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JACKSON SQUARE


‘Hang on a minute,’ said Ellie as she closed the door behind her and stepped out onto the tarmacadam forecourt of the Moonrise Motel. A large black woman with pink curlers in her hair said,


‘You talking t’ me, Honey?’ as she just managed to shiver the edges of her bulk out of Ellie’s way, light on her tiny feet as some parody of a ballet dancer.


Ellie shook her head and fixed on a smile which lasted a second or two, then ducked behind her dark glasses and walked towards the car.


The neon sign above the orange moon lying on its back flashed ‘Adult Movie Included’, and directly under the moon, blue dots informed all comers, in a complicated geometric pattern, that the rooms were clean.


‘God save me from “Ol N’Awlins”,’ thought Ellie, kicking aside a piece of trash, but this time she kept the thought entirely within herself, her lips didn’t move as they had done a few minutes before, she made a conscious effort to remember she was on her own.


The car looked hot and dusty in the Sunday sunlight, a white hire-car that cost thirty dollars a day plus five dollars collision damage waiver (‘these big ol trucks here on the L’isiana highways can kick up a stone t’ crack a win’ shiel easy as winkin’). She’d deliberately chosen a small, German car. She didn’t feel like handling the great big American monstrosities, all chrome and soft suspension, and so long from nose to tail it was just about impossible to find a place to park.


Today she didn’t feel like handling the small car either, European and relatively dear to her though it might be. She walked past it and out of the motel parking lot and away from the orange moon lying on its back, out onto Airline Highway where four lanes of cars and trucks hammered and boomed their way down town, towards the distant white concrete fingers of the New Orleans business district, gesticulating like spectral fingers in the creeping heat.


‘Which state y’all from?’ asked the cab driver without much interest. For once, she had managed to hail a black and white cab. She debated saying ‘Mississippi’ which usually shut them up, but thought, perhaps it was better to tell the truth, and said, ‘England’ and listened with a patience born of practice to the exclamations and questions which bred off one another and the man’s active tongue like so many maggots off the dirt of a hot day.


Being European in New Orleans was a terrible penance. They hungered after anything the least bit English. They lusted with an effete fascination for the French. Yet at the same time they saw it all from the confident perspective of the New World, where anything was possible and a ‘Po-Boy’ sandwich was big enough to feed an ordinary human being for a week.


‘The Quarter, y’ said?’


They had already passed under the overhanging canopies of concrete and were coming among the peeling porches of the Vieux Carré. The man was looking at her doubtfully. She could see his eyes reflected in the driving mirror. She didn’t like people looking at her.


‘Bourbon Street?’ said the man. ‘Bienville?’


She nodded, and he swung the big cab up to the kerb, forcing a woman who had just stepped off the sidewalk to step back on again, pursing her lips into an exclamation of annoyance and waving a paper bag on which was printed ‘Ma Hennessey’s Praw-leens, Best in N’ Awlins’.


The cab driver spat through the window. The spittle sizzled a little as it hit the sidewalk and immediately dried. The heat of the Quarter came in through the window and sucked like leeches at the flesh of Ellie’s neck.


‘Gwine be that kinda day,’ said the driver as she gave him a twenty dollar bill.


Ellie said, ‘Sure’ and tipped him two dollars instead of one, she didn’t know why, it was a whimsical thing to do, she was either tired or lonely, or maybe sickening for something, N’ Awlins grippe, it was generally the grippe that made you tip more than you had to.


A lot of the shops in the Rue Royale were shut. A few early tourists were standing outside the polished plate glass of one of the big antique shops and staring in at its rich mahoganys, the banks of crystal chandeliers which made the otherwise dark interior sparkle like a gem-filled den. A few late prostitutes were picking their way up Iberville towards their shuttered rooms at the back of Bourbon. Their spiky heels clacked on the dry sidewalk. Their make-up was melting, and their black, shiny jackets and skin-tight skirts seemed to suck up the heat.


Ellie wondered how many tricks you could tum on a hot night, plying your trade down by the French Markets in the arching shadows of racks and alleyways, with the heavy smell of chicory and sweet beignets coming out of the Café du Monde and winding itself up into your clothes and hair. Maybe it would be strange to sell yourself like that. Maybe it would be good to get paid for all the loveless acts of copulation you sweated and sighed your way through, listening for the gasp and shudder which set you free, feeling the skin cooling, waiting in that startling vacancy which was like a presentiment of your own death.


‘Take pity on a fine young fella from outa town?’


A shadow fell across her and she was for the moment disoriented by the size and depth of it shutting her off so suddenly from the sun. She blinked and saw a large man standing by her in shiny, sharp-toed boots and a new-looking ten-gallon hat. Across his chest she made out the letters ‘TEXAS: THE LONE STAR STATE’. Ellie stared at him for a minute, trying to grasp what it was he wanted. For a minute, she had the idea that he was propositioning her. A whole series of feelings went through her, she experienced them all like little needles stuck into her flesh and deftly turned, sending sensations out to every comer of the territory her flesh covered, like fleet-footed messengers spreading the news up-country of an unexpected declaration of war. But of course, the idea was ridiculous. The man wasn’t really standing all that close to her. He was standing several feet away, accosting one of the prostitutes who had passed by on the other side. She didn’t hear the prostitute’s reply. In a way, she had hardly heard the proposition. It was one of those occasions when there seems to be a space in your head that the words drop into, and you wonder, are they real, and look around trying to locate their source.


The prostitute laughed at something, and walked on. And then the man was right by Ellie, a big man in a too new ten-gallon hat. He didn’t say anything, didn’t even look at her.


She really had nothing to worry about. Most men knew a respectable woman when they saw one. But Ellie looked at him, she had to look up, he was so tall, and noticed his eyes were a peculiar pale grey, the kind of eyes which are like tunnels you imagine you could travel down to get to the centre of a person’s head. Ellie was vaguely afraid of him. They passed each other, and his shadow was heavy as she went through it.


She felt thirsty, but didn’t like to go into one of the bars at the corner of Chartres and St Philip. The interiors were dark and cool-looking. The ceiling fans flashed like cool white knives and made a faint whuffing noise you could just hear out in the street. There were only men inside, you could see the blurry outline of men’s hips and men’s legs, the stretchy melon shapes their buttocks made, straining against the light cotton of their trousers as they got into position over the pool cue. ‘Click’ went the cue as the tip of it hit the smooth surface of the ball. ‘Click’ went the ball as it dropped down into the pocket. Ellie licked her lips because her mouth was dry and thought how odd it was to see people’s teeth so white and disembodied against the black background, like the last mortal relic of somebody who is about to become a ghost.


There were more people about as she headed slowly down Decatur towards the river. As she passed the first of the praline shops and smelt the hot, thick toffee smell which always hung around the doorways, the hollow howl of the steamboat Natchez echoed towards her from the wharf. She was really beginning to feel the heat. Her arms and her legs felt sweaty and a damp patch was forming in the scooped out space between her shoulder blades.


‘Take pity on a fine young fella?’


She turned around quickly but could see neither the man nor his too new hat. She felt suddenly claustrophobic. She thought, I’ll go up onto the Moonwalk and sit by the river. The river always had a special kind of effect. It calmed her. Maybe it was the size of the thing, so wide, it must be a mile from here to Algiers Wharf, so long, thousands of miles maybe, coming from the other end of the country and just flowing, flowing, the same way it had done since who knew when.


She climbed the concrete steps and walked along the wooden promenade and watched the tourists watching the muddy waters swerve in against the levee. A man and a woman walked past with their arms around each other. Ellie thought they were probably from New York. They looked as if they came from New York. They were quite young and looked at each other more than they looked at the water. Ellie remembered feeling like that. It seemed a long time ago. The thought of it made her shiver slightly. She walked along the wooden promenade and watched the tourists get down to the edge of the water and stoop to touch the water and straighten up shaking their fingers in mock consternation, and clamber back again. She wouldn’t go down to touch the water. You wouldn’t catch her doing that. Not likely. Not with the chemical works one on top of the other all the way up both banks, right up as far as Baton Rouge, and, for all she knew, probably beyond. No, she wouldn’t touch the water. You never could tell just what it was filled with. And yet, the thought of the water drew her, so that she went right to the edge of the wooden promenade and stood looking down, watching her own image thick in the brown-grey grains of it ten or so feet below.


She felt very tired. She walked over to one of the benches and sat down and squinted because the sun reflected right off the surface of the water and into her eyes. She couldn’t be bothered to open her bag and find her sunglasses. A sense of lethargy sank right down into her. She felt it in her legs, which were so heavy they might have been planted in the promenade, an extension of the bench on which she sat; she felt it in her arms too, and her head, they were dense and heavy, all the pieces seemed set and dense in relation to each other, she might have been inanimate, except for the thoughts which heaved inside her skull, kind of white and shiny and massed like maggots are, when you lift the lid of some dark old jar and peer cautiously in and discover them.


‘No no no no nooaw.’ The man whose mouth the words came out of was hunched up at one end of the next bench. He was dressed in an old grey jacket which didn’t fit him, a shiny jacket which made his hands look bony and big, and a pair of cotton trousers too long in the leg, so they bagged around his ankles and draped like used balloons over the ragged canvas of his down-at-heel sneakers. The man stopped moaning, but Ellie saw at the corners of his mouth little bunches of bubbles which she knew contained more ‘noes’, every time one burst it let out another silent ‘no’, and when enough burst and a thin bit of spittle slid down and hung under his chin, that was a ‘no’ too. Ellie looked away. You often saw down-and-outs on the Moonwalk. They met there, sitting on the wooden seats with their brown paper parcels holding all they had stowed under the seats, and the liquor bottles stuffed in their pockets making them lumpy looking, all lumps and red-rooted eyes. It was strange to see them mixed up with the tourists. Sometimes one of them would come up and ask for a dollar. You knew you had to refuse. You just shook your head. That was enough. You didn’t look at them. It was always a mistake to look. You looked – not through them, so much as past them, so they were kept right to the edges of the space that made up your sight. But it was strange how clear they were, all the same. Clear in your memory days after. Like faces in the crowd at Botticelli’s Crucifixion. Faces whose expressions you remembered more clearly than the face of the dying Christ.


The Natchez was moving out over the water, heading downstream with the water falling off her paddles like the shredded fabric of a greyish veil. Ellie screwed up her eyes and tried to make out the people on the three decks, but she couldn’t get them any clearer than matchstick men and women, static black ants. She remembered the last time she had been on the Natchez. She had sat with a man, held his hand as the shore drew away from them, felt the warm flesh of his hand and watched the grey water churning underneath the wheel. And thinking about it now, the absence of his hand hurt her. She wondered how it could be that absence was more powerful than presence.


She felt the balance of things altered by this new idea, as though someone were weighting a scales with an illicit thumb. She got up and walked purposefully away from the river, and across the square. A young woman was having herself sketched. Ellie stopped and watched the artist’s quick fingers wielding the wild lines of charcoal into the approximation of a face. Something about it made the flesh at the top of her neck get tight, like it did when someone you’d been wanting to, touched you.


She wondered if she might not buy an ice cream, but the shop at the corner of Chartres was full of teenagers taking languid bites out of each other’s red-topped Cornettos. She thought, ‘I’ll just drop into St Louis’s’, and stepped through the arched doorway into the coolish interior of the Cathedral with a feeling of relief. But you weren’t allowed just to look around.


An elderly man with slicked down hair and a check jacket and knife-edge creases in his trousers herded her with a group of middle-aged women into a little corralled-off area, all looped rope and quick release fastenings, and said,


‘Now, Dear Ladies, you don’t have to give a thing. My time here is donated on an entirely voluntary basis – ’ Ellie wanted to get away but found herself fitting a dollar into the man’s ready hand, dragging her heels along behind the women’s endless questions, what was the date of a certain painting, where was the location of the casting of the original bell.


But the light was nice. The way it came in through the stained glass. And the place was peaceful, once the women had spent their allotted fifteen minutes and gone, in a bevy of exclamations, back out into the heat. Ellie sat at the back and watched the light change on the face of a plaster angel. Above her the bell tolled the half hour then the hour. She began to feel conspicuous, no one else just came and sat the way she was sitting, and eventually she went out and bought some prawleens and sat in the grassy enclosure whose iron railings marked the heart of Jackson Square, and shared the afternoon with the trash bins and the birds which zoomed in looking for bits, clicked and picked for a minute, and flew off.


At five or thereabouts it started to feel like evening. The pace of things changed, the street musicians packed up their bad jazz and their instruments and shambled off. The breeze changed direction and blew in now from the interior, redolent at its edges with swamp and bayou bird and the heavily scented petals of some ornamental vine. It was surprising how quickly darkness came down, and how thick it was, despite the individual whitenesses of the lights. The day-people seemed, all of a sudden, to have disappeared, the fat, waddling women from Illinois with paunchy husbands who travelled up-state. The young mothers with fretful children triumphantly riding their fathers’ shoulder bones. Oriental couples with up-market dark glasses and discerning fingers pointing out special treasures in posh shops.


All these seemed in the space of a few minutes to have disappeared, to have been replaced by the outlines of people, their shadows, the picked out planes of faces – cheek, chin, lip – which shifted and flickered in the interleaved set of reflections that was New Orleans evening.


Ellie would have liked to stay sitting in the little bit of green and feeling the heat diminish. But she knew it wasn’t wise. A woman out on her own after dark was asking for trouble. So she got up and walked diagonally over the piece of green, and the flowers in the dusty ornamental border shook their shadowy heads at her, and the smell of the horse dung as she came out past the line of hire carriages was acrid in her nose.


She crossed the road and walked towards the French Markets where she knew she could easily get a cab. In a way it hardly surprised her when the man stepped out of the shadows and said, quite quietly this time,


‘Take pity –?’


He was a tall man, and she could see in the street light, or maybe it was the subtler light of the rising moon, his shiny, sharp-toed boots and the crisp silhouette of his hat.


From way over on Bourbon Street the strains of a blues tune drifted in. Across the road a young girl laughed and the sound of it tinkled in the gutter like shards of glass. The Natchez gave a low moan as it eased out into mid stream.


And before she thought too much about it, Ellie said ‘Yes,’ and the man grasped her arm, and she liked the way his fingers felt, testing her flesh.




AN AFFAIR OF THE HEART


‘Very well,’ Maddy said to Jean-Claude that morning when they got up and Paris was grey-looking, and the spindly pointed part of La Tour Eiffel disappeared into the mist, and a wind blew down Rue Royale which seemed to take all the heat out of things and suck it up into that vortex stationed (only the gods knew why) directly over La Place de la Concorde.


‘Very well. Perhaps it would be better.’


‘Perhaps,’ said Jean-Claude looking sideways into his coffee and listening, with only half his attention, to whatever Maddy said. Maddy was much older than Jean-Claude. Nevertheless, she looked comparatively young.


Jean-Claude said, ‘I suppose we will do whatever you think best.’


Because she was so much older they usually did what Maddy thought best. It didn’t always seem like this. But if one looked at things closely one found it was usually so.


Maddy was fair and aquiline – Jean-Claude had brown hair, and a mouth that was neither one thing nor the other, and he wore small round spectacles with rims. At least, they were almost round, it would be truer to say they were oval, but they were certainly small and were, to Jean-Claude’s lasting pleasure, in the very latest fashion. He had left university several years before and had not got on as well as had been expected. As the years passed fashion, therefore, became more and more important to him. Maddy was rather fashionable. To be seen with her gave him a sense of being au courant. He had first slept with her about a year before the morning in question. During these twelve months he had had several lovers. But he had no desire to separate from Maddy. She was exciting, and said, when he lay with her arms around him and his face turned in her surprisingly granular breasts, things that no other woman had said to him, not yet in all events, and he was twenty-seven now, no longer the innocent he had once been, and beginning (he admitted it sometimes) to lose hope.


‘It won’t be too difficult,’ she said, her voice taking on that nasal quality which was like a wire pulled in him, going through his bones.


‘It’s not as if we have, for example, finances in common.’


Jean-Claude put down his coffee and looked at Maddy, who had paused in the act of lifting a piece of buttered croissant to her lips. He thought, can Maddy possibly mean she is leaving me? But why? Has something happened between us that I have forgotten about? He felt confused and tired and didn't want to go on talking but understood that he must.


He said,


‘Ah, Maddy – ’ and made his voice go calm at the end, in that soft way he had that Maddy liked, particularly when he was talking about love, which he wasn’t now because it would have been inappropriate, but which he hoped to be able to come around to, not immediately but in a little while, that was how one had to be with women, always coming around to things indirectly, using soft words where hard ones would have been appropriate, kissing and touching them oh so gently, when what you really wanted was a quick fuck.


Maddy put the croissant into her mouth and chewed it, and Jean-Claude was fascinated for a moment by the circular way her jaw went, round round round, and her eyes, above that movement, still and unblinking, depthless but insurmountably deep, yellow and green and speckled and enclosed, the coloured bit, in a hazy-looking ring.


She said,


‘No, Jean-Claude,’ and put her hand flat on the table and before he realized quite what she was doing had got up and gone from him, and all that was left of her in any immediate way was the empty cup and the crumbs and the sideways knife and the crumpled up napkin, all so confounding, so much more ‘Maddy’ than the presence in the bedroom of which there came intermittent evidence, the hesitation of a drawer opening and closing, the snap of a bottle placed on the dressing table, the sighing sound of the quilt as she pulled it out into the habitual taut shape that she and she alone felt was necessary.


‘No, Jean-Claude,’ she said again and shook her head in a very decided way as she came past him carrying a handbag and dressed now; she had (it was one of the things that was so attractive about her) been totally naked before. And then, before he knew it she had gone, leaving behind the slight but definite statement her scent made, and a space in his senses, which, had he but known it, nothing and nobody else, in all the time between that morning and the day of his death, which did not happen until he was very old indeed, would fill.


But he knew nothing, that morning we are talking about, that morning built of words and of silences, of pauses and commencements and reiterations and half-articulated hopes and wholly unarticulated globules of despair. It does not matter, but the morning was a morning in May. It does not matter, but May also was the month in which Jean-Claude died (so very many years later). It does not matter, it is just one of life’s unfathomable coincidences. And the only people who have any interest in coincidences are those who are very happy or those who are very sad. For most of us, existing in between, coincidence is just a punctuation point.


Jean-Claude did not articulate it thus to himself. He was not, fortunately, an intellectual. And being unaware of his death lying in wait for him already in that distant May, the hottest May of the century and one of numberless blossoms, pink and white and all hues softly indeterminate between, he thought not of coincidence, but of ennui and of disharmony, of spirits rubbed one against another, of the soreness of things, but in such a little way really, like in the pattern decreed (perhaps) by a passionless heaven; great though in the schemes of a man who must shave and dress and go forth into the streets of Paris and decide.


That is what Jean-Claude did. He shaved and dressed and went forth into the streets of Paris, and going out among the people was a shock to him, and the roar of the traffic beat against him, assaulted the closed-up sides of his mind, and he didn’t notice (which was unusual for him) the pretty girls as they went past him, swinging their bottoms from one side to the other and bending their knees, and looking at him, quite often, through the fringe of their blinking lashes, because he was, if one were to judge him dispassionately, rather a handsome man.


He usually thought of himself as handsome and it gave him pleasure, but today the thought did not occur to him. Maddy was leaving him, yes that must be what she had meant, they hadn’t been getting on well recently, and her mouth was closed up very tight, he noticed, when she left. But it was impossible to think of tomorrow without Maddy.


He caught the metro and got off at Varennes by mistake, he’d wanted Invalides, that was the kind of mistake you made when your mind was on other things. He gave two francs to the man who was begging at the top of the steps. He wished, later, that he’d given the two francs to the musician fifty metres further on. But then again, perhaps it was better to beg quietly, there was a certain dignity at least in that, and the musician had been playing out of tune.


Jean-Claude emerged onto the street again and found it was raining. He went to the Musée Rodin and spent a long time standing in front of Le Baiser (Le Penseur was temporarily at Varennes station, it looked so odd in its glass box with the rush-hour crowds going by, but in a way not at all out of place, more significant, really, than when it was in the museum and people stood before it and looked at it and said ‘Ah’ and passed on, wondering how soon they could suggest coffee, without seeming unduly terre à terre). He was unsure whether Rodin understood women. He was unsure, that day, whether he understood women. Women were like mirrors. Women absorbed and gave back one’s attitudes. They were frightening. How stiff the man’s back was in Le Baiser, and his toes were tensed. How soft the woman looked, and self-forgiving. The man looked as though he were about to fall. And poor Camille Claudel – well, one never knew, that was the way things happened. How odd though, Rodin, and kissing (the night before he had kissed Maddy, and the soft stuff of her belly had moulded itself over his hip).


Oh yes, it was a strange thing, he thought, coming out of the Rodin into the sunshine; it had decided to be sunny for a few minutes in between the rain.
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