see a light still on in Irčne’s apartment.
“That fucking figures. You damn artsy types. My lips are going numb.” Diane sat down in a chair opposite the bed and blew smoke at the ceiling. “We went to dinner. It was okay. The kids were reasonably well behaved, and David turned up.”
“I saw you come in.”
“After dinner, the kids wanted to go walking on the Champs-Élysées and I thought, what the hell, might as well see a little of Paris. So, there we are on the Champs-Élysées and it starts raining again. I turn around and freak girl Beth is nowhere to be found. We’re all getting soaked running up and down the Champs-Élysées screaming for her and everyone is looking at us like we are the original ugly Americans. David found her in a jewelry store. She went in there to ask if they would pierce her vagina. Her vagina, Martin!”
He stared out the window, not responding.
“Her vagina, Martin!” Diane said loudly. “I know that isn’t your orifice of choice…”
“I heard you the first time.”
Diane got up and found the ashtray near the window. She looked up as Irčne came back out on the balcony. Diane smiled at her and then shut the window. “That old woman has been sitting out there all day. It’s kind of creepy.”
Martin did not respond.
Diane turned to look at Martin. “What the hell is up with you?”
“Nothing. Just tired.”
She stubbed out her cigarette in the ashtray. “I’m going to take a bath. Maybe I’ll drown myself while I’m at it. Her vagina! Christ!”
Diane slammed the door and Martin went to the window and peered out. Irčne was clearing off the table on the gallery, but must have sensed him there. She looked up.
“What’s wrong?”
Martin smiled and shook his head. “I just…I just wanted to make sure you were real.”
Irčne twirled around and pinched her cheeks. “So it would seem.”
When the tour bus pulled into the Trocadéro, the Eiffel Tower slowly revealed itself between the wings of the Palais de Chaillot. A large paved plaza, where many famous photographs had been taken, led up to a railing that provided a commanding view of the Seine, the tower itself and the long greenbelt beyond.
That morning, the Eiffel Tower was shrouded in mist and a light rain was falling. Nevertheless, there were audible gasps and ooohs and ahhs from the tourists on board. David was leaning over Martin to snap photos. David had been odd that morning, more chummy than ever. He was constantly in Martin’s personal space, which made Martin nervous and excited at the same time.
The bus pulled to a stop between the Palais de Chaillot and the doors hissed open. Diane was up and instructing the teens to just snap a few pictures and then get back on the bus. She was ignored as usual.
Martin stepped out onto the plaza behind David, who was striding forward with his camera raised. The gray stones of the plaza were almost mirror-like, slick with rain. The top of the Eiffel Tower was barely visible. How many times had Martin seen this exact same scene in movies and photographs? To be standing in the same place was sensory overload.
“Pose for me,” David shouted.
It would be months later when David would have the photographs developed, but the images would be just as startling: Martin in various parts of the plaza, wearing the same long coat he wore the first day he met David. In one photo, Martin’s body was in motion, the coat flying out around him like great dark wings. But his face was still and his left hand was resting over his heart. Martin’s eyes revealed all, the tattoo on his hand was unexpected and out of place. Even in those black and white images, David could feel Martin looking right through him.
The group spent the rest of the afternoon at the Musée d’Orsay, marveling at the modern works in the converted train station. Even as Martin wandered through the museum, his mind kept returning to Irčne Laureux. He wanted to go back. Wanted to see what the connection was between them. During the tour, David whispered to him his plans to hold a party in his room that night.
“I’ve got some vodka,” David said. “Don’t tell Diane. I don’t wanna hear it.”
While Diane was in the bath, Martin opened the window to look for Irčne. It was still raining, but one of the balcony doors was cracked. Just inside, Martin could see Irčne sitting at her desk, nose buried in a manuscript. He called out to her softly, but she didn’t hear. Then he said it loudly, and Irčne’s head snapped up. She rolled her eyes in relief and came onto the balcony.
“Now you know how it feels,” Martin said, wagging his finger at her.
“Oh, don’t be so smug,” Irčne pouted. “Will you come over for a drink?”
“David is having a party in his room, and he wants me to come. I’ll make an appearance, then come over, if that’s okay.”
“By all means. I am sure there will be much to talk about.”
Martin shut the windows and turned to find Diane standing in the bathroom doorway. “A party in David’s room, huh? And I wasn’t invited. I think my feelings are hurt.”
“Don’t start.”
“Oh, I’m not going to say anything. If David gets alcohol poisoning, I disavow all knowledge. ”
“Right.”
“Do you think it’s a good idea to go?” she asked, going back into the bathroom, leaving the door open.
“Why wouldn’t it be?”
“He’s expecting you to be there,” she said, combing out her wet hair. “Why don’t you do something he’s not expecting, like not showing up? That would throw him for a loop.”
“Or maybe it wouldn’t,” Martin said.
“And you wouldn’t be able to stand that. God, you’re so obvious. He has to know and just refuses to see it.”
Martin pulled on his jacket, primped in the mirror.
“You’d fuck up a wet dream, you know that,” Diane said. “We’re supposed to be in Paris having a good time and you’re too busy running after this boy….oh, to hell with it. Go.”
After Martin left, Diane cracked the window just enough to peer out. She could see the old woman moving inside her apartment, and wondered why Martin had been talking to her about David.
The party was already underway when Martin arrived. He could hear music pumping from under the door and David’s voice rising above all the others. Most of the teens from the group were there, as well as those from other groups staying in the hotel. Martin hadn’t been in the door a second when David rushed up with a bottle of beer and thrust it into Martin’s hand.
“I was beginning to think you weren’t going to show up,” David slurred into his ear over the music.
A girl from the other school group came up behind David and pulled him away. He laughed and slung his arm around her, tossing a grin over his shoulder at Martin. The room was full of people, most of them already drunk. Someone vomited in the bathroom. Martin found an unoccupied chair in a corner of the room. He smoked one cigarette after another, watching David.
As the night wore on, the teens either left or passed out in various parts of the room. David slipped out of his window onto the balcony with the girl. From his chair in the corner, Martin could see him kissing her. She whispered something to David and he pushed her away.
“I don’t wanna fuck your skank ass,” David yelled.
The girl called David a “fucker” as she climbed back in the window, trying to arrange her askew clothing. She didn’t even notice Martin as she slammed out of the hotel room. David stood up and leaned over the balcony and vomited several times. Then he screamed and shook his head violently. Dogs barked, a distant voice yelled for David to shut up in French.
“Fuck you,” he screamed back and climbed in the window. David rubbed his eyes, looked around, and saw Martin sitting in the corner staring at him. “I am so shit-faced.”
“That you are,” Martin agreed.
“I think it’s time for bed.”
The music was still pumping and David started dancing around peeling off his shirt and shorts until he was standing in front of Martin in a pair of boxer briefs. Martin looked the other way. David straddled Martin’s lap, wrapped his arms around Martin’s neck. Martin didn’t move.
“Everybody thinks you’re a fag,” David said, his rank breath making Martin pull away.
“Then why are you sitting on my lap?”
David laughed drunkenly. “I wanted to see what you’d do.”
“Do you want me to do something?”
David laughed again. “That stupid bitch wanted me to fuck her.”
“Why didn’t you?”
“I thought I’d save it up for you.” David bounced up and down on Martin’s lap and then slipped backwards and hit the floor.
Martin stood up, finding his legs numb from having sat so long in the chair. He helped David up, pushed him onto the bed, and pulled the covers over him. David was passed out cold. A shaft of light moved across the bed. Martin looked up and saw the first ray of sun.
It was almost seven in the morning.
Irčne was already in the kitchen putting on a pot of coffee when there was a knock at the door. She had fallen asleep on the sofa waiting for Martin to return. She slept badly, kept waking up from strange dreams. Jean-Louis had been in one – young and alive and full of vitality. They were in the red sports car he’d bought for her. They seemed to be speeding along the motorway toward Versailles, at least it felt that way, but the road seemed strange. And then they were no longer riding in the car. It was as if the car melted away and they were walking in the hall of mirrors in Versailles, but the mirrors became those of a carnival funhouse. Distorted and full of shadows. Jean-Louis was there, then he wasn’t.
Irčne had gone to one of the windows opposite the mirrors and saw Jean-Louis in the fountain garden. The green lawns were buried under snowdrifts and the dancing fountains were frozen in midair. Jean-Louis waved to Irčne and walked down the steps leading to the Grand Canal. At the bottom of the steps, another man was waiting. They embraced and the other man caught Irčne’s eye. Then they began walking away. There was nothing really disturbing about this scene, Irčne told herself in the dream, but the further Jean-Louis and the man moved away, the more distraught she became. She pounded on the window, but they never looked back. She tried to scream, but the great hall, which would normally echo with sound, swallowed her voice. The great painted ceilings, golden gilding, giant chandeliers, marble floors and heavy drapes overwhelmed her.
She had turned away and it seemed like she was on a moving sidewalk, gliding along in front of the mirrors, which were clear and perfect again. She looked amazingly young. Irčne touched her face and hair with pleasure, her old fear forgotten. But as she glided along in front of the great mirrors, she began to age. Her hair became flecked with gray, her face and hands withered right before her eyes. The tattoo turned to a black, oily substance, dripped off her hand and pooled on the floor. Almost at the end of the hall, Irčne found herself in front of the last mirror, but there was no reflection at all.
Irčne was still thinking of this dream as she opened the door and let Martin inside. He looked exhausted, his hair limp and greasy, he reeked of stale cigarette smoke.
“I am so sorry,” he said, as Irčne looked him up and down. “I haven’t slept, and we’re supposed be leaving for the Louvre in an hour.”
“It must have been quite a party. I’ll get you a cup of coffee. Strong and black.”
“I need a drink.”
“Don’t start drinking early in the morning. You’ll become an old alcoholic.”
Irčne brought a tray with a coffeepot and cups and set it on the table. She then produced a small bottle from behind the pot and poured little shots in each cup. “That will help you wake up,” she said cheerily.
They sat together on the sofa, Martin with his head back and eyes closed and Irčne sipping her coffee. “Well, are you going to tell me about it?” she prodded.
“It was loud and drunken and noisy and David was sitting on my lap in his underwear.”
“That sounds promising.”
“He passed out.”
“Oh.”
Martin picked up Irčne’s hand and held it next to his own. He inspected the tattoos closely and then looked at Irčne’s face. His eyes darted from her face back to their hands, trying to find the meaning. He heard Diane calling his name from across the street through the open window.
“It’s a coincidence. Isn’t it?” he asked.
“Perhaps,” she said. “But I don’t think so. And neither do you.”
Martin separated himself from the rest of the group once they arrived at the Louvre. He wandered the Grand Gallery, pushing through hordes of tourists who were snapping photos of every painting and sculpture. It took him twenty minutes to get close enough to the Mona Lisa so that she wasn’t just a speck on the wall. Martin had heard that the Mona Lisa’s eyes would follow you across the room. Some bit of Leonardo da Vinci’s trickery and the play of light in the gallery. Her eyes did move, and Martin found it unnerving. Even behind the bullet-proof glass wall that encased the painting from vandals and thieves, Mona Lisa was all knowing. He wouldn’t have been surprised if she had looked directly at him and rolled her eyes.
Martin found David in the café that overlooked the main lobby of the museum. David was alone, face down at a table, fast asleep. Martin sat down and pulled out his notebook and pen. The waiter took his order and gave a disdainful look towards the sleeping David. Martin reached over and began tapping David on the head with his pen, but he never flinched. As Martin drank his coffee and wrote in the notebook, David snored and mumbled in his sleep. Martin wondered what he was dreaming about.
Martin called the waiter over and asked for a glass of water. When the waiter brought it back, Martin glanced around to make sure no one was looking. He tipped the glass over and watched as the water ran towards David’s face.
As the icy water pooled under David’s head, he awoke with a yelp that made everyone in the café turn and stare. His hair was soaked and water had run into his eyes and nose. Water trickled off the edge of the table and the glass wobbled from side to side as the last drop drained out.
Martin had already gone.
Irčne sat her desk with her nose buried in yet another manuscript. On days like this, she often thought of her publisher’s advice—to write down her life story. Things were happening around her again. A new chapter of her history was unfolding with the arrival of the American. And a thought preyed on her mind, made her lose her place in the manuscript. Martin had the same tattoo as her husband. What if he was her husband reincarnated? She toyed with this fantasy, knowing it was impossible. She wondered what Jean-Louis would look like now, and if he would still find her beautiful.
She remembered his hands on her, his soft fingers tracing her lips, the press of his body against her. Only Jean-Louis made her feel safe enough to go outside. The fear melted or else he vanquished it with his strength. Jean-Louis took Irčne to the best restaurants, the best parties, drove her through Paris in a red convertible sports car. He liked to show her off. Irčne was a great beauty.
Then he died. Shockingly, unexpectedly, yet like some kind of bizarre clockwork. It had been too good to last. She cheated fate for years and then her remuneration had begun.
Martin’s sudden knock on the door broke her reverie. He came into the room agitated, clutching his notebook. “I’d like to read something to you,” Martin said, sat down on the couch and flipped open the notebook. Irčne stood in the middle of the room and listened.
The simple answer is despair,
Paris will leave a scar.
Maybe it was the first day here,
exhausted and hating the back of your head.
Now I often find my hands clasped in prayer.
I hide behind locked fingers as if they were a mask.
My eyes hide nothing,
but you never look there for answers.
You observe me while I look left toward infinity.
I observe you in turn.
There’s no need to understand me, you say.
Accept this.
You fell asleep in the Louvre
and I consoled myself with Mona Lisa.
She smiled back at me through a barrier.
I know what you know, her eyes said,
and it’s safer behind the glass.
He sat not moving, just staring at the notebook. Irčne leaned against her desk, marveling at what she’d heard.
“When did you write that?” she asked.
“On the metro on the way here,” Martin said. “Rough morning.”
“I know the feeling.” She sat down at her desk so that they were facing each other across the parlor. The grandfather clock ticked. “Is he worth it, Martin?”
It was the first day of July.
David did not like being alone with Diane, but found himself sitting across a table from her on a boat sailing up the Seine; a slow dinner cruise under the bridges, past the Île de la Cité and beyond. Martin had excused himself from the table, his food untouched.
Diane and David both watched from the corner of their eyes to see if Martin was coming back. He was a buffer somehow. The teenagers were talking amongst themselves. David still felt sick from the party the night before, and Diane was fighting a rising tide of words, a rage she wanted to unleash on the boy across the table. Her mind was like Libra, balancing out two conflicting thoughts: why David was so cruel and why Martin was so foolish to pursue him in the first place.
She had known boys like David. For all the times she’d heard males say their sex was born lucky, Diane knew it was untrue. A male’s conflicting emotions were foreign territory best left uncharted, she thought. Her husband had been like that. And since she wasn’t feeling adventurous, she decamped.
Diane caught David looking out the doors of the dining area of the boat. When he turned back, she was looking right at him. He blushed, felt it fan out over his face. They passed under a bridge; everything turned to echo and semi-darkness. When they emerged, Diane spoke.
“Why don’t you go up on deck and see where he is?”
David said nothing. He put his eyes back on his plate, moved his fork around the vegetables there. Diane let her fork fall on the plate with a clatter, enough to make him look up again. She snatched the napkin off her lap and put it on the table.
“Why don’t I go look for him instead?” she said icily. She stood up and started for the door, but came back and leaned over David. “If you don’t stop drinking, I’m going to call your parents and have you sent home early. Do you understand?”
He started to protest, but she was already walking out of the cabin. He put down his fork and watched the Seine drifting by outside. David turned to talk with the other teens, tried to interject something into the conversation, but he was rebuffed. The teens all sensed there was some kind of drama going on between Diane, David and Martin and they didn’t want to be involved. It might ruin their good time. David had always been a braggart and a jock, but they hung around him because he was popular, but after graduation, these allegiances were no longer necessary.
On the top deck of the sightseeing boat, someone had left a newspaper. Martin picked it up and translated the main headline, something about terrorist activity in the city. It did not faze him. He sat in one of the hundreds of bright plastic chairs that were anchored to the floor. The city lights were coming on.
Diane came onto the deck and sat down next to him.
“How’s dinner going?” he asked.
“Tense,” she said.
“Tense?”
“You left me sitting with David, and he’s got that sullen look on his face that makes me want to stick my fork in his eyeballs.”
“I just couldn’t sit down there. Maybe tense is the right word.”
“I told him to stop drinking or I’d have him sent home.”
“You did?”
She nodded. “We only have a week left on this trip; there’s still time to salvage it.”
“Salvage it for me, you mean.”
“Do you think I’m having fun on this trip? This whole thing between you and David is such a goddamn drag. It’s sucking the life out of a potentially good time.”
She picked up the abandoned newspaper and read the headline. “Does this say what I think it says? Is Paris on a terrorist alert?”
“London was on alert, too,” he reminded her. “Europe is always on alert. It’s part of living here. I can’t worry about being blown up.”
“Yeah, there are so many other things to worry about,” she sighed.
The boat was approaching Île de la Cité, the island in the middle of the Seine, the heart of the city. Notre-Dame’s imposing spires rose in the gathering dusk. The cathedral made Martin want to be religious. He thought there must be some kind of comfort in going there and confessing your soul.
Along the high stone wall of the island, people danced the tango. Women in long skirts were spun around by their partners and the music wafted over the river. Dancing in Notre-Dame’s shadow. He wondered if Irčne had ever danced there, wondered if he would ever find himself dancing in that perfect shadow and not some other.
Martin and Irčne sat on the balcony, smoking cigarettes and making plans to meet for lunch at a café the following day. Irčne found herself agreeing to go, knowing she wouldn’t be able to leave the building. She wanted to please him.
They talked about their tattoos.
Martin found himself telling Irčne a sanitized version of the tattoo he shared with Peter. He told her Peter was killed in an accident, but gave no details. He skimmed the surface, the same way he lived his life.
Peter had suggested they get them as a joke, but Martin was intrigued by the idea. The tattoo parlor was in a bohemian section of Memphis full of shops that sold old records, secondhand clothing, incense and crystals. They told the tattoo artist they wanted something to symbolize their feelings for each other. The older man, who wore leather and piercings all over his body, didn’t bat an eye. Same sex couples were in all the time. The tattoo artist handed them a book of tribal markings and Martin found the two interlocking crosses and the definition “equal but opposite” underneath.
Peter wanted to get it put on his upper arm or maybe his shoulder, somewhere to hide it, but Martin held out his hand and pointed to the area just below the webbing of his thumb and index finger. “I want it right there,” Martin said.
“Are you sure?” the artist asked.
“Absolutely. I want people to see it. I have nothing to hide or be ashamed of.” He looked at Peter, saw the nervousness. “Are you afraid?”
Peter relented to the tattoo, but he hid it afterwards. Peter would put the hand behind his back or pull the sleeve of his shirt down over it sometimes, especially when Martin was flaunting his. Everyone would know they were lovers if they saw the same tattoos. They would be mocked and ridiculed, called dirty names. At home, Peter stole his mother’s make-up and kept it covered, washing it off in the restroom when he arrived at school. He didn’t want Martin to know he was hiding it, but Martin eventually found out, saw the traces of a flesh-toned makeup on Peter’s hand.
“My dad would freak out if he saw this on my hand,” Peter explained as they sat in his car. Martin turned away, stared out the window.
“Why did you it get then?”
“Because I love you.”
“You’re ashamed.”
“They’ll make us stop seeing each other if they find out.”
Martin did not tell Irčne about the dreams of always being on a familiar set of stairs and in the upper hall, about never being able to move, or falling, or reaching out and never quite reaching enough.
Irčne’s memories of Jean-Louis were fonder, but nevertheless sad in their own fashion. He had been staying in the Bel Air Hotel in the summer of 1964, in the room Martin now occupied. She spied on him from the moment he arrived, falling in love with his lean frame, his fashionable long hair. She watched him move around the room nude. He started watching her at night as she got ready for bed, the doors to the gallery conveniently left open. They did not speak.
After Jean-Louis had been a guest at the hotel for nearly a week (she had gotten his name from the old owner, a small favor), she came onto the gallery one morning and found that Jean-Louis had tossed across a bouquet of flowers. The card read: Enough foreplay. Dinner?
She laughed and looked up; Jean-Louis was standing at his window smoking a cigarette. She discovered he was in Paris applying for a job as a professor at the Beaux-Arts School. She made herself leave the apartment to have dinner, gave herself up to him. He moved into the apartment, they made love, they went to the opera, and did the tango along the Seine. They married. Irčne had never felt so alive. She was outside and in love. Then it was 1968 and Paris was never the same again.
They had the tattoos inked into their hands in the spring of 1966 after spending the day at Versailles having a leisurely picnic on the grounds. They were heady with wine. He took her rowing on the Grand Canal. Jean-Louis jokingly suggested they be branded to bind them together and prove their love.
“Such a talker you are, Jean-Louis,” she laughed, laying back in the boat and letting her hand trail in the water.
“Are you daring me?” He snorted in mock surprise.
She drained her glass of the last drops of wine. “Yes. I dare you.”
They drove that evening to Monmartre to a tattoo shop they passed on their walks in the district.
“You can back out of this at any time, my dear,” she said.
“I never go back on a dare.”
He thought of the design, had seen an illustration in a book on South American tribes. Two interlocking crosses: equal but opposite. The tattoo artist said it was called a lekesh.
“Jean-Louis, I’m not going to have a tattoo put on my hand,” she protested, wondering if her parents had tattoos on their arms before they died.
“I dare you.”
The tattoo took only moments to complete. The little needle moved in and out of her skin rapidly, while Jean-Louis’ hands rested on her shoulder. She prided herself on not flinching. Jean-Louis fussed about the pain and gripped her hand tightly.
“My students will love this,” he said the next morning as they surveyed what they had done.
Irčne studied hers for hours. “It’s rather shocking.”
“You can always cover it up,” he said. “Wear gloves or makeup.”
“Never,” she said and kissed him. “I’m a happily branded woman.”
Then Jean-Louis became caught up in the revolution. He spoke of little else and asked her to come to rallies, but she had trouble in crowds; even his support could not overcome that fear. She had seen it on the television. Hundreds of bodies pressed together, students protesting against the government, thronging the streets. He began to leave her behind, going to the rallies with his students, sometimes not coming home until the next morning. She spent many nights wondering if he was injured or in jail. Near the end, when she did ask to go, he told her it would be best if she stayed home.
Jean-Louis left the apartment early that last day in 1968, leaving a note behind. She had been angry with him. When she heard sirens in the distance and the helicopters going overhead, she turned on the television and put down the manuscript she was editing. Jean-Louis helped her get the part-time job to keep her busy while he was teaching classes, and then later when the revolution began.
The television images were horrific. Stones being thrown, police with shields and batons. Jean-Louis was in that mass somewhere, Irčne thought. Her first instinct was to rush to the Left Bank, but she was galvanized by her fear. Her mind whirled with images of being jostled in that crowd, of falling and being trampled. She sat at her desk all afternoon, waiting for Jean-Louis to return, waiting for the reassuring phone call. All day she stared at the last thing Jean-Louis had given her, a small statue of the Venus de Milo. It sat on a pedestal near the door.
A policeman came calling late that night with bad news about her husband. He had been injured in the riot, would she please come to Salpętričre Hospital immediately.
The policeman drove her there, and a doctor led her to a cold, sterile room where a body lay covered in a red-stained sheet. A bullet had grazed Jean-Louis’ temple, but it was a gunshot wound to the chest that killed him, the doctor said.
“There’s been some mistake,” she said. “My husband was injured in the riot.”
The doctor gripped her arm. “I’m sorry, Madame Laureux. Your husband is dead.”
She had already known this. When she sat in the apartment and watched shadows overtake the room, paralyzed with fear and uncertainty. She let him go alone. She should have died with him.
Before the policeman came, she sat in the dark, the outline of Venus de Milo barely visible across the room, and felt the raised surface of the tattoo on her hand. She remembered how she would rub Jean-Louis’ tattoo when he held her hand at the theatre or cinema. Her fingers would search out that place that joined them together.
It was three in the morning when Martin came back to the hotel. He stopped at David’s door, hesitated and then knocked softly. No answer. Martin started to knock again, but decided not to. David was probably passed out.
He heard the elevator open at the end of the hallway, and Beth and one of the other teens emerged. They had snuck out to a club, wearing scanty clothing and too much makeup. Martin started to say hello, but Beth spoke first.
“He’s not in there,” she said. “We were looking for him earlier. We thought he was with you.” There was something about the way she said it that made Martin cut his eyes at her.
“When did you last see him?”
Beth and the other girl never slowed down. She called back over her shoulder. “How the hell should I know? I’m not his fucking keeper. I thought that was your job.”
Martin started to respond, but thought better of it. They went into a room at the end of the hall and slammed the door.
Martin walked back to the elevator, which was waiting with doors open. He pressed the button and as the doors started closing, he saw the stairwell door open and David stepped out. Martin hit the button, but the elevator was already descending.
When Martin got to his room, he saw Diane had fallen asleep with the television on. A man in tight spandex, speaking rapidly in French, was bumping and grinding to a eurotrash beat. Martin turned off the set and took the phone into the bathroom. He dialed David’s room and let it ring for five minutes. There was no answer.
When Martin woke the next morning, it was almost noon. The curtains were closed, blocking out the sunlight; the room was dim and full of shadows. He heard breathing coming from the next bed. Diane must have decided to let the teens run free today and sleep in. He rolled over to look at her. David lay on the other bed, asleep. Martin was unable to move, paralyzed with shock. Maybe this was a dream. Why was David asleep in the next bed?
Martin pulled back the covers slightly and heard paper rustling. He found a note and was able to make out Diane’s handwriting in the gloom.
Have taken the heathens to lunch and shopping. David didn’t want to go and said he would just “hang out with you.” I see my teaching contract going up in flames. Milk and kisses, Diane.
David was dressed and lay on his back on top of the blanket and covers. When Martin sat up, David woke and looked in his direction.
“Hey,” he said.
“Hey.”
“Did you try to call my room last night?”
“Yeah,” Martin said, pulling the cover back over him. He was just wearing underwear and suddenly felt self-conscious.
“I figured it was.”
“Why didn’t you answer?”
“I thought it was my parents or something, but after it stopped ringing, I thought it might have been you.”
“Why didn’t you call back and see?”
“I was going to, but I started dozing,” he said, staring at the ceiling.
“How did you get in here?”
David laughed. “I picked the lock. It’s one of my many talents. Diane said you were still asleep and I didn’t want to wake you up.” He turned and looked at Martin. “Are you pissed off at me or something?”
“No.”
“Oh,” David said, his eyes returning to the ceiling. “You’ve just been kind of avoiding me since the party the other night.”
“I haven’t been avoiding you,” Martin said, trying to keep anger from creeping into his voice. “If anything, you’ve been avoiding me. I never know where you are or what you’re doing.”
“You sound pissed to me. Did I do something at the party that pissed you off?”
“Do you even remember what happened at the party?”
David was silent for a moment. “Not all of it.”
“That’s probably for the best. You were drunk, as usual.”
“I’m not drunk all the time.”
“You’re drunk a lot.”
“I’m gonna swear off it for awhile. I woke up the other day in the Louvre and someone had poured water on me.”
“Not someone. Me.”
David turned to look at him again. “That embarrassed the shit out of me.”
“Good. You embarrassed the shit out of me, too. Turn around is fair play.”
“You’re so weird.”
“What are you doing here, then?” Martin felt anger rising again.
“I just wanted to hang out.”
“No other good offers, I guess.”
“What?”
“Nevermind.”
David sat up and looked at Martin. “You’re in some kinda mood. I just wanted to know if you wanted to do something. Forget it.” David stood up, but Martin reached out and grabbed David’s hand. David looked down as if he’d been stung.
“Wait,” Martin said.
David pulled his hand away and slowly sat down on Martin’s bed. “What the fuck is up with you?”
For a moment, Martin thought about blurting it out. Saying exactly what the fuck was wrong, but he only smiled and shook his head.
“I’m just being grumpy. I don’t know. Let’s do something.”
Martin pushed off the covers and got up, forgetting he was only wearing underwear. As Martin walked toward the bathroom, David wolf whistled. “Nice ass!”
“Piss off,” Martin said, shutting the door.
Standing in front of the mirror, mind whirling, Martin realized he had an erection and wondered if David noticed it.
Martin asked Irčne for a rain-check on their lunch and she seemed oddly relieved. At her suggestion, he and David took the metro to the Tuileries. The flowers were in bloom; tourists snapped photos and parents strolled with their children. David leaned back on the bench and closed his eyes, letting the sun warm his face. For Martin, every moment was fraught with the idea of confession. David would deny everything. Every look, every questionable moment would conveniently become a figment of Martin’s overactive imagination. David would be the innocent preyed upon by Martin’s lecherous advances. Martin resolved not to lose his small advantage, but regretted the thought. It wasn’t supposed to be a game.
They discussed movies, music, sites they had seen, the future. David was going to college in another state in the fall, but he didn’t know what he would study. The conversation drifted back to the party. It seemed to be weighing on David’s mind.
“There was some girl messing with me,” David said. “She wanted to have sex.”
“Yeah, you called her a skank whore and she ran from the room in tears. That was before the striptease.”
“The what?”
“You stripped down and sat on my lap and said you weren’t going to fuck that girl because you were saving it for me.” Martin waited for David’s response.
“You’re fucking with me right?”
“No.”
“I was really wasted.”
“No kidding.”
David fell silent for a moment, then said, “My aunt is a lesbo.” Martin didn’t respond. “She’s cool I guess, but everyone always talks about her. When she shows up at family stuff, everyone’s always scared she’s gonna bring a girlfriend or something.”
“What’s wrong with that?”
“Nothing…just, you know, she’s just…”
“What?”
“She’s not really part of the family. She makes everyone uncomfortable.”
“Your family sounds ignorant.”
“No, they’re not. They’re just old fashioned,” David said defensively.
“Let me ask you something.” Martin leaned closer to David. “What if you went to your parents and said, ‘Guess what mom and dad? I’m gay.’ Would they ostracize you from the family?”
“My parents would throw me out of the house and never speak to me again,” he said.
“Old fashioned, I guess,” Martin said.
“They don’t have to worry about me, though.”
“Why is that? Because you’d never tell them if you were gay?”
David seemed perplexed. “I wouldn’t tell them.”
Martin raised his eyebrows.
“I’m not a queer, so I don’t have to worry about it.”
“But if you were, you wouldn’t tell them,” Martin said.
“Right. How did we start having this discussion anyway?”
“You brought it up, not me.”
After they walked back to the hotel, mostly in silence, Martin told David he had something to do and would see him later. David nodded and went inside the hotel, but watched as Martin walked across rue Rampon and entered the apartment building. He looked up to the balcony above. A cat poked its head through the railing and hissed at him.
The next day, Irčne stood in the middle of her apartment, dressed to go out and in full-scale panic. Martin was on the way over to take her to the café around the corner, to cash in the rain-check she had stupidly promised. Any moment, he would knock on the door. She focused on Venus de Milo, tried to find her center as Jean-Louis used to encourage her to do. Her center seemed to be a million miles away, as unobtainable as the sun.
The knock came and for a moment, Irčne was unable to move. She felt like a zombie crossing to the door to open it for Martin.
“Ready?”
“Yes,” she said breathlessly. “Yes, just let me lock up.”
Martin started back down the hall, turning back to speak to Irčne, but she was standing in the doorway to the apartment.
“Irčne?”
“Coming. Sorry.” She stepped into the hallway and fumbled with the door. Martin offered his arm, and Irčne gripped it tightly; he noticed a sheen of perspiration forming on her forehead.
They went down the stairs, Irčne’s grip tightening with each step. By the time they reached the lobby, sweat was rolling down the sides of her face.
“Are you all right? You’re not having a heart attack, are you?”
“No…it’s just so warm today.”
The lobby floor was laid with black and white tiles, and ornate mirrors hung on both walls. The mirrors captured, in different perspectives, the scene that followed: Martin pushing open the door to let Irčne go out first, she fainting, falling against Martin, he frantically trying to catch her fall, his lips moving, calling her name. They slipped from view.
When Irčne came around, she was propped on her couch. The doors to the balcony were open, the curtain moving with the breeze. She focused on the ceiling, the subtle cracks there. It needed repainting, she thought. Martin’s voice near her ear made her turn. He was sitting on the floor next to the couch, holding a glass of water.
“I’m going to call a doctor,” he said.
“No. It was just a dizzy spell.”
“And so you should see a doctor.”
“It’s not what you think, Martin. It’s the outdoors.”
“Feeling an aversion to the outdoors today?”
“Every day, actually.”
“I don’t follow you.”
She struggled to sit up, but Martin gently pushed her back. “I thought I could hide it.”
“Hide what?”
“What’s wrong with me. My affliction.”
Martin took her hand and found himself holding his breath. He thought she must be dying.
“I’m not dying,” she said, gripping his hand. “I know what you’re thinking. I don’t mean to be so dramatic, but it’s rather embarrassing. I have agoraphobia. You know what that is?”
“Fear of public places, fear of the outdoors.”
She nodded. It became clear to him. Things in the apartment should have tipped him off. She was always home, her cabinets were overstocked, as if supplies had been laid in for a long siege. Irčne would have found that an appropriate word.
“I have all my food delivered, my clothes. I try to go out, but I never quite make it. I thought you would be the one, like Jean-Louis, who made me unafraid. Now you know why I sit on the balcony with my binoculars all the time. That is how I see people. The hotel has become my window to the world I’m afraid to explore.”
“There are doctors who treat this kind of thing.”
“And I’ve seen them all—twice.”
“How long have you had this?”
“Since I was a girl. This was during the occupation by the Nazis. We were in constant fear. I think I was too young to understand that my parents were part of the resistance. It was a dreadful time. Never enough to eat, the sounds of their trucks and soldiers marching by, the Swastika flying from the top of the Eiffel Tower. They were always afraid that I would be taken if I went outside to play.
“We moved several times those final years of the war. The last place was in a few small rooms on the Left Bank. You could see the spires of Notre-Dame from our corner window. I remember that night so well. Mother stood at the window for hours twisting a handkerchief behind her back because Father had gone out to buy food and deliver a message. She stood at the window and I sat on the floor playing with my doll. I remember how pretty Mother was. But that night, it was almost as if she had turned to stone at the window, as if she had stopped breathing and only Father’s return would make her start again.
“Sometime after midnight, I remember Mother woke me up. She was going out to look for Father and I was to stay in the apartment until they returned. I didn’t stay. I was afraid. I made sure she was already on the street and then I followed her. It was so dark and quiet that night. Mother walked along the edges of the buildings, keeping in the shadows and I did the same.
“We were near Boulevard Saint-Germain when the Nazi patrol swung onto the street. Mother ducked into an alley, but they saw her in the streetlight. They shouted at her to stop, jumped off the jeep and chased her into the alley. I ran to save her. When I reached the alley, they had caught her. She saw me and screamed for me to run home and lock the door and never come back out. That’s what she said, although I doubt she meant forever. Before I turned away to run, one of the Nazis hit her in the head with the stock of his gun. My aunt, my mother’s sister, said they took Mother to a camp.
“The Nazis chased me, but I hid. I tried to make my way back to our apartment and when I finally got there, there were Nazis crawling everywhere. When I think about it now, I think it was all a set up, that someone turned us in. I never found out the reasons. The only other place I could think to go was to my aunt’s apartment. This apartment. But I couldn’t remember exactly where it was. I wandered the streets for two days and nights. I slept behind a trash bin one night and the next, I crawled into a basement through a broken window. I drank water out of gutters and stole a loaf of bread from an old woman’s bicycle basket. On the third day, I found République Square and knew I was near my aunt’s apartment. When I found it, I went inside and refused to go out for many, many years. So here I am, still keeping old promises.”
The sun disappeared behind the clouds and the room was in shadow.
“But you were married. You told me about all those days with Jean-Louis,” Martin said, joining her on the couch.
“After he died, I withdrew again. Those four years of transformation disappeared the night Jean-Louis died.” She remembered the gathering dusk, the sound of sirens, the roar of helicopters flying low and heading for the river. She felt herself withdrawing. A butterfly going back into the cocoon.
“I have not been out of the apartment since, not even to the funeral,” she said.
“Where is he buried?”
“Just down the boulevard in Pčre Lachaise. Imagine, just a mile away and I am unable…” her voice trailed away. I am unable. I cannot. Those words are prisons.
Martin turned over ideas in his head to lure Irčne out of her apartment as he walked with Diane, David and the other teens to the Eiffel Tower after dinner at a non-descript restaurant offering a discount for students. It was Friday, only one week in the city, but the days were blurring together. Martin felt like he had been there much longer.
David ran ahead of the others and ducked inside a shop. When Martin walked past, he could see through the window that David was buying a packet of cigarettes. He didn’t smoke. Martin started to go in, but Diane grabbed his arm. “Just keep walking,” she said. “He’s drunk. Did you see him knocking back the wine at the restaurant? Hello, my name is David, and I’m an alcoholic.”
Under the giant arches of the Eiffel Tower, the group stood in line to buy lift tickets. It was a warm, clear night. A breeze blew in off the Seine, and the plaza was crowded with tourists and natives enjoying the world at night.
David was busily opening the pack of Gitanes. He put two cigarettes in his mouth, lit them and handed one to Martin.
“How do you like that?” David asked, pleased with himself. “I saw that in a movie once.”
“Now, Voyager,” Martin said.
“A Bette Davis movie,” Diane said sarcastically. “That’s not clichéd at all.”
David took a long drag on the cigarette and immediately started coughing. “Oh, shit. These are really strong.”
“Not really,” Martin said. “Since when did you become a smoker?”
“Well…I…it’s Paris. Everyone smokes here. If you can’t beat ‘em, join ‘em. Take the pack.”
One of the teens was shouting for David to come buy tickets for the ride to the top of the Eiffel Tower. David tossed the Gitanes toward Martin, but Diane caught them instead and shoved them in her purse. She blew David a little kiss as he walked away.
“This sick little game you and David are playing is starting to make me nauseous,” she said to Martin. “Are you sure you’re not fucking him and you just don’t want to tell me?”
“You’d be the second to know…maybe the third.”
“Oh, right. I forgot the old shut in across the way gets to know first. You’re going to wind up killing her, you know. You’re going to try and make her leave the apartment and she’s going to have a massive coronary.”
“Your support is awe-inspiring, Diane.”
In the elevator that rose to the top of the Eiffel Tower, Martin found himself crammed into the box next to David. Diane and the teens had gotten on another elevator, but a security guard blocked Martin and David and told them to wait for the next one. It amazed Martin that they always wound up in such enclosed spaces together, unable to really look anywhere but at each other. David looked into Martin’s eyes, then put his arm around Martin’s neck and pulled him closer.
“Pretend like you’re my boyfriend,” David whispered. “This dude behind you is like totally like checking me out and licking his lips.”
“You should be flattered.”
“I don’t want him getting any ideas.”
“Ummm…and this won’t give him any ideas? How drunk are you?”
“Pretty drunk, dude. You smell good. I like that cologne.” David was pressing against Martin, who was so aroused he was nearly dizzy. Martin leaned forward to kiss him, and David did not pull back. The elevator stopped with a jolt, the doors slid open and the tourists started pushing around them to get off. They stood looking at each other, the heat between them dying out again. Out of the corner of his eye, David saw Diane just outside the door watching them. He let go of Martin and stepped out of the elevator, not looking at Diane. She raised her eyebrows in a knowing way at Martin, before walking away.
At the top of the Eiffel Tower there were two decks. The lower one was enclosed in windows, with maps of the skyline underneath. The other was up a set of stairs to an outdoor observation area enclosed in metal wiring to prevent littering and suicides.
Martin searched for David outside in the crush of tourists who moved around the circular deck. The view was breathtaking, and although he was thinking of David, Martin couldn’t help but stop and stare. There was the Champs-Élysées and the Arc de Triomphe, the glowing dome of the Exhibition Hall, the dazzling specter of the lights on the river, the distant ethereal towers of the Sacré-Coeur in Monmartre. And Notre-Dame, its upper spires fluted in light.
Martin began to walk the circle, looking alternately at the sites below and looking past gawking tourists for David. He put his head against the metal grate and looked out over the city. At first his brain did not register the bubbles that were floating past his eyes. They shimmered in the light, floating downward toward the Seine. Martin looked around to see who was blowing them, but spied no one. Probably on the other side of the platform, he thought, and the wind was just catching the bubbles and blowing them around the top of the tower.
He guessed it was lovers. Some couple on a honeymoon perhaps. They brought a bottle of bubbles to the top and were blowing them, sharing some kind of moment that Martin longed to have. He wanted to be holding hands with David, have his arms around him as they surveyed the city. He fantasized about David dipping the wand into the bottle and holding it to Martin’s lips for him to blow the bubbles out across Paris. Only seeing the orbs shimmer, but never explode.
Martin waited in the plaza beneath the Eiffel Tower for twenty minutes before David, Diane and the teens showed up.
“Where were you?” David asked.
“Where were you? I looked.”
“We just missed each other, I guess,” David said, looking down at Martin, who was sitting on a bench smoking a cigarette. Martin crushed it out on the pavement and stood up. Diane and the other teens were watching a mime in a clown suit and white face with two kittens on his shoulder. When he stopped moving, the kittens froze also. It was unnerving. The mime beckoned Diane closer. He took her hand and, with a black pen, drew a caricature of a kitten on it, then kissed her palm. Diane backed away with a silly grin on her face. All the teen girls wanted the same treatment and the mime acquiesced. Diane was digging in her purse for a large tip.
David was watching the mechanical birds fly. There were two or three vendors selling them, and the metal birds flew overhead and everyone craned their necks to watch their flight. The toys almost looked real as they darted and dove around the plaza and under the legs of the Eiffel Tower, but these birds always returned to the hand of their owners. Could not fly free.
Diane watched David’s enrapt attention to the birds. “Why don’t you just buy one of them?” she called to him.
“I don’t have the money,” he said, not taking his eyes off the birds. “It’s just cool to watch them here. You know?” He turned and looked at Martin and Diane, a sad smile on his face.
“God, I almost feel sorry for him,” she said.
They watched as David reached up to catch one of the birds, but it sailed just out of reach. The look on David’s face, unmasked for a moment, was a small revelation to Martin. He wondered what emotions David was bottling up inside, wondered if he would ever know. That maybe he loved Martin, but would never be able to bring it to the surface. Martin felt tears forming in his eyes, the lump in his throat, but he knew they would not come. They so rarely did.
Martin had promised Diane earlier in the evening that he would take over as chaperone, since some of the teens wanted to go to a disco. She wanted to go back to the hotel and sleep.
“You owe me,” she said. “I’ve let you get away with sitting up there with that old woman sipping cocktails while I’m herding these kids around. And if you think you’re getting out of going to EuroDisney, you’ve got another thing coming.”
David found the club listed in a magazine, which said it was one of the most popular in Paris. The club was on a long avenue filled with nightspots, many with queues of well-dressed people waiting to get inside. It was a club that played trance and techno music; Martin could hear the beat throbbing as the doorman pulled back a velvet rope to let them inside.
The club was full of smoke, packed with young people dancing in the strobe lights. The teens scattered to the dance floor, leaving Martin and David alone. David tugged on Martin’s sleeve and pulled him toward the bar. David shouted his order across to the bartender and bobbed his head to the music. Martin wanted to go out on the dance floor. David shouted into his ear, “Do you want to?”
“Sure,” Martin shouted back.
They made their down a set of stairs and plunged into the crowd of dancers. The dance floor was sunken in the center of the club, and Martin noticed there were several balconies where patrons looked down on the activity below.
Martin and David found a space and began to dance. Martin found the rhythm of music and was swaying along, dancing close to David, who was trying to hold a drink that was sloshing in a plastic cup. “This isn’t usually my kind of music,” he shouted into Martin’s ear.
Martin took the cup from David’s hand and downed the rest of the contents: a screwdriver, heavy on the vodka. Martin crumpled the cup and threw it on the floor. “You can’t dance with that in your hand,” he shouted at David.
Martin could see that the club was mixed between gay and straight. He wondered if that was mentioned in the magazine write up David had read. There were beautiful boys wearing no shirts rubbing against each other, and there were beautiful women being swung around by their equally pretty girlfriends. David noticed, too, his eyes roaming around the room as the lights played over the sweaty bodies. Martin took off his jacket and tied it around his waist, and David pulled off his shirt and stuck it in the back of his jeans.
As more people packed onto the dance floor, Martin found himself pressed against David’s glistening chest. The music was euphoric, an anthem, the clubbers were screaming with delight brought on by various drugs and drinks. Martin felt like he had taken something himself. David was smiling at him; they were having a good time. The music changed, morphing into a slinky, trance-like groove and the clubbers were writhing all over each other. Martin thought David would flee, but David was moving against him, bumping and grinding until Martin found the rhythm.
Listen to the walls and wind your watch,
poor love, poor love have they caught you…
Martin could feel David’s hand against the small of his back pulling him in closer. They were staring deeply into each other’s eyes, the music and moment electric. Martin could feel and smell David’s breath, his own mouth tasted metallic and dry. Martin moved his head first, turning it to meet David’s lips.
First kiss.
Martin felt like he was floating. David’s tongue slipped into his mouth, and Martin put his arms around David’s neck, going deeper into the kiss. Then, just as unexpectedly as it began, David was pushing Martin away, untangling himself.
David’s face registered shock, like he had witnessed some horrible event, but he recovered and leaned close to Martin, “God, I’m really drunk.” Martin was too stunned to respond. David left him on the dance floor, saying he was going to get another drink. The dancers gyrated around him and Martin felt blinded. He saw a couple of the teens looking at him, then whispering to each other. His first kiss with David had turned from joy into some unspeakable thing.
Irčne did not sleep that night. She walked the length of the apartment in bare feet. She was restless and feeling trapped. David had come home before the others. She saw him run down rue Rampon and enter the Bel Air. It was an hour before Martin returned, trailing behind the rest of the teens. She ducked back inside the dark apartment so he would not see her. She harbored a fear that Martin would find her ridiculous, or think she was trying to keep tabs on his whereabouts. What right did she have, she asked herself. I’m not his mother, she thought. He had never once mentioned his parents. Then she chided herself again for being too inquisitive.
It must have been another bad night for Martin. It was very late. He would expect Irčne to be in bed. She wondered if he wanted to talk and put her hand on the phone to call the room, but that would wake up the sleeping teacher. If Martin comes to the window, I’ll go out on the balcony, she told herself, but he never did. The light never even went on in the room.
She sat down and tried to edit a manuscript, but she couldn’t concentrate. She was behind in her work. Even food, a usual comfort, was uninteresting. She was obsessed with going outside again. Even as she walked the floor, she wanted to walk the streets. Wanted to dance the tango on the riverbank again. Martin promised to be her guide, but she knew she would be unable. Oh, that word again, she screamed inside her mind. Why am I unable, she asked herself? It seemed like such an easy thing, walking out a door and onto a street. Martin had been dancing tonight. She felt a twinge of jealousy.
Finally, she turned on the television. Some news program was on, talking about terrorists. What else was new? Irčne fell asleep just before dawn.
It was mid-morning when Martin woke. He was still in his clothes, face down on the bed. Diane was in the shower. He could smell the stale cigarettes and sweat from the night before. He immediately thought of David. A headache was beginning somewhere behind his eyes.
“Must have been quite an evening,” Diane said, coming out of the bathroom.
“You’re always in the bathroom,” Martin mumbled.
“It’s my favorite room,” she said, sitting down on the bed and toweling her hair. She drew back as Martin’s stench hit her. “You could use the bathroom as well. You reek. How was the club? I must have been dead to the world. I didn’t hear you come in.”
“It was a club. You wouldn’t have liked it.”
“I sure as hell don’t like the way it smells.”
“David kissed me last night.”
“Wasn’t he kissing you at the Eiffel Tower?”
“No! We were about to and then he saw you and got all weirded out. He kissed me at the club.”
“And then you fucked.”
“No we did not. My god, you are obsessed …”
“But he kissed you.”
“He said he was drunk.”
“He’s always drunk.”
“It scared the shit out of him. It scared me.”
“What kind of kiss was it? I mean, you know…”
“Yes, Diane, he put his tongue in my mouth.”
Diane fell back on the bed in a mock swoon. “Well, that alone should keep you going for the next six months. You hit emotional pay dirt. Congratulations.”
“Why does it always sound so horrible coming from you?”
“The truth always sounds horrible.”
Martin sat up, then fell back clutching his head, pain taking over his frontal lobe. “Some of the kids saw it happen, but he’s got an excuse. He was drunk and I forced myself on him. God knows what he’ll say.”
“Oh, come on, Martin. All the kids know what’s up with you two. I heard them talking about it. They aren’t stupid. David’s the one wearing blinders.”
“He said his parents would kill him if he was gay.”
“Why do they have to know? There are two teachers at school who are older than me and still live in the closet. Living a lie, but hey, it works for them.”
“I don’t know, Diane. He didn’t elaborate.”
“You wouldn’t make a very good journalist. You never ask the right follow-up questions.”
“Well, why don’t you go up there and interview him, Barbara Walters? Go up there and ask him what kind of tree he would be and make him cry and while you’re at it, ask him if he’s a closet case.”
Diane thought about it for a moment. “Okay, I will.”
“No you won’t,” Martin said sitting up, feeling nauseated.
“Why not? Let’s get it all out in the open. You’ve yet to tell me what you have to lose in all this. If he’s not gay, or if he’s a closet case or if he’s straight…you’ll have some kind of answer.”
“He’ll never speak to me again.”
“And the harm in that would be what? He only speaks to you now when he’s had a few to drink and his inhibitions drop.”
“That’s not true. We have great conversations.”
“About what? Music and movies? Once you get beyond the entertainment news, it’s all downhill from there.”
“We’ve….”
“Have you told him about Peter? No. Have you told him you’ve spent time in a hospital? No.” Diane ticked these things off on her fingers. “He knows you want to get in his pants, but it looks like he’s too afraid to explore that.”
“I know a lot about him.”
“Yeah, David’s a pretty open book. Good grades, good athlete, popular, rich parents. It’s all surface, Martin. We’re just starting to see a glimpse of the other side of Mr. McLaren. Don’t you ever wonder what preys on his mind at night when he’s trying to fall asleep? Have you ever given that a thought?”
Martin didn’t answer.
“I didn’t think so. You’re so busy thinking about what you want, that you haven’t considered him.” She paused. “Wow, listen to me. I’m actually taking up for the little jerk off.”
Martin rolled back over and Diane went back into the bathroom to dry her hair. “By the way,” she said, “that old woman is perched on her balcony like some kind of giant vulture. I feel like Tippi Hedren in The Birds.”
Martin had gone back to sleep.
Martin is inside Peter’s house. The gun cabinet in the living room has been smashed and glass is on the floor. A gun is missing. He runs up the stairs towards Peter’s room, but Peter is there on the landing with the shotgun in his hands. Peter has the gun aimed at Martin’s head, but slowly puts it in his own mouth. There is the sound of two gunshots. The shots sound like they are being fired into a deep body of water, and just like being underwater, Martin is unable to move fast enough. Someone is screaming, and Martin realizes that it’s his own voice.
Irčne’s voice woke him. Diane had gone out and left the window open. It was afternoon. Time melting away, he thought.
“You sleep a lot,” Irčne said.
“It’s easier.”
“Is it?”
She must have watched him sleeping, knew he thrashed in the night, called out in his sleep. “Sometimes it is.”
“How did Peter die? What kind of accident was it?”
So direct, he thought, just like Diane. “He committed suicide.”
“Will you tell me the story?”
So, they spent another night on Irčne’s balcony, and another day that Irčne didn’t have to venture outside. She felt devious, like she was taking advantage of Martin’s troubles to mask her own.
“I don’t talk about him,” he said. “Sometimes just saying his name aloud is a struggle.”
“I felt the same way after Jean-Louis died,” Irčne said. “Now I talk about him freely, to honor his memory.”
“Peter was a suicide. Is there honor in that?”
“Some might think so. I’ve never considered suicide to be a shameful act. In some ways, I admire it.”
“How?”
“Just think of it, Martin. Think of the force of will it must take to extinguish yourself. I thought about it, and I could never bring myself to do it.” She put her head back against the seat and looked up at the stars just beginning to show themselves. “How many times have you tried it?’
“Several.”
“And why haven’t you succeeded?”
“I don’t know. Things come up, I guess.”
“Like David.”
“Yeah, that. And I’m scared. Getting there is so easy, but taking the final step is…difficult.”
In his apartment, there was a gun in the nightstand by his bed, easy access. He had bought it a few years ago at a pawnshop where no questions were ever asked. Every night he would open the drawer and look at the small, black pistol, loaded and waiting. It was too easy, but sometimes the easy way out was the best. Peter thought so; he said Martin forced his hand.
“Have you ever thought it might be like that for David and his feelings for you?” she asked.
Martin laughed under his breath. “You and Diane think alike.”
“I hear things. I’m a big vulture.”
Martin blushed. “She didn’t mean that.”
“I’ve been called worse,” Irčne laughed. “I like your Diane. She’s a good friend. She sees things as they are and says them. A friend like that is good to have.”
“You’re like that, Irčne.”
“You are too kind.”
“I want to spend more time with you. We only have a week left. I don’t want to leave here without getting to know you. I feel like something is happening around me. I don’t want to let that go.”
She looked at him. “Then we won’t.” She lit a cigarette in her elegant little movements. “We begin again. Who was Peter?”
They were in the same junior English class together. For almost the entire year, Martin had not given Peter a second thought. Peter sat three rows over against the wall and never said much to anyone, although when the teacher called on him, he gave the correct answers. They ran in different circles with different friends.
The year before, Martin had fallen in love for the first time, so Peter would not be just a simple case of first love. The boy Martin was in love with was older, in college. But the college boy was more interested in the sex than in Martin. He hadn’t so much broken up with Martin as dismissed him. “I’m interested in politics,” the college boy said. “I think we’re getting a little too close. I can’t have this coming back to haunt me later. Understand?”
“Yeah, I understand. You’re a fucking prick. I hope you do become famous, because I’ll expose you to every tabloid in the country.”
The college boy disappeared and Martin never heard from him again.
Peter entered his life thanks to the English teacher. Martin missed a day of class when students were pairing up with partners to work on a project. When Martin returned the next day, he found himself paired with Peter. They eyed each warily across the room.
What a strange pair they made in the library. Martin dressed in black, his pale skin and blonde hair. Peter played sports, dressed in preppy fashions, listened to rock music and drove a Jeep.
“You drive that old MG convertible, don’t you?” were Peter’s first words to Martin in the library the next day.
“Yeah,” Martin said.
“It’s cool.”
“Thanks. It’s a pain in the ass.”
“Well, maybe I can look at it sometime,” Peter offered.
“There’s nothing wrong with it.”
“Well, I mean if something tears up. I’m pretty good with cars.”
“Okay, sure. Now, could you go and find these two books? I’ll start making an outline.”
Peter took the slip of paper Martin handed him and went off into the stacks. Martin watched him, and felt the first twinge of something. He was very cute. How had Martin missed that fact? Peter was a few inches taller with a curly mop of hair and an athletic body. He looked good in a pair of jeans.
Martin took the lead on the project, a study on the life and work of Anne Sexton, one of his favorites. Over the next few days as Martin and Peter met in the library after school, Martin mapped out how he wanted to do the project. He wanted to do a video using images representative of Sexton’s work. He checked out the camera from the library, and wrote up a script.
“Do I get any say in this at all?” Peter interrupted him one afternoon.
“Of course.”
“You’ve kinda taken over completely. You haven’t asked my opinion on anything; you’re just doing it and dictating to me how it will be done.”
“Oh. Sorry, I just…if you have some ideas you want to contribute to the film, you can certainly suggest them. And you’re going to narrate it. You have a great voice.”
“I don’t want to do a video. Three other teams are doing videos.”
“Ours will be different. It’ll be better.”
“What about a multi-media slide show?” Peter suggested, and proceeded to outline his idea.
“It sounds like a lot of work.”
“I’ll take the pictures for the slides, and we can still use your script. We can pick out some music to go with it. I really think it could be cool.”
Martin relented because Peter was so earnest, and he was starting to feel attracted to him. As they worked on the project, after school, on weekends, at each other’s houses, their relationship began to evolve. They kept making eye contact, touching each other’s hands, talking on the phone.
Martin asked Peter to a movie in the city. Sitting in the back row of the theater, slouched down with feet up on the seatbacks in front of them, Peter touched Martin’s hand. Martin opened his palm and Peter’s fingertips traced the lines there. Martin leaned over to kiss Peter on the cheek, but he turned and their lips met. It was electric. They left the theater, made awkward love in Peter’s Jeep parked by a lake out past the Naval base in Millington. They swam afterwards, holding each other’s wet bodies in the dark water. The silence was interrupted only by the sounds of night creatures, a million stars the only witnesses.
Martin didn’t care who knew that he and Peter were involved, but Peter was adamant it remain private. One day, Martin borrowed Peter’s jacket from the locker to wear to the freezing cafeteria. When Peter spotted Martin wearing it, he exploded.
“What are people gonna think when they see you wearing my jacket?”
“They probably wouldn’t have said anything because no one would have noticed,” Martin said.
“There are some real assholes at this school and I don’t want to get anything started,” Peter said, kissing Martin on the mouth. “I don’t want anything to happen.”
Peter conceded that they could wear each other’s class rings because they were almost identical, and Martin said he wanted something to wear as a reminder.
“You have me,” Peter said. “Why do you need an object to remind you?”
“I don’t need to have it, I just want to. It’s a sign of affection.”
The sex was constant and intense, usually in Peter’s bed since his parents were often away on business. Peter was uncomfortable at Martin’s house, refused to make love in Martin’s bed with his mother just downstairs. Once, when Martin and Peter were on the phone, Martin’s mother picked up the extension. “Oh, sorry,” she said. “I didn’t know you were talking to your boyfriend.” Then she hung up. There was silence on Peter’s end.
“Are you breathing? Should I call the paramedics?” Martin joked.
“Why did you tell her?”
“It’s no big deal. They don’t care if I have a boyfriend, or a girlfriend or any kind of friend at all. My parents aren’t like that.”
“What if she tells somebody else and they tell somebody else and it gets back to my parents?”
“Paranoid much?”
“My parents would kick me out of the house.”
“Good, you can come live over here.”
“This isn’t funny. Tell her not to mention it to anyone.”
“Excuse-fucking-me… but this isn’t just about you.”
“My parents already think something is up.”
“And that’s my fault? I’ve met your parents like twice for about five seconds each time. Are you turning into a big queen or something?” Martin said, fighting to control the anger in his voice.
“I’m not a queer,” Peter spat out.
“Since when?”
“I’m not like that, I’m not some…”
“What the fuck is up with you, Peter? Why are you acting like this?”
“I gotta go. I’ll call you later.”
Later, Peter would apologize profusely, kiss him, take him to bed and promise the world. Martin would forgive him, making the excuses, but he didn’t know at the time that Peter’s world was unraveling.
The summer between their junior and senior year was idyllic. When they weren’t working, they were together. Martin was making plans for the future he saw stretching beyond high school. They would share an apartment at college, travel and grow older together. Peter said little about these plans, only nodding at Martin’s excitement, sometimes taking Martin’s face into his hands and kissing him. Martin would melt under his touch. Peter would whisper, “I’m so in love with you,” and for a moment the future would be forgotten in the heat of the moment.
But summer was different. Summer allowed things that other seasons don’t forgive. In summer, there was a license to explore without repercussions, to lose yourself in something without fear of retribution. It was a lull in the action, a remission. During those three months, Martin and Peter withdrew from their other friends. They were always seen in each other’s company, were spotted kissing and holding hands. They had matching tattoos. When they walked into school for their senior year, rumors were in the halls. There were whispers and stares. Martin walked with his head high, wearing Peter’s ring and ignoring the snickers and whispers. Peter’s reaction was just the opposite.
Even before the Christmas break, Peter was hanging out with a new set of friends. They were macho jock types with loud cars and loose girlfriends. One day, Peter came to Martin and said he was taking a girl to a party as a “favor” for one of his friends.
“Please don’t do this,” Martin begged, reaching out to touch him. Peter pulled away. He was wearing makeup over the tattoo.
“It’s nothing. It’s not even really a date.”
“Yes it is, Peter. You’re going out with a girl to impress your homophobic friends.”
“Nothing’s going to happen. It’ll take some of the heat off.”
“I can’t believe this is happening.”
“I’m not gonna fuck her.”
“That’s not the point. I’ve lost track of the weekends I’ve sat at home while you’re out with your new friends.”
“We can’t be together every second of every day.”
“We’re not together at all anymore,” Martin said.
“We’ll spend more time together, I promise. Just let me do this. I’ll take her to the party and the guys will think…”
“That you’re straight.”
“Let’s just drop it.”
Martin stared at him incredulously. “I never thought you were this big of a coward.”
Martin’s words were ignored. Peter did what was expected of him. He continued to distance himself from Martin, except on rare occasions when he would call hysterical, needing Martin as if his life depended on it.
“I did coke the other night,” he told Martin during a tearful confession in his bedroom.
“So you’re becoming a drug addict?” Martin asked.
“No, I just…the guys had some.”
“The guys. The guys. That’s all I ever hear about is the guys. You sure you aren’t fucking them, too?”
“They’re straight,” Peter almost screamed.
“So what are you doing with them?”
Peter had no answer.
In the spring of his senior year, Martin really looked at himself in the mirror for the first time in months. He was pale and too thin. He ate little and had nothing to say to his parents, who never questioned. His grades were slipping. Martin found out Peter was failing two classes and began doing all of Peter’s homework and reports. After school, Peter would hand Martin his books and notes and Martin would take them without a word. “Thanks,” Peter would mumble, and then be on his way to meet his new friends.
They would meet early the next morning in the back parking lot of the school. They would sit in Peter’s Jeep while Martin went over the homework or paper he had sat up until three in morning finishing so Peter wouldn’t fail his classes. One morning, Peter began crying, tears rolling down his face.
“Why are you crying?” Martin asked, wanting to take Peter in his arms.
“I am a coward,” he said. “We should just stop seeing each other. You shouldn’t have to do my homework.”
“You can’t fail, Peter. I’ll keep doing it.”
“I can’t stand to see you in the hall,” Peter said, rubbing his tears away on the sleeve of his jacket. “You look so tired and sad all the time and it’s my fault.”
Martin was tired and sad. He felt like a zombie, going through the motions. They hadn’t made love in months, they never went out, phone calls were rare. The only contact was at school or their morning meetings. Some mornings, Peter’s Jeep smelled liked marijuana. There were always empty beer cans or liquor bottles rolling around in the backseat. Martin felt like they were both self-destructing, with Peter taking the more direct route. Martin wished he had the courage to join him.
Peter took the girl he said would only be one date to the prom. Martin heard about it secondhand from two girls gossiping in the library. He threw up afterwards, barely making it to the toilet. He checked out of school claiming to be ill and didn’t go back for three days. He stayed in bed, telling his parents to leave him alone. They tiptoed by his door and said nothing, but Martin knew they must have suspected. His mother asked about Peter once, but Martin’s glare silenced her and she never asked again.
The prom was held in the ballroom of a large hotel in downtown. Martin waited in the lobby for hours, chain-smoking cigarettes in a dark corner with an eye on the ballroom door. When Peter emerged, he was with the girl and his new friends. They got inside a glass-enclosed elevator that rose through the atrium to the suites above. Martin moved from the shadows and watched the elevator ascend. Peter turned and looked down and saw Martin standing there. Martin made his fingers into a gun and aimed upward at Peter, who looked down, horrified. Martin pulled the trigger of his imaginary gun and let his hand jerk back as in recoil.
After the prom, Peter stopped bringing his homework to Martin, and their morning meetings ceased. Martin dreaded school, could not concentrate in class. He lived for the moments when he would pass Peter in the hallway. For a moment their eyes would meet, and the secret they shared would pass between them.
One evening, Martin found himself driving by Peter’s house. Peter was in the yard working on his Jeep. “Shit,” Martin muttered, feeling like a stalker, hoping Peter would not look out from under the hood, but he did and waved.
They talked outside for a few minutes about final exams and graduation before falling into an awkward silence. “This was a bad idea,” Martin said, and walked back to his car.
“Don’t hate me,” Peter said.
Martin turned back. “I don’t hate you. I just want our life back.”
“If we can just make it to graduation, then we’ll be out of school and we can try again.”
“Can we? Do you have the courage?”
“I don’t know.”
“I don’t think you do,” Martin said, unable to look at Peter as he backed out of the driveway.
The days leading up to graduation were a blur. After the ceremony, Martin was at his car, stripping off his cap and gown, when Peter appeared beside him.
“Don’t say anything,” Martin said, fighting back tears. “Just let me get in the car and drive away.”
Peter put his hand on Martin’s shoulder. “I still love you.”
“Prove it.”
“How?”
“Get in the car with me and let’s leave together. Let’s run away and live the life we said we were going to lead.”
“I can’t do that. You know I can’t.”
“You can say you love me a million times, but it means nothing,” Martin said. “They’re just useless words unless you put action behind them.”
Martin left Peter in the parking lot of the school. The next morning, Peter called. He was drunk and sobbing, wanting to confess his sins. He slept with the girl he had taken to the prom, was hooked on cocaine, wanted to die.
Martin hung up on him, sat on the floor rocking back and forth, fighting off a chill that was spreading through his entire body. Somehow, he was able to summon the strength to get up and stumble out to his car. His entire body shook as he drove the few short miles to Peter’s house. He clenched his jaw to keep his teeth from chattering. Pulling into Peter’s driveway, he already knew it would be for the last time.
“What happened after you arrived at his house?” Irčne asked.
“We screamed and fought and he had the gun in his room and he used it. I was walking down the stairs and I heard him call my name and then the shot.”
Irčne put her arms around Martin, but he did not cry. He told her there was nothing left to cry about, but she didn’t believe him. There was more to the story and either he chose not to tell it or he chose to forget it. She had heard Martin call out in his dreams, “Don’t make me, Peter. Don’t make me do it.”
A maid was cleaning David’s room when Martin stopped there. It was early evening, raining again with dark clouds low over the city. The maid came out of the room and held the door for him, thinking he was David. For a moment, Martin hesitated, then said, “Merci beaucoup, mademoiselle.”
“Je vous en prie, monsieur.”
Martin slipped inside and closed the door. He opened the drawers looking for a journal David might be keeping. He carefully looked through David’s luggage and finally went to the closet. All of David’s things hung there and Martin found himself pulling them close to his face. He could smell David’s cologne. He went to the window to see if David was returning, but saw that rue Rampon was empty. He pulled his notebook from his pocket and began to write:
I watch for you at the window
that looks over a small corner of Paris
I kneel in a chair, arms on dusty sill.
At any moment, I’ll see you
for the second it takes to cross the street.
My warm breath fogs the cool glass
where I write your name.
It is framed by the rooftops of the city
at nightfall.
I have been here before—the same
pose—watching for you and others
who have not come.
And for the little difference it’s made,
I’d hardly say it was worth the wasted hours.
You fill up a room, but you don’t fill me,
and furniture would suffice
and be a lot less trouble when the corners
need darkening.
In some other life, there is a place
with no interruptions, where things
do not conspire to divide.
While you are out discovering new places,
I touch the places you have been.
Pull your discarded clothes to my face
searching for the essence
that drew me to you in the first place.
Irčne and Martin were sitting on the balcony when Diane opened the hotel window to announce she was going out for a nightcap and asked Martin to join her. He raised his glass of wine. “I’m already involved in a nightcap, thanks. Oh…Diane this is Irčne. Irčne this is Diane.”
Irčne raised her glass. “Just call me the vulture.”
“I didn’t mean anything by that, really,” Diane said, glaring at Martin.
“It’s all right, my dear,” Irčne laughed. “I’ve been called much worse.”
“I bet you have,” Diane said. “Sure I can’t tempt you two off your perch?”
“We’re fine,” Martin said. “Go meet some hot, young Frenchman who wants to ravish you.”
“Rape and pillage would be more like it. See you later.”
Diane left the window open and left the hotel room. They watched her exit the building and walk up rue Rampon and around the corner.
“I want to take you out tomorrow, Irčne.”
“Take me out?”
“Yes. It’s time for you to see the world again.”
“It won’t work. You’ll wind up carrying me upstairs again like a sack of potatoes.”
“It’s worth the effort. I have some ideas.”
“Martin, I don’t think I can. I should get back to some of my editing and Diane is going to want you to help with those children.”
“No excuses. I have to get away from those children, as you call them. Especially David. I can’t let him ruin my time here.”
“Yes, but…”
“No buts, Irčne. Trust me.”
They were interrupted by the sound of loud knocking on the door of Martin’s hotel room. The sound carried, making them jump. “What the hell?” Martin said.
“Diane must have locked herself out.”
“No, we would have seen her coming back in the hotel.” There was more pounding, almost as if someone was trying to break down the door.
Irčne got up and went inside. “I’ll call the front desk.”
Martin went after her. “No, wait. Let’s see who it is.”
“It might be thieves.”
“We’ll be eyewitnesses. There’s still time to stop them. Turn off the lights.”
Irčne moved quickly about the apartment shutting off the lights until she and Martin were lost in the shadows. They had a clear view of the hotel room through the balcony doors. After a moment, they heard the doorknob being rattled and then it opened. It was David.
“The son-of-a-bitch picked the lock again,” Martin whispered.
“Again?”
“He did it the other day when I found him in Diane’s bed.”
“Well, he has very steady hands for a drunk,” Irčne said.
“I’ll get the gold star and you can paste it on his forehead.”
David clutched a bottle in his hand and was unsteady on his feet. He staggered over to Martin’s bed and sat down on it hard. He put the bottle to his mouth and the liquor ran down his chin.
“What is he up to?”
“I think he knows I went into his room,” Martin said. “If he doesn’t, it’s some big cosmic coincidence that I don’t want to think about.”
“Did you say you went into his room?”
“I didn’t mean to. I was up there looking for him and the maid thought I was David and opened the door for me.” Even in the darkness, Martin could feel Irčne’s disapproving stare. “It’s not like I took anything. And you’re a fine one to lecture me about snooping.”
Martin saw his notebook on the bedside table in the hotel room, and almost as if by hypnotic suggestion, David reached for it. “Oh, god, he can’t read that.” Martin started out onto the balcony, but Irčne caught his arm.
“Let him read it. What harm can it do now?”
David never even managed to open the book. He lay back on the bed with it clutched in his hand, while the liquor bottle slipped from his fingers. The liquid spilled on the duvet before the bottled rolled off the bed and hit the floor with a heavy thud. He was out cold.
Martin turned and looked at Irčne, who sighed. “Someone has to clean up the messes,” she said.
Martin watched David sleep for hours. He had cleaned up the spilled liquor, gotten David out of his soaked clothes and stashed the notebook away. Martin put his hand on David’s stomach and ran it softly up his chest. It seemed wrong to touch him, a violation, but he let his fingers travel up to David’s face, his knuckles grazing his cheek and forehead. He stroked his hair, and he saw David’s tense face slacken in sleep. Martin wondered if David knew he was there, soothing him and watching over him, allowing him this transgression. David’s face tensed again. Maybe he dreamed that some dark angel was sitting in judgment for his sins, exacting the price that would have to be paid for his indecision.
When David woke from his stupor with a start, Martin raised his head from the desk where he had been dozing in the corner of the room. Diane was lightly snoring in her own bed. She had been furious when she returned, but was too tired to argue. “To be continued,” she said, pulling the covers over her head. “To be so fucking continued.”
David stood, cradling his head as if it weighed a ton, and Martin put his finger to his lips and pointed to the bathroom. David sat down on the toilet and put his head in his hands. “How did I get here?” he asked, as Martin rummaged through his shaving bag for a bottle of aspirin.
“You don’t remember anything?”
David shook his head.
“You broke into the room,” Martin said, tapping two of the aspirin into his palm. He looked at David and tapped out two more. He handed him the tablets with a glass of water from the tap, but David stood clutching his stomach. He whirled and dropped to his knees and vomited into the toilet. It sounded as if he was expelling his insides; his face was almost purple with strain, tears and snot ran down his face.
Martin swallowed the aspirin himself and drained the glass of water. He dampened a washcloth and knelt down beside David, rubbing the back of his neck as the heaving subsided. David’s breath was ragged and heavy. “Just sit still,” Martin said. “Let it pass.” He took the cloth and wiped at David’s face and mouth. He flushed the toilet, rinsed the cloth out and put it against David’s forehead. “Hold it there for a bit,” he said as David lay back on the cool tiles.
“Oh, my god. I don’t think I’ve ever been that sick.”
“This probably isn’t the time, but you really should lay off the drinking. Diane is going to read you the riot act.”
“Whatever.” He opened his eyes and looked at Martin. “Thanks for letting me sleep in your bed.”
“I didn’t have a choice. You passed out on it.”
“Wait, did you say I broke in here?”
“You picked the lock.”
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