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A while back, if I remember right, my life was one long party where all hearts were open wide, where all wines kept flowing.


One evening I took Beauty in my arms – and I thought her bitter – and I insulted her.


ARTHUR RIMBAUD, A SEASON IN HELL, 1873




Los Angeles, 2017


It started with a message request on Facebook. Someone named Jente Paenbenk. No picture, no friends. A blank profile. It started again. After twenty-five years.


Do you ever think of me?


I responded:


Maybe.


And so it went.


I think of you every day.


Good.


Sometimes it is, sometimes it’s not.


That’s life, right? Sometimes it is, sometimes not.


Yes, Jay, that has certainly been the case. For both of us.


Who is this?


I want you to think of me every day.


Who is this?


I want you to think and smile and remember.


Who is this?


Think and smile and remember, Jay.


Who?


For me. Do it for me.




Paris, 1992


I’m living at rue Saint-Placide. The floor is covered with empty wine bottles and ashtrays, my mattress is on the floor in the corner. The paint on the walls has been chipped away and the windows don’t close. It’s the end of the twentieth century and we are living in what is supposed to be an advanced society. Our desires, though, our desires are the same. The same as they have been since the first day one of us stepped out of a fucking cave. Love fuck eat drink sleep. And this is what I do here, in the most beautiful, most civilized city on earth. Love fuck eat drink sleep.


Last night Louis tied a red scarf on the door handle. Louis likes Arab boys, as close to eighteen as he can find them. The scarf means stay out, though I could hear them through the door and knew without seeing the scarf. I went for a walk and bought a couple bottles of cheap wine and sat on a bench in Saint-Germain and watched pretty girls walk by and imagined what it would be like to be with them, to kiss them, make them smile or laugh, flirt with them, fuck them, fall in love with them. Some I knew would never happen. Some I knew could be mine. I sat and drank and watched and imagined until I couldn’t think and stopped remembering and I woke up under a tree on Quai Voltaire and I walked back to the apartment. The red scarf was gone.


Louis is making coffee. He thinks of himself as a philosopher, a weatherman, an astronomer, a speaker of languages, an artist. We live on a little ball, he says, a little blue ball in a minor solar system in a small galaxy in an infinite universe. Nothing I do or you do or anyone does means a goddamn thing. We should be happy and spend our days in pursuit of pleasure and pain and every form of lust and desire that exists. We should make sure our cocks are hard and our pussies are wet and our hearts are beating fast, fast, fast. But we don’t, because we’re stupid, and because we all think we’re important, that we matter, that what we do matters, so we spend our time working meaningless jobs and struggling and fighting and trying to be something or someone other than what we are, which is animals. Everyone does it, all of humanity, the whole teeming, silly, idiotic mass, everyone does it except me. I, Louis, the Prince of Saint-Placide, know better. I follow my heart and my cock, and the only things that matter to me are the things that make them sing. So listen to me, boy. And learn from me. Follow your heart and follow your cock. And remember that none of this means anything. And you will be as happy as me.


I’ve been in Paris for a month. I’m twenty-one, I came here alone, didn’t know anyone, didn’t speak a word of French, packed a bag and walked away. From my friends, my family, from America. Whatever my life was or was supposed to be is gone. I was born and raised to be part of a machine. A spoke. A little gear. An obedient cog locked in fucking place forever. Go to school, follow the rules, get a job, work save vote obey, get married buy a house have children, work save vote obey teach your children to do the same, work save vote obey, die and rot in a fucking hole in the ground. Fuck that machine. Fuck the people who built it. Fuck the people who run it. Fuck the people who choose to be a part of it. I am here, in the most beautiful, most civilized city on earth. I believe in Louis, in his crazy eyes, shaking hands, bellowing voice, in his view of the weather and the stars. I follow my heart and I follow my cock. When they want to sing, we sing. When they want to smile, we smile. When they want to dance, we dance. When they want to be broken, we break. Whatever they want, wherever they want to go, however much pleasure we find or pain, we will never work save vote obey. Fuck that machine. The only goal should be to burn it down. Light it on fire and dance in the fucking flames.


And so I go through ancient streets filled with people speaking a language I do not know seeking something that I will never find, I could call it freedom but it’s more than that, I could call it enlightenment but I want to feel more than enlightened, I could call it everything because it is everything to me, loving fucking eating drinking sleeping feeling living living living. It is everything. I want to burn that machine the fuck down. I want to live.




Los Angeles, 2017


My grass is green. I can see the ocean from some of the windows and a yellow haze above glittering steel towers from the others. There are trees and birds and a swimming pool. Three cars in the garage, two children in bedrooms, a wife who sleeps next to me. My mortgage is paid on time every month, as are the rest of the bills that arrive. A housekeeper is here every day, and men who take care of the lawn and the trees and the pool and pick up the dogshit our family pet leaves everywhere. I have a little barn, or cottage, or studio, whatever you want to call it, on the back of our property, away from the house, away from the noise, away from people, away from the world. I spend my days in that little building in front of a computer, listening to music and watching TV, reading books and playing video games, sometimes working, supposedly doing things that matter, that are important, that people want to read and that other people give me money to produce. They give me stupid amounts of money. I do what they want and give them what they pay me for and I hate myself. And when I stop long enough to think about what I’m doing and how I got where I am and how much I have and how much I’ve wasted, when I think about how lost I feel every second of every day, how completely fucking lost I am and I feel, I want to buy a gun and blow my fucking brains out. But I’m not brave enough for that. So I walk through my grass and I stare at my trees and I listen to the birds and I look at the ocean and the skyscrapers and I smile for my children and I sleep next to my wife and I pay my bills and I do my work. And I hate myself. Every single minute of every single day. Hate myself.




Paris, 1992


Open the door.


Step outside.


Life is waiting.


Sex and love and books and art. The sun rising or setting. Laughter and music. A quiet place to sit. To read or think or watch the day go by. Or not. To walk. Amidst the chaos, the people, the noise. A car horn. A motorcycle. People talking. Bells on doors as they open and close. A couple fighting, a baby crying. Walk or dance or skip or run, do whatever you want to do, go wherever you want to go. You can find something magnificent or terrible or nothing at all. Ecstasy or heartbreak. Adventure or boredom. Open the fucking door.


Life is waiting.


Step.


My day always starts the same way. I go to the bakery. Whether I wake up at home, or in an alley, or a park, in someone else’s apartment or on someone else’s floor or bed or bathtub, I go to the bakery. It’s on the ground floor of the building where I live, directly below the apartment that Louis and I share. It’s a standard French bakery, a boulangerie as the French say with their beautiful words, and they have one on every block. They sell bread at the boulangerie, though in France bread is more than bread. It’s life, it’s spirit, it’s blood, it’s identity, it’s art. Every French I know takes their bread seriously, like Americans take their guns, or Christians take their prayers. They argue over who makes the best baguette, the best pastries, the best pain au chocolat, what time of day is best to buy the bread, if it should be eaten warm or cooled, what kind of butter to put on it and how much, if one could survive on bread alone. If you’re ever with a French and you don’t have anything to talk about, just bring up bread. They’ll tell you how good it is in Paris, and that the bread everywhere else is terrible. And for whatever the reason, they’re right, the bread is better in Paris. It tastes better smells better feels better looks better. When you break a piece off, it sounds better. I eat baguette bread every day, and most days it’s all I eat. Five francs, which is about a dollar, and I don’t have to worry about food. I can spend my money on more important things, books or pens or cigarettes or coffee or wine, sometimes flowers for old ladies or random beautiful girls I see walking down the street. The old ladies always smile, sometimes the girls do. Sometimes they just turn and walk away. It’s a simple idiotic thing to do. Give flowers to someone you don’t know. Whatever happens, it’s money well spent.


The bakery below me has a simple blue sign and a simple steel counter and cases with fancy pastries and bins behind filled with the various forms of bread. You can see the ovens and tables behind the bins, the flour, the dough, the rollers, the organized chaos that produces the goods. An old French couple owns the bakery. I imagine they got it from one of their parents, who got it from their parents, who got it from their parents, and on and on back to the Gauls with butter in their hair. The couple is there every day, the old couple, they open at dawn and close at 5 p.m. The husband does the baking, the wife runs the cash register, they wear matching white aprons with trim the same color blue as the sign outside. They smile at the customers, exchange pleasantries and laughs with regulars, sell them baguettes, croissants, pain au chocolat, hand them things that have names I don’t know and can’t pronounce, fancy French concoctions that taste delicious and cost almost nothing. They do not like me, despite the fact that I am here every day. I enter, wait in line, say hello and ask for a baguette in French with my shitty French accent, hand them the five francs. The woman does not say hello to me, or acknowledge me in any way, aside from taking my money and handing me a baguette. Sometimes I wave at the man, who either scowls or looks away. As far as I know, and have seen, I’m the only American who buys bread from them, and I assume that’s why they don’t like me. Generally I’ve found, despite the French reputation for hating Americans, that if you attempt to speak French, and you’re not an asshole, the French are cool. They’re aloof and distant and cold and somewhat rude, and they will let you know if you’re doing something stupid, but they’re that way with everyone, including each other. There is a directness I appreciate, a lack of bullshit. Be cool, the French are cool. If you’re a dick, expect it back.


The bakers, though, the cute little old people in their white aprons with blue trim who sell me my bread, they do hate Americans. Or maybe just this American. Most days I make the transaction as simple and painless as possible. Order the bread hand over the money take the bread walk. Some days, however, I try to speak to them, ask them questions about politics, if they’re fans of Paris Saint-Germain, if they prefer Manet or Monet, if they’ve read Victor Hugo and Gustave Flaubert and if so, who they prefer, if they’ve ever challenged other local bakers to a baguette showdown. No matter what I say, they ignore me. Dismiss my every word. Sometimes the other customers laugh, sometimes they turn away, uncomfortable and embarrassed. Whatever happens, I hand over the money take the bread walk.


Open the door.


Step outside.


Life is waiting.


And so I walk. With no destination, no plan, nothing to do. Nowhere to be and no one to meet. There is no better city in the world to walk in than Paris. On every block there is food and wine and art and beauty. The buildings all soft white or deep gray. High windows on every floor. Single twelve-foot wooden doors with discreet numbers embedded into stone. The streets are crowded. There’s no grid and they move and turn as they please. The Grands Boulevards dominate the city. Les Champs-Élysées with its wide sidewalks and giant cafés and lights, the Times Square of Paris, contained by the Arc de Triomphe on one side and place de la Concorde on the other. Saint-Denis with its criminals and whores, openly hawking their wares and their bodies, dead during daylight but when the sun drops it pulses with sex and danger, desire and violence. Montparnasse with intellectuals and academics endlessly debating and smoking, taking three hours to drink a coffee. Haussmann and its department stores and old ladies with fancy hats and handbags that cost more than a house. Beaumarchais, Filles du Calvaire, Temple, Saint-Martin. Clichy with the ghosts of Picasso, Dalí, Modigliani, and van Gogh. Saint-Germain, where Hemingway and Fitzgerald drank and fought and pissed themselves. I walk and I look and I listen. I sit on benches outside of cathedrals. I lie in the grass of parks. I drift through museums and watch people as much as I stare at the art. I think and I dream. I carry a small notebook made of thick brown paper bound with string, a pen, whatever book I’m reading, a pack of cigarettes and a lighter, a small wad of bills in my back pocket. I sit in cafés and write, drink coffee, read. I go to bars in the morning and have a drink, I have wine for lunch, cocktails to celebrate the arrival of the afternoon. I look through the stacks of bookstores, even though most of the books are in French and I can’t read them. I look at the names on the spines, the words on the pages, smell the paper, feel the weight of them. I walk and my mind wanders and I dream. I dream of art and food. Enough money to have as much of whatever I want whenever I want. I dream of an endless supply of wine and cocaine, of sex and having it with almost every woman I see. I stand outside of restaurants and read the menus in the windows. I look at pictures in the magazines at the newsstand. Sometimes I just stop and stare at a building, imagine it being built, its history, the lives of the people who live in it, the pain they feel, the joy, the struggles they have, the occasional triumph and relentless failure. I walk and I wander and I dream. More than anything, I dream of love, crazy crazy mad love. Not the love of rings and white dresses and churches, but of lust and insanity, the love where you can’t stop touching, kissing, licking, sucking, and fucking. The love that breaks hearts, starts wars, ruins lives, the love that sears itself into your soul, that you can feel every time your heart beats, that scorches your memory and comes back to you whenever you’re alone and it’s quiet and the world falls away, the love that still hurts, that makes you sit and stare at the floor and wonder what the fuck happened and why. I dream of crazy crazy mad love the kind that starts with a look, with eyes that meet, a smile, a touch, a laugh, a kiss. The kind of love that hurts and makes you love the pain, makes you want the pain, makes you yearn for the fucking pain, keeps you awake until the sun rises, stirs you while you’re still asleep. The kind of love you can feel with every step you take, every word you speak, every breath, every movement, is part of every thought you have every minute of the day. Love that overwhelms. That justifies our existence. That provides proof we are here for a reason. That either confirms the existence of God and divinity, or renders it utterly meaningless. Love that makes life more than just whatever we know and see and feel. That elevates it. Love for which so many words have been spoken and written and read and cried and screamed and sung and sobbed, but is beyond any real description of it. I’ve known much in my short, silly, unstable, sometimes wonderful sometimes brutal always reckless wreck of a life, but I’ve never known love. Crazy crazy mad love. Fear and pain, insecurity, rage, occasional joy, fleeting peace, they are all friends of mine. Kindness and familial love have always come my way. Disdain, contempt, and rage are constant companions. But never love.


So I open the door.


Step outside.


Walk.


Think.


Read.


Write.


Sit.


Watch.


Drink.


Eat bread.


Dream.


Life is waiting.


Life and love.


Life.


Love.




Los Angeles, 2017


Two weeks later, another message. I respond. And so it goes.


How is your heart, Jay?


Beating.


Not singing.


Not for years.


It used to sing so beautifully. A bit off-key, but loud and with such joy.


It’s silent and black now.


It was always black, but there were stars in that blackness. Big bright beautiful stars.


Just black now. And silent. No stars.


I read you’re married, children?


Where did you read that?


A magazine, I think. Or maybe I saw it on TV.


Ah yes, magazines and TV.


True?


Yes.


I never thought you would be.


Neither did I.


What happened?


I met someone I wanted to marry.


Happy?


I’m generally happy. At least in that part of my life. I love her, and I love our kids. I’ve been lucky in that way.


It’s good you recognize it.


I guess.


Why is your heart black?


I’m old.


You’re 45.


They’ve been long years.


By choice.


Most of the time, yes. But not always.


That heart of yours, it sang, but I also know it hurt, it always hurt.


One thing feeds the other thing.


Singing and screaming.


It’s a fine line between them.


Tell me what hurt you the most, Jay.


No.


Tell me.


No.


Why?


I don’t know who you are.


Yes you do.


I don’t.


Have there been that many of us?


There were enough.


Where am I among them in your memories?


I don’t know.


You do.


Nope.


You will.


Maybe.


I want your heart to sing again, Jay.


So do I.


Off-key, but loud and with joy.


So do I.




My Favorite Spots in Paris
After Living Here For Two Months


Le Polly Maggoo, rue du Petit Pont. A shitty bar filled with derelict drunks they keep absinthe behind the counter. There are chessboards on some of the tables and Turkish bathrooms, which means there is just a big hole in the floor. I have never seen a napkin there, or toilet paper, and the drinks are strong and cheap and they don’t care if you yell or fall down. They ask that fights take place on the sidewalk outside, and the bar always empties when a fight begins, and everyone goes outside and watches and cheers, and the combatants often hug and have a drink when they’re done. Most of the customers are Turks and Algerians who like to get drunk, but can’t do it in their own neighborhoods, and old Americans who came here for some reason but don’t remember what it was and now spend all their time getting drunk. The girls aren’t particularly beautiful, but they aren’t there looking for husbands, and after ten drinks, it doesn’t really matter what they look like.


The Film Room at the Musée Picasso, rue de Thorigny. Sit on a bench and watch movies of Picasso making paintings. I’m young and naïve enough to still believe I’m going to be great at something. I’m old and wise enough to know I’ll never be as great at anything as Picasso was at making art.


The Grave of Alexandre Dumas. Panthéon. Motherfucker wrote Count of Monte Cristo. Much respect.


Cactus Charly, rue de Ponthieu. They claim to have the best cheeseburgers in Europe. I’ve had three. Each was worse than the last, and in a life filled with eating cheeseburgers, I’ve never had one as bad as the Cactus Charly Burger, a mass of meat and cheese and chili and bacon and BBQ sauce that should be called the Abomination Burger. But they serve gigantic drinks for cheap and five-franc shots of Southern Comfort at Happy Hour and there are often drunk American and English girls willing to fuck in the bathroom.


Musée de l’Orangerie, Jardin des Tuileries. I always thought Monet and the Water Lilies were boring as fuck. And most of them are. I’ve seen them in museums in America and they always remind me of stale farts. But one day I was wandering around and ended up in the two large oval rooms that hold eight large paintings Monet made right before he died. He said the goal was to make something that would make people forget the outside world existed. And he did. They are fucking magnificent. Breathtaking. Serene. A vision of the real world somehow made more beautiful, more overwhelming. But what sucks is other people in the room. For some reason they always want to talk, want to make sure everyone within a hundred yards knows how much they love the Water Lilies. They need to learn to shut the fuck up and look and feel and disappear. Shut. The. Fuck. Up. And let themselves disappear.


Texas Star, place Edmond-Michelet. A dumb American bar with a Texas flag flying out front. Every human from Texas who’s in Paris seems to be there. Discovered it coming out of le Centre Pompidou. They serve Lone Star beer and make edible tacos, which don’t really exist anywhere else in France, at least as far as I know. I met, drank with, and threw up on a former US president’s niece one evening. We were doing shots of tequila, and I was doing two for every one she did. She could drink like a fish, I got sick, puked all over the table, in our drinks, on her lap. We made out a couple hours later, and I woke up on her floor the next morning without my pants on. She was not there and I never saw her again, but whenever I want to listen to people talk about guns and oil and football and how cool they think it is to wear cowboy boots, which I absolutely believe it is not, I go to the Texas Star.


Maison de Gyros, rue de la Huchette. A street lined with Greek restaurants. Some fancy, some less so, some shitty fast-food gyro joints. All of them have those spinning spits of piled lamb chunks in the window. Maison D is around the corner from Le Polly Maggoo, where I often get blindingly drunk. It’s open late. It’s cheap as fuck. I found it one night when I was stumbling around, drunk off my ass, I bought their specialty, a third of a baguette filled with lettuce and tomato, a huge stack of incredibly fragrant gyro meat, red sauce and white sauce, and topped with French fries. It’s a massive, delicious, and incredibly unhealthy meal. I have a Maison D (which is what I call both the sandwich and the restaurant) fairly often, though I rarely remember it. I have also woken up with full and partial Maison D sandwiches in my pockets, in my bed, all over my floor, and in and on any number of random apartments and park benches.


Pigalle. Sex. Sex sex sex sex. I like sex. Actually I love sex. Whether it’s sweet and tender, or hard, fast, and dirty, or both or somewhere in between, I’m down with it. I want it every minute of every day. Be nice if it came with love, that crazy crazy love, but it rarely does. So I take it however it comes. There’s sex in Pigalle. Sex shops, strip joints, adult shows (folks fucking each other), burlesque shows, hookers, hustlers, swingers, random people walking around looking to fuck. Some want money for it, some have money and are willing to pay for it, some just want it. Boulevard de Clichy is lined with shop after joint after show palace after theater after peep show after discreet door leading to some magnificent perversion. I wander Pigalle drunk, sober, half-drunk, during the day, the night, in the morning, whenever I want to cum, and want to feel some shame after it happens. I don’t hide from my shame. It comes with my life. Sometimes I yearn for it, look for it, need it, have to fucking have it. The intense blinding joy of an exploding orgasm, the can’t look in the fucking mirror because I’m a dirtbag piece of shit shame that follows. So be it. I know where to go to get it. And go I do.


Le Jardin du Luxembourg, multiple entrances, 6th arrondissement. A huge fancy palace, surrounded by mammoth fancy gardens. The most luxurious wide stretches of grass in the world. Old marble sculptures of dead Kings and Queens and Princes and Princesses scattered around. A couple kiddie playgrounds (which I avoid), some fountains, bunch of benches, some quiet areas of shade where old dudes read books and drown in their memories and their regrets. I often go to the park to sleep when I’m hungover, to read when I’m not, to lie in the grass and drink wine and daydream about some stupid future filled with madness and fame and controversy. Lots of couples and families have picnics in le Jardin. I watch them. Imagine what they are thinking about, if they are as happy and content as they seem. I respect them. Their choices are different than mine. But we are all living our dream in some way.


Le Bar Dix, rue de l’Odéon. A shitty old bar in the basement of a shitty old building. It’s small, maybe twenty feet wide and forty feet long. Walls are stone and the ceiling, also stone, is arched, some shitty old paintings hanging around. It’s dark, the music is loud, and they only play French music, so I don’t know what they’re singing about, though I do know it’s not about being a respectable citizen or paying your taxes. Around the edges of the room are padded benches, there are table and chairs in front of the benches. Everything is sticky. Not sure with what and don’t want to know. But the tables and chairs and benches and walls and glasses and bottles and pitchers are all sticky. The only drink I have ever had in Bar Dix is sangria in a pitcher. It’s strong and cheap and tastes good, but also hurts a little. Kind of like French Mad Dog, or French Thunderbird. I sit alone with my journal and write and drink and look at the girls, who are also often alone, usually dressed in black, with sad eyes, also writing in journals and drinking alone. Heaven it is not.


The Grave of Victor Hugo. Panthéon. Motherfucker wrote The Hunchback of Notre-Dame and Les Miserables, both of which are abysmal musicals but amazing books. Much respect.


Berthillon, rue Saint-Louis en l’Île. In France they call ice cream shops glaciers. It’s a beautiful word. Glacier. There’s an elegance to it, like so many French words. Glacier. I like ice cream, and I like glaciers. This glacier makes the best ice cream in Europe or so they say. And it’s on a small fancy little island tucked behind Notre-Dame de Paris. Ice cream tastes good and feels good going down your throat, nice and cold and sweet. And it reminds me of being a little kid, when life was simple and everything was big and important and incredible, when I had a sense of awe and wonder. So I eat it often, because it feels good, and it makes me think of simpler, happier days. Glacier. 


Shakespeare and Company, rue de la Bûcherie. There have been two. The first one, the one where Hemingway and Fitzgerald and Gertrude Stein and James Joyce hung out, got shut down by the Nazis in 1941. The Nazis loved killing Jews, but they didn’t like cool bookstores. The second, the one where I go, was opened in 1951 by an American serviceman named George Whitman who kicked some bookstore-hating Nazi ass in WW2. It’s had Allen Ginsberg, William Burroughs, Anaïs Nin and James Baldwin and Sartre and Lawrence Durrell. The store itself is a charming little shitbox. Right on the water across from Notre-Dame. A little stone square out front. Bright-green exterior with ramshackle sign. Inside is filled with books, beautiful books in English that I can read. Shelves overflowing with them, tables covered with stacks of them, a maze of words with little nooks and hidden recesses also filled with them. There is very little crap, no cheesy thrillers or steamy romances. It’s just great books, classics, or newer shit that comes with a serious reputation. It’s a literature store more than a bookstore. Anyone there is interested in reading, in words, in the history of them, the future. Upstairs there are living quarters, and most of the people who work there, live there. They take in wanderers, misfits, let them sleep for a night or two, or a month or two. There are always pretty girls in the store, or in the little plaza outside it. I spend more money here than anywhere else in Paris. It’s the best little weird beautiful crazy bookstore in the world.


Stolly’s, rue Cloche Percé. Tiny shitbox bar. In the Marais. Tables and chairs out front. Serves English beer, French beer, all sorts of liquor. Mix of people, unlike most other joints in Paris, which tend to be entirely French, or entirely American, or entirely something else. I almost always sit outside, regardless of the weather, watch people walk by, read, write, think, and dream. Other customers tend to be interesting people, writers or artists, academics. A joint where smart people get drunk.


La Basilique du Sacré-Cœur de Montmartre. A church. At the top of Montmartre, the highest point in Paris. I’m not usually a big fan of churches, but this church. I dig it. Stairs up are endless, feels like I’m climbing Everest. I stop at least three times for cigarette breaks. Once up, the view is spectacular. There are sections of grass where you can sit and stare or have a smoke or drink. Directly out front there is a stone plaza with a viewing deck. There are tourists with cameras, young couples meeting, true believers going to worship, sometimes there are Africans selling souvenirs, sometime the police chase them away. I usually go up with a bottle of cheap red wine and a pack of smokes, walk to the edge, look out over the city, the most beautiful, most civilized city on earth. The view is magnificent. It calms me, silences me, tells me stories, takes the thoughts out of my mind, or focuses the ones that are there. I sit and stare and write in my notebooks, sometimes read, drink, smoke. I often see an old man there. He’s probably eighty, well-dressed, usually in a black suit and shirt and tie, white hair perfectly combed, face heavily lined. He’s always in the same place, at the edge of the plaza, just off the center, staring out over the city. He looks sad, alone, sighs deeply, sometimes looks down and stares at the stones. I wonder what’s in his mind, his heart, his memories. Wonder what he lost and when and how much it took from him, how much damage it did to his soul. I wonder what kind of pain he feels, what kind of joy he once felt, whether his life was what he wanted it to be, whether it was worth it. Who he loved and whose hearts he broke, and who and what broke his heart. I wonder if he could go back, would he change it, wonder what mistakes he made and whether they matter anymore. I never talk to him, or acknowledge him, or disturb him. He’s nearing the end. I hope he goes peacefully. I hope when my time comes, I do as well.


Le Refuge des Fondus, rue des Trois Frères. Fondue is cool. You get a vat of boiling cheese and dip stuff in it. Or a vat of boiling oil and a plate of raw steak and you cook it as you please. All this place serves is fondue. Simple and delightful and delicious. Fondue and wine, which comes in baby bottles, so you feel kind of stupid and kind of wonderful when you drink it. It’s a tiny place. Music is loud. Customers are rowdy. I went once, alone. I ate both kinds of fondue and got drunk as fuck. Thought about my ex-girlfriend, who is somewhere in America. We went to school together. I always thought love at first sight was some silly bullshit until I saw her. And I fell in love. Deep and hard and immediately. I didn’t talk to her for a year. Just stared at her when I saw her. And looked away when she glanced at me. It hurt me to look at her. Made my heart beat faster, made it feel like it was going to explode. Made my hands shake. If she had tried to talk to me I wouldn’t have been able to talk. She didn’t seem real. And I didn’t feel real when I saw her. When we met, amongst a group of people at a bar, I ignored her. Not because I was trying to pull some bullshit, but because I was scared of her. We saw each other again, and again, and eventually I could talk to her, tell her silly stories, make her laugh, make her blush, and she fell in love with me, and life wasn’t real for a while. But it always returns. The cold brutal reality of existence. And so I ate fondue alone. And thought of her. And watched the other couples on dates in Le Refuge. And hoped they didn’t end up like we ended up. That the smiles stayed on their faces. And I got fucking drunk. And I left and bought three more bottles of wine at the first shop I found. And I woke up on a sidewalk late the next morning.


The Gates of Hell, Musée Rodin, rue de Varenne. Rodin was the greatest sculptor in the world. The only one in history on the level with Michelangelo. The museum is his old house, where he worked, where he drank and raged and fucked, and where he made the most beautiful things on earth. It’s a huge French mansion, with huge grounds, and giant gardens. The house is filled with drawings and sculpture, as are the grounds: The Kiss, Balzac, The Thinker, The Three Shades, The Burghers of Calais, The Secret, and the most magnificent of them all, The Gates of Hell. The apartment where Louis and I live is about ten minutes away. I come here most days. At some point I’m drawn and I come. Walk through the front garden to a path that leads to The Gates. As you move along green hedges, The Gates looms in front of you, twenty feet tall, fifteen wide, 180 figures swirling around and on two massive doors, doors that lead to a hellfire of eternal damnation. It’s made of bronze, weathered from being outdoors for eighty years, set on a stepped pedestal against a giant stone wall. Conceptually based on the beginning of Dante’s Inferno, it’s Rodin’s vision of beauty and love and terror and eternity, men and women screaming, reaching, kissing, begging, crying, dying, being tortured, tortured by love and pain, regret and sorrow, the prospect of burning in Hell forever. Every time I see it, it moves me, scares me, thrills me, humbles me, makes me feel small, inspires me. I can’t imagine the mind that envisioned it, the hand that made it, the mad horrible wonderful state Rodin was in while he did it, the labor involved, the intensity of focus, the virtuosity with which each figure and each element of it was made. There are two simple wooden benches in front of The Gates. Each large enough for two people, three if you don’t mind being crowded. They are usually both empty. People stare at The Gates, but not for long. They are disturbing, unsettling, menacing, and there are many other sculptures at Musée Rodin that are more user-friendly, more pleasing to both the eye and the soul. I love The Gates. For whatever reason, they calm me, settle me, hold me. I always sit on one of the benches. I read, write in my notebook, stare at the sky, take naps, talk to myself, talk to God, even though I don’t believe in God. The Gates of Hell, though, I believe in them. On the rare occasions someone sits next to me, or on whichever bench I am not on, I don’t acknowledge them or speak to them. I keep reading or writing or doing whatever I’m doing. This is my spot. The Gates of Hell. One of the few places in my life where I have ever found any peace. I don’t know what that means, that The Gates of Hell bring me peace, and I don’t care. I’ll take what I can, wherever it may come.


La Closerie des Lilas, boulevard du Montparnasse. Fancy restaurant. Or it’s fancy to me. On a corner. Covered with vines so you can’t see inside. It is said Hemingway wrote most of The Sun Also Rises on a stool at the bar. Picasso, F. Scott Fitzgerald, Modigliani, Breton, Sartre, André Gide, Oscar Wilde, Samuel Beckett, Man Ray, Ezra Pound, and Henry Miller, my beloved Henry Miller, all hung out here. The entrance has a green vined arch, a menu under glass next to it. I’ve never been inside. Never walked under the arch, sat at the bar, had a drink. I don’t deserve to step inside. Maybe someday, but not now. For now I will stand outside and imagine a future where I can sit among the echoes of my heroes, where I will have earned my rightful place. For now I will read the menu and peer through the arch and dream.


The Mona Lisa, Musée du Louvre. It actually kind of sucks. There are a hundred more interesting paintings in the same hall. But I went and took the picture and stood there with all the other fools and pretended to think it was amazing. And I believe the conspiracy that the painting on the wall isn’t even the real one. Just a good copy, that the real one is in a vault somewhere covered with a tarp, away from lights, away from flashbulbs, away from all the idiots, myself included, gawking at it, away from the world, protected. But the Louvre itself is amazing. The most magnificent building in existence. The idea that it was someone’s house is absurd to me. Like telling me the Empire State Building or the Sears Tower was someone’s house. Kind of makes you understand the Revolution. If I had to eat rats and mud every day and I saw someone living in a building as vast and beautiful as the Louvre, I’d want their fucking head as well.


The Grave of Charles Baudelaire. Montparnasse Cemetery. Alcoholic, opium addict, whoremonger, maniac. Wrote Les Fleurs du mal. Wrote Paris Spleen, which crushes me every time I read it. Wrote The Painter of Modern Life. The utmost respect.




Los Angeles, 2017


Lunch with my agent. We’re at the restaurant next to the pool at the Beverly Hills Hotel. The sun is out, sky is blue. The walls and awnings are pink and the tables and umbrellas are white. Everyone is beautiful and rich and they’re all having a wonderful time, picking at tuna tartare, drinking lemonade (also pink), taking selfies, doing incredibly important things and taking them very seriously. My agent is thirty-five years old, wears a $5,000 suit and a $50,000 Rolex. He works for a big, fancy agency, and he represents me and my company, which publishes commercial fiction and creates intellectual property for large media companies. He’s smart and cool and works hard and has the patience of a saint. I’m in a pair of light-blue pajama bottoms and a white T-shirt. We meet here once a month, talk about my business. I like him, and appreciate how hard he works and how much he cares, but the idea that I’m a business makes me sick to my fucking stomach.


How’d the Spielberg job go?


I think well. Ask the producers.


Next steps?


Ask them.


The studio read it?


Yes.


Like it?


They said they did.


Network read it?


They have it now. Waiting.


I’ll follow up, set a call.


Can’t wait.


He laughs, takes a sip of lemonade.


What’s next?


What’s out there?


What do you want to do?


Nothing.


I don’t believe that.


It’s true.


Company have any new IP?


We have two books coming out this month. Doing a video game. Working on a bunch of new series treatments.


You going to the office?


A couple times a week.
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