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Rue de la Huchette and Ile de la Cité

























A Narrow Street at Dawn





DAWN, THE SUN RISING behind the cathedral, Notre Dame de Paris, sent its first feeble rays directly down the rue de la Huchette to be reflected from the windows of the place St. Michel. A few yards away, running almost parallel to the little street, the south branch of the Seine skirted the Ile de la Cité, and on its yellow-brown waters, in which clouds were mirrored upside down, laden barges drifted, from the north of France or Belgium, bound for Rouen and Le Havre. The Latin quarter and the Cluny lay eastward; across the river stood the grim Conciergerie, the bleak and vast Hôtel Dieu, or hospital, and the Palais de Justice.


In the place St. Michel, with its dripping fountain and stone dolphins, the Café de la Gare was the first to open, to take care of early customers who arrived by underground railway from Versailles and the workers of the neighbourhood who snatched their coffee and croissants at the counter before descending into the Métro, near the entrance of which stood a dingy international news stand, with a profusion of provincial and local French papers on sale, as well as the Paris journals. The first comers seldom bought newspapers; they couldn’t afford to spend four sous. Across from the Café de la Gare on the corner nearest the book and music stalls that lined the quai, stood the famous restaurant Rouzier, the corrugated shutters of which were not raised until later in the day.


Midway down the rue de la Huchette, which was about three hundred yards long, the Bureau de Police was always open but never active. All night a sickly blue gas lamp marked its location; by day a cinder-stained tricolour flag drooped from its mast. The Café St. Michel, next door to the Café de la Gare, opened about five a.m. The proprietor had the tobacco concession for the neighbourhood, which brought in many customers and gave the place an air of prosperity. The odour of what the Third Republic called tobacco was purified, somewhat, by the slops and disinfectant used for cleaning the café.


While some of the early risers huddled around the counter to swallow their coffee, often spiked with cheap, watered rum or cognac, and to munch fresh crisp rolls, Eugénie, a pale, brown-eyed scrub-woman not yet forty, was on her knees beside her ill-smelling pail, faithfully scrubbing the back room floor in dimness. She wore drab grey, formless clothes which reeked of Eau de Javel; her breasts sagged; her hands and wrists were raw and red from the caustic; her feet were clad in worn felt slippers. When she was facing away from the crowd, and a little of her white leg showed, some gruff-voiced teamster or bargeman would joke about her derrière. One could not quite overlook it. Eugénie would turn her head and fling over her shoulder a gem of reproachful repartee. She slept in a sort of mop closet in the rear of the establishment, with the door bolted tightly, and while it was still dark she slunk over to the church of St. Séverin for an early morning prayer. After meal-times she ate of the leavings in the kitchen, when the cook and waiters had been fed. She had not had a day off in thirteen years, not since her mother had died of bronchitis and Eugénie had timorously left a more arduous job to take her deceased parent’s place at the Café St. Michel.


Eugénie’s chastity, her virginity in fact, was one of the matutinal subjects of conversation, a sort of perpetual challenge to the five-o’clock customers (male). It also served as a sort of springboard from which sly propositions could be launched towards the less virtuous customers (female). But the sharp-eyed Madame Trévise, the proprietress, who was every inch what the French called a commerçante, or business woman, kept this daily ritual within bounds. There was practically nothing the men could or did not say to Eugénie, but none of them was ever permitted by Madame to lay his hand on her. The proprietress was not moved by moral considerations; she merely wanted to avoid the inconvenience of having a drudge who periodically became pregnant and had to be fired. So Madame Trévise added to Eugénie’s native armour of fear and piety her matronly authority. Once a bashful country boy, much younger than Eugénie, tried to approach her and even went so far as to lie in wait for her in the church at dawn in order to escape the merciless tongues of the café customers. Eugénie ran a high fever and for the only time in her life had to spend two days in bed, so startled was she by the stammered proposition.


I first wandered into the rue de la Huchette in 1923, on a soft summer evening, and entirely by chance. It was possible then to do things without premeditation. An evening lay before me, so I merely dined and strolled. Granite lions and an empty fountain dozed by the ill-matched towers of St. Sulpice; men, women and children sat on kerbs and doorsteps of the rue des Ciseaux and grumbled as a stray taxi inconvenienced them. The broad leaves of the plane trees along the boulevard St. Germain were still, almost drooping. Activity seemed to have been gently suspended.


Avoiding the Deux Magots, I skirted along the old abbey of St. Germain and in the secluded place de Furstenburg, then the hideout of the budding group of Communists to whom no one – least of all, Moscow – paid the slightest attention, I paused in front of the old studio of Delacroix where a street lamp revealed a pencil drawing of a panther in the window.


In the place St. André des Arts I found myself staring with awe into a taxidermist’s window. Like all the other citizens of France, the taxidermists of France were individualists. Even French mothballs seemed to have slight differences, one from the other. The taxidermist in the place St. André des Arts made a speciality of stuffing pet dogs and cats with which their owners could not bear to part. Monsieur Noël, the tall stuffer of birds and animals, whom I learned to know very well in later days, made them look, if not lifelike, decidedly unique. The bourgeois French called parrots ‘Coco’, cats ‘Minou’, small dogs ‘Frou-frou’ and police dogs ‘Hanibal’, or something corresponding. Monsieur Noël, before undertaking to skin the beasts, would try to divine their character. Since he had a mild class consciousness, the expressions on the faces of his masterpieces reflected something of M. Noël’s sardonic philosophy. Noël pointed out to me once, over a bottle of Pouilly, that men and women, like gods, choose pets in their own image. My friend took sly delight in accentuating these resemblances.


On the corner, facing the boulevard St. Michel, was a pharmacy of the second class. That, as pharmacies went in France, was fairly high. A first-class pharmacy was an analytical and quantitative chemist’s laboratory plus emergency clinic and dispensary of serums, prophylactics and specifics. The pharmacy in question was closed that evening, but on the front door was a placard explaining that another pharmacy, a couple of blocks distant, was open.


According to the law of February 4, 1896 – probably because on February 3rd of that same year some senator’s wife had kept him awake with a toothache – pharmacists were obliged to take turns in handling night and holiday trade.


Among some very modern white enamel and red rubber accessories on display in the window in front of me, what caught my eye was a pair of crude mittens made of yellow cat’s fur, with the fur side outside. Afterwards, when I got to know M. Noël well enough, I asked him about those incongruous articles.


‘They are in no way exotic,’ he said.


The very poor in Paris, naturally, do not keep cats. On the contrary, they frequently stalk them, feed them up in seclusion and eat them. The moderately poor (say, in the $250 to $300 a year bracket), if they have no children, sometimes permit themselves the extravagance of a pet; but when Minou dies, they do not have her stuffed. Instead, they skin her with a kitchen knife, salt down her hide and sell it for a small sum to a dealer in mittens. He, in turn, sells the finished product to drug stores. In winter those Parisians whose houses or rooms have no heating manage to keep warm by rubbing themselves with cat’s fur.


Before the days of Police Commissioner Chiappe, there were no lanes studded with brass discs across the boulevards. Pedestrians simply ventured out and crossed in traffic as best they could. Experienced Parisians usually exercised a modicum of caution, but the provincial French had no background that equipped them to deal with the physics of scurrying taxis, lumbering buses and iconoclastic private cars, interspersed with market wagons drawn by stallions, old-fashioned fiacres, rubber-tyred bicycles and improvised delivery carts with three or more wheels.


In 1923 there were thousands of taxis, many of them driven by former cabmen who resented motors and used them with a minimum of mechanical consideration. Between the general public and the taximen a continual feud was carried on, with vehemence and sharp eloquence on both sides.


That first evening I was preceded into the traffic of the boul’ Mich’ by a dignified Frenchman from Mayenne, who wore an old-fashioned black felt hat and a string tie. A chauffeur jammed on his faulty brakes to avoid hitting the man, and the running board of the taxi barked his shins. Taxi No. 1 was promptly telescoped by another, which in turn was narrowly missed by a bus. If I quote him correctly, the taxi-driver called the incautious pedestrian a ‘kind of harlot’. The Frenchman dispassionately reminded the chauffeur that the streets had belonged to the people since the fall of the Bastille. When a cop stepped reluctantly into the picture, glancing disgustedly at the traffic jam, the pedestrian calmly handed him his card. The agent read it noncommittally and tucked it into his pocket.


‘Alors, toi!’ (‘Well! You!’) the agent said to the chauffeur.


The latter retorted at the top of his voice. It was thanks to his presence of mind, he said, that the ‘type’ with the string tie and card had not been annihilated and his family left disconsolate.


‘Since the days of the Bastille …’ began the party of the second part.


‘That’s a long time ago, Monsieur,’ cackled a drunken old woman from the pavement.


It all ended with the agent’s escorting me and the professor from Mayenne to the opposite curb, in front of a reeking public pissoir. Then he waved majestically for traffic to proceed. As the taxi sped away, the agent noticed that it had no tail-light. He blew his whistle furiously, to which the retreating chauffeur paid no attention. Unfortunately, several other drivers thought the whistle might be meant for them. They looked back, swerved, and one of them clipped the heavy market wagon, so that over the ensuing hubbub, the peasant on the wagon seat bellowed that his assailant was a cochon and voyou, or a ‘pig’ and a ‘thug’.


I bowed to the professor from Mayenne, who lifted his hat in acknowledgment and then turned towards the pissoir, unbuttoning his fly en route. In order to do this the Frenchman had to start about midway between his waist and his chin. In a land of passionate economy, the high trouser top was a baffling extravagance.


My meditations on style were cut short when, after proceeding along a narrow pavement, I heard and saw, respectively, the sharp, merry sound of an accordion and the dim silhouette of the most perfect small Gothic church in France, St. Séverin. All I can say is that as I stood there, seeing it outlined against the taller buildings of the street beyond, I breathed more freely.


No ambitious ornament intrudes as one stands before St. Séverin. The carvings of the arch at the entrance are integral parts of the whole; the gargoyles have less literary taint than those of Notre Dame. The little church does not dominate the scene but rests among secular buildings with modesty and restraint. I was to learn that, while in other localities the Church of Christ had wandered far afield, St. Séverin had remained truly the refuge and consolation of the poor. Its congregation consisted of workmen and their families, and its priests had no bank accounts, were never known to publish books, or to mix in politics. Three of them, I was to learn, played the neatest game of bridge I have yet encountered. At the end of each session they dropped my money into the poor box.


When I emerged from St. Séverin’s candlelight and incense, having listened to Father Panarioux play the Bach B-minor fugue on the adequate little organ, I let myself be drawn across the street by the accordion band and into the Bal St. Séverin.


The waiter was at the bar, receiving from the proprietor a few drinks in glasses the size of thimbles. These he put on his tray and glanced towards me in response to a whispered admonition from his boss. Tray in hand, he guided me a distance of fifteen feet to a bench and table at the far corner of the crowded room, skirting the dancers, each couple of whom seemed to have achieved a sort of plastic unity. Someone had been occupying the table destined for me, as was evidenced by a handbag and an ashtray on the rim of which rested a cigarette butt that had been prudently extinguished with reference to the future. The waiter, still balancing his tray on which the tiny glasses were overflowing in an oily way, picked up the handbag with one hand and tossed it on the bench near another table. Then he said to me ‘Voilà, monsieur’ and with unbelievable daintiness lifted the half-cigarette between thumb and forefinger and deposited it on the empty ashtray nearest the transferred handbag.


The only other occupant of the room who was not dancing, not counting the proprietor and waiter, was a young girl in a flame-coloured dress and nothing whatever underneath. She had large brown eyes with long curved lashes, a rosebud mouth with petulant corners, and bare legs, very shapely, the pallor of which was accentuated by black high-heeled shoes, size three and wide. As our glances crossed, she tilted her gaze towards the low mezzanine balcony where the three-piece orchestra played. The drummer nodded curtly.


When the orchestra struck up another tune the male customers rose indolently, blew cigarette smoke from the corners of their mouths, and let it be known with a minimum of ceremony that they chose to dance and with whom. The flame-coloured dress was left partnerless once more; so I stood up, glanced up at the drummer, and made my way to her corner.


‘Would you care to dance?’ I asked in American French.


‘If monsieur wishes,’ she replied, doubtfully.


I tried holding her circumspectly, but she did not seem at ease that way, and had difficulty in following. So I fitted our bodies together in the prevailing style, as best I could.


‘What is your name?’ I asked. Up came her long curved eyelashes, and she stared at me in surprise. It was not usual to talk while dancing.


‘Suzanne,’ she said, and that was the extent of the conversation. She was young, about seventeen I thought, and not muscular like a chambermaid or servant girl. Her high forehead and reddish-brown hair suggested Normandy. As we danced I learned that she used unscented Castile soap, that her hands and arms were cool while her torso was supple and warm.


‘Anglais, vous?’ she asked, as if she were speaking to a child, when we were seated again. Marcel, the garçon, without prompting, brought my unfinished dégustation and placed it in front of me, resting on its saucer marked 2 fr. It was the 2 fr. label that got the first reaction from Suzanne. She raised her eyebrows and looked at my tie.


‘Anglais, ça?’ she asked.


‘What will you have?’ I asked.


She ordered a cherry, which baffled me until Marcel brought her a neat brown one pickled in brandy. Then I tried to explain that I was not English but American. The task I had undertaken was not so easy as I had thought it would be. Suzanne had seen the sea once and had mistaken it for a continuation of the sky. That America was across the ocean meant nothing to her because she understood but dimly what an ocean was. Americans and Englishmen both spoke English. That was enough for her.


Having started dancing with Suzanne and buying her brandied cherries, it was pleasant to continue. The arrangement seemed to please the drummer and the proprietor, and had the sanction also of Marcel, the garçon, who was the real director of the establishment. The Bal St. Séverin was orderly in the extreme. There was no drunkenness, no open quarrels, and if the talk was loud between dances, it was uniformly so. The liquor wasn’t bad. Although diluted, it was stimulating. I drank four or five fines, and each time Marcel laid another 2 fr. saucer on top of my modest stack, Suzanne began to show respect, if not alarm. Suspecting that she might be hungry, I suggested a sandwich. With a quick warning pressure of her cool little hand, which absentmindedly I seemed to be holding beneath the table, and a fearful glance towards the drummer, she whispered swiftly: ‘Not here, Monsieur.’


I paid the bill, gave Marcel a generous tip and left the Bal St. Séverin. Once out on the pavement, Suzanne walked fearfully just ahead of me. There was not room for us to move abreast. To our right was St. Séverin. We saw the huge bulk of Notre Dame across the misty river. In the middle ground was the walled churchyard of St. Julien le Pauvre. Moorish music sounded faintly from the Hotel Rossignol – or Nightingale Hotel – which faced the exit from our street. Algerian and Moroccan rug peddlers convened there, and sometimes smuggled in a nautch dancer who performed by the hour.


‘Les Sidis!’ Suzanne whispered, contemptuously. ‘I should not like to sleep with them, as Renée does. Robert hasn’t made me yet.’


Suzanne told me, later: ‘Germaine is a droll one. She likes to have Robert try to break her arm – Not I. I don’t like to be hurt.’


Suzanne was steering me at that moment into the rue de la Huchette. I don’t know where she is today. It is difficult for me to think of her as thirty-five years old, and torn with suffering. I can only hope she has enough to eat and doesn’t understand too much about current events. She led me to the Hôtel du Caveau, and for that I shall eternally thank her.



















A Stairway down to Antiquity





THE RUE DE LA HUCHETTE, in time and space, had a beginning, a middle and an ending. Centuries ago, when Paris was a walled city on the Ile de la Cité and cows were pastured in what is now the place St. Germain, some of the first Parisians to quit the fortified island area settled along the left bank of the Seine. The rue de la Huchette runs parallel to the river, just a few yards south of the quai. No one seems to be clear about the meaning of its name, least of all its modern inhabitants.


Most of the traffic moved through the little street in an easterly direction, entering from the place St. Michel. This consisted mainly of delivery wagons, make-shift vehicles propelled by pedaling boys, barrows of itinerant vendors, knife-grinders, umbrella menders, a herd of milch goats and the neighbourhood pedestrians. The residents could sit in doorways or on curbstones, stroll up and down the middle of the way, and use the street as a communal front yard, in daylight hours or in the evening, without risk of life or limb from careening taxis. In fact, at dawn and dusk, a pair of bats, never more nor less than two, zigzagged back and forth at the level of the second-story windowsills and, when confronted by noise and lights in the place, or the rue des Deux Ponts, faltered, wheeled and started back again.


The two large corner cafés, Café St. Michel and the Brasserie Dalmatienne, belonged to the boulevard St. Michel. They were flanked by staid apartment buildings, four or five stories high, with attic dormers for chambermaids. Hard times, during and after World War I, had caused most of the families to dispense with servants, so the lofty undersized bedrooms, cut in odd irregular shapes by jutting roofs, skylights and rickety tile chimneys, were rented to impecunious tenants who lived alone, except possibly on Saturday or Sunday nights, and who liked a fairly good address at which to receive their mail.


The middle section of the street was cut, but not crossed, by two streets even smaller than the rue de la Huchette – the rue Zacharie and the rue du Chat Qui Pêche (street of the cat who fishes), so named because in the early days before the quai was built, a cat used to fish in the cellars when the Seine was high. He must have caught nearly all there were to catch, for although I have seen patient fishermen on Sundays and holidays lining the quai with well-rigged poles and tackle (including a straw fish basket with cover and green leaves inside, a lunch of bread, sausage and cheese, and a bottle of pinard, or strong red wine) it was seldom if ever that a goujon (or edible minnow) was landed. The rue du Chat Qui Pêche had the distinction of being the narrowest and shortest in the world, with only one window not more than a foot square and no doors at all.


On one corner of the rue du Chat Qui Pêche stood the Bureau de Police, not important enough to rate a police car. It was lucky to have a telephone. The flics, or cops, used bicycles or patrolled soundlessly on foot, invariably in pairs.


Not oftener than twice a year a troublesome drunk, crazed with hunger and lack of sleep, would wander into the precinct from the slums to the east. If it proved impossible for the easy-going agents to ignore him or chase him into another precinct, he (or she) was mauled and lectured mildly and locked in a damp granite cell, about six by six.


Once, however, in 1926, a small-time burglar tried to break into the grocery store at No. 31. When surprised by the even more astonished agents, who unwittingly had popped around the corner, the marauder fired two shots at them, wounding one in the groin. He was kicked to death that night, on the cold stone floor of our little local station, and, with intestines steamingly exposed, was lugged under a cheap stiff blanket to the morgue behind Notre Dame. That ended the unfortunate affair. The Paris police, almost saintly as a rule in their gentleness and understanding, got tough only when their opponents made attempts on their lives.


Le Panier Fleuri, the neighbourhood bordel run by Madame Mariette, was opposite the station house on the corner of the rue Zacharie. The south-east corner was occupied by a laundry which employed three hard-working girls and also served as a clandestin. That is to say, men who found it banal to patronize the orthodox establishment could, if they were known to Mme. Lanier, go upstairs with the laundress of their choice. This illegal arrangement increased the income of Mme. Lanier, her non-productive husband, and the girls, and, in the opinion of the easy-going sergeant, did no one any harm. Edouard Lanier, the husband, was a war veteran (Croix de Guerre with two palms), and because he was ‘gueule cassée’ (a soldier whose face had been disfigured), he was treated with indulgence.


The eastern end of the rue de la Huchette revolved around the Hôtel du Caveau. It was there Suzanne led me in search of a meal.


There I found Paris – and France.


When we entered the Caveau, by means of the door leading directly into the bar and restaurant, a dark-haired Greek woman, somewhat disheveled, was leaning on a marble-topped table stained with Dubonnet, and staring into space. Behind the bar stood a garçon, with collarless white bosom shirt, the brass stud of which had stained his Adam’s apple, and a slate-coloured apron that hung down to his knees. His twinkling blue eyes rested shrewdly on Suzanne, then noted my American felt hat and four-in-hand tie. His moustaches were sandy and red, with a spread from tip to tip of at least six inches. A glance at Georges could not fail to bring forth a merry smile. I soon learned that he was chronically cheerful – except about twice a month. Quite regularly each fortnight, after he had drunk Homerically, he tried to cut his throat, at which he was extremely clumsy. He always woke up the next morning and was shyly ashamed.


Georges was not a native Frenchman, but a Serb who had deserted the Austrian army and miraculously made his way to Paris. In 1917 he was picked up by the French authorities, who inducted him without further ceremony into the French army, where he proved to have a wonderful way with horses. After the war he had found a job in the Cirque d’Hiver. The Fratellini Brothers, princes of all clowns, were then the artistic directors. Georges cared for the semi-trained horses of the equestrian acts. He could do more with the troublesome beasts than their trainers, but one evening he found the Fratellinis’ performance so excruciatingly funny that he forgot all else and stood, pail in hand, watching Albert, Paul and François go through their barbershop act. A long-legged roan with a Dutch disposition observed that Georges was off guard and kicked him half way across the ring. When Georges got out of the charity hospital, three months later, the Fratellinis were on tour in another country. So he loafed about for eighteen months and then became garçon in the Hôtel du Caveau.


Suzanne did not choose a table in the small dining room, but led the way into an empty backroom, opened a small narrow door, and started descending a spiral stone stairway that smelled of antiquity. Below was a cool stone cellar with Roman and Byzantine arches. In Paris one soon learned that relics of all the centuries were shuffled together, if not scrambled. In the same block one would find Roman, Gothic, rococo, fake Greek, Byzantine, modern plaster shacks and bourgeois inadvertencies.


Suzanne found a light switch and turned it. The arches and pillars cast perfect shadows across a clean gravel floor of river pebbles.


‘Par ici, monsieur,’ she said. She then led the way to another stone stairway, slightly wider than the first. This we descended hand in hand. Enough light leaked from above to reveal another arched hallway with a graveled narrow corridor ahead. The place appeared less likely to produce a sandwich than any I had seen in my life.


In the narrow corridor my guide found another light switch, and I saw at my immediate left what unquestionably had been a medieval dungeon cell in which wine was stored. That such a medieval cellar could belong to the dingy bar and dining room upstairs was hard to believe, but it proved to be a fact.


Facing us at the end of the corridor, beyond the dungeon wine cellar, was a massive studded-oak door spiked with large iron drift pins in impressive design. Suzanne lifted the heavy latch. As the heavy door swung outward, I saw that a light was burning inside, flickering like a taper. The least I expected when I looked into that sealed stone chamber was a Black Mass or hooded conspirators adjusting a torture rack. Instead, the two occupants of the subterranean vault turned out to be a fat middle-aged Frenchwoman and a medium-sized Turk, the latter in waiter’s garb. In entering without knocking Suzanne and I had startled them, and both had half risen, the woman fearfully, the Turk guiltily, although between them was a huge magnificent oak table made of three-inch planks and seasoned by the centuries.


‘Hello, mister,’ said the Turk, in acquired American.


Suzanne looked at him, then at me.


‘Anglais, lui?’ she asked. I had begun to expect it of her. The buxom woman, in a drab grey dress and wearing an old-fashioned crocheted shawl, sat down. She looked nervous and perpetually afraid. The Turk smiled reassuringly. He had identified the origin of hat and tie.


‘Sit down,’ he said, indicating the heavy oak benches that ran the length of the table on both sides. Suzanne thanked him with perfunctory politeness and sat next to the woman. I sat beside Suzanne. All three of us faced the Turk who resumed his place and leaned comfortably on his elbows.


‘Good place,’ he said, with a nod and gesture which included the raftered ceiling, the massive stone walls, the oak door, the ponderous table, the wavering taper in a wrought-iron holder and the gravel floor. ‘One could make a lot of money here.’


As he made the last remark, he glanced meaningfully at the pale plump woman who drew her shawl tighter and shivered.


‘You’re cold,’ I said to madame. ‘Would you join us in a drink?’


‘Me, I’m hungry,’ said Suzanne.


The Turk excused himself and departed.


‘Do you live here?’ I asked madame, and when slowly it dawned on her that I had spoken a kind of French and that she had understood it, she rested her startled gaze on me and murmured, softly: ‘Oui, monsieur.’ It turned out that she owned the place, insofar as a married woman in France could own anything. It had been her dowry – stone dungeons, ancient arches and all.


When the Turk returned, with four glasses, a bottle containing Marc de Bourgogne, a small carafe of red wine, a steaming generous portion of ragoût and a large chunk of bread for Suzanne, I learned that he had worked in Athens, Genoa, Barcelona, Ceuta, London, France, and America.


‘Where in America?’


‘Boston, Mass.,’ he said. ‘Do you know Coco?’


I did know Coco. We reminded each other what a fine man Coco was. He ran the Ararat on Kneeland Street.


While the Turk and I chatted in American, the two women, aged 42 and 17, respectively, looked on with polite relief, the former sipping dutifully at the fiery liqueur and the latter doing justice without mercy to the excellent lamb stew. It was easier for them not to understand American than to understand Turkish or American French with effort. The marc was undiluted – stupendous, in fact. As soon as my glass was empty the Turk filled it from the bottle near at hand. Meanwhile he talked and drank sparingly but with relish. It seemed that Madame’s name was Philomèle, at each mention of which she looked startled and tried to smile. Her husband, the Turk told me, was no good. He was trying to steal the hotel away from Philomèle but the property could not be sold or divided without her consent. The husband had tried beating her but her skin was white and thin and bruised very easily, and she had cried all the time for a while. This caused the customers to complain.


Philomèle, by that time, had divined that we were talking about her, and grew so restive that the Turk assured her that I was an educated man and could be trusted. That caused her to relax a little.


Suzanne had eaten the stew, a huge dish of string beans cooked with bacon in North country style, about four hundred calories of French fried potatoes, a salad of chicory with oil and vinegar, a large loaf of bread, and was starting in on a soft slab of Brie. She ate so heartily that my own appetite was aroused. I ordered a double portion of the cheese and, curious to know whether that wine cellar was as good as it appeared to be from outside the grill, was escorted there by Madame Philomèle, who opened the medieval padlock with a hefty key she kept on a ring slung from her waist. While I was reading labels, observing dust on bottles and expressing my sincere admiration, we heard heavy footsteps on the gravel and Philomèle in a panic extinguished the light, clutched my arm, began to tremble and silently to pray.


The head of her husband, whose face and unkempt hair seemed to fit the Turk’s unflattering description of him, lurched past the grilled Judas window. The man was very drunk, had an ugly look, and muttered threats as he proceeded towards the council chamber. When he entered he saw, not his cringing wife and the imaginary lover he had always sworn to catch in flagrante delicto, but his swarthy waiter and a strange girl in a flame-coloured gown. She was on his side of the bench, so he made a grab for her. Suzanne made no resistance, but in her woman’s way tried to pacify him and make him feel at home. The Turk, always the diplomat, did nothing to discourage this budding friendship, but tactfully faded from the scene leaving the bottle of marc about half full.


Meanwhile Philomèle and I had tiptoed away from the danger zone. When her head appeared through an iron trap-doorway behind the bar, the friendly Georges smiled with such sincere relief and pleasure that wrinkles appeared on his forehead and his luxurious mustache wagged up and then down. An instant later, when my head followed Madame’s felt-slippered feet, Georges not only smiled but beamed, and his knowing blue eyes rested not on my necktie, but looked straight into mine with mischievous congratulation. He had expected Madame Philomèle to be tearful and bruised.


Madame, without stopping to say farewell to me, moved swiftly towards the hallway. I was sure she did not intend for me to follow.


‘Have a drink,’ I said to Georges, whose beatific smile rewarded me. Under its spell I could find no reason for leaving that eventful small hotel. In fact, I had my meagre effects transferred the next day from the St. Sulpice quarter and was a guest at the Hôtel du Caveau, if ‘guest’ is not too distant and formal a term, off and on for eighteen years.


That first evening I was not in the mood for drinking alone, so I paused tentatively by the small table where the Greek woman with the luminous dark eyes was still staring into space. Slowly my American necktie found its way into her clouded consciousness. Mary drew from somewhere inside her waist a dog-eared American passport of a model no longer in vogue, together with some old snapshots and a sheaf of official papers, letters and several certificates from the Paris Mont-de-Piété, or municipal pawnshop. She had the illusion that she remembered her English, but after a few brief exchanges we both lapsed into such French as we could command. Hers was the more unacademic, since she persisted in using the letter ‘G’ for ‘H’ (which does not exist in the Greek alphabet) so that words like ‘hospital’ came out ‘gopital’, a harmless switch to which I rapidly grew accustomed.


When Mary first had come to the hotel almost any of the denizens would listen to her story, but, for a long time preceding my first appearance there she had not had a chance to unburden her troubled mind. She accepted another Dubonnet and quite pitifully smiled.


Mary’s misfortunes and hardships had worked havoc with her wardrobe and had weakened her resistance to Dubonnet. It had not destroyed the almost celestial beauty of her face, which would have served as model for any painter in need of an olive-skinned Madonna, nor had it ruined her mature and memorable figure. As best I could gather, Mary had been brought up in Athens in comparatively easy circumstances. After an exchange of photos she had been sent for by a naturalized Greek fruit-dealer of Detroit to be his bride. In Detroit he had welcomed her gallantly and she had been a dutiful and faithful wife. The fruit business flourished, and two sons were born. Then an Irish girl in a hotel barbershop had attracted the husband’s attention, and Mary had been sent back to Europe for a visit to her folks, via Le Havre and Paris. Her husband had escorted her as far as New York, seen her aboard with tenderness, had given her her passage as far as Paris and had assured her that additional funds for her journey to Greece (and return to America) would be waiting for her in a Paris bank. The two children had remained with him.


When the funds failed to materialize, the disinterestedness of the French officials in Mary’s case was equalled only by that of the employees of the American Consulate in Paris. In some ingenious manner, symbolized but not fully described by the legal papers she carried, Mary found herself divorced, and learned that her two children belonged to the father, who had married the Irish manicure girl. Mary had subsisted in Paris while haunting government offices until she was forbidden entrance and threatened with arrest, by pawning her jewelry, now symbolized by the out-of-date pawn tickets to which she tenaciously clung. Her parents in Athens, unable to rescue her, had died and were now represented by some tear-stained letters, indicating that the distant ex-husband had led them to believe that Mary had wantonly deserted him after misbehaving with icemen, letter carriers and casual passers-by.


That Mary had suffered intensely and was in a grave international plight (having no work card or even a prostitute’s yellow license) was all too apparent. Also it was plain that she looked to me, as an American of heart and education, to do something about it. I was feeling inadequate and useless in the extreme when an incident on the pavement, quite clearly visible through the hotel windows, attracted my eye, as well as the amused attention of Georges, the garçon.


An angry well-dressed Frenchman about fifty years of age, who looked out of place on the rue de la Huchette, was pummeling with his folded umbrella a young man who bore him a strong family resemblance. The recipient of the informal ‘correction’ was taller than his father, equally well dressed (in the French manner) and, although offering no physical resistance, was unyielding to the point that he broke away from the grasp of his indignant parent and entered our hotel. His father did not follow.


The young man (whose name was Pierre Vautier) had a sensitive, not quite effeminate face, and an erect military bearing. It turned out that, in defiance of his father, he had, some time before, quit the army engineering school of St. Cyr, to which only young men of high family and church influence had access, in order to enter the employ of an art gallery on the near-by rue de Seine. It was a small gallery that specialized in ultra-modern paintings of the neo-Cubistic school, the sight or mention of which had, on many occasions, nearly proven disastrous to the father’s brittle arteries. Vautier the Elder’s aversion to the gallery and its wares had been heightened by the indisputable fact that practically all of the other employees, the owner, most of the artists whose work was on display, and four-fifths of the customers were homosexual.



















The Women in Black Who Moved in Pairs





HORTENSE BERTHELOT, when I first met her, was an inconspicuous middle-aged woman who worked in the enormous prefecture, one of the tens of thousands who, because of widowhood or bereavement in World War I, were allowed, for very small pay, to sit at shabby desks, stand behind grilled windows or splintered counters, and in a sort of perpetual twilight, write words with bent stubpens and violet ink (thick with dust and sometimes dead gnats) on government forms which had been printed in such a way that there was never enough space in which to provide answers to ambiguous questions. One cannot exaggerate the inefficiency of a French public office, especially those to which members of the public were forced, all too often, to present themselves for heckling and abuse.


Methods of clerical work in twentieth-century France would not have been tolerated in America in the earliest colonial days, and surely not before then by the Indians.


It was easy to pass by Madame Berthelot without noticing her. In her long years of public service, she had practised being inconspicuous. Her eyes were soft and brown, her face lined and appealing. She spoke, infrequently, in a low-pitched voice that placed her instantly as a lady of quality who had lost none of it in descending the ladder of fortune. One did not notice at first that she must have been a wistfully beautiful girl in her twenties. Her shoulders were narrow, her hands were eloquent, but thin. Her clothes were colourless, out of date in style, and never had been coquettishly chosen. Only her gloves and shoes had style and distinction. She bought her gloves, she told me, in the Magasin du Louvre, where she knew a woman who had worked with her in the World War. This friend was able to sequester from the large department-store stock ‘seconds’ which had no detectable imperfections.


‘Ah! You worked in the war?’ I asked. I was surprised, having assumed from her manner that she had been sheltered until after that epoch.


‘The last two years,’ she said, without bitterness.


We were lunching together in the Hôtel du Caveau, the day after my arrival. Already I had a strong desire to know everyone in the quarter. Our conversation was interrupted in the salad course (of celery root Lyonnaise) by the sullen entry into the bar and restaurant of the pimp, Robert, of the Bal St. Séverin.


Georges, the garçon, was serving drinks to a couple of officials and an oyster vendor from the Café de la Gare. Robert’s small eyes were rimmed with red from anger and apple-jack, his face was pastier than it had looked by lamplight, his pinch-back coat was tighter, his purple scarf of a more poisonous shade, his cap at a more aggressive angle. The pimp, reptilian at best, was at his worst in the light of noonday. Georges, who knew what was the matter and was smiling behind his pale blue eyes, looked as non-committal and innocent behind the bar as a porcelain bust on an upright piano.


‘What will you have?’ Georges asked.


‘Il est méchant, le numéro’ (He’s a bad one, that fellow), whispered Madame Berthelot.


At that time I did not know with what exactness Hortense spoke French, and did not realize that for her to call a man a ‘numéro’ was equivalent to what three women who peddle fish in Marseilles would have meant after screaming all the words in the argot. A ‘numéro’ (number), in Mme. Berthelot’s exquisite vocabulary, was one degree lower than a ‘type’, but less severe than ‘individu’ or ‘individual’. A ‘type’ implies that the person to whom the word is applied is of little consequence. A ‘numéro’ may be a chap who is dangerous and antisocial, or a droll fellow or Merry Andrew who can be counted on for harmless fun. But a woman with the regard Mme. Berthelot had for the spoken word would not apply the epithet ‘individu’ to anyone less villainous than Landru.


The wide gulf between French slang and Academy French was not as confusing as it might have been, due to the fact that a Frenchman ordinarily stuck to one system of expression or the other. Some baffling French argot resulted from nouns made up of pure sounds and having no linguistic roots whatever. Other stumbling blocks to the French of the streets involved the use of the names of certain objects to indicate other objects which had names of their own. For instance, a cooker was called a ‘piano’ and a bidet, a ‘violin’.


In the year 1923, the ‘immortals’ or members of the French Academy had progressed as far as the letter ‘m’ in their revision of the official French dictionary, and, at the moment the pimp, Robert, was leaning vindictively on the bar at No. 5 rue de la Huchette, the savants a few blocks west were arguing as to whether the word ‘mimosa’ was masculine or feminine. In the former event, it would be called ‘le mimosa’, and in the latter ‘la mimosa’. Madame Berthelot was of the last-named faction. ‘la mimosa’ to her delicate ear sounded more euphonious than ‘le mimosa’. Pierre Loti, Hortense said, used ‘la mimosa’. That clinched it for me.


With his mind on Suzanne in a sadistic way, Robert, le mecque or ‘mackerel’, ignored George’s question, ‘What will you have?’ and simply snarled:


‘Where is that girl?’


Had I not noticed Claude, the proprietor, lurching upstairs the night before, with Suzanne in tow, or rather one step ahead, I should have believed Georges’ profession of ignorance myself. Georges liked to be believed, and almost always I humoured him, making it easy for him to tell me about the minor misfortunes that forced him to ask for the loan of a couple of francs (5 cents) now and then. Robert, evil eyes gleaming, started for the stairway leading to the rooms upstairs, in one of which, no doubt, was sprawled the drunken patron and Suzanne. Madame Philomèle, it developed, had not had access to her conjugal bedroom that night but had been obliged to weep in another and smaller chamber.


Before Robert had reached the doorway, Georges, with twice the distance to travel, was suddenly in front of him, still smiling, moustaches waving up, then down. With the utmost precision he took hold of Robert’s pointed nose, which he twisted, clockwise, about forty degrees. He was still smiling.


Robert, as he backed through the door to the sidewalk, uttered threats to both Georges and Suzanne. I have never seen a Serb less worried.


The bloodless incident put Mme. Berthelot in a sunny humour. She was always gentle and accommodating, but seldom looked otherwise than sad. As the salad course progressed and cheese was forthcoming (a Port Salut that increased my respect for the fat cook who did the daily marketing), Hortense told me about her World War job with her friend who now sold gloves in the Magasin du Louvre.


It seemed that the families of Frenchmen who died in the service of their country (when they had one) had in past years been notified by mail, telegraph or telephone. This had proved to be uneconomical. Little or nothing was accomplished, in homes, shops, cafés or factories, within an hour or more of the moment when the postman was due to heave into sight at the corner of a street. Every woman, also every old man and young child, had dear ones at some front (1914-1918), and the more nervous and less resistant among them frequently fainted or had fits of hysteria while watching the snail-like progress of the postman from door to door. There were, in those days, certain grey-blue postcards that meant someone had been wounded or missing, and some black-rimmed white ones that spelled stark death. The women at the far end of streets would, if they saw that the postman’s pouch contained no black-rimmed messages, wave and sometimes cheer with an edge of fear diminishing in their voices, and up and down the street the watchers would relax. Very often no such reassurance was forthcoming, and everyone had to wait, breath caught, nerves throbbing, until someone let out a shriek, or turned wordlessly away or dropped in her tracks and the postman wiped a tear from his eye with the back of his hand before continuing.


So the Gouvernement français, which had its soft as well as inept moments, in late 1916 hired tactful well-bred women who had friends in high office and needed a job to break the news in person to the nearest relatives in case a soldier was killed in action. These harbingers of sorrow were carefully chosen, and the qualifications were severe. They must present a dignified appearance, and neither be attractive enough to take men’s thoughts away from grief nor ugly enough to scare the stricken children. They must have a smattering of practical nursing, in case the recipients of their tidings collapsed, and must be reasonably agile in cases of folie furieuse, or fits of grief-inspired madness. These women dressed in heavy mourning, spoke softly and always went forth in pairs.


Thus, trudging from house to house, making a quota of six calls a days, Hortense Berthelot had spent the last two years of the war, after her husband, a captain in the artillery, had been killed by a truck he had tried to crank while still in gear, in the heroic defence of Verdun. When she was no longer needed in the ‘archives’ department, which supervised the ‘women in black’, she, being a second cousin by marriage of a petty official called ‘The Navet’ (turnip), was given a job, at lower wages (about $26.50 a month) in the passport department of the prefecture. There she had worked five years without once losing her head, when those about her were fairly bouncing theirs from wall to wall and blaming it on the nearest foreigner who chanced to have asked for something he was forced by law to have and could seldom obtain.


In order to reach her room at our hotel, Hortense had to walk up four steep and narrow flights of stairs, but she had moved there from the second floor in order to be out of hearing each night late, when Claude settled accounts with Philomèle. Mme. Berthelot got little exercise, having neither time nor means nor energy, and if she was awakened between one and three each morning by sounds or thuds, entreaties, sobs and curses, it made her eyes ache the next day after hours of squinting in the dingy misplaced prefectorial light and trying to make out the illegible scrawls of all nations. The first two years in the passport department, Madame Berthelot had had the toughest job: that of interviewing foreigners the first time in. But The Navet, after culling evidence of a particularly rare pastime to which one of his chiefs was addicted, got Hortense transferred to the desk where renewals of permission to stay in France were sometimes granted, after months or years of delay, with a rubber stamp.


The fundamental cause of Mme. Berthelot’s promotion (without increase of pay) was a unique establishment on the Ile St. Louis, namely, the only house of ill-fame in the world whose ‘girls’ were all more than seventy years old. There were men all over Europe who doted on the grandmotherly type. The Navet’s immediate chief, a third secretary of a cabinet minister, was one of the regulars at the aforementioned semi-public institution. How The Navet found out about this, Mme. Berthelot did not say, but she willingly admitted that she owed her advancement to his confidential information.


About one o’clock, just before Mme. Berthelot had to rise, shake hands, put on her gloves and walk, hurriedly but with dignity, across the bridge and along the avenue de la Justice to the prefecture, the door from the hotel stairway was pushed gently open and Mary, the badly hyphenated Greek, stepped in. She was followed by young Pierre Vautier, the St. Cyr alumnus, who was adjusting his necktie in a touchingly self-satisfied way. Mary was wearing, not the seamy and shiny blue-serge skirt of her heyday in Detroit, but a new one, more in style, which her hands touched fondly.


The evening before, when I had seen at a glance that, in mysterious ways known only to God, the abandoned Greek wife and disinherited French prodigal had some affinity, I had withdrawn from Mary’s table to the bar, to further my acquaintance with Georges.


Pierre, it seemed, had slept with his mother from the time of his birth up to his entry, at the age of 19, into the exclusive army school of St. Cyr. In order to give the lie to the premature and bitter accusation of homosexuality his father had showered on him, between strokes of the umbrella, the lad had made up his mind to take a mistress, publicly. Having seen Mary so forlorn and unattached, he had acted without delay. They made a touching couple, because Mary, unselfish in the extreme, was able to put aside her own troubles (set forth in numerous documents retained) and turned her ready sympathy to the handsome young boy. So when the Turk brought their lunch from the kitchen, Mary inspected carefully the two portions of boeuf bordelais, decided that the one that had been placed in front of her was the more attractive and nourishing and deftly exchanged plates with Pierre, who smiled fondly and made no objection.


Both Mary and Pierre were absolutely broke, having bought the new skirt, but The Navet, who entered the hotel bar at least twice a day in order to set the folks right about national affairs, had whispered to Madame Philomèle that Vautier, père, notwithstanding his impetuous nature, would never let the family name be tainted with small debts. Thus the lovers enjoyed credit and had no pressing need of cash. On my way to the kitchen, where I intended to compliment the fat drunken cook on the quality of the menu she had prepared, I paused briefly to give the pair my blessing, which was disguised by the conventional ‘bonjour’, ‘bon appétit’, ‘Comment allez-vous, madame et monsieur’ and ‘à tout à l’heure’. Pierre politely asked me to sit down, to which I replied that I would do so a little later. Such rituals as these were spoken with warmth, in inverse proportion to the likelihood of their fulfillment. The celebrated politesse française had nuances and ramifications equal to any and all occasions, and enabled one, if used with skill, to keep just the right distance and leave things unsaid which could be implied, while employing euphonious sound effects that did much to enhance the charm of everyday intercourse.


The cook, Thérèse, was a ‘numéro’ in all senses of the word. Armed with a butcher knife and fortified with three litres of strong red wine (her daily consumption was about five), she could be as dangerous as a truckload of scoundrels like Robert. On the other hand, when rubbed the right way, she could be infinitely more amusing than the Deputies in the Chamber and fifty times more loyal. Luckily, I was admitted at once into her small circle of friends and confidants.


This vigorous woman, who weighed about 250 pounds, was harder than nails, and had to splice with rope the largest apron strings she could buy in a bazaar, had endeared herself to the wags of the quarter by having served The Navet stuffed cat (chat farci) just after he had tried to tell her how ‘oeufs au vin’ or ‘eggs in wine’ were prepared on Sunday mornings in the Haute Marne, Thérèse’s native province. That The Navet was from the Midi and had never seen the Haute Marne (up near the Vosges mountains) did not deter him. The Navet was like that. He had not been told about the cat he had eaten until a week later, his informant being the oyster and chestnut vendor from the Loire and the Café de la Gare, the provocation being that The Navet had insisted that the oyster man, who loved to sing and had a lusty natural voice, had garbled the words of one of the marvellous songs of the fertile Loire region. Between the oyster man and The Navet a feud had long smouldered. When it finally broke out, The Navet spent hours in his office, and with his underlings searched books of laws and old ordinances in order to find a statute that could be invoked against the oyster man’s way of gaining his livelihood. The oyster man, less vengeful, held up his end by roaring louder than The Navet could talk and expressing political and social opinions that would often destroy The Navet’s appetite and inflame him into abusing his deaf wife, Jeanne, and their son, Eugène.


It is related by Rabelais how Panurge, in calling on Herr Trippa, the fortune teller, for information concerning the future, stumbled over Herr Trippa’s wife and a page on the narrow stone stairway. Panurge, the reader will remember, had some doubts about the ability of a fortune teller who professed to know the secrets of the future and was the only man in the neighbourhood unaware that he was being cuckolded at lease thrice daily. In an analogous way, the inhabitants of the rue de la Huchette distrusted the pronouncements of the voluble Navet and relished with glee the local intrigue between his sweet and patient wife, Jeanne, and a champion of social reform from Dijon.


Even to a greater extent than Georges, Thérèse, the cook, was responsible for the solvency of the hotel under the management of the ineffectual Philomèle. And if anyone did not know about Thérèse’s triumph over The Navet, or thought she had gone too far, he or she approved in toto the cook’s contempt for Claude, the patron, her refusal to take orders from him or even to allow him to enter the kitchen, and her physical defence, on one occasion, of Philomèle when the latter was being kicked below the belt of a Saturday night. Thérèse’s code was ‘an eye for an eye’, and the result of her interference was salutary in the extreme, for when Claude had appealed to the police sergeant on the corner, three days later when he was able to walk that far, the officer told him that he had caused enough trouble in the precinct already and then threatened to lock him in either the cell or the toilet of the station (there was little choice between them) if he opened his margoulette (trap) again.


I must make it clear that mingling in affairs between husband and wife was not the custom in Republican France. My friend, and fellow-labourer in the vineyard of various arts, Wolfe Kaufman, learned an early lesson in that respect in his first month in Paris. Traversing the place St. Sulpice he saw a motorman in heated conversation with a woman conductor. When the motorman kicked the dame resoundingly in the buttock, Wolfe, mild by nature and fresh from America, automatically became Sir Galahad. Instead of taking a sock at Wolfe, the motorman assumed an expression of injured innocence and dignity and began enumerating in a pained dispassionate way the long list of provocations the woman, his lawful wife, had given him before, patient law-abiding man that he was, he had yielded to an irresistible and justifiable impulse. The gathering crowd, always judicious as well as curious in Paris, in this instance including two policemen and one official from the near-by mairie, nodded in approval as point after point was made by the first speaker, the motorman. At the conclusion of the opening argument, the onlookers turned to Wolfe to hear his rebuttal. All he could do was to look around for the woman and try to decide whether or not to kick her himself. Having decided against any physical demonstration, he did the handsome thing and apologized, inviting the motorman and the most promising members of the crowd to join him in a drink at a near-by bar. Thus the incident, which at first had threatened Franco-American amity (just then very much talked about, since Poincaré wanted Harding’s support against England for his seizure of the Ruhr), ended up by cementing the traditional friendship personified by Lafayette.



















Of Public Opinion





ONE OF THE COLOURFUL TOUCHES among the shop windows of the rue de la Huchette was the yarn shop of Madame ‘Absalom’. Ranged in coverless pasteboard boxes, her wares ran the gamut of commercial dyes, from the most vibrant orange through vermilions, carmines, emerald, turquoise, ultramarine and gamboge to the assortment of sickly pale pinks and watery blues that mothers buy for infants. The crotchety old woman, who had been left the shop by an aunt she had detested, scorned knitting as a waste of time and disliked needlework to the point that she would not mend her cotton stockings. No one called her anything but Absalom, except a few other old women who tottered from the suburbs, now and then, to quarrel with her on minor matters, exchange kisses on leathery cheeks and depart. To them she was Lucie.


Madame Absalom was thus nicknamed because of her hair, which was salt-and-pepper grey and wiry, and which, when it was not tied up with a black corset string in a knot on the back of her head, reached down to her prominent collar bones. She had been married once, about twenty five years before (she married late) to a pharmacist of the second class (not the one on the boulevard St. Michel near by), and when I first knew her she was scanning avidly the local newspapers from Clermont-Ferrand in gleeful anticipation of the demise of her ‘ex’, as she called him spitefully, who had become a fairly important man in Clermont and was suffering from rheumatism, combined with a tic that spasmodically distorted the left side of his face. I never saw the ‘ex’ himself, but Madame Absalom was a good mimic.


She was always reading newspapers and drying her bristling hair in a patch of sun that slashed one side of her little shop. Her views about French politicians and the prospect of a reformation of the German national character which might bring about a harmonious and peaceful Europe seemed to me, in the middle 1920s, to be pessimistic in the extreme.


Madame Absalom insisted each day, after reading all the Paris papers, that nothing could be done to improve matters or prevent them from getting worse. The French politicians were scoundrels with their hands in the till; the employers blood-suckers; the employees, ruffians; the peasants, thick-headed fools who were ‘good for nothing but work’. Germany couldn’t pay. And if Germans starved, what of it? Plenty of Frenchmen had been gassed and shot on their account. France was bankrupt and couldn’t pay America. So what was the use of talking about it, and wasting money sending ‘commissions’ for a joy-ride?


As Madame Absalom orated amidst her multi-hued wools and small cabinets of cotton threads on spools, there appeared twice weekly from an apartment in No. 32 (the building in which The Navet also lived) a dainty girl of six, most carefully dressed, well-mannered and self-possessed, and pushing in a small rattan carriage a doll which looked like her. Her name was Hyacinthe Goujon, and her large round eyes glanced at me appraisingly before she extended her hand and smiled. First she had bowed to Madame Absalom with the courtesy due her in the capacity of hostess and the condescension her status as tradeswoman justified. I, being a foreigner, did not come into any category little Hyacinthe had learned to recognize. The fact that I did not work in the afternoon indicated that I was not a business or professional man. My clothes seemed to her inelegant, my French more so.


‘It would be disturbing to marry a foreigner,’ Hyacinthe remarked to Madame Absalom after I had gone. ‘One wouldn’t know how to behave in his country, and he wouldn’t be at home in France.’ The old woman replied that it was better than marrying a second-class pharmacist.


Hyacinthe, aged six, had a tiny box of face powder and a small stick of rouge, chose her own perfume, had quite astonishing ideas about her clothes and those of other ‘women’, and told me, without a flicker of her violet-blue eyes or a vulgar inflection of her well-trained voice, that she remained with Madame Absalom on Tuesday and Friday afternoons because her mother, Madame Goujon, entertained her ‘lover’ on those days.


‘He’s married, but, distinguished,’ Hyacinthe said. Around Hyacinthe’s neck hung an ornate cross. Its duplicate, slightly smaller, was around the doll’s neck. The forms of religious observance were important to the child, but she would not have thought of entering St. Séverin, which was for the canaille or rabble. Instead, she was taken by her mother, also devout, to the Madeleine by bus. Hyacinthe would have preferred a voiture or taxi but understood that, on a small income, one must be careful and not wasteful, in common with some of the best names in France.


‘Fewer people who matter attend vespers,’ she told me, on returning from church one Sunday evening, when from the pont St. Michel, one could see reflections of the sunset, between historic bridges, in dove colours shot with carnation and ripples of molten gold, all the way from the Jardin des Plantes with its roaring beasts at feeding time, past the pont du Louvre, the pont du Carrousel, the pont Royal, to the Trocadéro overlooking the Champ de Mars, where little Hyacinthe loved to go, pay her small fee for a metal chair, and sit along the bridle path to see the handsome army officers ride by on mettled and well-bred horses.


Hyacinthe, of course, would not have been permitted to sit in a park alone, had Madame Goujon known about it. But the cousin (male) to whom the little girl was entrusted had a passion for a card game named belotte and knew some cronies in the Gros Cailloux quarter. So he took a chance that nothing would happen to Hyacinthe, and nothing did. Defective as it was, this arrangement was better than those of families who sent their young children to the Luxembourg Gardens with servant girls. In that quarter, an enterprising public dance hall had installed a check-room into which children were herded for small fees paid by nurse girls, who danced with pinch-backed and scarved young men all afternoon, then collected their babies and returned home.


Little Hyacinthe never noticed the grooms along the bridle path. The man she could love, if the families could agree and his parents would accept her on account of her looks and distinction, without a large dowry, was a captain, tall, a good horseman, soft-spoken but accustomed to being obeyed, with dark blue eyes, a good forehead, slender shoulders, and a black moustache. Hyacinthe, very tactfully, had bribed the old woman who rented the chairs in the park, to find out the officer’s name, and the sound of it had thrilled the little girl, and confirmed her sure instincts. It was Costa de la Montaigne who, when the time arrived, would again use the title of Count his fathers had possessed.


Madame Goujon, the mother of this precocious girl, had one lodger who rented a small room off the hallway, next to the salon in her apartment. In the rear of this she had installed what she and the neighbourhood plumbers believed to be a bathroom, the only one with running hot water in the rue de la Huchette. The tub was enormous and had been smeared with boat paint a shade of grey that suggested wet clay. It stood on four legs like the feet of the fabulous firebird. These legs were equal in length, but the floor boards were uneven, so that the tub, when one stepped in it, rocked from side to side like a cradle. The gas heater had been purchased second-hand by Madame Goujon at the Flea Market.


The tenant of this room and bath was a floor-walker from the Samaritaine, the only building in Paris ever ugly enough to be razed on aesthetic grounds by the public authorities. Monsieur Panaché was a pale severe man about twenty-eight years old, fussy and disagreeable, thoroughly hated by the girls who worked under him, and tolerated by his superiors because he was able to drive his inferiors with relentless meanness. Once when Hyacinthe caught him using one of the Goujon towels to rub dust from his shoes she made him pay and told him that if he wished to do that sort of thing he should move three doors down the street, to the Hôtel Normandie. Panaché detested Madame Goujon from the top of her authentic bosom to her thick ankles and bunioned feet. Madame blushed easily when annoyed, not that she was ever embarrassed. The floorwalker kept the blood surging up to Madame Goujon’s face with his daily remarks about the bathroom for which he paid an extra fifty francs a month. Panaché had been goaded to this extravagance because the superintendent at the Samaritaine had complained that he stank.


The day it was installed, Panaché had filled the tub. When he got in, the water flooded the floor and seeped through to The Navet’s ceiling below, which brought an argument that was historic in the street, having been overheard by Marie, Madame Goujon’s deaf bonne à tout faire, or maid servant. The result was a cash settlement amounting to two dollars ten cents, which Madame Goujon got back by scrimping on the daily lunches she served a lawyer-clerk from the Palais de Justice who could not digest restaurant food. Then Panaché insisted that the gas heater was dangerous and refused to light it himself. Madame Goujon tried to demonstrate that it was not, and the resulting explosion burned off her eyebrows and some of her frizzled hair, which made the floor-walker so happy that he failed that same afternoon to discharge a new girl at the store who dropped a French fountain pen on the floor while showing it to a customer.


In World War I, Anne Goujon had served as a voluntary nurse in a base hospital, up to the day when, turning the pages of a surgical textbook for a young intern in the act of performing an emergency operation he had never seen or attempted, she had turned two pages instead of one, so that the patient, a private of infantry (Croix de Guerre, one palm) had been given the first half of one operation and the second or final phase of another. That he lived was a tribute to the hardihood of the good French stock in the Ain.


Anne’s father, ‘the Judge’ and the doting grandfather of little Hyacinthe, used to taxi to the rue de la Huchette from the avenue de la Bourdonnais. He was seventy years old, wore a pointed white beard and spoke as if he were St. Francis addressing the birds: that is to say, very softly and kindly but not expecting much in the way of rebuttal from the congregation. Honoré François René Martin Lenoir was the way he was described on his birth record. ‘Lenoir’ was the way he signed his name – not even deigning to prefix an initial. He had resigned his judgeship in order to better himself, and also in protest of the official separation of the Church and State, when the now buxom Anne was about twelve years old. Nevertheless, she seldom referred to him, except to his face, as ‘papa’ but always called him proudly ‘the judge’.


When the Judge came to the rue de la Huchette, his taxi entering from the place St. Michel, veered over to the wrong side of the street, since he always chose either Tuesday or Thursday and these days were among those the municipality of Paris had set aside for parking on the lefthand side of the street. In order to give even breaks to shopkeepers and cafés on both sides of the city street, the municipal government had decreed that on Monday, Wednesday, Friday and Sunday, one should park on the right-hand side, and on Tuesday, Thursday and Saturday, the left. This was one of the few things the police were strict about. A friend of mine was stopped by the same cop on the same bridge six nights running, at about the same hour, and advised to turn on his headlights, but had he once parked on the right on Monday he would have been haled before the local commissar of police, and official documents would have started to accumulate. In those carefree years, only two other local ordinances were enforced according to the letter. A prostitute was not permitted to stand under a street lamp, and sisters were not allowed to work in the same lupanar.


Often The Navet would leave his office early and slyly on the chance of encountering the Judge. When the Judge entered the dimness of the hallway, being watched with furtive pride by the sharp-eyed concierge, The Navet would step out from some dark corner, raise his black derby hat and say obsequiously:


‘Bonjour, monsieur le juge!’


If the Judge were thrown off his reverie by this, paused to exchange a few polite and guarded remarks, or on rare days extended his hand, and if only a few of the passers-by witnessed this mark of The Navet’s distinction, the latter would consider his risky exit from his post of duty well hazarded. The Navet would have liked to have a few persons think that the Judge called at that address to see him. He never offered the Judge his arm to aid him while ascending the steep stairway because he had done so once, seven years before, when the Judge was only sixty-four, and the old man seemed to have resented the inference that he was infirm.


This was the extent of the association between The Navet and the Judge, but around the prefecture and in the bar of the Hôtel du Caveau, The Navet spoke of his old friend, Judge Lenoir, and quoted the old boy in frequent instances when he wished to publicize an idea of his own.
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