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			ALBATROSS TAKEOFF No 117

			Helsinki, 2022

			It’s taken me forty years to write this book. Dozens of drafts in desk drawers, computers and emails (for backup), and even in my dreams. I’m not like Camus’ Joseph Grand; it was never the first sentence that I couldn’t get right. No, I’ve written dozens of those. And scores of the first five pages to hook the reader. It was always the end that eluded me. Not to mention the perfect words and sentences I’d written over the years that refused to come together and soar. Pieces of the puzzle went missing with my first husband, and I just couldn’t make them up.

			When I’d polished the manuscript so much it stopped moving and started stinking, I buried it for over a decade. My New Year’s resolution for 2019 was to give the book one more chance to live. I dusted the manuscript off, sent a query to a publisher and was offered a deal three weeks later. 

			After the deal was done, I drove my editor crazy changing the manuscript even while she was proofreading it. I can’t help it, I told her. It’s like an albatross around my neck, not letting go till I get the story right. She threatened to come and tear off the bird’s legs if I touched the copy one more time. I guessed she’d never seen an albatross take off from land. It’s not a pretty sight, even with legs.

			And when it was finally all done, the book on display in the window of the downtown Helsinki bookstore, I learned how wrong I’d been about the things that really mattered.

			We need to talk, my stepson Niko said when he called me for the first time in decades. 

			I had to rewrite the book one more time. This is the director’s cut. The one with the missing pieces. The final, final version of my story. 

			Unless, of course, Mariam decides to get in touch. 
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			EVE

			Alabama, 2001

			Jack keeps me company when I clean house, hovering just beyond my range of vision. 

			Happy now, Ilsa? He asks when I scrub the bathroom. Wouldn’t you rather be lunching in London, rescheduling Russia’s foreign debt over some nice Stilton and port? He wipes a disapproving finger along a dusty picture frame.

			I stopped being a banker a long time ago. I stopped living Jack’s way a long time ago. I don’t clean the way we used to, moving all the furniture, wiping down doors and windows and picture frames, scrubbing and polishing Saturday mornings away. Life’s too short. Now I wait till the dust bunnies grow restless and growl when I go near, then run the vacuum over the middle of the room, just enough to scare them back into hiding.

			Russian cleaning, my mother used to call it, only what shows. My kids grow entire ecosystems under their beds. Being too hygienic will give kids asthma and allergies anyway. No way I’d let that happen to mine. 

			Go away, I tell Jack. This is my choice. It’s messy but mine. Noisy and warm and funny, sticky and smelly and wet. Real life. All mine. Just the way I want it.

			It sounds good, but isn’t all true.

			I almost miss the doorbell, don’t hear it for the racket the vacuum is making. Americans like their appliances loud, I’ve read, because they equate noise with power and efficiency. And not only in appliances. 

			Blackie barks and runs to the door.

			I open the door and Jack is there, a shadow in front of the sun.

			The dog growls and I grab his collar. The man takes a step back, the sun hits his face. It’s not Jack. Of course, it’s not Jack.

			I tell Blackie to stay, step out and pull the door shut behind me. No strangers in the house, not in America. Without the big black Lab, I wouldn’t have opened the door.

			The man looks bemused. 

			“I hope I’m not too early.” The voice is older than the face, the accent vaguely English. His hair is pulled into a ponytail.

			“I was vacuuming, didn’t hear you.”

			I wait for him to go on but he doesn’t, keeps on looking at me till the silence stretches into a void that warps time. The world shifts a little, and I see myself from the outside, standing in a house of mirrors, on the brink of eternity.

			It is him.

			“Can I help you?”

			He looks surprised, hesitates.

			“I’m Tony... Tony Vance. I’m looking for a friend of mine. “John... Goodman.”

			“Goodman? Sorry, doesn’t ring a bell.”

			Still he doesn’t move. “What’s the street number? These driveways are confusing.”

			Centuries of silent scrutiny.

			“Uhm...” He rummages in his pockets, shrugs. “I must’ve left the address at the hotel. Hate to be a bother but could I use your phone?”

			“I’ll get the cordless. The dog doesn’t like strangers in the house.”

			The man is smoking when I come out again. His cigarettes and a silver lighter are on the porch rail. Marlboro’s. Jack’s brand.

			“Sorry it took so long. It was in the breadbox. Kids.”

			“Glad you found it before it got toasted.”

			He takes the phone and dials. I watch his fingers dance on the keys.

			“It’s local,” he says, smiling. 

			Darn. I turn away. Maybe I should go back in. But then he’d have to ring the bell again. I decide to go check on the fruit trees in the back.

			Peaches, think peaches. Good, sane everyday thoughts. Squirrels. That’s it. Peaches and squirrels.

			Fallen fruit dot the ground under the trees. The air smells of rotting peaches and damp grass. I pick a soft fuzzy fruit and another, careful not to trouble the yellowjackets, busy finishing what the squirrels sampled. We may have to trap them like H is suggesting, and give them a ride to the state park. Having gorged on peaches, the fruit of life of Chinese mythology, the squirrels probably think they are immortal by now because they totally ignore the fake snakes I’ve hung from the trees.

			The man is behind me when I straighten up. The familiar aftershave takes my breath away and I stumble, peaches in hand like some Eve in a twisted tableau. He takes hold of my elbow, steadies.

			“Sorry. Didn’t mean to startle you.”

			He lets go but the memory of his touch lingers. I’d rub the spot if not for the dripping peaches in my hands.

			“Peach?” I offer before noticing the squirrel-gnawed spot. “There are more. Good ones. On the trees.”

			He looks up, spots a black snake hanging from a low limb and takes a quick step back. 

			“Oh, it’s not real. Rubber snakes, to scare the squirrels. Not that it works. Have one!”

			“A squirrel?”

			“Or a peach. Take as many of both as you want. I’ll even give you a recipe for squirrel stew from a cookbook I have. White Trash Cooking. It has possum too. And roadkill.”

			I shut myself up too late. I always talk too much when I get nervous.

			The man chuckles. “I think I’ll pass. I left the phone on the porch. Thanks again.”

			“No problem. Hope you find your friend.”

			I throw the peaches into the woods and go fetch gloves from the garage. I’d better pick up the rotting peaches before the yellowjackets become immortal too. The man has made it almost to the bottom of the driveway. He has Jack’s back but not his walk. Jack didn’t limp. Feeling my gaze, the man turns and waves, a quick twist of the wrist, almost like the English royals do it. I blush and spin away. He must think I’m nuts. Maybe I am. I’m starting to believe in my own tales. Lots of people smoke Marlboro’s and wear Monsieur Dior, even today.

			The first year or two, I saw Jack all the time. The first time, he was standing across the tracks at Bank tube station in London. I’d been working late; the station was deserted, with just a lone man on the other side of the tracks, reading a paper. He must have felt me staring since he looked up and froze when our eyes met. By the time I’d run to the other side, he was gone.

			Then there was that banker in London who could’ve been Jack’s twin. Phil something. And the famous actor whose picture the newspaper ran next to Jack’s, inviting readers to guess the real McCoy. I still can’t bear to watch his movies.

			Mostly I saw Jack in a crowd, a glimpse from the corner of my eye. I never knew what it was, the same height or coloring, neatly pressed jeans or a crisp denim shirt. Or a whiff of Monsieur Dior in the air.

			When Leo was born, Jack went away. And now he’s back.

			Jack is dead, I tell myself, a handful of ashes I keep in a porcelain jar way back in the downstairs closet, next to the photo H hates so. Did I really have to keep Jack’s photo on my desk, H asked soon after we moved to Alabama. It was the last thing he saw leaving for work in the morning, the first thing coming home at night. I was sorry, I said, and turned the photo face down. Later still, I put it in the box with the other mementos. Leo was almost two then, and I was pregnant with Nea. It hadn’t occurred to me H was still jealous of Jack.

			The box is hidden deep under the Christmas decorations, loved-to-pieces stuffed toys and baby clothes I can’t bear to part with. I expect to find the photo on top but it isn’t. Jack’s letters are, and his neat hand catches me like a bump in the road. I put them aside and dig deeper. 

			After the funeral, I’d purged Jack’s files of me, leaving nothing for his ex-wife Anna to find. On second thought, I’d also taken Jack’s notes and correspondence with his other women. I’d keep them safe till Niko grew up and wanted to know about his father. Your father was a remarkable, complicated man, I’d tell Niko. Not easy to understand. Here, I’ve kept these papers for you.

			I haven’t seen Jack’s son for years. Can’t really blame Anna. Maybe I was a little crazy back then. Niko must be well over thirty now. I could see him on the street and not recognize him. I might as well throw the papers away. I don’t know how much Anna knew back then. No point in hurting her now, after all these years.

			The photo I’m looking for, Mikkel’s shot of Jack on our wedding day, is wedged to the side of the box. I’ve never liked it much; Jack’s hair is too coiffed and his expression goofy—almost a grimace. Still, it’s the best I have. 

			The man at my door had Harrison Ford-gray hair and too-even, too-white teeth for someone with an English accent. And his nose looked unfamiliar. A nose job and all caps, perhaps. But a ponytail and two earrings on one ear?

			You think you’ll remember it all, every mole and mark, the curve of a lip, the crease of an ear, but that’s not how it goes. Years go by and details disappear, airbrushed away by time. The images grow blurry and hazy until all that remains is a presence, and pictures yellow with age.

			I shuffle the envelope with the newspaper clippings and condolence notices. A photo falls out and lands on the floor. It’s grainy and gray, a snapshot enlarged too much. Rolling dry hills, a drop down to the sea; a picnic table and some people I don’t know. And Jack, almost not there, a shadow at the edge of a stranger’s holiday snapshot.

			The date and time are printed in neat black ink on the back. The cruelty still takes my breath away.

			Tipasa,

			September 4, 1981

			It won’t be long, I can tell by the shadows, an hour or two at most. The ticking of my watch grows loud in my ears. I close my eyes and reach for Jack in the moment just before. I want to shake him and shout at him, warn him. I want to plant worry in his too-calm gaze, a tremor in the too-steady hand that’s holding a match to a pipe.

			Beware, beware, I shout. 

			But Jack can’t hear me for I am the future, the real future. The cruel premonition about to come true.

		

	
		
			GIRL MEETS BOY

			Helsinki, 1975

			I met Jack the night Piet and I broke our three-year engagement. It wasn’t a surprise—we’d been dividing photos and books and engagement presents for weeks—but it hurt no less, and my sister Kara took me out to forget. We went to a new disco in the Helsinki harbor—Kara, her new boyfriend and I—and drank Cuba Libres and talked about life and love till the new boyfriend tried to hold my hand under the table, and Kara took him outside to sober up. They’ve now been married for fifteen years and that night has never been mentioned.

			I followed them to the coat check but turned back. I was feeling great. I never drank the hard stuff, and the rum and Cokes had gone straight to my head. Plus, I was a free woman, and there was an unusually good selection of cute guys in the disco: a tall, dark boy just my type at the end of the bar and a blond, blue-eyed beauty next to me.

			Two men, a tall one in a gray-green sweater, and a shorter, swarthier one in a business suit, were coming up the stairs when I went back down.

			“Oh, good! You didn’t leave. Let’s dance!” the sweater said when I passed him. 

			He sounded like we knew each other. I glanced over but was fairly certain—allowing for the Cuba Libres—we’d never met before. He looked quite old, too, and his hair was way too long in the neck.

			I almost said no but remembered my manners. Nice girls don’t say no to dance invitations, except from drunks, so I followed the sweater to the dance floor. The pretty dark boy started talking to a girl and the blond one left, so the sweater and I kept dancing. Then the bar was suddenly closing, lights turned up bright, waitresses clearing tables.

			The sweater and I were the only customers left. His name was Jaan but everyone called him Jack. He was a diplomat and lived in Paris. I was a college student, a free woman and drunk. It seemed only natural to propose to him.

			“Will you marry me?”

			Jack laughed and declined. He was separated but not divorced, and had a son. Marriage was out of the question for now, but he offered to take me home.

			Outside, Jack offered his arm. “My car is round the corner.”

			The sea was black and very still, too close to freezing to mind the wind that bit to the marrow. I was concentrating on buttoning my jacket. The buttonholes seemed to have gotten lost or stolen because they were nowhere to be found.

			A shadow lunged from a doorway. Jack took a quick step back.

			“Ilsa?” the shadow said in Kara’s voice.

			“My shishter,” I muttered. “I forgot. Not that she’s my shishter. About them waiting.”

			“Nice to meet you,” Jack said politely.

			Kara glared at him and the boyfriend hung his head and said nothing. He was shaking pretty badly. Kara’s lips were a tight white line and she wouldn’t meet my eyes. “Shorry,” I said to no one in particular. I had no idea how long they’d been waiting in the cold wind.

			“Oh well,” Jack said. “Come on kids, your taxi is round the corner.”

			A stranger with too-long hair and hairy nostrils was sleeping in my bed when I woke up. My head was threatening to implode, Kara wasn’t talking, and the boyfriend crept about, nursing an impressive-sounding hangover. Hungover as I was, too, I reckoned I’d have to handle future love crises without Kara’s help.

			It was almost noon when Jack woke up. I made him tea and toast, desperately wishing him away, but he kept on eating and drinking and conversing politely with my sister as if waking up in a stranger’s bed was the most natural thing in the world. His voice was calm and amused, Kara’s shrill and edgy.

			Jack was sitting in the sunspot and the light was hurting my eyes, but I couldn’t have looked at him wherever he sat. I was pretty sure we hadn’t had sex, yet my memory was too hazy to be sure. I remembered we’d all piled into Jack’s car before he’d thought to ask where I lived: way out of town in a suburb. I remembered making tea as thanks for the embarrassingly long ride. Later still, we went for a walk in the cold, dark woods, and I hugged Jack and cried because he was the wrong man in the wrong place at the right time. Or the right man in the wrong place at the wrong time. Or maybe all wrong. More to the point, my bed was lonely and empty, and I couldn’t stand the thought of waking up alone. So I asked Jack to sleep with me. Just sleep, no sex, no moves. I made him promise, and he did.

			And then I woke up. 

			The first thing I noticed about Jack were his hands. They looked nice, with long fingers and slender wrists. When Kara’s voice lost some of its edge, I peeked at Jack’s face. He was presentable, I was relieved to see, with blue eyes and high cheekbones. Inviting a stranger to your bed was bad enough but sleeping with an old jerk would’ve been immeasurably worse.

			He’d borrowed his mother’s car, Jack said. He’d better return it asap. How about a movie tonight?

			Okay, I said.

			Kara looked at me expectantly after Jack left, one eyebrow higher than the other, a trick I’d watched her perfect in front of the bathroom mirror when we were kids.

			“Well?”

			I pretended not to hear.

			I took Kara and her boyfriend to the bus stop. The phone was ringing when I came back: Piet checking on me. He’d been doing that since the bathtub incident. I’d only intended to scare him, but had seriously underestimated the time Piet would spend with his new crush and the effect of 80 proof Austrian plum brandy on an empty stomach. Coming home in the early hours of the morning, he found me passed out in the bathtub with a razor blade at hand and an unreadable lip-gloss message scrawled on the mirror. Piet thought I was dead.

			(Lipstick would have been better for the farewell message, of course, but I didn’t have any; I wasn’t a lipstick kind of a girl. Unlike Holly Golightly in Breakfast at Tiffany’s, I didn’t need lipstick to protect me from the world. On the contrary, I’ve always hated its stickyheavy feel on my lips, the way it marks everything it touches, glasses, shirts, and men.)

			I don’t remember any of that. The last thing I remember is the moonlit sky and stars I’d painted on the ceiling of Piet’s bathroom a few weeks earlier.

			I moved out as soon as I could stand again. No man was worth accidentally dying for.

			“Still alive?” Piet asked.

			I sat down very carefully. Miraculously, my head was still in one piece.

			“I believe so.”

			“You sound funny.”

			“No kidding...” Then it hit me. My head was exploding but the awful Piet-ache in my heart was gone. This was either the most curious hangover I’d ever had, or Jack was just what I needed to get over Piet.

			“I met someone. I think I’m in love.”

			“That was quick.”

			Couldn’t blame Piet for sounding sarcastic. Just the day before, I’d been practically begging him to give us another chance.

			“Must be fate,” I said.

			He hung up on me.

			Jack wore neatly pressed jeans and a soft blue sweater with a black-and-white diamond pattern when he came to pick me up. (Cashmere, I later learned, and the Argyle pattern.) His blond hair was still too long but looked better newly washed. He wasn’t merely presentable, I realized, but strikingly handsome. Movie star handsome. How had I missed that before?

			He smelled nice, too, a mixture of something woodsy and smoky, toffeeish. (Monsieur Dior and English pipe tobacco.)

			Jack sat down on my bed, picked up my Canterbury Tales and read a page, and another. I stared. He was reading Chaucer aloud. He had no accent. There are no Finns who can do that. I was majoring in English. I knew.

			I fell in love.

			Jack looked up and caught me staring.

			“Long story,” he grinned. “I lived in England and Switzerland as a kid. And India.”

			“I see. India,” I said brightly.

			“My stepfather was a diplomat,” he continued. “English is my best language.”

			Perfect, I thought. My dad was a welder, Mom a homemaker, and I was a starving student. We sounded like the protagonists of a dime novel. I decided to fall out of love. Too many complications. Jack would be an interlude. A very grown-up affair. Precision therapy for getting over Piet.

			We saw Fellini’s Amarcord (Jack’s choice) and talked about it all the way back to my student flat. Jack parked his mother’s car, lifted a leather overnight bag from the trunk and followed me into my dorm cell as if walking into his home. Later still, he crawled into my narrow bunk bed, said good night, turned his back and fell asleep.

			I was still awake when his alarm went off.

			Jack wasn’t like anyone else I’d ever known. He liked good movies, Bergman even, and could talk, really talk, about Donne and Milton and Hesse and Miller. Jack brushed elbows with ministers and dined with people pictured in newspapers. He talked about five-star restaurants and the best nightclubs in Paris, and ordered French wines by the year. Haut-Brion 1961, if you have it, but not 1962.

			Jack was introspective but self-assured, sophisticated yet somehow vulnerable, and he talked to me like an equal. He was divorced, had dated models, and dropped hints of French mistresses. He obviously liked women. Yet he slept next to me in my narrow bed for a week, never making the first move. I finally asked him the night before he flew back to Paris.

			“Well, the invitation was to sleep only,” he said. “Plus, I’m not sure it’s a good idea. Two people on a rebound spell trouble.”

			Piet had called several times since I’d told him about Jack. (He’s so different, I’d gushed. Sophisticated. Intelligent and well-read. Did I tell you where we dined last night?) And Jack declared he was still in love with a model named Mariam who’d briefly dated and dumped him. Which was probably why he was still in love, Jack self-analyzed. Because she’d broken it off.

			I had to understand what I was getting into, Jack continued. He couldn’t handle intimacy, craved it, yet was repelled by it. Just ask his ex-wife, Anna. He’d been thinking about it a lot after Mariam left him. Brought up amongst the English upper classes, he was the product of nannies and expensive boarding schools, emotionally unavailable, suffering from a pathological fear of abandonment and a borderline personality disorder. Take your pick. Did he mention he was a control freak? And didn’t like hugs or kisses?

			“Let’s forget about it then,” I said. Kissing and touching were important to me. I might have been blind in a previous life, for I need skin contact to be happy. Had we actually kissed in the forest that first night? I couldn’t be sure.

			“Then again, maybe what I need is a warm and patient woman who’ll help me overcome my fear of intimacy,” Jack said. Blame his mother. She was evil. He should’ve cut off all contact with her long ago.

			Sounded bad, I thought. Surely, he was being overly dramatic, making himself sound like a character in Portnoy’s Complaint. In books and films, everybody was blaming their parents for anything wrong with their lives. Maybe he simply wasn’t into me and needed a polite excuse.

			“You’ve been officially warned,” Jack said. “Not to mention the scout’s word of honor you requested. The ball’s in your court.”

			We’d been talking about men and women, love and sex for a week. There’s nothing more seductive than sophistication and challenge, stirred with a dash of danger. Curiosity was killing me.

			“You’re absolved,” I said.

			The earth didn’t move. There were no fireworks but the sex was very civilized, very nice. Jack was clean and circumcised and made slow and considerate love (on his elbows like he said gentlemen did, so as not to crush the woman under his weight) after suitable foreplay. He credited the circumcision for his ability to delay his climax. He’d had the operation because of some “problem” when he was old enough to remember. What kind of a problem, I asked, but he shook his head and said he wasn’t sure, he’d been in a boarding school in England and only remembered it feeling like punishment. And that the wound took a long time to heal. But there was a silver lining: the circumcised penis was less sensitive to friction, having rubbed against underwear most of its life.

			Afterwards, he told me I made love beautifully.

			“You prove my point. Intelligent women make the best lovers.”

			Given the trouble I have keeping my own superego from making irreverent observations when I’m trying to drown in passion, Jack’s remarks disappointed me. Obviously, despite my ministrations, he hadn’t drowned in passion either.

			“I need affection but don’t know how to accept it,” Jack said, lighting a cigarette. “Mariam’s the same way. The intensity of my love scared her away. Or is this universal? Is love easier to give than accept? Is being the object of love so scary that the realization must sneak up on one? Can one ever be honest about love? Is love ever equal?”

			“Maybe not,” I said, not to be outdone in sophisticated pillow talk. “When Piet proposed, you’d think I was happy, like women in movies, oh yes, oh yes. But that’s not the way it went. I felt trapped. I didn’t want to say yes but couldn’t say no. So why did it hurt so when he wanted his ring back?”

			“Exactly.” Jack had graduated from an all-boys school and had no sisters. That’s why he put women on a pedestal. All-boys’ school survivors had no clue about real women.

			“How do your other lovers feel about your doing it yourself?”

			At first, I didn’t know what he was talking about.

			“Putting myself on a pedestal?”

			“Touching yourself?”

			“Oh!” It was Piet’s idea, of course, timing my orgasms to his by touching my clitoris. He liked the feeling of us coming together. It hadn’t occurred to me I was doing something special. 

			“It’s nice. I like it,” Jack said quickly. “But I’m curious. One might think some of your lovers might feel… a little inadequate, perhaps?”

			Blood rushed to my face. I’d never thought of it that way. Maybe I should’ve faked a spontaneous orgasm to be polite. Damn. Double damn. Must be the age difference. Or experience. And what did he mean by my lovers? Piet had been my second. How many lovers did Jack think I’d had? How many men, exactly, should a sophisticated young woman of twenty-three have bedded?

			“I like it,” he said again. “Honest. It’s fresh. Healthy. You are a very healthy young woman!”

			I liked being healthy even less than the making-love-beautifully part. It made me sound like an English milkmaid, or a fat little German Fräulein in a dirndl.

			“I prefer liberated if you don’t mind. Modern.”

			“Healthy in a kinky way,” Jack said.

		

	
		
			BOY MEETS GIRL

			Always in Jack’s life, there had been someone taking care of his needs: cooks, maids and his mother; the boarding school staff; Anna and the au pairs. He was born in the middle of World War Two, the second child of an ambitious diplomat and his young and exceptionally beautiful wife named Gitta. His parents divorced soon after Jack was born; the diplomat took the toddler and moved overseas; Gitta kept the baby. The whiff of a scandal was soon forgotten since there was, after all, a war going on. Jack was already in college before he met his dad and older brother for the first time.

			After the apartment building next to Gitta’s took a direct hit from one of the first Soviet air raids on Helsinki, she fled to neighboring Sweden. Gitta stayed in Stockholm but arranged for Jack to live with a foster family in the countryside, a four-hour drive from the city. Gitta claimed she did it to keep him safe: Sweden was neutral but who knew for sure; Stockholm was within reach of both Russian and German bombers.

			Jack’s foster parents were good people and tried their best, but had no children of their own, spoke only Swedish and struggled to understand the inconsolable little boy they’d been given. In the beginning, Gitta came every week but the visits soon grew further apart. The trip was long and the foster parents thought Jack was happier when he didn’t see her. The little boy clung to his mother when she tried to leave, and cried for hours after. It might be better for all if she stopped coming.

			In time, Jack learned Swedish and grew fond of his new family, but he never stopped waiting for his mother, never quite forgave her, the smell of her perfumed kisses forever bitter and angry in his memory, salty like tears.

			As a grown-up, Jack began to question his mother’s motives. His safety may have been a factor, but he thought otherwise. Gitta had been husband-hunting: a toddler would have cramped her style. A pageant beauty, she’d married at seventeen and been a mother at eighteen. At twenty-two, she was a divorcee who dressed well, could host perfect parties and run a household full of servants, but also had little education, no job and no means of her own. Finding a new husband was imperative.

			Jack was five years old when Gitta remarried. The new husband was also a Finnish diplomat, found at the Stockholm embassy. Jack’s half-brother was born shortly before the diplomat was posted to India. Gitta would be busy with the duties of an embassy wife and the baby, her new husband said when suggesting that Jack be sent to a boarding school in England. The British schools were famous for fostering independence and resilience, important qualities that the boy, in the new husband’s opinion, sorely lacked. It went without saying that Jack would also get an excellent education, learn proper manners and King’s English. The trip to Bombay would, unfortunately, be too long for a young boy to make alone. Jack would therefore spend most of his holidays with a guardian and only see his family once every year or two, like the other international students did.

			For years afterwards Jack had nightmares of a large cold room with a framed poster on the wall: 

			A Good Boy

			Always Keeps His Hands

			Above The Covers.

			In his dream, the wake-up call was rattling from the loudspeaker on the wall. A teacher was standing next to his bed, looking grim. Jack was still having trouble remembering the hygienic sleeping position, hands on top of the covers. Never under. Five swipes of the cane after dinner would be a good reminder.

			The letters Jack wrote to his mother from the boarding school in his new language, English, were formal and bland, checked and corrected by his teachers and rewritten in ink.

			“Dear Mother, I am doing fine. How are you doing? The weather has been nice and we have been allowed to play outside.”

			He signed them “Yours sincerely,” but Gitta never complained.

			A couple of years later, after the headmaster had written to Gitta for her consent to a small operation that would most likely help correct an unfortunate habit the boy had developed, Jack refused to write to his mother at all until he was well enough to be beaten again. Thereafter he signed his letters to Gitta even more formally: “Yours faithfully.” Gitta never asked why. Maybe she simply didn’t care. Maybe she never had.

			Jack was thirteen when Gitta divorced again and sought a new start in her native country. She left Jack’s younger half-brother with his diplomat father but retrieved Jack from the expensive Swiss boarding school (paid for by the second husband) he was then attending. Since her great taste and unerring eye for color were widely known and admired, Gitta decided to start an interior design boutique in Helsinki. With her dark, exotic looks and instinctive knack for networking, she was soon in great demand in Finnish high society, hungry for anything new and foreign after the lean post-war years. In no time, Gitta could afford to choose her clients.

			Jack was studying for an engineering degree when he married Anna. Engineering was his mother’s choice. Jack had thought of photography but Gitta had said no: taking pictures was a hobby, not a profession.

			Anna was petite, blonde, and angel beautiful. And six months pregnant by the time of the wedding. Gitta was pleased: Anna’s father was wealthy and well-connected. Her parents were somewhat less happy at first, but were soon won over by the son-in-law, a handsome and intelligent lad with an interesting background and excellent language skills. Everyone agreed they made a most beautiful couple.

			As soon as Jack graduated, his father-in-law had him appointed to a junior diplomatic post in Paris, and his mother furnished with rare antiques a large apartment in a fashionable suburb. The exquisite home of the beautiful and successful young family was featured in several women’s magazines, in full color.

			The marriage wasn’t happy. Jack readily admitted he was a rotten husband, cold and intimidating, and had soon reduced Anna to a nervous shell of her former self. Outsiders commented on the way Anna tiptoed around Jack, hugging walls and corners like a shadow. Jack hadn’t been ready to settle down yet, but Anna’s falling pregnant the night of their engagement party had forced his hand. The responsibilities and constraints of his new role as a husband and father weighed heavily on Jack, dragging him under, depressing him. Anna claimed she loved him, yet nothing Jack did was ever quite enough for her. She always expected more of the very qualities Jack (thanks to some expensive therapy sessions) knew he lacked most: ambition and drive. He was proud of his beautiful son and determined to be a good father, but found it hard to tolerate the incessant crying and never-ending needs of the infant. And he couldn’t help feeling jealous of Anna and the affection she lavished on the baby. She’d gone off sex when pregnant and afterwards tolerated Jack’s advances like a good wife should but was never really there. The old feelings of exclusion, abandonment and dark loneliness returned with a vengeance. 

			Jack’s disdain for his job as a commercial attaché, tasked with promoting Finnish exports to France, only made things worse. Most of the time, he felt like a carnival barker with a diplomatic passport and perks. Everything he did was pretentious and boring and ultimately meaningless. Fortunately—thanks to his smart looks and perfect French—he could cruise at work and save his energy for more interesting pursuits. He was soon spending long weekends away from home in faraway cities, playing golf or bridge in tournaments.

			And then there were, of course, the other diversions, too. Later, when Anna took Niko and returned to Finland, she blamed Jack’s affairs for her coldness. He blamed her frigidity for his affairs. Okay, he’d had affairs throughout the marriage but they’d meant nothing. He’d needed sex and Anna was pregnant and unwilling. In Paris, he found the call girls. At first, they were girls from the exclusive clubs he’d taken the Finnish trade delegations to, before learning the gentlemen much preferred the seedier Pigalle maisons closes. The clubs were too high-class and discreet. And expensive, of course.

			Paying for sex was a whole lot more moral than having one-night stands and affairs, Jack decided. He didn’t want relationships, just sex. He knew what he was, what he could give, and prided himself on his honesty. He always wore his ring, never claimed he was unattached, but women only saw it as a challenge: his marriage couldn’t be happy if he was bedding other women. Eventually, they all expected more. Phone calls, messages, wining and dining, declarations of love; there was always something. And in the end, hurt.

			With call girls, everyone knew exactly what they were doing and why. No entanglement, no pretensions, no heartache. And prostitutes didn’t kiss. Jack didn’t like being touched, but absolutely hated kissing. 

			Still, it wasn’t the prostitutes but Olivia, Jack’s French mistress, who made Anna leave. It was a discreetly French affaire d’amour until Anna found an explicit note from Olivia in the pocket of a blazer of his that she was taking to the cleaners. She didn’t know all the French words, but with the help of a good dictionary, she got the message. Olivia denied leaving the note for Anna to find, but Jack felt betrayed and broke up with her anyway.

			After Anna too Niko and moved back to Finland, Jack had his pick of the dewy beauties that decorated the diplomatic cocktail party circuit. Paris was always full of beautiful women, famous models and supermodel-wannabes who flocked to the city of limelight, toting their portfolios of flattering photos. Nursing their cafe au laits, they crowded the bistros and cafés du jour, prominently displayed, hoping to catch the eye of a famous photographer or the celebrated designer from an exclusive fashion house, who’d been spotted there once.

			In his early thirties, Jack was handsome, sophisticated and, by the girls’ standards, rich. He dressed with care and drove large BMWs too fast. Expertly groomed by Olivia, he spoke perfect French and was greeted by name at restaurants listed in the Michelin guide. He dated many sweet, beautiful, and intelligent girls but always broke the relationship off after a few dates, bored, still seeking an elusive feeling he couldn’t have defined to himself. And then he met Mariam, a mere slip of a girl from Finland, thirteen years his junior. After four phone calls and a May Day date of dancing and talking till daybreak, Jack was irrevocably, madly, in love for the first time in his life. Mariam was everything Jack had ever wanted—warm and open, yet deep and mysterious, ever-changing like the sea. His mercury girl.

			She wasn’t ready to settle down, Mariam said when she left him five weeks later. An aspiring actress and model, she wanted to have a career, see the world first. When Jack wouldn’t—couldn’t—let go, Mariam rejected him again, and again, greatly fanning his passion.

			In desperation, Jack invited Mariam to the Cannes film festival, knowing full well it was an opportunity she couldn’t afford to miss. He’d have a whole weekend to show her what he could offer, in addition to his heart. He might even go as far as mentioning marriage.

			They dined in famous restaurants, sipped pastis in romantic cafes and walked on the beach at sunset. Jack bought Mariam a pair of colossally overpriced sandals in a snooty boutique and she kissed and hugged him and danced on the street in her new shoes, with passers-by whistling and clapping and a photographer (taking her for a starlet) snapping pictures. Even the weather was perfect.

			Yet the only emotion Jack found in Mariam’s eyes, making love to her in the room overlooking the Mediterranean, with the moonlight streaming onto the satin sheets and spilled champagne and tossed-aside clothes—the only emotion he saw in her eyes that last night was a tired resignation, a hint of pity.

			Oh, all right if it means so much to you.

			She was dry and tight and barely moved. He was afraid of hurting her, and his climax was quick and controlled.

			Mariam returned to Finland and never wrote. He’d been too intense too quicky, Jack decided, and vowed to win her heart through patience and persistence. He’d give Mariam all the time in the world to grow up, and out of the boys she was now dating. When she was ready for a grown man’s burning passion, he’d be there.

			Jack began to exercise, lost twenty pounds and considered quitting his job and becoming a freelance photographer. Later still, he discovered yoga, joined a jazz dance class and discoed nights and weekends away. It was way too early for a midlife crisis, but he had all the symptoms.

			Jack was still madly in love with Mariam when he met Ilsa. Mariam had made it big in her home country: her face was pasted all over town on colossal billboards when Jack arrived in Helsinki. She smiled at him from the side of a bus, but flashed by without stopping; beckoned from every lamppost, yet refused to see him again.

			In desperation, he took to visiting Helsinki discos hoping to run into her. He seldom danced but watched the crowd with his new, expert dancer’s eyes. That was the first thing he noticed about Ilsa. She was an excellent dancer, with perfect rhythm.

			He asked her to dance. 

			She asked him to marry her.

		

	
		
			Q: HOW DO PORCUPINES MAKE LOVE?
A: VERY CAREFULLY

			 

			It sounds quite old-fashioned now, writing letters by hand, like something out of the era of inkpots, feather pens and Jane Austen’s heroines. But that’s what Jack and I did, corresponded. Overseas calls were expensive in the 1970s.

			Our first letters crossed in the mail: mine was penned during a Macbeth-lecture at the university and complained that the scent of Jack’s expensive aftershave and pipe tobacco still lingered in my student cell, making me search for him at night and fall into the colossal vacuum he’d left in my bed. How was it even possible, theoretically speaking, for such a skinny man to leave such a huge hole in a girl’s narrow bed?

			Jack’s first letter was four pages long. The first three described a seminar that the embassy had organized. The overhead projector had broken down and the booze consumed during the cocktail hour amounted to seven bottles of champagne, five bottles of whiskey, one bottle of vodka and a few bottles of beer. On page four of the letter, Jack thanked me for the exceptionally pleasant time he’d had during his recent visit to Finland. He remembered our time together as a kind of calm oasis in a sea of irrationality. In Paris, his loneliness weighed on him even in the busy crowds. He was going to play golf the day after, though he might freeze. The weather was turning wintry in Paris. Warm thoughts and regards.

			I might’ve not written back if Jack’s second letter, a reply to my own, hadn’t already arrived the day before. I was still good at guarding my heart. The second letter was written in English and was somewhat dry and unimaginative, too, but at least he thanked me several times for my missive and indicated he couldn’t wait to receive more. And that he was counting the days till we’d meet again at Christmas.

			Both letters complained about his frustrating job at the embassy and boring life in Paris. He’d recently had dinner at the famous roasted duck restaurant, La Tour d’Argent, where all the birds served to diners had been numbered since the restaurant was first opened in 1582. Duck number 203,728 had been eaten by Marlene Dietrich, number 253,652 by Charlie Chaplin. Jack’s duck was number 496,240, and he’d enclosed the certificate.

			I might have forgotten to mention I was a vegetarian.

			It was late November and Helsinki was as dark and cold and miserable as it could ever be. I was traveling in rush hour buses to study two dead languages (Anglo Saxon and Church Slavic), deemed essential for the Master’s in English and Russian that (I hoped) would get me a proper job so I could afford to eat something other than the canned tuna I’d recently had to classify as a vegetable. I was broke and tuna was on sale. Fully coincidentally, I’m sure, all canned tuna was recalled a week after the fire sale, due to its too high mercury content.

			Under the circumstances, Jack’s letters didn’t quite elicit the expected sympathy for the unbearable lightness of the diplomatic life he was leading. He’d already told me he’d played golf at championship level at college. And tennis, of course. And learned to ski in the Swiss Alps. He competed in chess and bridge tournaments, plus played poker and some Japanese board game. Not to mention he was serious about photography, and had recently discovered jazz dance and yoga. 

			Jack had more hobbies than I’d had jobs. I’d been working since middle school: first minding kids, and weeding and picking berries at nearby farmers’ fields. As soon as I was old enough to work full hours, I’d tended graves and guided churchgoers in Finland, sold ice cream and washed beer glasses in Germany, picked gooseberries and raspberries in England (and still have the scars to prove it), plus given math lessons, been a substitute teacher and a computer operator in a large hospital in Helsinki. And finally—thanks to the six languages I knew by then—spent a summer counting foreign currency notes into a hundred-note bundles in the windowless vault of the largest bankin Finland. I’d also hitchhiked through Germany the summer I turned seventeen, and traveled through Europe by train the first summer that Interrail tickets were sold. 

			All Jack and I had in common were books and broken hearts.

			I wrote back:

			1. Darn neat letters. How do you keep your left margin so straight as even my right turns left and the lines disagree about the correct direction?

			2. Language

			My good friend and classmate M. starts speaking in foreign tongues whenever he is

			a) confused

			b) drunk

			c) in love

			I assume you are a) confused.

			3. I wish you were here now so I could tie you to a chair with your silk tie and not let go till I found out what you actually know about real life.

			Jack’s third letter sounded more promising: he’d leave his ties in Paris but would present himself to my interrogations at Christmas. He’d arrive around midnight on December 20, and suggested a rendezvous asap.

			Ilsa,

			I’m looking forward to seeing you again. I don’t know what my feelings are towards you, I was hurt so bad in my last relationship that despite all kinds of psychological interventions and mental mouth-to-mouth, my spirits remain broken and wary. I know these letters (however lighthearted they may seem at times) are very important to me and it feels odd that half of my soul is in Finland. 

			But we are in no great hurry, my dear young lady, are we, but can wait to see where our roads lead — to India, perchance?

			If I may, I’ll call your answering service sometime after midnight. Family etc. obligations will likely take most of the Saturday... but the evening? ... and night?

			Chez toi? 

			Jack called for a raincheck just before flying to Finland. Unfortunately, he’d need to spend all Saturday with his mother (who was leaving for a safari in Kenya) and then take his ex-wife and son to visit his father in Copenhagen. Our rendezvous would have to wait till after New Year’s. 

			Based on his letters, I’d expected Jack to rush to my flat straight from the airport, the way my boyfriends had done when given home leave from their military service. The reasons for Jack’s last-minute change of plans sounded contrived to me. A day-long meeting with his mother—the one he wanted to sever ties with? And an ex-tempore trip to Copenhagen with his ex and son, at Christmas? No worries, I told Jack, family always comes first. And then I made my mother very happy by telling her I’d be home for Christmas, after all.

			(I only learned my instincts had been right when I read Jack’s correspondence from that fall, decades later.)

			It was the first Christmas in three years I was spending without Piet, and I wasn’t feeling especially festive. The doorbell rang when we were having coffee. 

			Mom went to the door.

			“Oh Piet! Thank you! Thank your parents. Come in, come in!”

			“...left the car running,” Piet said. He’d just come by to bring his parents’ flower greetings to mine. 

			“Come say hello to Ilsa, have a cup of coffee,” Mom coaxed, pushing Piet into the living room. Mom had always liked him. Maybe I wouldn’t even have gotten engaged if she hadn’t liked Piet so.

			“Ilsa’s here?” Piet was stomping his feet to shake off snow and peering into the living room. I’d told him Jack would be in Helsinki for the holidays.

			“I thought...” Piet said. 

			“Something came up.” I hadn’t told my parents about Jack.

			“Right,” Piet said, looking somehow pleased and guilty at the same time. “Well, Merry Christmas anyway.”

			Outside, a car horn honked, long and demanding.

			Mom stopped pouring coffee in midstream.

			“Who could that be, on Christmas Eve?”

			“I’ve got to go,” Piet said, slipping out before Mom could stop him.

			“Big car,” Mom said, watching from the window. “A woman driving.”

			“Merry Un-Christmas!” 

			Jack fished a small, sleek package out of a red cardboard box and handed it to me. 

			“You shouldn’t have. I don’t have anything for you.” I’d given up on Jack by the time he finally called. I was going to tell him that I’d unfortunately made other plans for New Year’s, but changed my mind because of Piet. I couldn’t have stood his smug expression if he found out that I’d never met the wonderful Jack again. He’d already asked how things were going, and I’m a terrible liar.

			Rive Gauche, the box said. Atomiseur. I caught an echo of the scent through the cellophane. Eau de toilette, I guessed.

			“Very nice. Thank you.”

			“You must try it on. It’s all about the skin chemistry. A perfume never smells the same on two women. Let’s see if it works for you.” Jack took the perfume back, ripped the cellophane off and shook out a silver and blue glass cylinder. His fingers brushed my collarbone when he opened the top buttons of my shirt. The spray hit the hollow just above the bone, icy and delicious on my warm skin. Tiny mouse feet tap-danced down my spine.

			“You should always put perfume on pulse points. Behind the knees is another good place.”

			I thought of a kiss of cold behind a bare knee, of fingertips on soft white skin. The mouse feet went wild.

			Jack leaned closer to catch the scent. “Excellent! You should make it your signature scent. All women should have one.”

			I nodded, didn’t trust my voice. “No flowers,” I finally managed. “Fresh. Green. Metallic.”  

			“Yves St. Laurent’s first,” Jack said as if I must know the name. “Rive Gauche means the Left Bank. Unconventional and artistic, a little naughty and daring. Like the rest of my presents.”

			He gave the red cardboard box to me. Inside, a lacy black garter belt and pair of black stockings with seams. And a pair of strappy black sandals with impossibly high stiletto heels, the kind streetwalkers wore in movies.

			“Happy New Year, “Jack said. “Try them on. I want to see how they fit. I had no idea what size you are.”

		

	
		
			I LOVE PARIS IN THE SPRINGTIME

			“Your turn to visit me in Paris,” Jack said when he was packing. He might not be back in Helsinki for a while.

			Yeah right, I thought. Paris. Jack knew how I lived (a dorm) and dressed (jeans and Army surplus). Where would I get the money to fly to Paris?

			“I’ll show you the real Paris. You could get a cheap student fare, couldn’t you?”

			He hummed “I Love Paris in the Springtime”, and I thought of walking along the Seine at dusk and sipping the stuff Hemingway used to drink—the green booze that rots your brain, what was it called again, absinthe?—in sidewalk cafés, serenaded by an accordion player in a striped shirt and black beret. And of making slow, delicious love on a Paris balcony, under a full moon.

			Our first letters after Christmas were dated the same day. 

			Helsinki, 9.1.1976

			Jack,

			If you were here now, I wouldn’t mind that you hog the blanket because your toes must stay undercover at all times. At least I wouldn’t complain. Much. 

			I’ve been thinking of the hike to India we talked about. We’d travel light, with nothing but backpacks and guitars, across Europe and the Middle East, through Africa.

			At night, we’d set up camp in an oasis, make fire and sit on soft white sand, learning to play Malaguena or something even harder to play while waiting for the tea water to boil. The night would fall and the birds settle in the palm trees when we’d lay down on the soft, soft sand. And you’d kiss me and whisper in my ear that it wouldn’t really matter if the world ended right now because we were together. Except, maybe, this one little thing you’d realized a little too late. And I’d kiss you back and ask what that one little thing could possibly be when you were in my arms. And you’d kiss me again and say, with sorrow slowly creeping into your voice, that it was just the tiny little fact that the soft. soft sand beneath us happened to be quicksand. 

			Sic.

			P.S. Kisses sent by airmail. They should be arriving shortly unless they’ve hit headwinds. Yes, I know you don’t care for kisses.

			P.P.S. Surely you weren’t serious when you promised to write better letters? You’ll of course write just the kinds of letters that come naturally to you, no matter what I say. If formal language felt right to me, there’s no way I’d use slang. And vice versa. I write slang because it feels natural to me. Q.E.D.

			Please write in whatever manner, language or style you are most comfortable using. Type if you absolutely must. I’ll complain but just ignore me.

			Paris 1976—1—9

			Dear Ilsa 

			It is so. I miss you. I’ve now been back in Paris for a week and the loneliness is slowly creeping into me. 

			I feel bad about our last night in Helsinki. I was so down and could not say why. You were cheerful and tried to keep my spirits up but I am afraid I was bad company. Try to understand— and when you do, pray tell me too, because I still don’t. I’m in a vacuum and feel like the force that carried me through the fall is weakening and I’m sinking into the gray mundane. Bonk! There goes the last bit of my hair into the quicksand.

			Next Thursday I’ll fly to a place called Djerba in Africa to play bridge for a few days. It’s supposed to be fun.

			P.S. Why do I find you erotic although you aren’t my type?

			Am I

			a) Confused

			b) Drunk

			c) In love?

			I took the fact that we both mentioned quicksand as a sign of ESP, a special connection between our minds.

			Helsinki, 20.1.1976

			My brilliant telepathic friend,

			What a coincidence that two people thousands of kilometers apart happen to think about something as esoteric as quicksand at the same time.

			In general, though, you could try to be a little more original. The fact of the matter is that YOU are not MY type. (Cf. the cute boys in the disco when we met.) You are merely copying me.

			And the x goes to c) [x ] confused. 

			Ceterum censeo, types suck. Especially since we are just friends. 

			When I won a travel stipend to England, I wrote to Jack to suggest a rendezvous in London. Jack called back. Rain and lousy food, he sniffed. Besides, he couldn’t get away. Why didn’t I come to Paris instead? He’d show me the real city, we’d go to a club or two, interesting ones, not to the expensive tourist traps like the Moulin Rouge. 

			The cheapest fare from London to Paris was a hop-skip-and-jump deal that took a full day, two buses, a plane, and a train. The plane would leave from Luton airport and arrive at a French airport called Beauvais no one had ever heard of. I wrote to Jack that it must surely be the meadow that Charles Lindberg landed on. The flight time given was six and a half hours and all airport transfers from the city centers were included, but the travel agent couldn’t say when or where exactly the trip would start or end. For the student fare price, one couldn’t expect that much information. Even so, the return ticket slashed a week’s worth of meals from my scholarship budget. 

			With the rest, I bought a new coat, an elegant (I thought) woolen camel-colored maxi with large horn buttons that I considered better suited to Paris than the Army surplus camouflage jacket I normally wore. Though the coat was on sale (seventy-five percent off), it left me with very little spending money. But who wants to eat in London when the alternative is a weekend in Paris with the most debonair man a girl has ever met?

			Jack promised to arm himself with a pile of books and come wait for the weary traveler as soon as the said weary traveler could give him a hint about the cardinal direction where she might be found. In the same letter he told me to pack at least one pair of jeans amongst all the Schiaparelli and Dior gowns I’d be taking. Spring was in the air in Paris and jeans were in and pop, or as the French said, snob.

			Good, I thought. That was practically all I ever wore anyway. My one and only pair of jeans, replaced only when they were too ripped to be seen in public. 

			“I thought I’d warn you,” Jack said when he called me in London. “I think I’m coming down with something.” He coughed (rather unconvincingly, I thought) a couple of times to underline the message. 

			I knew he expected me to cancel the visit—poor Jack, get better, see you in Helsinki—but I couldn’t. My London package deal included only one week in a hostel in London. The flights to Paris were non-refundable and so was my return flight to Helsinki. And I didn’t have the place or money to stay another week in London. 

			One simply can’t uninvite one’s poor friends on a whim. The poor must stick to plans.

			“I’ll nurse you back to health,” I offered, trying to sound seductive in a nurse fantasy way.

			Jack sighed. “Well, I guess I’ll meet you at the train station then.”

			�

			I saw him from afar, a blond elegant head above a sea of bobbing dark masses at the Gare du Nord. It was the rush hour, and the station was packed with people smelling of sweat and wet wool, of garlic and pungent perfumes, all using their dripping umbrellas to clear a way through the throng. Jack was being jostled from all sides and looked mad. He had that stiff look about his shoulders that meant trouble.

			“Jack!”

			He curled his lips into something resembling a smile and waved a hand, turning the gesture into a warning—stop, don’t come close—before I could hug him.

			“I think there’s bread in the refrigerator,” Jack said when we got to his apartment. He’d barely talked during the drive, except to curse the rain-slicked streets and crazy French drivers. And he looked sick, really sick. So, it hadn’t been an excuse.

			“I have to go back to bed.”

			The refrigerator was spotless, and empty. I made tea and had a piece of toast. The last thing I’d eaten was a bar of Cadbury’s raisin chocolate in London at dawn, but Jack had only two pieces of bread left. I thought it was impolite to eat both.

			I woke up to the smell of frying bacon. Jack’s side of the bed was empty. I pulled my sweater and jeans on and padded to the kitchen. Jack was reading the paper at the breakfast table. An extremely skinny girl was washing dishes in the sink. I only noticed her when she turned to face me; sideways she was practically invisible. 

			“Morning,” she said without curiosity. I guessed she was used to women who stayed for breakfast. I hesitated in the doorway. Maybe I should go wash my face and comb my hair, not that it would really help.

			She was the au pair, Jack later explained, an aspiring model. He’d kept the girl they’d had when Anna left for Finland, hired another when the first au pair quit. There were plenty of pretty girls eager to wash dishes in Paris while waiting to be discovered by a fabulously famous fashion designer or an Italian prince, whichever came first.

			“Eggs and bacon?” the girl asked and gave me a plate with a fried egg and a piece of bacon.

			Jack pushed his full plate away. “I’m too queasy to eat.”

			“We’ll manage now,” Jack said, after the girl had emptied his plate into the trash and washed it. I wouldn’t have minded a second helping.

			The au pair was going out of town with her boyfriend, a design assistant at Dior, Jack explained after the girl left.

			He tugged the corners of his mouth into an expression somewhere between a smile and a wince. He had to lie down again. There were tons of books in his library. 

			“Sorry it turned out this way.” He dragged himself to the bedroom and closed the door. The morning was rainy and gray. The TV news showed the river Seine rising rapidly, threatening to flood nearby streets and metro stations. April in Paris. Right. 

			The dark hardwood floor of Jack’s library was covered by an oriental rug, the windows by moss green velvet draperies. His writing desk smelled faintly of smoke and honey and had front legs that looked like claws holding balls. There was an old-fashioned leather couch against a wall covered by a shimmery wallpaper, dusky red like the cheap Algerian wine that Piet drank before he got his MBA and switched to Mouton Cadet. The other walls had shelves full of books from floor to the ceiling, stacked two deep, alphabetized and grouped according to subject. Jack had books I’d heard about but never seen, like the Marquis de Sade and the Story of O. He had Anaïs Nin, too, but in French only.

			Halfway through the Story of O, I tiptoed to Jack’s bedroom, and peeked in. He was barricaded against the world in tightly wrapped blankets and snoring lightly. I stood waiting for a minute or two but he didn’t stir, so I returned to the library and helped myself.

			I’d hoped Jack would be up by lunch but it was late in the afternoon when he emerged. By then, I was faint with hunger.

			“I’m afraid I’m not up to anything today,” he said, leaning against the door frame. 

			“You need to eat something.” I’d checked the kitchen but there was no more bread or anything else edible than there had been the day before.

			“Can’t. Why don’t you go see the city? Go shopping?”

			“Leave you here alone, ailing?”

			“I insist.”

			“Can I use your phone?”

			Jack looked surprised. A classmate of mine was in Paris on a stipend, I explained. A French major. I’d written to him and he’d sent his phone number. 

			“Wow,” Paul said when meeting me at the metro station. “New clothes? Nice scarf!”

			I’d knitted a ten-foot-long brown scarf and a floppy hat to go with the new coat and thought I looked ready for Paris. Jack hadn’t said anything. I guessed my sales rack elegance hadn’t wowed him. (I learned I was right in Bahrain.)

			“I suspect I’ll end up like Isadora Duncan, with the scarf trapped by the metro doors, flying after the train like a kite.”

			Paul nodded solemnly, could happen. “So, what do you want to do?”

			“Eat,” I said.

			“I know just the place. All you can eat for five francs.”

			“An all-you-can-eat place in Paris?”

			“All you can eat and drink. The food isn’t great, but the house red is good. I eat there all the time,” Paul said, “except when the waiters start acting funny. Then I skip a few days.” He was two months into his scholarship and looked even paler and skinnier than usual. Paris was a real expensive city.

			The restaurant was small and dark, with bare wooden tables and wine barrels lining the walls. A waiter brought the menus and a basket of crusty bread. Wine was self-service from a barrel. I was on my second piece of bread when Paul came back with a full carafe. After a bowl of bouillabaisse and two glasses of wine, Paris started feeling like an okay place after all.

			“You look different,” Paul said. “Très chic.”

			“Thanks.” It was nice someone thought so.

			“So, what’s the deal with this guy, whatshisname? Serious?”

			“No,” I said. “Possibly over before he knows it.”

			The skies were overcast, the wind along the river bitter. After lunch, we shopped the windows of luxury boutiques on the Champs-Elysée and avant-garde ones on the left bank and the tourist traps near Les Halles. I only bought a souvenir scarf featuring the Eiffel tower. It was 100% acetate but looked like silk. And it only cost five francs.

			“That’s all you bought?” Jack asked with arched brows when I came back.

			I didn’t feel like explaining. “It’s for my mom. I didn’t see anything I wanted.”

			Jack was quiet and pale when he drove me to the railway station.

			“You wouldn’t happen to have stamps?” I asked him in the car. I’d written a postcard to Mom, half expecting Jack to offer to mail it the next time he wrote to me. 

			“You can get them from a Tabac. I need pipe tobacco too.” 

			He spotted a Tabac and parked his BMW expertly on the sidewalk. With CD license plates, parking wasn’t a problem, even in Paris. 

			The burly, balding man behind the counter of the tobacconist’s didn’t look up from his paper when we walked in. Jack called bonjour from the door, and then added something else in French I didn’t understand. The man reached for a pouch of pipe tobacco and set it on the counter. Jack pulled a few notes from his wallet and handed them to the man. I thought he’d forgotten about my stamps and was about to remind him when he turned to me.

			“Your turn,” he said, accepting his change. He dropped the coins in the side pocket of his shoulder bag and closed the flap carefully.

			The burly man was staring at me. I blushed. What on earth was a stamp in French?

			“Aero postale, s’il vous plait?” I tried.

			The man didn’t move.

			“Finlande,” I said, pointing to the postcard. The man looked at Jack. He shrugged and said something in impatient French. The man dug out two stamps and put them on the counter. I handed him my last five francs. He gave me a couple of coins back. I didn’t say thanks.

			“The only way to learn a language is to use it,” Jack said in his best pedantic tone when we were back in his car. “Anna didn’t know a word of French when she came to Paris but started taking lessons immediately. I never had to help her out.”

			A sarcastic reply was on the very tip of my tongue, but I couldn’t be bothered. His Pedantic Highness must have forgotten, possibly due to his high fevers, that I studied languages at the university.

			“So it goes,” I thought on the plane to London. The postcard was still in my purse. I hadn’t seen a mailbox at the railway station. “End of the fairy tale.”

			The Channel below was green and gray and choppy in the movie D-Day kind of way, and I wondered idly if that was how it always was.

			At least the plane’s engines didn’t spark and sputter like they had on the way over.

		

	
		
			FRIENDS AND LOVERS

			I wrote Jack a polite thank-you letter to apologize for the ill-timed visit. Hopefully my letting him win at tic-tac-toe had sped up his recovery. Jack wrote back: turned out he was sick with shingles but was expected to survive. While he was grateful for my patient care, he had to correct the record: I was quite possibly the world’s worst tic-tac-toe player, whom he’d easily beaten every time, even in his death throes. Sorry for the lousy time I must’ve had in Paris.

			Jack had been really sick, after all, so I wrote him one more letter but his replies were a little too slow, dry and evasive. He might be in Helsinki in late April but his schedule was horrendous. He’d give me a call if he could.

			Game over, I thought. We both knew Paris had killed the affair. A perfect gentleman with excellent manners, Jack simply didn’t want to run into me in Helsinki by accident. 

			I sent him a one-word reply: “Okay.” Typed the letter, signed on a dotted line and printed my full name under the signature.

			I didn’t expect to hear from Jack ever again, but he called right away: he would be chaperoning a high-level French delegation to a conference held at the best hotel in Helsinki. There would be a cocktail party, followed by dinner and dancing. I should plan to spend the night. I tried to decline the invitation but Jack insisted. He owed me for the lousy time in Paris. I was still contemplating a no when Jack decided to take my silence for a yes.

			“Great,” he said. “It’ll be a night to remember!”

			�

			Jack called me from the airport. He wasn’t sure if he’d mentioned that the dress code for the dinner was black tie. He had not, and I didn’t own a long evening gown.

			“Okay,” Jack said after a short pause. “Let’s go shopping. Meet me at Kaisaniemenkatu. Bring the stockings and shoes. If we go straight to the hotel, we won’t miss the cocktails.”

			I chose the first dress I tried, a low-cut terracotta polyester gown with short puffy sleeves. I hate clothes shopping in general, and trying clothes for Jack felt odd and somehow embarrassing, as if I was orphan Judy with her very own Daddy Longlegs in tow. Jack shrugged when he saw the gown on me. I didn’t really like it either (and only wore it that once) but time and choice were limited. At least the gown didn’t cost much: I’d checked the sales racks first. Realizing I was flat broke, Jack had paid. An expensive dress would’ve felt even worse, like a debt I wasn’t sure I wanted to incur.

			The dinner was boring, long speeches translated from French to Finnish and vice versa, and a bloody piece of meat that I cut into small pieces and pretended to eat. Later, on the dance floor, I felt unsteady and self-conscious in the high heels, especially after I noticed a striking dark-haired woman staring at me. The woman made a beeline for us when the music stopped.

			Jack introduced us by first names only. Tuire meet Ilsa.

			“Younger and younger these girls of yours, Jack,” the woman said with an odd, tight smile that was almost a sneer. “Practically teenagers.”

			Jack chuckled and shook his head. 

			The band started playing and the woman walked away. An interpreter he knew from a previous congress, Jack explained with a shrug. “Let’s dance.”

			(I realized who she was when I read Jack’s letters for the book: the married woman he’d been having an affair with before we met. He’d spent the pre-Christmas weekend with her instead of me, but called the affair off right after New Year’s when she announced her intention to divorce her husband. He’d met someone else, Jack wrote back, a girl he was now spending a lot of time with. To soften the blow, I assumed, he added that he liked me a lot, but wasn’t in love with me, either.

			Jack’s honesty was always an interesting concept; he was more honest to the woman he was dumping than the one he wanted to keep.)

			It was my first night ever in a real hotel—except for a crummy Soviet one in Leningrad with Piet. We didn’t sleep much. Jack had showered and was getting dressed when I woke up. He had a breakfast meeting with the French. 

			“I’ll borrow one of your stockings for a moment, okay?” He’d use it for a tie, trying to look like he’d hurried to breakfast straight from an orgy. I didn’t know what to think. It had been quite a night—I’d lost count of the ways we did it—but he wanted to broadcast it to the French? 

			“Ummm… why?”

			“The French will get a kick from it,” he said. “Show them that some Finns have a sense of humor.”

			“You have lipstick?” he asked, after tying the stocking into a knot in front of the mirror, messing up his hair and stuffing one of my stiletto sandals halfway into the pocket of his blazer. “No? Shame. Some red lipstick on my cheek would’ve been perfect.”

			He took one more glance at the mirror and shrugged. “Best I can do. Go back to sleep. I’ll order breakfast when I come back.”

			I wouldn’t have minded some coffee but was glad I wasn’t expected at breakfast. Maybe my friends were right about Jack. I’d shown some of his presents to one of them and he’d exploded. They were degrading, objectifying, my friend Mark had said, sneering at the Hustlers and Playboys Jack had left in my student cell. Jack was exploiting me, corrupting me. Mark couldn’t believe how naive I was. 
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