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CHAPTER 1

Le Petit St.-Benoit

The thick-shelled snail described a shallow arc against a bright evening sky and the pale gold of the limestone buildings before bouncing on the cobblestones of rue St.-Benoit and clattering off the granite curb. One of Paris’ lurking crows swooped to the street and nabbed the shell. Ahead of an encroaching electric scooter, the thief took flight, ascending toward a rooftop where it could extract undisturbed the rubbery molluskcrustacean’s mortal coil.

“Brendan!” came a woman’s voice coincident with the crow’s visit. “You don’t throw your food!”

In response, the small American wrinkled his nose and gagged theatrically.

“Ew!” He said. “Those things aren’t food!”

This exchange passed loudly enough to capture the notice of several nearby diners. Brendan’s bleat drew a brief, hooded glance from the waitress.

His mother assumed an air of pedagogical patience, smiling tightly.

“They’re called bulots,” she said, careful not to articulate the “t” and the “s.” “It’s a kind of snail.”

“SNAILS!?” cried the small American’s slightly larger sister.

Encouraged by a rare moment of solidarity with his sibling, Brendan pointed at a small metal bowl beside the pile of bulots. “What’s that stuff?” he demanded.

The mother sighed.

It was a sunny evening in June, shortly after most schools in the United States had set their pupils loose for summer vacation.

“They’re back,” said Steve Knight. He was two tables away from the tourist family at a rustic bistro, Le Petit St.-Benoit. He was American. His companion, Mie Nishimura, was a Tokyo girl. She had—about a year before—evolved from Steve’s assistant to his sweetheart. Their relationship was now, in Steve’s word, “evolving.”

“Well, they come every year,” Mie noted.

The sightseer influx to Paris begins benignly with a flood of well-behaved Golden Week shoppers and shutterbugs from Japan. Italians and Spaniards, less couth but amiable, followed by barbarian hordes from Germany and Russia, begin their summer invasion swiftly thereafter. Americans, loud, demanding, ill-schooled and inclined to wear shorts for all occasions, add to the melting pot. The Chinese, of course, are everywhere, like locusts.

“It’s just mayonnaise,” the mother said to Brendan. “You see, you pull the snail out of its shell with this little fork and then you dip—”

“YECCH!” barked Brendan, who then tossed another snail. This one ricocheted off a parked bicycle and settled in a crack between cobblestones. It drew no immediate crow. The waitress, who had only just delivered the bulots to the table, took interest. She approached Brendan, his mother and the little girl.

She stood near the table, silent, vigilant, scrupulously nonjudgmental.

The little girl decided to contribute to the discourse. “Mom, I’m not eating that crap.”

The mother sighed. “Bethany, don’t say ‘crap.’”

Brendan, prompted by his mother’s suggestion, had resorted to surgery. He held up, impaled on the tiny fork, the body of a bulot, ripped from its shell.

“Mom,” crowed Brendan, “it is crap. Look, this part here!” He pointed. “That’s shit, Mom. Snail shit.”

“Oh my God,” said the mother.

“I hate myself for this,” said Steve to Mie, his voice low, “but I’m sort of enjoying this.”

“I wish it were over,” replied Mie. She had her face in her hands but was peeking between her fingers.

The waitress took one almost imperceptible step toward Brendan, Bethany and their mother.

“Perhaps,” she said softly.

The mother turned and looked up, her face betraying both pique and supplication.

The waitress, her English measured, with just the faint trace of an accent, suggested, “A plate of frites?”

“Freet?” asked the mother, alarmed at the prospect of a dish more disastrous than bulots.

The waitress’ smile was both kind and mirthless. “Fries,” she said. “Like McDonald’s.”

The mother slumped in surrender. “Oh, yes. Could you?”

“Bien sur,” said the waitress. “Of course.”

She backed off, about to turn away.

Steve whispered to Mie. “This isn’t over.”

“Please, God. Make it end.”

“No, wait,” said Steve.

The waitress suspended her retreat. She spoke, almost intimately, to the mother. “Or,” she said.

“Or?” asked the mother.

“Ma,” whined Brendan. “This chair is hard!”

Mother and waitress ignored Brendan.

“Up the street here,” said the solicitous serveuse, “and to the right, not far, a pizzeria. Pizza Roma.”

She paused.

“Perhaps?” said the waitress.

The mother leaned close to the waitress. “I hate to give up,” she said.

The upturn of the waitress’ lips denoted sympathy.

“But you’re right,” said the mother, bestowing a scowl on her offspring.

The waitress stood erect again and backed away.

“The check, I guess,” said the mother, sighing. “Um, l’addition?”

“Oh, no,” said the waitress. “you’ve had nothing.”

“But the snai—bulots.”

The waitress did a French thing, filling her cheeks with air and blowing out gently, dismissively.

“Well, thank you. Thank you so much,” said the mother, as she grabbed Brendan by the scruff and yanked him from the chair of his discontent.

“Come, Bethany,” said the mother despondently, “we’re having pizza … again.”

“Aw jeez ma,” nasaled Brendan, “the pizza here isn’t the same.”

As the American mother and kids departed, wrestling their way toward blvd. St.-Germain, the waitress vanished from the scene of Brendan’s crime, along with the basin of bulots, its accompanying mayonnaise, tableware, water carafe and glasses.

Steve said, “So. Where do you think they came from.”

“No idea. Who cares?” said Mie. “They’re all over Paris now, all the same, like lice. But that guy …”

“What guy?”

Steve had to twist in his seat.

The Petit St.-Benoit, situated near a corner with rue Jacob, is an epitome of simple dining, with a polished-wood facade beneath a long red awning, tables arrayed in twos along the narrow sidewalk, leaving barely a path for pedestrians to tiptoe and sidle through the bistro clientele carving their souris d’agneau, spooning up their pot au feu and forking their escargots. The interior is all woodwork and rickety tables under paper tablecloths whereon the waiters scribble orders and calculate l’addition. The interior is tight enough that everyone, customers and workers, walks sideways. A wall of little cubicles like post office boxes houses the personal napkins of regular customers. The kitchen is a small inferno.

Having turned in the direction where Mie could look without contorting her body, Steve asked again, “What guy?”

“Steve, don’t stare. He’s at the far table.”

Steve, trying not to look as though he was looking, peered peripherally. He beheld a rumpled male, shy of his fifties, neither tall nor short, fat nor thin, bearded but not hairy, and blatantly despondent. He wore a plain off-white Perma Press shirt with collar, no tie, blue jeans and sandals without socks. A blue twill jacket, with lapels, hung on the chair behind him. He seemed to be studying, intently and disapprovingly, a glass of wine in his hand that held barely a swallow of remaining fluid.

“There,” said Mie, as Steve untwisted and faced her again, “is a story.”

It had become a pastime for Steve and Mie, since their first encounter in Tokyo, to make up stories about strangers they saw in bars, restaurants, parks and mass transit.

Steve looked up into his brain, paused for a beat and began his tale of the sad character at the far table: “He had a cat. Calico. Very affectionate, like a dog. He thought he would outlive the cat. But it died. He can’t deal—”

“No, no, no,” said Mie. She made an “X” sign with her hands. “We’ve sworn off cat tragedies. Remember?”

“But I’m good at—”

“Hm, look at him now,” said Mie.

“I wish I could,” said Steve. “The guy’s behind me.”

Mie provided play-by-play. “The waitress just brought the sad guy more wine. They’re talking now. Like they know each other.”

“How do you know that?”

“Their faces are too close for them to be strangers,” said Mie.

“Really?”

“And they’re talking too long. She’s not just telling him today’s specials.”

“Broiled merlu and roast chicken.”

“Hush, you.”

Mie watched silently. Steve waited, watching her. Mie was his favorite thing to look at.

“Somebody broke his heart,” said Mie finally.

“Not his cat.”

“No cats.”





CHAPTER 2

Le Pré aux Clercs

The waiter at Le Pré aux Clercs, just around the corner from the Petit St.-Benoit, had sussed out Steve’s American accent after two syllables and assumed an attitude of accusatory hauteur. He nevertheless delivered Steve’s cognac and Mie’s port both swiftly and cordially. He was a pro.

“He doesn’t like us,” said Steve.

“He doesn’t know us,” said Mie decisively.

They lifted their glasses and gazed into each other’s eyes. Despite the chilly waiter, the corner café felt warm and protective. Steve and Mie had taken a table on the fringe of the interior, overlooking the jumble of tables and canopies that narrowed the sidewalk and diverted pedestrians onto rue Bonaparte. The interior lights, strategically weak, lent Le Pré aux Clercs a slightly illicit golden haze. At night, from sunset ’til the wee hours, the place stayed crowded, not so much for its cuisine, which was bistro basic—onion soup, steak frites, steak tartare, confit de canard, tartines and pseudo-hamburgers—but because the drinks were good, the service brisk and the clientele fashionable. Most of the couples on the terrasse were married but not to each other. Steve and Mie liked the joint because every summer solstice, during the all-night fête de la musique, Le Pré aux Clercs serenaded its patrons with sophisticated French jazz played by gifted young musicians.

“Okay,” said Steve. “I’ve got it.”

“Got what?”

“The true story of the sad guy.”

“Sad guy?”

“Over at the Petit St.-Benoit.”

“Oh, Steve. That again?”

“No, no, I’ve figured it out. This is a good one.”

Mie narrowed her eyes. “I’ll be the judge of that.”

When they spun yarns about strangers at nearby tables, Steve and Mie preferred protagonists who conveyed a depth of emotion—bright or dark, joy or pathos—that could be felt from a distance. The lonely drinker at Le Petit St.-Benoit fit the profile.

“Tragically …” Steve began.

Mie rolled her eyes now. “Of course.”

“Tragically,” said Steve, “the man we saw was once—actually, not very long ago—France’s foremost nuclear scientist, a sort of latter-day Pierre Curie.”

“You know, Marie Curie did all the hard work,” Mie interjected.

Steve let this pass. He continued. “One day, Pierre was on an inspection tour at one of the largest nuclear power stations in France, when an accident happened. Suddenly, radioactive water was gushing from a broken doohickey—”

“Doo-hickey?” asked Mie.

“Yeah, like an atomic faucet,” said Steve, “All these power plants have ’em.”

“Right.”

“Pierre burst into action. He didn’t pause to consider the possible consequences. He was terrified at the possibility that La Belle France could, in the blink of an eye, become a second Chernobyl—”

“Or Fukushima.”

“Right, yes. Or Fuku-shboom. So, our hero, Pierre, that poor drunk guy at his lonesome table who was once the greatest nuclear mind in all of France, he casts aside all concern for his personal safety. He charges into the contaminated area. He grabs the panicky nuclear workers by the collar of their smocks and pushes them toward safety. Then, he runs over to the atomic faucet that’s pouring out gallons and gallons of liquid plutonium. He has only seconds to stop the flood before the nuclear rods are exposed and the reaction reaches critical mass, destroying all of northern France and half of Belgium.”

Mie smiled. “Not a bad story so far. Where’d you pick up all that atomic gibberish?”

“Mostly from watching The China Syndrome.”

“More than once?”

“Love that flick.”

“Go on.”

Steve nodded. “So, Pierre’s up to his ankles in plutonium, but he saves France and Europe. Of course, he’s been fatally radiated—like Spock in the dilithium chamber.”

“Spock?” scoffed Mie.

Steve raved on. “Despite desperate efforts to flush the poison from his tissues, the doctors give poor Pierre a mere few weeks to live. His career is over and he’s unwelcome among the atom smashers who once worshipped him as a mentor. His family is scared to go near him. His friends shun him. He ends up wandering the streets of Paris ’til he arrives at the Petit St.-Benoit, where nobody knows he’s a dead man walking. The bistro becomes his hideout. He goes back now, every night, drinking to kill the pain, which gets worse day by day. He drinks ’til he passes out and then the waitress, the pretty one with the Arabian eyes, she pours the miserable wretch into a cab and sends him home.”

“Wait,” said Mie. “Isn’t she in danger? Getting so close to him?”

“No, he’s got radiation sickness, but he’s not radioactive. He doesn’t glow in the dark.”

“This story might be better if he did,” offered Mie.

Steve settled back, sniffed his Hennessey and took a sip.

“Wait. Go back to the nuclear accident,” Mie insisted. “How did it all start?”

Steve was ready. “Funny you should ask,” he said with a knowing smirk. “There was a saboteur. He planted a tiny explosive charge that punched a hole in the plutonium tank.”

“Plutonium comes in tanks?”

Steve ignored this. “Our hero actually knows the saboteur. Y’see, Pierre wasn’t really at the plant to inspect—”

“Of course not,” said Mie. “The plot must thicken.”

Steve labored on. “Pierre had gone to the nuclear plant to intercept the mad bomber before his diabolical plot succeeded.”

“But if Pierre knows who the saboteur is,” said Mie, “why—”

“Why, you ask?” said Steve. “Better you should ask how did Pierre know, in the first place, about the plot to blow up the plant and destroy northern France and parts of Belgium!”

“Okay, how—”

“Because they were lovers!”

“Who were lovers?”

“Pierre and the saboteur!” said Steve. “The saboteur talked in his sleep.”

“Wait,” said Mie. “He’s gay? The guy at the Petit St.-Benoit? Pierre is a gay nuclear scientist dying of radiation sickness?”

“That’s right. He knew every detail of his secret lover’s dastardly plan and tried to stop it. And he did! But he couldn’t save himself,” said Steve. “Now that the plot has been foiled, Pierre is taking this terrible secret to his grave.”

“Oh, Steve, why can’t he—”

“Why can’t he rat out the saboteur, the only man he’s ever truly cared for? Would you squeal on me?”

“Yes,” said Mie. “If you were blowing up nuclear power plants.”

Steve let this go. “Besides, if he ratted out the saboteur, he would have to admit he was gay.”

Mie scoffed. “Oh, come on, Steve. This is France. Everybody’s gay.”

They paused to taste their drinks.

“This might be true generally,” said Steve, recovering the thread, “but not among nuclear scientists. They’re infamous for their homophobia.”

Mie pondered this. “So, Pierre’s dying of radiation but he’s not actually radioactive. But, if all the other nuclear guys found out he was gay, then—metaphorically—he would be radioactive to them.”

“Well put, honeybunch.”

“But, after the accident, they wouldn’t come near him anyway.”

Steve nodded. “Thus compounding the tragedy.”

“No wonder he drinks.”

They drank.

“What about the saboteur?”

Steve smiled. “Oh, him?”

“What about him?”

“You mean, the two-faced bisexual terrorist who dropped his gay lover like a hot rock and moved into a garret in Pigalle with a Moulin Rouge chorus girl named Milou?”

“Milou?”

“Yes, it’s a nickname.”

“It sounds a little too much like my name.”

Later that night, taking the long way home to their lodgings on rue du Bac, Steve and Mie passed the Petit St.-Benoit. The lights were still on inside. A few diehard diners were making midnight small talk and killing the last drops from their carafe d’eau. At the only outdoor table still occupied, Steve’s tragic hero (Pierre) was still working on a bottle of red. The waitress had taken a seat across from him. Their faces were close together. She was talking, he listening.

“Look at that,” said Steve.

“Something going on there,” said Mie.





CHAPTER 3

Le Petit St.-Benoit

Mireille resisted the impulse to take the man’s hand and rub it soothingly. He needed soothing.

Cavendish always needed soothing. If Mireille succumbed to her sympathy, she worried that he would insinuate himself, his troubles, his petty triumphs—and his imminent failure—into her life, pushing aside her own needs, wants, fears and disappointments. He would make trouble. He might even run afoul of Serge.

However, even woozy and mumbling as he eventually became every night, Cavendish was a sweet man. His troubles—which he had told her, in bits and pieces over the last three weeks—were more interesting than the best moments of Mireille’s life.

He was American, of course, from some multi-syllable state in the middle of the country. He spoke execrable French and wrote in English. He had published a novel, set in Paris, Love and Death in the Latin Quarter, that had spent a month on the New York Times bestseller list. He’d been living off the proceeds of that surprise triumph while putting off his editor in New York, who had wanted a new story for the fall list, and then the spring list and then the fall list …

Cavendish had no new ideas. He couldn’t find inspiration on the romantic streets of Paris, nor in the depths of his imagination, nor in the bottom of a bottle. Eventually, despite the fact that he bought only coffee and a croissant in the morning on rue de l’École-de-Médecine and, in the evening a bottle (or two) of wine and a simple dinner at the Petit St.-Benoit, he was destined to be broke in a year. He envisioned that year, bereft of a narrative spark, stretching out before him like a long eulogy for a dead nobody.

Sighing nightly over that prospect, he had caught the eye of Mireille. She extended a compassion that he absorbed with a mixture of affection and chagrin. Did she actually like him or was this hovering solicitude just pity? He suspected the latter because, he conceded, what was there to like? He was hardly an attractive man. He dressed indifferently. He was mired in middle age, his hair gray and thinning, his beard speckled with white. He was a little lumpy but he didn’t eat enough to bloat up or go entirely to seed. His face, usually slack and inexpressive, grew hard and exposed its angles when he was alert. He fended off the occasional onset of alertness by drinking.

But he wasn’t a drunk. He didn’t think so. He didn’t crave it. But it always accompanied his meal, and the bottle—or bottles—steadily went empty.

The waitress, he knew her name—Mireille—filled his glass. Her head bent, he studied her face. It reflected her age. She was perhaps ten years younger than he, slim in the waist and full just above, in a white blouse and black skirt, both impeccably laundered and pressed. Her hair was dark, just shy of black, and her eyes—her eyes, of course, large, dark and exotic, the skin at the edges slightly crinkled, were remarkable. He tried not to stare, but felt the force of her beauty when he did.

To distract himself from the trance he felt coming on—triggered by the wine and the glow of Mireille’s gaze—he spoke.

“Hanratty called today.”

“Ah,” said Mireille, “your, eh, editeur.”

“No, actually, Hanratty’s my agent. The publisher bitches to the editor, the editor bitches to Hanratty, Hanratty bitches to me.”

“Bitches,” repeated Mireille, smiling. She spoke English well enough to pacify tourists and to empathize with Cavendish. When she heard an interesting word, she would store it in her memory by repeating it.

“Complains,” said Cavendish.

“Oui, I understand.”

“Indeed you do,” said Cavendish, dolefully, sipping his Côtes du Rhône.

“L’editeur. He wants a new book?”

Cavendish sighed. “I told him I was working on an outline.”

“C’est vrai?” asked Mireille.

Cavendish shook his head. “I haven’t written a whole sentence in a goddamn month,” he said. “You know, Mireille, I used to think writer’s block was a bourgeois affectation, something that a prima donna author would use to explain why he wasn’t getting up, brewing coffee, going to his keyboard and doing his job, every day. Writing, that’s my job. I’ve always done it. But now … Jesus, it’s like my mind just drained. I don’t know …”

Mireille almost reached out to Cavendish’s hand, then pulled back. “Maybe if you went back …”

“What? To Indiana? New York? For some sort of epiphany?”

“Don’t you have—”

“What? Family? I have an ex-wife in California. No kids. All the friends I used to have …”

He trailed off and risked looking into Mireille’s eyes. “Right now, chérie,” he said, “you’re pretty much all I’ve got when it comes to friends. And who knows? If I didn’t tip you every night …”

The hurt look in Mireille’s eyes sent a tremor through Cavendish.

“Shit,” he said. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean …”

Mireille, with a little puff of air and a smile, shed the insult. “Please, tell me about the book, L’Amour et La Mort …”

Cavendish swallowed a little more wine. He shook his head. “No, that one’s behind me. When I’ve finished a book, a story, whatever, I don’t look back. The next story is the most important one I’ll ever write, until it’s done. And then …”

“Le prochain,” said Mireille.

Cavendish nodded and spent a moment swimming in Mireille’s eyes.

“What about you?” said Cavendish.

“Me?” Mireille pulled back.

Cavendish mustered the rare smile. “Yeah, what’s your story, Mireille?”

“There’s no story,” she insisted, flatly.

“No story?” Cavendish scowled piercingly. “C’mon. You’re no ingenue, Mireille. You’re a grown, beautiful woman in the most exciting city in the world. You’re cool. You’re smart. You’ve seen so much. I’m sure you’ve done so much. How do you end up here, waiting on tables in St.-Germain-des-Prés? What came before? Were you a diva? A fashion model? A kickass lady lawyer, maybe, who got sick of defending scumbags and mobsters?”

Mireille laughed. “Scumbags,” she repeated. “No, no, Cavendish. No scumbags. There’s no story. I am just … ordinaire. Normal.”

Cavendish eyed her dubiously. “You’re lying to me.”

Mireille’s only response was a tilt of her head.

As much as he tried, he squeezed nothing from Mireille about her history. She got him to talk, though, about a dead brother, about his estranged mother and absent father, about his newspaper days in Illinois, until he could only speak in mumbles and dozed on the tabletop. Around midnight, she helped the driver pour Cavendish into a taxi and gave him an address in the Fifth Arrondissement.

Mireille stood on the cobblestones, hands on hips, watching the cab’s taillights and thinking about this thoughtful, forlorn, complicated American. Suddenly, she turned, peering in the other direction, shielding her eyes from the lights. She studied the shadows and watched for movement around the distant corner. But the street was empty.

He wasn’t there.
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CHAPTER 4

La Quin Cave

Rue Bréa, which connects the Jardin du Luxembourg to the historic sprawl of Montparnasse, was one of Steve and Mie’s favorite strolls.

This balmy September evening was only their second night back in Paris after two weeks covering an OECD conference in Berlin and a technology fair in Munich. They were both feeling the fug that comes with long days, short nights and too many Germans. They had forced themselves out of their suite in a funky and economical residential hotel two blocks from the Seine on rue du Bac. Rather than warming soup and eating old cheese at “home,” they took the long walk through the Sixth and Fifth Arrondissements to one of their culinary havens, Le Bistrot du Dôme, where the fish was flawless and the service always très génial. The bistro also served a millefeuilles for dessert that they always ordered, even on a full tummy.

Steve Knight was chief international correspondent for US Journal, a weekly magazine that had survived the decline of print news by vastly expanding its digital footprint and conforming to the breathless 24-hour news cycle demanded by internet browsers. That day, closing his coverage of the Munich event, Steve had dialed, called, emailed and filed copy until just before seven p.m. Mie had labored by his side, speaking into her phone much better French than he could ever achieve. She had arranged interviews the next day at a new technology center housed inside a defunct train depot in east Paris and made sure that Steve would be talking to designers and engineers who spoke English.

Steve had also put in a call to his daughter, Ella, in Massachusetts, who was fifteen and emphatically above average. His divorce had been final for months and there was no reason that he should not marry Mie, who was more than willing. Steve, however, still felt spooked by the rupture with his ex-wife, Eileen, who had wearied of Steve’s nomadism and switched her loyalties to a North Shore equestrian named Nickson Talbot.

“He’s nice,” Ella had told Steve, “but he ain’t you, daddyou.”

By the time they had hiked up blvd. St.-Michel and through the Luxembourg, Steve and Mie were fully revived. They had finished their shop-talk session before turning off the blvd. St.-Germain. Reaching rue Bréa, they were beginning to regain the feel of Paris’ back streets as the city came alive for the night’s feasting and drinking. Two blocks from their objective, Steve and Mie passed a familiar wine bar called Le Quin Cave. The bar had been founded by a large, florid and gregarious native of Languedoc named Frederick, who had since absented the premises, possibly to cope with an onset of cancer. However, even without Frederick, Le Quin Cave tippled on merrily. It was a spottily lit cavern with walls of wine surrounding tall tables where drinkers shared space, sat close, whispered and guffawed as they swirled glasses of Beziers, St.-Chinian and other husky rural vintages. Often when Steve and Mie dined at Le Bistrot du Dôme, they found that Le Quin Cave had stayed open past its posted closing time, which afforded them an opportunity for a mellow nightcap of Borie de la Vitarelle.

“Hey, what do you know?” said Steve, almost toppling over as his foot slipped off the curb.

Mie saved Steve from falling and said, “What?”

Steve drew Mie away from Le Quin Cave, making distance from the outdoor tables, where couples leaned over their glasses and held hands.

Steve straightened up and turned three quarters away from the facade of the wine bar and its narrow makeshift terrasse. Making certain not to look that way, he jerked his head toward one of the tables.

“It’s them,” he said.

“Who?”

Steve grabbed Mie by the shoulders and prevented her from looking toward “them.”

“Don’t look,” said Steve. “They might remember us.”

Mie planted hands on hips. She scowled. “Who might remember us?”

Steve lowered his voice enough that the ambient urban hum made him almost inaudible. “You remember the sad guy at—”

“What? Speak up, Steve.”

Steve led Mie to the opposite curb. “Okay, take a look. But be subtle.”

Mie sighed, turned and scanned the tables in front of the wine bar. After a moment: “Oh, it’s her. The waitress from the Petit St.-Benoit, the knockout with the x-ray eyes.”

“Not just her,” added Steve. “She’s with the sad guy, the one who was sitting alone all night. And then, y’remember, we saw them together, at his table, afterwards.”

“Ah, yes. That’s right. But the guy—Pierre—he’s supposed to be dead by now.”

“Dead?”

“From radiation poisoning.”

Steve crinkled his forehead. “Radiation poisoning?”

“France’s foremost nuclear physicist?”

It dawned. “Oh, right,” said Steve. “Yeah, well, I guess that wasn’t my best guess.”

Surreptitiously, Steve and Mie watched the couple at the table for a moment. They weren’t holding hands, nor did they seem intimate. The woman, wearing a simple print dress in soft blues and purples with a loose skirt and a cinched waist, seemed to be talking business. The man—whose outfit hadn’t changed at all in the intervening months—was nodding earnestly.

“Something going on there,” said Steve.

“Uh huh,” said Mie. “But it’s not love.”

Steve cocked his head. “Really?”

“Not yet.”

“Maybe later, when he discovers who she really is, and what she did that night during Carnaval in Rio de Janeiro, with the one-eyed swordsman and the kangaroo.”

“Let’s not get into that,” said Mie, shoving Steve toward blvd. Montparnasse. “Come on. Let’s go eat.”
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CHAPTER 5

Les Deux Magots

Mireille and Cavendish, leaning toward each other over the tall sidewalk table at Le Quin Cave, paid no heed to passersby or the other patrons at the rue Bréa wine bar. They spoke quietly, with an urgency that unnerved Cavendish. He could barely taste the wine.

They had chosen this place for its distance from Mireille’s workplace in St.-Germain-des-Prés. They were careful because of what had happened during their last rendezvous.

Beyond sympathy, Mireille had no feelings for this troubled American. She had agreed to see him this night for the same reason they had met weeks before, at Les Deux Magots, the famous café on the blvd. St.-Germain. After that fiasco, Cavendish had begged Mireille again and again for another rendezvous. She had fended off his every plea. However, as time passed and Cavendish’s entreaties grew more desperate, Mireille feared what he might do to himself if she did not relent.

Finally, she proposed a Thursday evening—this evening—at Le Quin Cave.

Cavendish had arrived early. She came fifteen minutes late, long enough for Cavendish to think she might have stood him up, which would have served him right. He merited nothing from Mireille but decent service and the pleasure of watching her glide among the tables at Le Petit St.-Benoit.

But here she was, late and lovely. He had poured her wine and ordered an assiette of cheeses. Cavendish had begun the conversation by looking around nervously.

“Your … guy,” he asked. “Where is he tonight?”

Mireille lifted a shoulder and sighed. “It’s Thursday. His night to play belote, lose his money and drink Calvados with his mates in the Nineteenth. I won’t see him ’til after dawn.”

Cavendish’s relief was visible.

“He’s not violent. Not really,” said Mireille, unconvincingly. “It’s just his temper. And he loves me so much.”

“I don’t think that’s love,” said Cavendish. “To him, you’re property.”

Mireille opened her lips to answer, but held back.

Cavendish paused to drink. A young waiter, cheery and brisk, delivered the cheese plate and set down a basket of bread.

“I’m sorry about … what happened, at the Deux Magots,” said Cavendish. “I shouldn’t have asked you there, so close to—”

“Don’t,” said Mireille. “You’ve apologized how much? So many times. I came. I came there. I sat with you. It was my choice.”

“How did he know we were there?”

“He didn’t know,” said Mireille. “But he watches. If I’m not where he expects, he—what’s the word?—he prowls.”

It had happened on a weeknight in late August. The traffic at Le Petit St.-Benoit had been light. As usual, the tourists had started dinner early, ate fast, drank little wine and dispersed by ten o’clock. At eleven, Mireille hung up her apron and left the last few customers to the ministrations of Patricia, the other waitress.

Cavendish had remained resolutely sober that evening. He invited Mireille for a nightcap and proposed Les Deux Magots, a fashionable venue she could rarely afford. Too tired to make excuses and aware of Cavendish’s need for a caring listener, she acquiesced.

Cavendish had claimed a table on the terrasse, facing rue Bonaparte and the steeple of St.-Germain-des-Prés. Mireille’s arrival, and his role as her host, lifted Cavendish from his gloom. He chivvied the waiter in a preposterous mixture of English and fractured French until the waiter—typically stiff and brisk in the Deux Magots tradition—cracked a smile. In return, Cavendish splurged on a bottle of champagne.

Mireille took advantage of Cavendish’s sunny mood to ask about his novel. What was the story about? Was it going to be translated into French? How does one go about getting a book published?

“First,” said Cavendish, lifting his champagne flute, “you must sell your soul.”

A moment later, the waiter was refilling their glasses. Appearing suddenly, a man, lean and electric, in black jeans, black t-shirt and a mane of black hair, seized the waiter’s arm. He tossed the waiter aside, sending the bottle skittering across the pavement in a hiss of flying foam.

The intruder pounded on the table, toppling both glasses, and shouted—in words too swift, compacted and foreign for Cavendish to understand even one—into Mireille’s face. She backed away in alarm and then staggered up from her seat. Her chair clattered to the ground.

“Hey,” said Cavendish, prompting the man to twist toward him. He pressed a fist against Cavendish’s nose.

“You, fokkah! You stay out!”

Cavendish caught the guy’s drift. He backed away from the fist, but got to his feet, ready to …

Cavendish didn’t know what he was ready for, and he was taut with sudden fear. As he rose to his feet, he didn’t dare take his eyes off the intruder. He sensed that the entire clientele of Les Deux Magots and lots of people on the street were staring at an unexpectedly entertaining threesome in a locale typically genteel, orderly and dull.

Mireille got the madman’s attention by calling him a fool and a savage. In doing so, she spat out his name.

Meaning to mollify, Cavendish, in tones as gentle as he could manage, said, “Serge?”

Without looking or hesitating, Serge turned on Cavendish and swung for his head. Cavendish ducked the blow, throwing Serge off-balance. Serge sprawled across the café table, skidded into another table, regained his feet and growled at the startled occupants. They had been eating. Most of their food had migrated into their laps.

Waiters were beginning to shout. Serge stood erect and faced Mireille, tossing aside table and chairs. He called her several foul names, one of which, “salope,” Cavendish recognized. In another few seconds, a pair of waiters were striving to seize Serge. He fended off both. They were reinforced by a third, who led the second assault. This skirmish was in progress when the distinctive klaxon of a police van, joined swiftly by a chorus of several more cop vehicles, split the summer night.

The siren’s wail galvanized Serge, who shrugged off the full complement of Deux Magots employees. He directed another evidently profane threat at Mireille and disappeared, in the direction of rue de Rennes, on thin, springy legs that called—to Cavendish’s mind—a praying mantis.

“Who the fu—” Cavendish began. “Who the hell was that?”

He did not get an answer that night. The police arrived in a swarm and, in the absence of the actual perpetrator, hauled Mireille and Cavendish into custody. They were questioned for hours and released, uncharged and rumpled, just as the pink haze of dawn was tinting the limestone walls of the Prefecture of Police.

In subsequent evenings, Cavendish haunted Le Petit St.-Benoit, pressing Mireille relentlessly to explain her association with this crazy vandal with the Rasputin eyebrows. But she revealed almost nothing.

“We’ve known each other,” was all she said, “since we were … young.”

“How young?” Cavendish kept asking.

“Young,” said Mireille, tersely and repeatedly.

Leaning toward Mireille and surveying rue Bréa, Cavendish said, “Now then, there is no Serge in sight. He’s far away. We’re here. You agreed to talk. Tell me now, please. Who is this man and what is he to you?”

“We’ve known each other—”

“I know,” Cavendish broke in, his voice rising. “Since you were young.”

“Oui,” said Mireille, denying eye contact.

“I’ll ask again,” said Cavendish. He lifted Mireille’s chin. “How young? When did you meet each other? How long has this been going on?”

Mireille seemed ready to speak when Cavendish continued, “And what is going on?”

“We were in school together. College,” said Mireille barely audible. “What would be, in America, high school.”

“I understand,” said Cavendish.

“He …” She hunted for a word. “… pursued me. He was very handsome.”

“He still is,” said Cavendish.

A tiny smile from Mireille. “He was very exciting.”

“I can tell.”

“He swooped—no—”

“He swept you off your feet.”

A bigger smile. “Ah! Oui.”

“Literally?”

Mireille blushed for the first time Cavendish had ever seen this happen. He fell mute as a thought stirred in the back of his mind.

They paused to sip their wine.

Prompted gently by Cavendish, Mireille described a relationship that had waxed and waned, stormed and ebbed for twenty years.

“You’re not married to Serge?”

Mireille’s eyes widened. “Oh, mon Dieu! No, Cavendish! I couldn’t imagine!”

“But you love this maniac.”

Mireille sank in her seat. “Ah, oui. I do.”

“Madly?”

“Madly, yes. That’s right. Madly. I am mad.”

“Yeah, well, talk about mad. You can’t hold a candle to that guy. He’s fuckin’ nuts.”

Mireille didn’t argue the point. “Fuckin’ nuts,” she said to herself, absorbing the words.

She drank more wine and explained that, after school, she had gone to work and Serge had gone to sea, training as a merchant sailor. After three months, drummed out of his abortive career after picking fights almost daily with his fellow trainees, Serge showed up at Mireille’s one-room flat off the avenue de St.-Ouen. He moved in. They were a couple for almost a year, supported by Mireille’s job in a café near Port St.-Denis, until Serge went to jail for the first time.

“He was flirting with a whore. The pimp came along. Serge started banging the pimp’s head against a building. The whore tried to stop him. Serge knocked out three of her teeth. The flics arrived before Serge could kill the pimp.”

“Interesting,” said Cavendish. “It didn’t bother you that Serge was … consorting with hookers?”

“Oh yes. I told him we were finished, not to come back,” said Mireille.

“But he did.”

“Yes, oui,” said Mireille. “After, oh, a year?”

“And you let him stay.”

Mireille nodded a little sheepishly. “He had a job then. Lifting things, onto trucks. Off trucks. He’s very strong.”

“This was evident,” said Cavendish.

“Evident,” said Mireille, softly.
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