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            ‘A story of lust, love and loss with a beautifully described Paris as its backdrop. I galloped through it in a couple of days’ Claire Fuller 
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            ‘Sultry, dark and very readable’ Trip Fiction 

            ‘Isabel Costello writes with authority about Paris and the French, love, desire and marriage. I can’t recommend it highly enough’ Goodreads review 

            ‘A grown-up look at adultery. The author does an excellent job of describing how torn and guilty people can feel, yet continue to do the things they feel bad about’ Finding Time to Write 

            ‘This is not tourist Paris. Costello captures something ineffable about the city, its habits and attitudes, its interiors, its inscrutable layers’ Reader review 

            ‘A compassionate, sophisticated look at love in all its forms. There are no good guys or bad, just an absorbing bunch of humans – confused, dishonest, jealous and often scared’ Goodreads review 

            ‘Paris sparkles in all its sexy glory’ The Booktrail 

            ‘Alexandra shares her reflections in a way which shows enormous courage and insight. Costello handles the sexual scenes extremely well’ Vicky Newham 

            ‘A remarkably assured debut’ The Fiction Fox 

            ‘There are so many things to savour here – from the page-turning plot to the intoxicating intensity of the affair, from the seductive aura of Paris to the superbly drawn characters’ Reader review 

            ‘Passion written into the heart of the story. Totally addictive’ The Last Word Book Review 

            ‘Paris, the city of love and sexuality, is almost a character itself. Classy and subtly erotic’ Reader review 

            ‘Told with honesty and insight, Alexandra’s story reflects Paris as it really is: beautiful and romantic, troubled and dark’ Peter Nichols 

            ‘Thoughtful, beautifully written and compelling’ Charles Lambert 
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            For JC, my love

         

      

   


   
      
         
            As a child, I felt in my heart two contradictory feelings, the horror of life and the ecstasy of life.

            
                

            

            Tout enfant, j’ai senti dans mon cœur deux sentiments contradictoires, l’horreur de la vie et l’extase de la vie. 

            
                

            

            
                

            

            Charles Baudelaire
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            After and Before

         

         The first time I caused terrible harm to those I love it was an accident. The second is the reason I’m here.

         Not just here in this place with the paint box aquamarine sky, the gulls wheeling overhead, the warm salt air on my skin. I mean here, right now, on my way to our first session. I say ‘first’, but it’s hard to imagine lasting one, let alone many. It’s good that you’re up on the hill, near the fine art museum with these dusty exotic gardens. I can come here afterward to pull myself together.

         And before. This is going to hurt.

         I pause in the gardens to reapply my lipstick, checking in my compact mirror, not that I need to. I learned the outline of my mouth from his finger mapping it, just like every other inch of me. Eyes closed, I can trick myself into believing he is still with me, up against me; I see his smile, the way he used to look at me. I remember the heat of my hands on his body, him in mine. What began as everything would be almost the least of it, in the end. And when I reach the end, as I always will, it’s to find he’s left me all over again.

         I smooth my hair and my dress in one sweep, fingertips skimming my breasts as the heels of my hands trace my new shape. A man catches my eye and smiles. Younger than me. Handsome. I turn away.

         Continuing up the street, I look for the building you described with the mosaic over the entrance. You sounded kind when I called, as if you understood when I said I needed to talk to someone and really didn’t want to at all. I’m not exactly at my best right now but I guess you’re used to that. For now it’s this or nothing. And nothing really isn’t working.

         You said that your room has a view of the bay and on warm days you leave the balcony door open. The ocean has always been part of this story even when it was miles away. There is no shutting it out, not ever.
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         Both parts of my story involve my mother and things she should never have said. Thirty years ago, she told me never to call her Mom again. But I can’t go there yet. Since you said it was up to me, I’m going to begin with last summer, when she’d just arrived in Paris.

         You do realise he has another woman? 

         That’s how it all started, with those few words, not telling me anything that wasn’t already known to me in the place we hide what we can’t bear to look at. Or speak of. Yet here I am.

         It was the first night of Mom’s visit (of course I never stopped calling her that in my head) and I was holding off dinner, trying to judge the point at which it would no longer be worth eating. As I fixed her another drink, she lit a slim French cigarette, pausing to stare at the lighter flame before taking a deep drag as if her survival depended on it. When she went home to California, it would be back to Marlboro Lights and business as usual.

         Philippe hadn’t called. I checked again for a text message I knew wouldn’t be there; the alert was too irritating to miss and I’d never worked out how to change it. Maybe his phone was out of charge. Or maybe he’d forgotten my mother was arriving. Lately there had been a lot of maybes. Our last long walk by the river was months ago, before my surgery. Nothing had been in kilter since.

         I handed the cocktail to Mom, who always called it a martini although she liked it heavier on vodka. At the rate she knocked them back I was tempted to switch to a bigger glass. I gravitated toward the open window, which was one of three. On a corner, our living-room looked both across and down the street and those views still affected me after five years. It divided further along, leading to the Théâtre de l’Odéon on the left, the Sénat on the right and beyond that the Jardin du Luxembourg, where I now ran almost every morning, trying to get back in shape after a stint of ill-health and inactivity. Before last summer French food was my greatest temptation.

         Opposite there were elegant buildings, close relatives of ours, with iron balconies and double windows that gave way to mansards higher up with rotting frames no painter could reach. In summer the glazed squares and rectangles held their secrets for longer with the light evenings. After dark, less imagination was required. Not that I’m a voyeur, you understand; I did more wondering than watching. And I had to wonder what anyone would make of me standing there as I often did, unsure what to make of myself.

         I turned back to my mother who was bristling with boredom. Without Philippe the part of me that believed the evening could be a success had gone missing. His kindness and solicitude toward my mother compensated for my deficiencies; he made her feel good and sadly I couldn’t say the same, but it never stopped me trying. Forty years old and still I craved her approval. We all want things that are never going to happen.

         ‘Would you be more comfortable on the sofa?’ I asked.

         If she were to act on my suggestion, either I would end up on one of the upright, thinly upholstered chairs that looked straight out of Versailles or we’d find ourselves awkwardly close together on the squashy blue sofa where Philippe and I sat to watch tv. A memory caught me between the ribs, of a tiny me with Mom on the swing seat on the porch. Just us – maybe my little brother Christopher was sleeping. We’re reading The Velveteen Rabbit and she is hugging me. We can hear the Pacific Ocean, the soundtrack of my early childhood, a half block away. What’s hardest is knowing that we were happy. I couldn’t share this with her now because it didn’t last. Over time the two of us had been reduced to a single memory, the chapters that came before torn out and borne away on the wind.

         Mom said she was fine where she was with her cocktail and cigarette: blood and oxygen, life’s essentials. As our habitual loaded silence descended she looked around the room, following its progress into every corner. took another sip of the excellent flinty Chablis, which I’d brought up from Philippe’s cellar in the basement the day before, the effect fortifying and agreeably numbing. I was overcome with weariness trying to come up with a safe topic of conversation. We had a tendency to fall into the same old grooves; I guess it must be like that for everyone. In any case, she spoke next.

         ‘I’m disappointed you can’t take time off, Alexandra, when I’ve travelled five and a half thousand miles to be with you.’

         Five and a half thousand? She must have looked it up. Ocean plus continent.

         If I’m going to be frank – and there really isn’t any point doing this otherwise – that was the distance which worked best for us. Her visit was shorter than usual, only four days, and having spent two weeks on a painting trip in the south of France for once she wasn’t jet lagged. She was primed, with red-painted claws, always making an effort when in Paris. Same with the Sobranie cigarettes in their candied pastel colours, too pretty to burn. Whether this was a treat or a coping mechanism, something to sweeten the ordeal, I couldn’t be sure. It was a miracle that Mom and I had a relationship of any kind. We both have a good side the other rarely gets to see.

         ‘Sorry, it’s just the timing,’ I said. ‘Things are always frantic when we have a new book coming out. It’s too bad you won’t be here for the launch.’

         ‘I suppose Philippe will at least turn up for that?’

         I breathed in through my nose. As I felt my mouth tighten, my mother’s did the opposite, relaxing with amusement. She liked to see if she could push me into lashing back. I doubt that she intended to hurt me and, in any case, I was complicit by never telling her she did. Once you’re assigned a role, be it victim, fall guy or guilty party, it’s hard to imagine things any other way.

         The launch was to be held at Philippe’s gallery in rue Mazarine in two weeks’ time. When the day came I would be grateful for every one of those five and a half thousand miles between Mom and me. And yes, I had the decency to feel bad about that. It went with the territory.

         ‘We’re hoping this volume will attract a lot of attention,’ I said, although the situation was considerably more urgent than I let on. ‘It’s about some rare Romanian icons very few people have ever seen. It took the author years to persuade the monastery to allow a photographer in, but the pictures are absolutely stunning.’

         Although my mother had heard me mention it before, I didn’t expect her to remember. ‘Who on earth is interested in Romanian icons?’ Mom ground her cigarette butt into the ashtray as if defacing one then and there.

         I went to defend them then thought better of it. The icons weren’t in the same league as the Turin Shroud or the Terracotta Warriors but they had something special. It was unlikely, but if there were to be huge interest the monastery might relent and allow an exhibition. Editions Gallici, the small fine art publisher I worked for, would have been there first.

         My mother painted seascapes, selling to tourists through a gallery in Mendocino County which gouged her on commission. I was the one with the degrees in art history, an acute eye for colour ever since I was a child, fascinated not only by new shades but the exotic words that went with them: cerulean, magenta, burnt sienna. But Mom was the one with the actual talent, the ability to create. She conveyed things which defied capture: the immensity of the Pacific, the wild beauty of the shore in all weathers, its mutable skies. I had to hang her canvas of Cannon Beach, Oregon, in the guest room because I couldn’t pass it without stopping, as if I could entreat the ocean to give back what it had stolen from us.

         For an artist, my mom could be quite the philistine. She gave a polite show of respect toward Philippe’s gallery but my career was granted no such favours. ‘Coffee table books,’ she called them. ‘Nobody wants them anymore.’

         Needless to say, it was about other things than that. After sending me to boarding school in England at the age of twelve, she’d acted surprised when I decided to settle in Europe. She never understood why I had decided to pursue my career here when I could have done so in San Francisco or New York.

         Unfortunately she wasn’t wrong about our books. The way people looked at (or to use that awful word, consumed) art had changed. Even faced with the original in a museum or gallery, many preferred to take photos they’d never look at on their phones. It was easy to kid yourself you were cultured: here, buy a Monet mouse mat, a Hockneyesque silk scarf. Where sophisticated tourists and business travellers once leafed through glossy pages in luxury hotel lobbies and corporate reception areas, now all they cared about was getting a wifi connection.

         The bells of Saint-Sulpice struck nine, the room still pulsing with summer light. There was a timelessness to much of European life that I found immensely comforting. I’m only half American, after all, half British. That might account for my strong sense of having two distinct sides to my nature.

         I bet you hate it when people turn up with their own half-baked theories.

         ‘What a racket!’ Mom said, and not for the first time.

         I took a skewer and prodded the chicken breasts wrapped in Parma ham, now mummified. ‘We should go ahead and eat,’ I said, sliding them onto plates with a serving of green beans that no longer had any bite. Mom had joined me in the small kitchen and was wrestling with a bottle of red wine and a counterintuitive corkscrew which even endangered the misplaced fingers of the stone-cold sober, which she was most emphatically not.

         ‘Give me that.’ I pointed her toward yet another uncomfortable seat, at the dining table. For a contemporary art dealer Philippe had a curious fondness for antique furniture; I don’t think he can have spent much time at home before he met me. The velvet sofa was my idea, although in hindsight French navy wasn’t the best choice. It really shows the dirt.

         I made no further mention of Philippe but for a second my mother and I both stared at the empty place setting, which a tactful waiter would have removed in a restaurant. She unwrapped the Parma ham from the chicken, reached over and dumped it on my plate. Funny how a simple gesture can make a person feel large and small. So what if I’d gained weight since I married and started cooking a good dinner every night? It gave me joy and if I’ve learned anything, it’s to take that wherever you can find it.

         Paris was always an excellent source of small moments of joy. I could have lived there the rest of my days and not taken those things for granted: to me the city was one big gallery, one big theatre. I used to think I’d never leave but I was wrong about a lot of things. One was believing the worst experience of my life was behind me.

         I found myself staring past my mom’s shoulder at a canvas of the Bay of Antibes which hung over the mantelpiece, an original by a minor Impressionist that had been loaned to us by another gallery in Saint-Germain-des-Prés when I admired it just for something to say. They’d forgotten to ask for it back and in all that time I had barely appreciated the artist’s reproduction of the vivid turquoise and transporting luminosity of a place that held sway over painters, writers, all kinds of dreamers.

         I don’t know how long my daydream lasted but when I zoned back to the dinner table I got the feeling Mom had been scrutinising me. The ticking of the clock seemed abnormally loud; I almost expected her to object to that too. Instead she looked pensive and it was making me nervous. She was not normally quiet at mealtimes, nor when she was the worse for drink.

         ‘You do realise he has another woman? Philippe,’ she added, as if I could have thought she meant anyone else. There was a blank interval, probably only seconds, in which my body suspended all functions – my lungs failing to inflate, my blood not pumping, my eyes blurring – before I could gather myself to respond.

         ‘How can you say that? You haven’t laid eyes on him in a year. You don’t know anything of the sort.’

         And nor did I know, not for certain. But something changed the moment her words made it out into the open. As long as I was alone with my suspicions that Philippe was cheating and in ignorance of the details I could just about deal with it, suppress the thoughts I’d been having for a while now. And of course there was the possibility that I was wrong, although suddenly that seemed unlikely. The discomfort of denial was nothing to the hair-pull hurt of being yanked out of it without warning.

         ‘Still, I suppose you must have known what you were signing up for,’ Mom went on, heedless. ‘After leaving it so long. And staying in France.’

         For so long, I heard so late. I heard not coming home. It was safer to keep quiet than to say something I’d really regret, a decision vindicated by the next absurdity she came out with. ‘It’s like your father and me all over again.’

         Behind my hand, my top and bottom teeth clashed together. Even if she was right about Philippe, the situation bore no resemblance to what made my father go. It’s true, there was someone else at one point, but did she seriously think that was why he left us?

         My mother has never understood that you can’t pull someone to you by pushing them away. Even as a child of ten I knew she blamed me for my brother’s death. She’d never found a home for the love that once belonged to Christopher and I had brought no one into the world on whom she could bestow it. Through no lack of longing on my part.

         And now I had something new to add to my collection of losses.

      

   


   
      
         
            2

         

         I’ve come back for more and I really didn’t think I would. Last time was so strange, listening to my voice revisiting times I don’t even want to think about. I can tell you want to help me but it’s down to me whether this is going to work. Whether I’ll be brave enough, honest enough, to get anything out of it.

         This is a gorgeous view – I’ve always loved the Mediterranean. But I miss Paris and everything it was to me. I miss the beauty and the ugliness, the exquisite morning light and the mournful greys. Despite the reason I left, I’ll always think of it as the place I was the happiest, the most alive, the most loved – all in more ways than one. Remembering the good times is the worst part.

         The night it all began I lay awake with my mother’s words on repeat in my head. I was not so much thinking about Philippe having another woman as the time I was the woman he wanted. We met at a very chic party hosted by a wealthy art dealer in his huge house near the Bois de Vincennes. I rarely attended such fancy events and once I’d become separated from my companions I felt more uncomfortable than ever in my one posh dress, a fitted black shift with a daring neckline and transparent half-sleeves, falling away at the elbow. Together with my highest heels it was the kind of dress that says I feel good about myself. Sexy, even. I want men to look at me. But I didn’t. I really didn’t. Five years after the broken engagement that brought me to Paris I had lowered my expectations of love. I couldn’t seem to let it happen, sabotaging occasional forays into dating even if it was going well. Especially then. I hurt men’s feelings trying to protect my own. On a slow descent into loneliness, I’d started to think it was probably for the best. I was only thirty-five.

         I was about to leave the party when Philippe struck up a conversation with me next to the chocolate fountain, which had an accompanying mountain of the most sublime profiteroles. ‘It’s the exact colour of your eyes,’ he said, of the chocolate, a lighter, much warmer shade than the sauce served in restaurants. The aroma it gave off was so delicious I could practically taste it. I was searching for a response to this terrible chat-up line when the young woman replenishing the fountain with cocoa nibs looked at me and said, ‘He’s absolutely right, you know.’

         So I looked again at this tall, rather attractive older man who knew all about colour, and shape, line and texture, as I would soon discover.

         ‘I’ve been looking at you all evening,’ he said. ‘I couldn’t help it.’

         I felt myself smile. It could have sounded very different, as if he’d been mentally undressing me, only after one thing. But it was never like that with me and Philippe. I could see he was nervous. He hadn’t only waited to see if I was with anyone but to work up the courage. ‘You shouldn’t have waited so long,’ I said, ‘it’s not been the best night.’ But now it was as if the brightness had been adjusted in the magnificent room full of glamorous people and flowers and paintings. He invited me to go for a drink elsewhere and before we’d even left it felt like the start of something.

         We drank champagne in a hotel bar and talked into the early hours. Philippe knew Editions Gallici and he liked what we did. He told me about his gallery. We traded tales of London and New York, where I’d done my masters, both of them cities he knew well. He was captivated by my foreignness, telling me he’d guessed before we spoke that I wasn’t French. Like me he was a fan of Jeffrey Eugenides, though he said his English wasn’t up to reading the original.

         We’d both been through bad times, which for some inexplicable reason we didn’t hesitate to share. Affected by his openness about a bitter divorce, by the time he saw me home in a cab I’d told him things I’d only ever confided in my friend Emily; things I’ll have to tell you, although God knows how. In the bar, he had laid his hand on mine a couple of times, no more, and now he asked if he could kiss me, no more, when I was aching to be held. I found that sweet and old-fashioned – as well as disappointing – but it gave my body the chance to wake up, to reacclimatise to the possibility of being wanted. Of wanting.

         He made up for it with the kiss.

         The next day, waiting for a call I knew he’d make, I panicked, purchasing a weightless pile of matching lingerie and slinky nightgowns I couldn’t afford, my sexual allure in serious need of a revamp. Within days I had a lover, within months, a husband; but the loss I felt most keenly in the sleepless hours following my mother’s observation was that of my closest friend, even after he came home and lay down next to me.

         
            [image: ]

         

         It’s okay. I’ll be all right in a minute. I don’t understand; I was fine last time. I haven’t cried like that since all this happened. Haven’t dared. Now my face will be all pillowed-up. Some tears can’t be wiped away; they soak in and for a while the pain you’re schlepping is on the outside for all to see. I saw this so often in my mother’s face that it became normal, but it’s not me at all.

         Everybody knows life’s not all plain sailing. It has its downs and ups: it’s like there’s a league table of adversity. Some of it is just part of the deal: the inevitable bad patches with love, work and money. Health problems. Losing your parents and shifting up a notch on the ladder of mortality. Family has a lot to answer for. Sooner or later friends begin to disappear.

         In the second column are the cruel and exceptional losses, the tragedies most people will never experience first-hand. But for those who do, surviving one offers no protection against the others, as I am proof. Both ‘my’ tragedies have had the shape people are programmed to seek in the search for sense where there is none: a before/after, identifiable victims, an obvious person to blame. But whereas my brother’s accident decimated my family in seconds, sad to say, our marital crisis in its early stages was nothing out of the ordinary: cheating husband, aggrieved wife. It was impossible to pinpoint when it all started to go wrong between Philippe and me.

         But I had the most vivid memory of the last time things were right. It was late September, just eight months earlier. We took a walk to see the new floating gardens that had just opened on the banks of the Seine and witnessed a sunset that was the last-minute reward for a grey day: the sky mottled with scraps of cloud, backlit with a blaze of violet and grenadine that poured down onto the river. It was before they started raising the gangways at dusk. We lay on one of the two-person wooden loungers, the pampas grass in the planters behind us swaying and rustling on the breeze. When night fell, the temperature did too. I shivered and, without a word, Philippe held me tight, my head resting in the dip of his collarbone, and we stayed there like that a long time. Certain moments of heightened emotion are seared into me, and this was one, if you can say that of something so overwhelmingly tender.

         Enough tears for one day.
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         The next evening Philippe, my mother and I had dinner plans with the Malavoines, who had assumed such a significant role in her imagination over the years that she had asked to meet them. It was a wish which they and Philippe seemed happy to accommodate.

         I’d known Geneviève and Henri almost exactly the same time as I’d known my husband, but it felt far longer than five years. When Philippe and I married just four months after we met, it was as if I got this other couple thrown in for free. But there was a cost. Since my husband’s relationship with the Malavoines was personal and professional, our circles overlapped to an extraordinary degree. Even when it wasn’t planned, we would bump into them most everywhere we went.

         Philippe and Henri were both from Nice and their families were close. Ten years older and a successful fine art auctioneer by the time Philippe arrived in Paris, Henri assumed the role of mentor, father figure and older brother and Philippe couldn’t have established the gallery without his backing. In the early days of our marriage, I thought the Malavoines’ money came from Henri but it didn’t take long to realise my mistake. And in fact it was Geneviève my mother really wanted to meet. mentioned her and Henri often, as you would anyone you see all the time.

         ‘I can’t think why you’ve never introduced us,’ Mom said. They would have met at our wedding but I wasn’t about to rake that up. I should have tried to explain what it would mean for her to be part of something good that was happening to me. She was leaning awkwardly over the mantelpiece to apply a new deep red lipstick, the poor light and speckled antique mirror offering less than ideal conditions to attend to one’s maquillage. When I heard that the girl at the Chanel counter had helped her match it to the dress she’d bought that afternoon I felt a twinge. I was busy but I could have found time to take her shopping, even if only to the bhv department store minutes from the office. Not everyone had my familiarity with the Pantone chart but the lipstick was two, possibly three, shades off for the dress and too bright for a woman of my mother’s age and complexion. And yet she had the kind of beauty that was more touching faded than it ever was in bloom. She used to be a life model in her art student days in San Francisco.

         Anyone who saw us together would instantly know we were mother and daughter but I’ve never been beautiful in that way that is almost a burden. Christopher was the pretty one. I am striking, with the kind of face which constantly makes people ask what I’m thinking, as if I’d tell them. On the plus side, it’s a face that suits me better than when I was younger – you might say I’ve finally grown into my looks. The source of my most prominent physical imperfection is also the means of registering it: my eyes are too close together. But being good with a brush, I soon figured out a way to minimise it using dark colour and heavier mascara on the outer edge of my eyelids. I pluck my eyebrows as wide apart as I can get away with.

         Mom’s new red dress was absolutely perfect and I’d told her so.

         ‘It honestly never occurred to me to get you together,’ I said, referring to Geneviève. I’d come to Paris to draw a line between my current and former lives, with varying results. It’s always the things we want to forget that have the most tenacious grip: the grief, the rejection, the accumulation of humiliations. It was ten times harder when my mother was in town, stirring up a maelstrom which took weeks to still.

         ‘Geneviève is charming,’ I said, hoping Mom would understand that this was what was required of her in return. It was years since I’d witnessed her in the company of others and I was trying not to dwell on the worst possible scenario. Evidently there had been a few flare-ups during her painting trip, when she’d accused another woman of deliberately blocking her light on the first day, making herself unpopular for the duration, and complained that the resident artist paid more attention to the other painters. ‘Geneviève is actually from Paris,’ I added. ‘So please be diplomatic.’

         My mother’s criticisms of the city were not entirely unfounded. Every city has its problems – there are destitute and unhappy people in Paris just like anywhere – but by acting as a magnet to me, it had made itself a target for her.

         But it was still Paris, for God’s sake, famously lovely in spring but for me never more enchanting than now, in early summer when promise and delivery are in perfect balance. I made excuses for it the way I would for a person I loved. The way I privately did for my mother: she’s lonely. She’s getting older. She’s never recovered.

         I’d said as much as I could with a gentle warning. It wasn’t for me to lay down conditions. When you’re responsible for something terrible as a child, your whole life ends up as an attempt at redemption. More than once I’ve felt vindicated when things went wrong for me – it must be obvious already that there’s no simple answer to ‘why I don’t think I deserve to be happy’.

         My mother looked at me with the appraising eye she turns on a scene or figure she wants to paint. ‘You have good genes, Alexandra. You don’t look your age and some of that extra weight has ended up in the right places. But in your situation it’s important to make the best of yourself.’

         My situation. It wasn’t just the oblique reference to Philippe that made me look away. Not once on the assault course of adolescence did Mom tell me I was smart or pretty or any of the things a girl needs to hear to believe. We were tiny figures in each other’s landscape, spoiling the picture. There’s no guarantee of closeness between a mother and daughter but we might have stood a chance if I’d grown up by her side. Whatever I’d become, I’d had to get there on my own.

         In the privacy of the bedroom I wept off my mascara, starting over with a bolder touch and zero interest in the result. I swapped my chic Comptoir des Cotonniers outfit for a figure-hugging emerald dress I hadn’t worn in over a year. As I walked out to face the verdict I couldn’t have been less in the mood for the dress, for the evening, for any of it. The thought of eating made me as nauseous as the prospect of Philippe acting like nothing was up.

         Mom brought her hands together in triumph. ‘That’s what I’m talking about!’ she said. I could easily have missed the tremble in her voice.
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         ‘Après vous, mesdames.’ Philippe held the door of the restaurant for us, anxious to make amends, if not to offer explanations, for his absence the night before. We had muttered only a few words in the interim – I was not inclined to interrogate him. At least we were not going to be finding ourselves alone anytime soon. He’d turned up for dinner and for now that was all I asked.

         Mom gasped on entering the restaurant Geneviève had chosen. Some of the tables had a spectacular three-tier centrepiece of fruits de mer, and seeing a woman drizzle shallot vinegar onto a plump, glossy oyster made me impatient to dispense with the niceties of introduction – I was hungry after all. This was une bonne adresse, off the tourist circuit and popular with the well-heeled residents of the elegant and conservative 7th arrondissement, which was home to the Malavoines. The only jeans were designer and baseball caps didn’t stand a chance. Mirrors and soft lighting made a large proportion of the diners look ludicrously attractive and I was certain the staff had been chosen on precisely those grounds.

         Henri and Geneviève stood and beamed as we approached the table. They declared themselves enchantés to meet Mom, who blushed as Geneviève kissed her on both cheeks, a habit I’d adopted on moving to France and practised with just about everyone. Henri was so quick to compliment me on my appearance that it was hard to know if Philippe’s unspontaneous agreement meant anything at all.

         ‘I’ve heard so much about you,’ Mom told the Malavoines, which was received with polite smiles. A Parisian would not have to hope it was all good. They would assume that was the case.

         For Mom’s benefit we were all speaking English, which made everything feel strange. ‘I can hear that you’ve spent time in England,’ my mother said to Geneviève.

         ‘That’s right,’ she replied, pausing as the waiter dipped between them to pour champagne. ‘I studied at the Courtauld Institute. A long time ago, of course.’

         ‘I expect you know that Alexandra’s father was British.’

         Which Geneviève did, but would have been too tactful to mention. Discretion was of the essence. My father rarely visited Europe and I had never been to Brazil, where he currently lived with wife number three. She was around my age, if I remembered correctly. Of the three of us, my dad had made the best job of getting on with his life, albeit on a trial-and-error basis. He had this endearing belief that things would eventually come right. It’s too bad the Amazon was no place for a single man to raise a daughter – it would have done me good to spend more time with him.

         ‘Is British,’ I pointed out. ‘He’s not dead.’

         My mother waved her hand as if to say, details! ‘I was young when I met him,’ she said, to have married a British person a lapse of judgement requiring explanation. ‘It was the summer of love, in San Francisco…’

         I cringed. The actual Summer of Love was a good six years before they met.

         ‘What a delightful story, Carolyn!’ said Henri, catching only the tail end and unaware of the minefield (or more accurately, desert) that was my mother’s love life. He proposed a toast. ‘To love.’

         We all clinked glasses around the table. Philippe was misty-eyed when he turned to me, oblivious to my urge to kick him. He could be embarrassingly sentimental sometimes. In my admittedly limited experience it wasn’t the physical side of love French men were particularly good at, it was saying what women like to hear.

         ‘Yes indeed,’ said Mom, for once without any hint of bitterness. ‘To love. It’s a wonderful thing, if you can find it.’

         There were many definitions of love. In Paris it was the acceptable term for all kinds of goings-on. But often it just meant sex, which didn’t appear to be that hard to find.

         Somehow the evening brought out the best in all of us. Philippe and Henri made an attentive double act, oozing the charm that foreign women love, especially when they reach the age when they feel invisible at home. In France men don’t stop admiring a woman who has passed the flush of youth, or any other flushes and flashes for that matter, as long as she still makes an effort. Letting yourself go was a greater crime than not being beautiful to begin with. There was only so much you could do about that.

         Geneviève was surpassing herself with my mother, with a warmth she had never extended to me. It was a strange experience to see the two significant older women in my life together, their vastly different circumstances no barrier to conversation. Geneviève had been married for as long as my mom had been alone. They were both in their early sixties but mom had me and Christopher young, whereas Geneviève had come to motherhood late, her adored only child still only twenty-three years old.

         Savouring a delectable raspberry tart, I found myself momentarily outside the two conversations at the table when Henri’s phone rang. Geneviève’s face betrayed a hint of displeasure when he went to answer it with a broad smile. ‘It is our son,’ he said, pointing the screen at her. ‘Allô, Jean-Luc! You’re here already?’ He listened for a moment. ‘Oh, sorry, we forgot to tell you the locks have been changed. I’ll be right there…’

         Henri was halfway out of his seat when Geneviève intervened. ‘No, Henri, we’re not finished. Get him to come here. I really want to see him!’

         ‘Maman veut que tu viennes ici,’ Henri said. The restaurant was very close to their apartment but he would not have made that request.

         Geneviève was telling my mother about the theft of keys from the concièrge. ‘We haven’t seen Jean-Luc since Christmas,’ she said, her eyes gleaming. ‘He wasn’t due back until later tonight.’ It was the third time she’d mentioned this.

         ‘He got an earlier connection from Heathrow,’ Henri explained. As the chatter resumed, I found my attention straying. One glamorous couple nearby had spent the whole meal on their iPhones, barely speaking – the woman gave her boyfriend a porn star pout for the camera, unaware of what I could see over his shoulder: the Facebook upload was of himself.

         When I looked back to see another young man approaching us, if it weren’t for his parents’ reaction I would never have guessed he was Jean-Luc Malavoine. We had only met once before, when he was about to leave for college in Marseille shortly after Philippe and I married. There had been heated whispers from the hallway of their apartment as Geneviève insisted he come to say hello, a rare instance of her losing her cool. When he finally appeared it was over in seconds.

         He’d looked nothing like this back then. It was dark by now, the restaurant animated by soft light, shadows and reflections. I registered stubble, messy hair falling into searing eyes it could not obscure: enough for me to feel a physical bolt, effervescence in my blood. No sooner had he reached us than he was being passed round the table like some kind of trophy, from his parents to Philippe. Every time Jean-Luc went to embrace one of them his gaze headed so resolutely in my direction that I looked over my shoulder, thinking he must be checking out a cute waitress. There was no one there.

         ‘You remember Philippe’s wife, Alexandra?’ his mother said, when it was my turn. Clearly he didn’t, but there was no reason he should; I had barely paid him any attention either that day. As he moved toward me, I noticed a pulse at his temple and had to fight an urge to reach for it. And we ended up touching anyway, although to my relief not in an exchange of kisses. Like anything that’s over in an instant it was hard to say quite how it happened, but there was something unsteady about him that made me grab his upper arm.

         ‘Are you okay? I think you need to sit down.’

         He did, and someone poured a glass of water, which I handed over, adjusting my position so his knee wasn’t touching my leg. He was in no state to notice. ‘I’m so sorry,’ he said faintly, just to me. ‘Je suis mort de fatigue.’ And anyone could see he was dead tired: drawn, crumpled, touchingly wrecked.

         Philippe offered to get the check so the Malavoines could get him home. As Jean-Luc’s mother fussed to his visible annoyance, I could relate to that primeval impulse to take care of him. It was the least troubling of my instincts.
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         Philippe groaned and reached for his alarm clock as I got out of bed much earlier than usual to take my mother to the airport. Quarter to six and the bright orange light announcing another hot day was filtering through the gaps in the shutters. There was already a sheen on his brow; he preferred summer by the Med to Paris with its pollution and sinister iridescent air. July and August were still a way off.

         I could feel his eyes on me as I dressed, pretending not to notice he was awake. All the tiny signs I’d been trying to block out kept making a picture I didn’t want to see. Like the seascape on the wall, it had been there for quite some time.

         When Philippe looked at my body he must compare me to the other woman. Someone younger, I assumed. Which was to say, even younger than me. There was no doubt that he was still capable of attracting women who went for the older man – he was physically imposing and his looks were holding up, more rugged than ravaged, like Vincent Cassel in a good suit. And that charm, of course. They all have that.

         Two days had passed and still I couldn’t stop Jean-Luc intruding on my consciousness. The truth is that I didn’t try very hard. The intensity in the way he’d looked at me had triggered a pressing physical need that was proving difficult to ignore. I knew that in my distress I was reading too much into what had passed between us but I was getting off on the feeling of excitement and unease.

         My guess was that Philippe had gone for someone petite and svelte again. Over the last decade here I’d had fun unravelling some of the clichés about Paris – though each of them had a molecule of truth as all clichés do – but Parisiennes who push lettuce leaves around a plate to work off calories did exist. Philippe claimed to find such women tiresome but the requirements for a fling must be different from those of marriage. If not, what would be the point?

         I was engaged to a man named Jonathan for three years before he decided I wasn’t marriage material after all. When I failed to meet his criteria he thought better of it. Endometriosis had dogged me since my late teens, proving to be severe and accompanied by salpingitis – inflamed and damaged Fallopian tubes. I had to admit there was a brutal kind of logic to Jonathan’s decision: why stick with me and my terrible odds of giving him children when there were so many lovely fertile women out there? Time to move on, which he certainly did, getting a new girlfriend pregnant in a matter of months.

         I left London for Paris and it took me five whole years to move on. I had a job I enjoyed in a city I had always loved but was looking at through a veil, its beauty somehow dimmed. And as is so often the case, it was only when I’d abandoned all hope of finding love that I found Philippe, whose situation mirrored mine to an uncanny degree, or rather, he found me. I stopped thinking I’d never find happiness. It isn’t allocated by who deserves it most. Same with luck or success.

         And I made him happy too.

         Five years after his divorce, Philippe wanted someone to look after him, someone to come home to. We were both sick of having no one care about our day, nobody to tell those silly little stories you wouldn’t call a friend for, like the funny incident in the boulangerie or someone being a pain at work. I suppose I’m talking about the small intimacies of the everyday, so easily taken for granted when you have someone to share your life and so painfully missing when you don’t. Not everyone wants that, but we did.

         Sexually there was definitely a spark between us but it was never just about that. We loved each other’s company and we both loved art and books. With him there was no deal breaker: Philippe’s experience of parenting had been anything but joyful and at forty-seven he wasn’t looking to start over. I was enough for him, whereas Jonathan hadn’t loved me enough to sacrifice becoming a father. Strangely, that was the one thing I didn’t hold against him – I’d wanted kids just as badly. You can’t help how you feel.

         Philippe proposed before we really knew each other but if I’d turned him down saying it was too soon that would have been the end of us. In a city full of stunning women, I still wasn’t entirely sure why he’d picked me.

         But so much of who we are is an infinite mystery. I was unusual for a woman in that there was nothing on the outside I was desperate to change. Not because my body was perfect or my proportions corresponded to any ideal, far from it. Maybe when some parts of your anatomy rebel and inflict physical torture, it makes you more accepting of the rest. According to my mom, I had my Irish grandmother to thank for my dark wavy hair, which I wore long. I had real hips, a round bottom, breasts large and shapely enough to make for an impressive décolleté and still roughly on the same latitude.

         Small wonder that everyone had sex on the brain when even the language sounds so erotic. Décolleter, to bare the neck, to be uncollared; unbridled, like passion, another concept so deeply engrained in the national psyche it could get you off murder. At this point I couldn’t see Philippe or myself committing a crime passionnel.

         Clearly I still had some effect on him. He threw back the sheet to let me see he was hard and patted the mattress either side by way of an invitation. He liked me on top, my knees indenting the bed as he lay there waiting for it to happen – for him, primarily. Since I’d fully recovered from my surgery and gotten my libido back he’d turned into a lazy lover, not surprisingly if he was saving his best for someone else. Who’d be interested in an affair if the sex wasn’t good?

         ‘Are you insane?’ I said. ‘My mother’s here!’

         I was glad of the excuse, for all that it was about to expire. We could hear her moving around in the spare room next door.

         ‘You think your mother would be shocked to hear us making love? She is a grown woman, not a nun.’

         His smile disgusted me. Philippe was precisely halfway between my mother’s age and mine, twelve years either side. Making love! If what he and I had was love, he’d have no desire to do it with anyone else. Sex wasn’t the most important thing to me but it was what distinguished a relationship from every other bond. Obviously that only held true if it was exclusive, so the idea of him screwing me and someone else interchangeably was revolting. Things are pretty messed up when you hope your husband uses a condom when he’s having sex with another woman. She’d chosen that, assuming she knew he was married. I had not, and I wasn’t sure I could live with it.

         I breathed deeply, waiting for a monstrous desire to smash something to subside. This anger that kept surging through me was unfamiliar, more proactive and risky than the sadness that makes a person settle for little, expect nothing, not feel worth very much. It shocked me, but it permitted me some self-respect, making me realise I was worth more than this. Seeing that he wasn’t getting anywhere, Philippe reached inside his shorts, which was the best idea he’d had so far. The way I felt right then he really could go fuck himself.

         
            [image: ]

         

         When Mom gave me a big hug at the airport security barrier it felt weird. We didn’t do hugs. She was as fragile in my arms as I was in hers. ‘I hope you had a good visit.’ She hadn’t stopped talking about the dinner and the day she’d spent with Geneviève, who took her to an exhibition at the Petit Palais followed by lunch at the Hotel Vendôme and a stroll around the Seventh with her bichon puppy, Gigi. All très agréable. 

         ‘You know what? I really had fun this time.’ Mom made no secret of how amazing this was. ‘I’m starting to appreciate the appeal of Paris. And you seem to be in a better place somehow.’

         I looked at her and blinked – did she actually just say that? I guess everything’s relative; I’ve been in some bad places. As she fussed over her documents and her travel-size toiletries I watched her in an attempt to capture this unprecedented entente cordiale for posterity. She looked back to wave one last time before disappearing round the corner to line up for the X-ray machines.

         As I crossed the crowded terminal toward the rer station I witnessed all kinds of interactions: a college athletics team in high spirits and red hoodies; couples clinging to each other weeping; a woman crouching down, her face transformed as a small child barrelled into her arms, a feeling unknown to me.

         My mom and I have more in common than I like to admit. It’s hard to be good at the here and now when you can only think about what’s lost, or what you want and can’t have.
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