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			To my mother,

			who never stopped believing in me,

			and always told me

			“You should write a book”.

			To my sisters, Ann Marie and Carol Ann.

			Women may come and go in a man’s life,

			but sisters are forever.
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			Chapter One

			The Dream

			As lights from the Paris night filtered through the sheer curtains, honey cascaded down Marla’s perfect breasts. The golden rivulets gleamed, catching the city’s glow, each droplet a tiny star against her skin. Struggling to catch his breath, he watched as the honey sank into the shadowed valley of her cleavage, its descent slow, as if time itself had yielded to her presence. His pulse hammered in his ears, loud and insistent, drowning the silence. The honey pooled in her navel before spilling lower, tracing a path toward the sacred hollow between her thighs. His mouth went dry, his body tense with anticipation as he fought to control the erratic rhythm of his breathing. The moment stretched, untethered from reality, his entire being suspended in the space between longing and reverence.

			With her back to the window, Marla’s face lay hidden beneath the cascade of her dark hair, veiled in shadow. The soft glow of the city caught its strands, revealing hints of gold and mahogany woven within the darkness. Her eyes, dark and unreadable, peeked through the curtain of hair that framed her face. Slowly, she rose from the bed, each movement unhurried, as if drawn by an unseen force. She walked toward the window and drew the curtains apart. The City of Lights stretched before her, a sea of flickering gold, shimmering against the night. She stood naked before it, silent and unbound, the glow wrapping around her like an embrace.

			Unsure of his next move, he stood in the middle of the room. Marla’s bedroom was just as he had envisioned in his most fevered dreams—vaulted ceilings stretched endlessly above walls draped in velvet, their edges softened by gold filigree that seemed to shimmer and shift in the dim light. The floor-to-ceiling window stood like a portal to another world, its five dozen panes divided by brass mullions. At last, he was inside—not merely a watcher from below, but stepping into the space he had long imagined, where reality blurred at the edges.

			Marla’s naked body, the body of a goddess, stood in silhouette against the soft glow of the Paris night. He knew too well the chill of the street below; he had stood there many times, looking up at these windows. Now he was inside, looking out. For decades, he had imagined being in Marla’s bedroom. Now he was in her inner sanctum. A feeling washed over him—a sense that let him know he was not worthy. After a lifetime of yearning and dreaming of being in her bedroom, he realized how ill-prepared he was to be there. Marla stood within reach, yet he felt he was being blown back by her radiant beauty. Each attempt to move forward proved futile. He could not advance one foot in front of the other. Throughout all of history, the beauty of the woman in front of him had been reserved exclusively for gods and kings. He was not a god, not a king; he was but one ordinary man who loved one woman with a passion that had defined him since the moment he met her decades earlier.

			Marla stood silently at the window. She did not turn her head to face him. The silence between them was deafening, reverberating through his soul. It told him she was exactly where she belonged—a goddess in the City of Lights. Only Paris, a city of beauty and grandeur, was worthy of her. That same silence reminded him of what he had always known—he was nothing but ordinary. It also told him he had never been wrong; her naked body was as magical as he had imagined.

			Crossing the floor of Marla’s bedroom, he did not see the Paris cityscape. He saw only Marla. He moved toward her. As he did, he realized this had always been the story of his life—moving toward her. His raison d’être had always been Marla. She was the one who had captured his heart, shaped his imagination, and left an imprint on his very soul. Since that warm spring evening in New York City when he had first met her, it had always been Marla. Now, he was at the end of a four-decade journey that had taken him through many cities across four continents. His mind reeled as he took another step closer to her. What does one man do when reality eclipses his dreams? With each step forward, he sensed he was not getting closer to Marla; instead, the distance between them seemed to increase.

			Marla broke the deafening silence. “You have never told me you love me, yet I have known it since the day you met me. For as long as I can remember, I have been waiting to hear you say those words. I have seen it in your face, heard it in your voice, felt it in your hands, and known it in every moment we have ever shared. Still, I have never heard you say, ‘I love you.’ Do you know how maddening it has been, waiting? Please, tell me you love me.”

			“I love you, Marla,” he whispered, the words finally slipping into the space between them, heavy with the years he had kept them locked away.

			Stretching across his bed as he came out of sleep, he reached for the alarm clock, shaking his head to clear the haze of lingering dreams. As he looked around his antiseptically clean, immaculately organized but sparsely furnished apartment, he was reminded that his home in Brooklyn Heights was a reflection of his life. Though it belonged to him, it lacked something essential. The same was true of his life. An absence he refused to acknowledge weighed on him. What was missing—though he never admitted it to anyone—was Marla.

			The truth, which he occasionally admitted to himself, was that no amount of effort would turn his apartment from a place to live into something more—a home. Still, he had come to find a certain comfort in its familiarity. His apartment lacked the touches that only a woman could bring. He knew it would never be home to a family, never echo with the laughter of children. Like most bachelors, his apartment was a place to return to after a workday, a refuge where he could shut the door on the world.

			Another day greeted him as another dream of Marla faded into history. Each morning, the previous night’s dreams slipped into the growing archive of visions of her—a vast collection shaped by memory, desire, and the ache of her absence. He slammed his head back on the pillow and stared at the ceiling as if hoping for some answers to come from the zinc ceiling tiles above him. Motionless, he lay there as he gathered up the strength to begin another day. Dreams of Marla were great, but waking each day to the realization that Marla was not lying next to him was starting to take its toll.

			In that way that bachelors do, he had come to define his happiness in the repetition of the mundane. He had a sense of security and control, with a routine that offered little chance for chaos in his life. The difference between single men and those who are bachelors is self-evident. Single men live their days assuming a partner, and then the attending chaos of family will eventually be a part of their lives. True bachelors embrace their single status and find their peace in it. He told himself and others that he had done the same, that he had found contentment without Marla, clinging to the lie but never admitting it. He repeated it so often that it became second nature, an unchallenged truth in the eyes of those who heard it. Yet even if he admitted it, he would be challenged to fully articulate it.

			He swung his legs over the side of the bed, rubbing his face with both hands before running them through his hair. The floor was cool beneath his feet as he pushed himself upright and walked barefoot through the apartment, the silence dense around him. The scent of dark roast hit him as he stepped into the kitchen. He leaned against the counter, watching the slow trickle of coffee into his mug. He reached for his phone, swiping through missed calls—two from Marla. She had been relentless lately, calling daily, urging him to return to Paris. “Just get here,” she would say. “Don’t overthink. Just get here.” She had anticipated every objection, knocking them down one by one. While his conversational French was fluent, he had never used the language in a professional setting, which gave him a reason to be concerned. He hadn’t built a network of contacts in Paris, and he wasn’t sure if he could establish himself well enough to earn a comfortable income. But Marla had left nothing to chance. When she told him she’d secured a high-paying consulting position for him, there wasn’t anything left to argue. He stared at the phone, his thumb hovering above the screen, the silence stretching. The time for excuses had passed.

			The truth, of which he was aware, was that he had reached a point in life where he belonged to that niche of American society known as “the lonely males.” In earlier times, after marriage, men continued to turn to their circle of male friends for social engagement. That era was long behind him. A modern cultural shift had taken hold—one where, as men entered adulthood, married, and started families, they inevitably looked to their wives to shape their social lives. At one time, they had relied on close friends and male relatives for nights out, for deep, intimate conversations, but over time, wives had assumed that role to a greater extent. This evolution affected not only married men but also single men whose friendships with their married counterparts became increasingly distant.

			Long behind him were the regular get-togethers with friends from earlier in his life. As the years passed, those gatherings became less frequent. The once-tight bonds between male friends had gradually loosened, evolving into connections tethered only by memories of an increasingly distant past—bonds that, though sincere, were no longer strong enough to bring them together as they once were.

			At this point in his life, he did not have anything to lose. Single, without children, he had both the personal and professional flexibility to make such a move. He wasn’t sure if moving to Paris was the best decision, but Marla was there, and that was all that really mattered. As he set about his morning routine, his thoughts drifted back—back to a different time. To the first day of spring, 1975—the day he met Marla.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Meeting Marla: An Awkward Conversation

			Anybody who has ever experienced the wonder of a warm New York City spring evening knows how such an evening can often be magical. New Yorkers have a way of collectively embracing the end of winter, as if the entire city awakens at once. After months of biting cold, the first true spring evening arrives, and the streets come alive. The city moves as one, a giant organism stirred by Mother Nature, eager to revel in the long-awaited warmth. The streets emerge from their barren winter thaw, and it is the people who bloom, transforming the urban landscape of concrete and asphalt into a vibrant garden.

			The sounds of warm weather rise from all corners of the city; the rhythmic smack of rubber balls against pavement signals another season of ball playing in parks and schoolyards. The sharp clatter of heels striking the sidewalk announces that women, having endured the long winter, are eager to step out in their new spring wardrobes. Gone is the hurried, purposeful pace of winter—replaced by an unhurried stroll, as if the city streets were a personal runway. Nothing says “spring is here” quite like being stuck behind a group of women who amble and dawdle, their feet in motion, yet somehow managing to slow the entire flow of foot traffic. Spring arrives in many places in different ways, but a New Yorker knows the season has truly begun when warmth can be smelled in the air and the streets begin their six-month stretch of life once again.

			The unmistakable sounds of spring are each unique, yet if one attempts to listen to each of them individually, they all come together in a symphony of discordance. That discordance is the roar of the city. It is the First Movement in the Symphony of Spring and Summer, which premieres each year as all New Yorkers hit the streets that first evening when the spring warmth carries on the wind. It was such an evening in 1975 when he met Marla.

			Although he had never been introduced to her, he knew a few things about Marla. He had seen her from a distance—in school, on the street, and in church. He knew they had mutual friends. He was aware she was an excellent student, active in several extracurricular activities. What Marla never knew was that he knew her secret. She had a girlfriend named Franca. Marla and Franca had grown up together in New York City in an era when being openly lesbian was not an option. In the 1970s, teenage girls did not wear their lesbianism on their sleeves, nor did they wave a rainbow banner in public as they do today. As teenagers in a Catholic, culturally Italian community, Marla and Franca understood the necessity of keeping their love hidden. Yet their relationship, carefully concealed, existed in plain sight. To the casual observer, they were simply best friends, inseparable in the way teenage girls often are. However, a perceptive eye would have noticed the telltale signs, seen through their outward posturing: they never dated boys, they did everything together, and they often found excuses to leave gatherings early.

			The most important thing he knew about Marla was that she was the sister of a friend. In any Italian neighborhood in New York City, that alone meant she was off-limits. It wasn’t a guideline or a suggestion—it was an unspoken law, as ingrained as Sunday dinner with family or never showing up at someone’s house empty-handed. We are all shaped by our culture, but we are also bound by it, tethered to its values, its expectations, and the silent rules that dictate how we move through life. Their culture defined them as Italian-Americans, and the rule was clear: one never dated a friend’s sister. To do so was to invite trouble, to risk upending the delicate balance of respect and loyalty that held their world together.

			On the first night of spring 1975, in a house that could have been any house in New York City, he attended a party at which Marla was present. It was this encounter that would forever remain with him. Marla could have sat anywhere that spring evening. No doubt every young man in the room was hoping she would sit next to him. All eyes were upon her as she strode across the room, moving with purpose toward him. Some young ladies enter a room with their beauty; some enter a room with their personality. Most enter with their noise. Many do so confidently in the belief they are the prettiest and the most desired. Marla never struggled with any such concerns. She possessed the confidence to enter a room without needing to compare herself to anybody. Marla had the security of knowing that she was always the prettiest gal in the room, and there wasn’t anybody else on the planet like her. Marla owned that level of confidence; she wore it as if a badge on her lapel for all to see.

			Each step of her wooden platform shoes echoed across the floor as she approached him. Her deliberate footsteps cut through the loud rock and roll music that assaulted the ears of everyone in attendance. With each step closer, the music seemed to fade, until all he could hear was Marla. She did not introduce herself as she sat at the opposite end of the sofa from him. Marla knew she didn’t need an introduction—anyone who had ever seen her would have made sure they learned her name. She settled onto the well-worn sofa and smoothed out her hip-hugger bell-bottoms, shifting slightly against the worn-out cushions. He tried not to steal a glance at her, but that would prove impossible. Their neighborhood was filled with beautiful girls of Italian heritage, but in his eyes, Marla was on a level all her own. As she straightened her clothes, the scent of vanilla perfume drifted toward him. This was the closest he had ever been to her, and he couldn’t help but notice her perfect baseball-sized breasts. Her silken hair fell in front of her face, but her beauty still shone through.

			Life for a seventeen-year-old boy is, at its best, emotionally tumultuous. At that age, boys exist in two worlds—still engaged in the carefree pastimes of childhood while navigating the awakening desires of young manhood. Their days are spent playing sports or roughhousing with friends, their nights filled with restless thoughts of girls. He had been fleetingly attracted to others, had stolen kisses in dark corners, but the one girl he truly desired was Marla.

			As Marla reached into her bag for lip gloss, he thought, What is it with girls and their obsession with lip gloss? On the far side of the room, he could see his friends—some discreetly pointing, others far less subtle with their gestures. As he sat there, time seemed to slow. This moment would stay with him forever. Marla rested her arms on her thighs and leaned toward him as she spoke. The conversation he had imagined never came. She wasn’t enamored with him, and both would later recall her tone as dismissive. Their first exchange would set the tone for a lifetime of conversations—sharp, fast-paced, and layered with subtext only they could decipher.

			“So, you know my brother.”

			“Yes, I know you’re his sister. Your name is Marla, correct?”

			“Good. At least you’re not completely clueless. Tell me, how do you know my brother?”

			“From the neighborhood.”

			“I didn’t expect you to say you knew him from another neighborhood. I asked how you knew him, not where you knew him.”

			“I don’t know if I can give an exact answer. Your brother is one of the guys in the neighborhood.”

			“Did you come with a date, or are you just lurking alone?”

			“What if I did?”

			“I want to know.”

			“We all have our wants. I want to play right field for the New York Yankees, but I’m not wasting time sitting by the phone waiting for that call. I came with friends. Did you come with a date, Marla?”

			The shift in her tone made it clear—Marla was interested in asking questions, not answering them.

			“I came with a few other girls.”

			“That makes sense, Marla. Girls travel in packs. Like dogs.”

			“If you came with friends, how come you’re sitting alone?”

			“They’re all off talking to girls who aren’t nasty.”

			“Yet here I am, talking to you. What does that make me?”

			“You mean other than nasty? It makes you the one who chose to talk to me. There are plenty of boys here, yet here you are—talking to me.”

			Marla stared at him, then past him, letting the silence stretch to ease the growing tension. He wasn’t sure of Marla’s intentions, but it was clear she was shifting her approach with him. He welcomed the silence. From the moment he first saw Marla, he had wanted to know her. The conversation he had imagined having with her was not the one they were having. The pretty girl he had dreamed of was nothing like the sweet, soft-spoken one he had imagined.

			Distance stretched between them on the sofa, silence thickening with each passing second. Years later, he would realize Marla had been determined to hold her silence, waiting for him to make the next move. That night, she learned a lesson that would stay with her for the next four decades—he would never bend to her manipulative games. Though that lesson would serve her well in the years ahead, in that moment, she felt the upper hand slipping from her grasp. Impatience crept in. She had waited long enough. At last, she broke the silence. “Were you this way with all the girls you met here tonight? Do you call them all nasty?”

			“No, Marla, before you sat here, all the other girls I met this evening were pleasant.”

			“Someone told me you think I’m pretty.”

			“I don’t play the ‘someone said’ game. My mother plays that stupid game. When she’s fishing for information, she defaults to the ‘somebody told me’ nonsense. If you will not tell me who said it, I’m not interested in this conversation. As to the point of your question, I will not respond to that; you are my friend’s sister. Why did you sit next to me?”

			“Would you rather I sit somewhere else?”

			“This is a party; you are free to sit where you wish.”

			“You think I am pretty.”

			“Allow me to repeat; I will not respond to that. You are my friend’s sister.”

			“There are some beautiful girls here.”

			“Yes, there are many pretty girls here. As well, there are many girls here who are much nicer than you, and that group of girls includes all of them.”

			“I don’t have to be nice to you.”

			“You are correct. You don’t have to be nice. There’s no shortage of nice girls here.”

			“My brother says you carry a flame for a girl who plays the piano. Is she here?”

			“No.”

			“Why not?”

			“I know her from school. I don’t hang out with her.”

			“Do you think she’s prettier than me?”

			“Marla, you two are different. She is a very nice person, a great person with whom to spend time.”

			“My friends say she is stunning.”

			“I agree with the assessment of your friends. I also believe she is stunning.”

			“I heard she is tall for a girl.”

			“You’ve done quite a bit of digging for someone you don’t even know.”

			“I heard she is Jewish.”

			“Is that important?”

			“I heard she does not even know you exist.”

			“Marla, this is a party. People are here to have fun. Did you come to enjoy yourself, or just to prove you can be awful?”

			“I heard her name is—”

			“I heard your girlfriend’s name is Franca.”

			“Leave Franca out of this!”

			“You are not going to deny Franca is your girlfriend, are you?”

			“We are talking about you now.”

			“Well, you are, that is certain.”

			“What is the piano player’s name?”

			“Is this necessary, Marla? Why not just say what you want to say, and I can get back to spending time with my friends and girls who are nice and enjoy my time here?”

			“How dare you speak to me in that way!”

			“What way? Truthfully? I am leaving.”

			Marla sat back as she folded her hands on her lap. She muttered something, but he could barely hear it. He was no longer paying attention to her. The loud music drowned out her words. She repeated herself, her expression showing she was expecting a response to her faux indignation. They locked stares for many seconds. He shook his head, then he got up and started to walk away.

			“Did I say you could leave?”

			“I was not aware you were my boss, and last I checked, you are not my mother or sister, so I am assuming I can do as I wish, and now I wish to get away from you.”

			“Do you know what today is?”

			“Does your neck hurt? With how fast you switch subjects, I’m surprised you don’t have whiplash.”

			“Do you know what today is?”

			“It is the first day of spring.”

			“It is a day you will always remember. You can walk away if you want, but know this—you will never forget me.”

			“You are probably correct. I will always remember the day I met the rudest, most obnoxious girl.”

			“I am not done with you.”

			“Marla, I am done with you.”

			“Believe me, you will never be done with me. Do you hear me? Never. For the rest of your days, you will always think of me. You will remember this night for the rest of your life. Everywhere you go, you will think about me. Everything you do, you will think about me. Every girl with whom you speak, you will think about me.”

			“If I did not know your brother, I would say certain things. Just sit there and be a horrible person. I am going to join my friends. You are pretty, but you are an awful person.”

			“You will be back. I am going to stay here; I will be here when you return to me, and you will return to me.”

			“It is a good thing you are sitting. If you stand and wait for me to return, your legs will be tired.”

			With that, he walked away to join his friends, leaving Marla behind in the smoke and noise of the party. Over the decades, he had replayed that scene in his mind countless times. All these years later, he could not deny it—Marla’s words had been prophetic. From that first encounter, he would never get Marla out of his head. What followed that first, somewhat confrontational meeting was a friendship, and unbeknownst to Marla, a love that would span almost as many continents as decades.

			Now, almost four decades after that first encounter, he was considering permanently leaving New York for Paris, the city where Marla lived. He had visited several times over the years—when Marla and Franca purchased their first apartment, when a work assignment kept him in Paris for nearly a year, and when Marla renovated a rental property in the northern part of the city. Beyond those trips, he had also traveled there for celebrations, holidays, and other moments that called for his presence. However, the idea of a permanent relocation came with a mountain of concerns.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Marla and Franca Together in Paris

			Many Americans who relocate to Paris cling to the idea of it as a romantic city where they will find love and happiness. They arrive with dreamy notions of a Paris that ceased to exist long ago—visions of themselves in berets, lingering at sidewalk cafés, soaking in the charm of a bygone era. They convince themselves they are unique, exceptional, or somehow different simply because they live in Paris and visit its famous museums. What they fail to realize is that they are not pioneers; they are merely following the well-trodden paths of countless Americans before them.

			Most Americans who live in Paris have one thing in common. After being exposed to the French language, they became attracted to Paris and to scraps of French life and culture when they were young. Ask an American living in Paris why they moved there, and you will receive incoherent answers, replete with the usual buzzwords. The responses are designed to lead the questioner to view the respondents as superior to others. Americans living in Paris can rarely put together a string of coherent sentences to explain why they live in Paris. They all default to comments about “art” or “culture” and expect others to view them as sophisticated, intelligent individuals.

			The truth is, they can’t provide a coherent response to the question. The sad truth is, most Americans living in Paris are self-absorbed bores who want others to believe they are something they are not. They are people who fell in love with an idealized notion of life in the city—usually visions of Paris in the 1920s and 1930s—and then fell in love with the city itself. The problem with falling in love with a city is that a city does not love you back. Unbeknownst to those people, Paris is a stale dream, and they are walking clichés. Sadly, they are too self-absorbed to realize it.

			Marla’s relocation and eventual settlement in Paris wasn’t driven by any deep yearning for the city. She and Franca didn’t end up there out of love for Paris itself, but because of a mix of career opportunity and personal choice. After graduating from New York University Law School, Marla spent several years as an associate at one of New York’s premier corporate law firms. When the firm offered her a position in its Paris office, she and Franca didn’t hesitate to relocate. Paris gave them the chance to live their love openly, away from the prying eyes of judgmental friends and intolerant family. Two young professionals in their twenties, they settled into life in an apartment on Rue Saint-Séverin in the Fifth Arrondissement. As culture enthusiasts who prided themselves on staying ahead of fashion and trends, the only logical choice was to make their home in the ever-vibrant Latin Quarter.

			After overcoming the typical obstacles of making adjustments that everybody who moves to another city does, they set about building their life together in Paris. Rue Saint-Séverin is one of the oldest streets in Paris, dating back to the Latin Quarter’s creation in the early 13th century. Its name is an homage to Séverin of Paris, a devout hermit who lived on the River Seine’s banks during the first half of the fifth century. Lined with restaurants, bars, and souvenir shops, it is often a boisterous street. At times, Franca compared it to McDougall Street in New York’s Greenwich Village.

			The two women had spent nearly twenty-five years together in Paris. The exact cause of their breakup after thirty-five years together was never entirely clear. When pushed for a reason, Franca would, without hesitation, say they had simply grown apart. The love remained, but the romance had faded. Marla would say that the strong winds of their youthful love, which had fueled their relationship for years, had softened into a gentle breeze. Perhaps the truth lay somewhere in between. Relationships are complicated. Falling in love when young is easy; growing apart over time is not uncommon. Franca once said that as they moved across the chessboard of their life together, they eventually ran out of moves. “There were no moves left. We simply ran out of moves to make.” To their credit, they ended their relationship on the best of terms. The two women still loved and cared for each other, but they were no longer in love. There was no reason for the relationship to end badly, no reason for their friendship to suffer, and both ensured that the end of their relationship was not the end of their lifelong bond.

			Although their bond had changed, they remained the closest of friends. They supported each other as they moved into the next phase of their lives. Their breakup was free of recriminations or accusations. After more than thirty-five years together, they parted ways with each other’s blessings.

			After the breakup, Franca relocated to Milan, where she remained with the same firm she had worked for in Paris. New York was her native city. Paris was her adopted home, but Milan had always been the city that called to her heart. Milan had always been her true spiritual home. She often said, “I wasn’t born in Milan—Milan was born in me.” Nobody was surprised when she announced her decision to relocate. A few years earlier, she had secured her Italian citizenship. For Franca, the move to Milan was turnkey. She arrived with the reassurance of steady employment and near-native Italian fluency. Though the move itself was seamless, she concealed the emotional turmoil of losing her childhood sweetheart.

			He often wondered what it was like for Franca that cold winter evening she took the train from Paris to Milan. Although she had made that train ride many times, it was always in more ebullient times—like when she and Marla were embarking on their ‘shopping vacations’ to Italy. That night, as she stepped onto the train bound for her new life in Milan, what ran through her mind? Was she eager for the next phase of her life, or did the weight of leaving her first true love behind forever overshadow it? The pull of anticipation and heartache must have been agonizing.

			Marla, now in her fifties, no longer felt the need to be at the heart of “the scene” and had grown tired of the Latin Quarter. After finalizing the sale of their apartment, Marla moved to an apartment she had purchased years earlier in Montmartre as an investment. With its upscale boutiques and many cafés, Montmartre offered a welcome respite from the relentless energy of the city center. She bought a three-story home that had an unheated garret. In her younger years, she would have found Montmartre dull, but now, the slower pace of the Eighteenth Arrondissement suited her. On the hill that is Montmartre, she enjoyed the leisurely pace of the elevated, somewhat rural residential neighborhood on the outskirts of the city.

			Enduring the waning months and slow unraveling of what was once a white-hot relationship with her first love had taken its toll on Marla. They weren’t just a couple; they were lifelong partners in crime, reveling in the joyful mayhem they brought to others’ lives. Without Franca, Marla was adrift. About a year before her relationship with Franca ended, Marla had a moment of prescience, saying, ‘I can’t imagine life without Franca.’ It wasn’t the number of years they had spent together; it was the life stages they had navigated side by side. From junior high and high school to Princeton and then law school at New York University, they had been together through it all. They built their careers side by side in New York before settling into life in Paris.

			For Franca, the distraction of resettling in a new city helped keep thoughts of Marla at bay. Marla had no such buffer; everywhere she went in Paris reminded her of Franca. Moving from the Latin Quarter to Montmartre was as much a psychological shift as it was a physical one. She needed to escape the streets where she had walked hand in hand with Franca, to sit in restaurants they had never visited together. More than anything, she needed to learn how to be Marla without Franca.

			Unlike many women of her generation who lose their true selves as they focus on earning love and living up to the standards of what they believe their life with a partner should be, Marla never suffered any such misery. She had witnessed many of her friends shrink themselves down, just as they had in childhood—when desperately trying to make an absentee father stay and want a relationship with them; she watched them, as adults, give their hearts to the wrong partners for all the wrong reasons. She had heard them say that maybe if they were just low-maintenance enough or tried hard enough to be what another wanted, they would get the love they craved.

			Marla knew her worth and could never fully appreciate the situation other women often found themselves in, let alone understand their journey to misery. Up to this point, her life had been as perfect as it could be—but that would change after her breakup with Franca.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Joining Marla in Paris

			When he agreed to join Marla in Paris, he knew her investment apartment needed extensive repairs. As always, when Marla asked something of him, he did not disappoint. Years earlier, he had traveled to Paris when she purchased her first apartment and oversaw its renovations. Now he returned once more, knowing she relied on him to take charge of the necessary repairs. What had once been an investment property was now to be Marla’s home. The renovation project would consume much of her free time, offering the distraction she needed. With Franca gone from her daily life, Marla needed something to focus on—something to keep her from sinking into a post-breakup funk.

			We all need direction in life—a purpose, a destination, even if it is a temporary one. Without it, we drift. As much as Marla tried to present herself as fine after her breakup with Franca, the truth was she was emotionally lost. She needed something beyond work to anchor her, and once she seized upon the idea of the renovation project, she became relentless. She hadn’t intended to take “no” for an answer—she was determined to get him to Paris. Marla needed a new wind to carry her into the next phase of her life. There’s an old adage: “There is no favorable wind for the sailor who does not know where to go.” The same is true for those who have lost in love and find themselves emotionally adrift.

			After Marla leveraged a business connection to secure him a long-term consulting assignment in Paris, he arrived there several months before the work began. The timing was perfect, allowing him to spend time with Marla and be a shoulder for her to lean on, should she need it. It also gave him ample time to focus on the renovations. Each day, once Marla had left for the office, he tackled the long list of projects. The apartment required bathroom renovations, window replacements, and urgent repairs to the rear stairs leading from the street level to the garret. He knew the scope of the work was extensive and that he wouldn’t finish everything before his job began. His plan was to work a few hours each day, ensuring he was done by the time Marla returned home.

			He took satisfaction in knowing he had made Marla’s transition into her new home as smooth as possible. Marla was smiling again, finally sleeping through the night. On weekends, she busied herself with design choices—window treatments, paint colors, and furniture selection. Within six months, Marla had truly settled into the new apartment. She had navigated the renovation process and weathered the storm of her separation from Franca as best she could. Some nights, she slipped into a temporary funk, and those were hardest on him—seeing her cry. All he could do was offer Marla a shoulder she could cry on, though neither of them would ever speak of it. He had seen Marla at her best—and now, at her worst. Her nights of quiet tears would remain their unspoken secret.

			During the times he wasn’t working at the office or tackling projects at Marla’s apartment, he began cultivating his own social circle in Paris. Naturally, his first connections came through Marla, but over time, he developed relationships independently. By spring, his daily contact with Marla had lessened. Moving out of her place had been difficult—more than anything, he wanted to stay close to her—but he understood Marla needed space. She wasn’t just emerging from the storm of her separation from Franca; she was reestablishing herself, finding her new peace, and settling into life as a resident of Montmartre.

			When all the finishing touches were in place, her apartment had transformed from a rental property in need of repair to Marla’s place. She no longer referred to it as this place, but as home. When she joked she was now one of the Montmartroise, he took it as a sign that she had turned a corner and was focused on moving forward. The apartment’s transformation mirrored Marla’s—both restored, each in its own way.

			With the work at Marla’s behind him, he was free to focus on establishing a routine for the time he would be working in Paris. Unsure where he wanted to settle in Paris, he opted to stay in a boarding house. Although it was not ideal, it allowed him to avoid the intricacies of leasing an apartment.

			The consulting assignment was a nice one; the workload was not overwhelming, and the client was not concerned about time in their office. A few months into the job, he had truly settled into life in Paris. During the few months he had stayed at Marla’s, she had always filled his free time. By this time, he was tackling “living in Paris” as opposed to “staying with Marla”. After focusing on designing and implementing procedures at work, the job, though challenging, was no longer as time-consuming as it had been initially. With processes in place, his focus became execution. This component of his work did not require a consistent presence in the client’s office.

			When one moves to another country, they are the lowest life form—a foreigner, a stranger. In the French language, the word for foreigner is “étranger”, from which is derived the English word “stranger.” Confronted with unfamiliar customs and a language barrier, one clings to familiar places for comfort. These settings are usually where one’s limited language skills aren’t tested, where there’s little risk of embarrassment or being seen as an outsider. These initial comfortable places serve as a base for one’s life in the new city. In time, with the improvement of language skills, one’s orbit begins to expand.

			After moving out of Marla’s place, he was not so much living in Paris, as much as he was living in separate small enclaves, moving comfortably from one enclave to the next. As he attempted to get accustomed to new places, he would always return to the safe, comfortable bases as he expanded his territory. One need not have a mastery of the French language to order a cup of coffee. It was only natural that a coffee shop would become one of his go-to places. Being there did not require experiencing that feeling of ineptness that accompanies failing to improve one’s ability to speak a new language in real-time. Short, simple, and correct conversations serve as a refuge from the ever-present anxiety of having one’s language skills fail them. There was a reason the beatnik generation, which gravitated toward Paris, spent their time in coffee shops—the limited French language skills required to converse in a café can be easily and quickly mastered.

			As he had done in New York, he continued his routine of stopping at a coffee shop after work each day. After visiting a few, he found one where he felt comfortable. In the corner, he would sit and decompress from the workday. Day after day, he entered the shop, placed the same order, sat in the same seat, and stayed for the same amount of time before leaving.

			There is security in routine. It offers a sense of control over one’s life. People adopt routines not for the task itself but for the illusion that, in an unpredictable world, they have a modicum of control. This daily ritual was his way of holding at bay the uncertainties of any given day, a small but meaningful victory. He looked forward to this quiet time, free from distractions. It was, for him, the most productive part of the day. Away from the constant, often unnecessary, interruptions of the office, he found the solitude to focus on essential work matters. He had chosen this coffee shop not for the quality of its coffee but because, in the mid-afternoon hours, it was nearly empty. The shop also offered a secluded corner where he could sit without his electronic devices being visible to other patrons. Given the confidential nature of his work, this privacy was essential.

			In that shop, there wasn’t anybody who knew his name. There wasn’t anybody who interrupted him. His visits were no longer just about drinking coffee; the shop had become a place where he could control his time and spend it in complete anonymity.

			Meeting Brielle
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			The randomness of life is as unpredictable as it is intriguing. He often reflected on how life’s direction hinged on uncontrollable variables. Every evening as he waited for the elevator after work, the same thought ran through his mind—when the doors opened, anyone could be inside. Every elevator ride held the potential for un-met friends. He would wonder: Had I stepped in a minute earlier, would I have met someone who might change my life forever? The infinite possibilities of chance were overwhelming. Then, one day, fate’s shifting winds brought Brielle into his life.

			Brielle would recall that she had seen him many times before they first spoke. She would tell how she always sat two tables away from him, directly in front of him. Over time, she began planning her day around his schedule, ensuring that whenever possible, she was at the coffee shop when he was there. Then, one day, she arrived, only to find he was not there. She would later recount how she had waited for hours, anticipation turning into disappointment when he never appeared.

			He would recall how he had noticed her before she spoke to him. Brielle was not a woman who went unnoticed. She was taller than the average woman and always impeccably dressed in business attire—professional yet subtly alluring. Her shoulder-length auburn hair reinforced the impression of a polished, career-oriented woman. She had once said “hello” to him, and for months, they had exchanged brief waves across the coffee shop. It had not escaped him that she was attractive. Still, it was she who initiated their first conversation.

			“Vous êtes Américain, n’est-ce pas? Est-ce que vous parlez français?”

			“Oui, je suis Américain, et oui, je parle français.”

			“I know you’re American. I’ve heard you speak English,” she replied in English. He chuckled and said, “I know you’re French. I’ve heard you speak French.”

			“My name is Brielle.”

			“My name is—”

			“I know your name. I know who you are. You’re the American working at—”

			“I am that American. That, I won’t deny.”

			It was a bit unsettling that this strange woman knew his name. It also unnerved him that she had disrupted the quiet order of his daily refuge—but still, he continued the conversation. Brielle was, he estimated, at least fifteen to twenty years younger than him. What could this attractive, younger woman want with him? He was flattered but concerned about what game this woman could be playing.

			“I know you come here every day after work. I know what you drink, and I know where you go when you leave here.”

			“You certainly have done your homework.”

			“It is what I do.”

			“Which is?”

			“I am a reporter for a television station.”

			“I don’t see why I would be of interest to a Paris television news station.”

			“You are not. You are of interest to me.”

			Immediately, he realized that his refuge from daily uncertainty—his inner sanctum against the randomness of life—had been breached. His reaction to this sense of violation, he delivered in his tone and his choice of words. He did not use Brielle’s name; instead, he called her “Miss Reporter”.

			“Well, Miss Reporter, what do you want to know about me?”

			“I want to know many things, but my time here today is limited. I must return to work; will you watch me on TV tonight?”

			“If you want me to, I will.”

			“I will see you here tomorrow.”

			“What if I am not here tomorrow?”

			“You will be; you will be here at approximately 3:30 PM. It is what you do.”

			An approaching storm usually introduces itself with ominous dark clouds. Brielle was an approaching storm, arriving not with thunder, but with the blinding brightness of radiant female beauty.

			The Restaurant
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			As with ordering a cup of coffee, one need not master the French language to order a meal in a restaurant. After a few attempts that proved to be less than successful, he had found a few eateries he enjoyed. A small, family-operated Vietnamese restaurant had become his favorite place to eat in Paris in a short amount of time. The restaurant, run by a husband-and-wife team named Chao and Kan Vuong, soon became the place where he dined several times weekly.

			Its stenciled name long since washed from the window, the Vuongs’ establishment was more than a restaurant—it had become another retreat. He would enter, and Chao, the owner, would greet him with a smile and wave him to a corner table. There wasn’t any discussion as to what he wished to eat. She never offered any menu. Chao had come to know his preferences and would periodically appear at his table with small plates of various fare.

			Chao was petite. She was undoubtedly less than ninety pounds. He estimated her to be at most four feet ten inches tall. She and her husband had migrated to Paris just as Saigon was falling to the communists. Today, many decades later, each wrinkle in her countenance told the story of their struggle to succeed in their adopted country. To those who have never been to Paris, it is a romantic city filled with statues, gardens, and postcard-worthy monuments.

			To those who dream of going to Paris, their dreams are of perfect spring days sipping coffee at a sidewalk café as they stare into the eyes of their lover. Every city has its narrative in the hearts and minds of those who will never get there.

			Far different from the narratives of hopeless romantics, Paris’s reality is as much the reality as any other major city. Similar to New York, Paris has a significant percentage of the population comprising people who struggle to survive through the usual trials and tribulations. For most, life is a constant struggle, marked by few successes and many setbacks. For the Vuongs, living in Paris had been a multi-decade grind—cooking for rude tourists and dismissive natives seven days a week. Through it, Chao and her husband never lost sight of the fact that, though they struggled, they were free.

			As with any refugee welcomed by a new nation, they had the freedom and opportunity to achieve unlimited success and riches. However, as is the case for most immigrants, those exist on a theoretical plane. For most immigrant refugees, reality is a life of struggle complicated by a language barrier. The Vuongs were fortunate enough to leave Saigon with a modicum of dignity. Their immigration case was processed two years preceding the fall of Saigon. Unlike so many who were less fortunate, they never had to endure the soul-crushing ordeal of boarding a fishing trawler with nothing but the clothes on their backs. As comfortable as their physical immigration was, the challenges that lay ahead of them were not any different from those less fortunate. Today, nearly fifty years later, Chao was an elderly, frail woman whose life was a victory over something that for many would have been a spirit-crushing struggle. Etched in every wrinkle of her once pretty face was a triumph. Chao never had the time to sit curbside and drink fancy coffee. She was too busy building a life in the real Paris—not the one that exists in the fantasies of others.

			He had gone to the Vuong’s restaurant many times and had established a friendly rapport with them. Chao approached his table with two small plates in her left hand. With her right hand, she gently patted his cheek as she said, “No lady friend today?” Chao showed her class by not sticking around for an answer to a question known when posed. She placed the plates of appetizers on the table, smiled, and turned away. Twenty minutes later, she returned with an entrée. After dealing with an unexpected rush of early diners, she returned to his table another twenty minutes later.

			“Voulez-vous plus à manger ?”

			“I am full,” he replied in English.

			As always, when he finished eating, he walked to the kitchen to say goodbye to Mr. Vuong and their lone employee. He walked back to his table; there was never any bill from the Vuongs. As was his custom, he left what he estimated to be much more than the menu price on the table. He then went over to the counter where Chao was standing in front of a tall stool.

			“Why don’t you ever sit, Chao? You are not a young lady. You should rest.”

			“Customers don’t want to see me sitting. They think we are lazy,” she replied in that sing-song voice which he loved so much.

			He leaned over the counter, grabbed her hand, and discreetly slipped a few Euros into her palm as he whispered, “This is for you. Don’t tell your husband. Don’t tell me that tipping is an American custom—I know it is. I am an American. Just take the money, or your place will stop being one of my favorites.” Chao held on to his hand and replied, “If you stop putting money in my hand each time you come here, you will stop being my favorite customer.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			Marla Stumbles

			A year after moving into her apartment in Montmartre, Marla had made more than a few changes in her life. Some changes were for the better; she had resumed going to her gym every morning before work. Marla was more focused than ever at work and had received a promotion and an increase in compensation. Some changes were not so good; in particular, she had taken to drinking to fall asleep every night.

			Before her breakup with Franca, her life had always been as perfect as it could be. Marla had never experienced a major life disruption—never faced the moment where waiting for the bread to rise was no longer an option. She never had to experience that “get out of Dodge City” moment, and as she struggled to learn this lesson most of us learn much earlier in life, she was drinking far too much.

			When asked, Marla would reply that she only drank a glass or two of wine before bed. The truth she was hiding was that she drank more than a few glasses every night to get to sleep. She never said she missed Franca—she didn’t have to. He knew she did; she and Franca had been inseparable for decades. He had expected she would need time to adjust to life without Franca, but his concern deepened when he learned about her drinking. He had been in constant contact with her, but it was limited to text messages, emails, and brief phone conversations. Five months had passed since he had visited her in her new apartment. It was time to spend more than a few hours with her and get some answers. They made arrangements to go to Friday dinner, and she agreed he would stay with her for the weekend.

			Marla, as expected, wanted to dine at the most expensive restaurant where they could secure a reservation. He usually indulged her requests, fully aware of how much she valued being seen in Paris’s high-end establishments. This time, he had no interest in appeasing her. He knew that if he agreed, she would spend most of the evening talking about the restaurant and surveying the room to see who was present. Marla’s vanity demanded that the right people saw her in the right places. So, while he went along with her plans, he had no intention of honoring the arrangement.

			He met Marla at the Métro station at the tail end of rush hour. Marla emerged from the station, immersed in an intense phone conversation. Not wanting to intrude on her privacy, he stepped a few paces away and lit a cigarette. Something felt off. Marla’s hair needed brushing, and the small amount of makeup she wore over her eyes was smudged. She paced back and forth along the curb, screaming at and berating the person on the other end of the call. Marla ended the conversation by shouting, “Do as I say or find another job!”

			“Tough day at the office, Miss. Mercadante?”

			“I am going to fire my paralegal.”

			“No, you are not.”

			“Oh, suddenly, you’re giving me advice on how to handle my staff?”

			“No. I’m simply telling you that you won’t fire anybody on Monday.”

			“Tommaso, who the fuck are you to tell me how to run my office?”

			“I’ve known you for more than four decades. I’ve heard you curse at others twice.”

			“I curse at you all the time.”

			“I said, ‘curse at others.’ That phone call was something else—you unloaded a barrage of curses. It was like someone else was wearing your clothes, pretending to be you. The Marla I know always conducts herself like a lady in public.”

			“What makes you an expert about me, Tommaso? Suddenly you have become an expert on my life?”

			“No, not suddenly. It has been a dedicated concern for more than forty years.”

			“Maybe you should concern yourself with your life and stay the fuck out of mine.”

			“Maybe you should stop and realize with whom you are speaking. I am not one of your sycophants. Do you want to start this conversation again?”

			A thick silence settled between them, charged with frustration and unspoken emotions. The weight of their history pressed down on the moment—decades of loyalty, unfiltered honesty, and a bond strong enough to withstand even the sharpest of Marla’s words. Tonight, however, her usual sharpness carried something different. It wasn’t just defensiveness; it was exhaustion, bitterness, and something else he couldn’t quite place. She had always wielded words like a weapon, yet now they felt more like a shield, as if she were trying to deflect something even she didn’t want to admit.

			“I am sorry; things haven’t been going well for me lately. I don’t know, every day for the past few months I have been…”

			“Intolerable to others because of your drinking?”

			“Fuck you, Tommaso. I don’t need you to make judgments about my life. Where have you been for the past many months?”

			“You most certainly do need me to make judgments about your life. I will not tell you what you want to hear. I am a true friend, and I am going to tell you what you need to hear. I have been working, thinking about you every damn fucking day. Every day I have been worrying about you, hoping you are doing well, struggling with my desire to see you against my understanding that you need time for yourself.”

			“Words, only words, Mister. I am alone in Montmartre. You never call me. You work a few buildings away from me five days a week, and you might as well be on another planet.”

			“You bitch; I am in Paris because you fucking wanted me here. Is this Marla speaking to me, or is the alcohol speaking? I’ve been giving you time to readjust to being single again—to find yourself. Every day, I want to call you and say, ‘I’m coming, get the coffee ready,’ but I don’t. Do you want to know why?”

			“Because you’re a self-centered piece of shit who doesn’t care about anybody? I have been fucking dying of loneliness each night, and you haven’t come to visit me in months.”

			“Marla, I don’t call you because if I had been with someone for decades and suddenly found myself alone, I would need time to work through it. I haven’t been ignoring you—I’ve been giving you the space I thought you needed. I can’t imagine the heartbreak of what you’ve been going through this past year. I can’t even wrap my mind around the heartache you must feel. To have someone in my life for all those years and then suddenly be without them? That would destroy me. It would leave a hole in my heart big enough to drive a truck through. I’ve been giving you time to heal.”

			Marla looked at him; it was apparent she was struggling to hold back tears. Her chest rose and fell as she took a few deep, shaky breaths to steady herself. She opened her mouth to speak but faltered, her voice catching in her throat.

			A few incoherent words slipped out—disjointed, unfinished thoughts that dissolved into silence. Suddenly, the dam broke. She stepped forward, burying her face against his chest as her body trembled with sobs. Her arms clung tightly around his neck, as if holding on for dear life.
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