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waiting noun
BrE /'weΊtΊŋ/
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As I write this Paris is quiet. Her avenues empty. Her shops, bistros, cafés and restaurants all shuttered. Weeks of lockdown have reduced our worlds to the dozen or so square metres we call home.


The city holds its breath, dreaming of a return to normality, which in Paris means sitting in cafés or bistros, on terraces or in the parks. Of eating well and eating cheaply. This is the Paris we all love.


Nothing beats the luxury of the restaurant. You walk in, someone shows you to your table, a menu appears and then you sit back and relax and watch as the parade of plates, glasses and bottles appears and disappears before your very eyes – like magic.


Though Paris arguably democratized dining out, it is still a luxury, the very definition of it. During lockdown, the unceasing buying, preparing, cooking and then washing up after ourselves have reminded us of that. That’s why we think so much about it. About dining out, food and of course – restaurants.


And nowhere epitomizes the world of restaurants better than Paris.


A Waiter in Paris begins in November 2011. Three years after the financial crisis and almost two years after I’d graduated from university. Fallow years during which I’d held down a string of petty jobs in London that included call-centre work, labouring, flyering, and (possibly the high point!) selling soft pornography to Eastern European TV channels. All while I applied for other, more ‘prestigious’ jobs. Jobs that didn’t appear to exist anymore.


The question, on the surface, was relatively simple: in a post-financial crisis world, what were we, as university graduates with humanities degrees, meant to do with our lives? The answer, however, evaded me. And so, with nothing tying me to London, short on money and options, I decided to take up an offer from a wonderful French girl, Alice, to come and live with her in Paris. She was moving there from London, and I could stay with her until I got on my feet. It was the perfect solution. Fulfilling my desire to have an adventure and finally get my life moving somewhere.


When I arrived, it was with a single bag of clothes and a couple of books, including the one that arguably had got me into reading and writing and excited by the idea of Paris many years earlier, George Orwell’s Down and Out in Paris and London. One of his lesser-known works, in which he recounts his time living and working in near-destitution, first in the French capital and then in the British. With Orwell we peered under the surface of what it was really like living in Paris back then, and it was far from the glimmering parties of F Scott Fitzgerald, or the literary salons hosted by Gertrude Stein, with Hemingway, Picasso and Matisse.


It was never my intention to work in restaurants. I naively thought I’d find a ‘proper job’ when I arrived in Paris but, as in London, it never materialized. And so, with time and money running out, like many, I opted for waiting as a solution. It was a way to immerse myself in the city, avoid expats, teach myself French and, looking back, prove to myself that I could do something with my life; that I could be an active protagonist in my own story, instead of just a passive casualty of the economic times.


Unbeknown to me, it was the beginning of a great adventure – slipping into the world of Parisian restaurants. A world, it turned out, that had changed little from when Down and Out was begun in 1929 – the year of the last great financial crash. It was an experience that started a lifelong love affair with France and Europe. But also one that taught me the values of hard work and humility. It taught me that you can do something if you put your mind to it. And, likewise, that there’s a whole world of possibilities out there. You’ve just got to have the courage to believe in yourself and then throw yourself in.


In Paris, waiters are as omnipresent as the tricolore flag or the Eiffel Tower. They are everywhere: on the terraces working, out the back of restaurants smoking, propped on bars at the end of the night exhausted. They’re so ubiquitous that we tend to ignore them, which is what they want. Unless there’s a problem, when we let them know about it; or we give them half a thought as we chuck a few coins on the table after a meal. But have you ever wondered what it’s like to be a waiter? To end up spending your life waiting tables? The truth is, it’s a cruel existence. You live week to week, often under sadistic managers, with a wage so low you’re fighting each other for tips. It’s physically demanding, frequently humiliating and incredibly competitive. A world hiding in plain sight governed by archaic rules and a petty hierarchy – populated by the most incredible cast of characters you’ll ever come across: thieves, narcissists, former Legionnaires, wannabe actors, paperless immigrants, drug dealers…


And with unfettered access to the kitchens of Paris, it certainly makes you think twice when choosing where you will spend your own pitiful wage when you do eventually eat out.


In total I spent more than four years doing various waiting and bar jobs across the city as I tried to build a career as a writer. A Waiter in Paris is that story, and although based primarily on an experience in one particular restaurant, it is in reality an amalgamation of all my experiences. It’s not really my story; I was merely an observer passing through. ‘A camera with its shutter open’, as Christopher Isherwood wrote of his time in Berlin. The real heroes of this story are the people I encountered there. To that end I have changed the names of everybody mentioned in this story, including the name of the restaurant, which fortunately – and rather unsurprisingly – has since closed down.


Of course, this isn’t really a story about a restaurant. It’s a portrait of contemporary Paris, and by extension France. Slice a Parisian bistro in half and you will be presented with a startlingly accurate cross-section of contemporary French society. A multilingual, multi-ethnic, complicated and highly nuanced picture. With the rich and White up top, the poor and Black down below and everyone else – including you – in between. Yes, Paris may not be France, but all of France can be found in Paris.


If you don’t believe me, the next time you go down those narrow stone steps in search of the toilet in a Parisian bistro, take a look in the kitchen and tell me how many Sri Lankan or Black faces you see. They’re there for the same reason that I was up top, above ground, a Caucasian waiter.


As a result of my experiences – both the highs and the lows – and the incredible people I met and worked alongside, I felt almost duty bound to write this book. To give a voice to an invisible workforce. To tell it how it is.


So yes, the setting is Parisian, and the language French, but these stories are much more universal; they’re being played out right now in London, Paris, New York, Berlin, Madrid, Rome and beyond. We just often choose to ignore them. Focusing instead on what we want to see: the food, the decoration – the façade.


And then there’s the wonderful French language. How does someone who doesn’t speak a word of French (full transparency: I don’t even have a GCSE in a modern language) understand what’s going on? Well, I quickly learned that, providing you understand the context of what is being spoken about, even if you pick up only one in every ten words, you can often get the gist. The brain does a magnificent job of filling in the blanks – which is how I’ve tried to write the dialogue throughout the book. Unless indicated, everyone spoke French to me, making no concessions to my Englishness. As we will see, I muddled through.


A Waiter in Paris is my attempt to tell the story of the people who live and work on the other side of the swinging door marked ‘PRIVÉ’ and a little of what it’s like to live in Paris and be a waiter in a Parisian restaurant. Or, at least, try to be a waiter. As it turned out that – like most jobs I’d applied for since graduating university – the restaurant profession didn’t think I could do it either.


If there’s one thing to take away from this book, I hope that it is this: the next time you’re eating something that seems too good a value to be true, spare a thought for the people who are paying the real price. And, if you can, spare them some of your change, too.


We’ve been told that the world post-Covid-19 will be different. I sincerely hope it is, especially for those who find themselves in the restaurant industry.


Edward Chisholm
March 2021





Amuse-Bouche
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It’s lunchtime and the tables in the dining room are filling up. The waiters in their smart black suits and bow ties are looking professional, busy – and distinctly French – as they scurry about handing out menus, taking orders, fielding questions and finally disappearing, like assassins, or monks, through the small swinging door at the back of the dining room.


I stand there watching it all, trying to hide my mounting panic, wondering if I should come clean with one of them – take them aside and tell them the truth: that I’ve absolutely no idea what I’m doing.


But I can’t even do that. It would alert them to another fact I’m keen to hide: that I don’t actually speak French. I’m in the middle of a smart restaurant in the capital of France, dressed – to all intents and purposes – as a Parisian waiter, and I can’t even speak the language.


This isn’t some small café or local bistro. This is a genuine, full-blown Parisian restaurant, replete with a terrifying woman at a lectern by the door, an army of surly waiters, a directeur who looks like Napoleon Bonaparte’s (much taller) cousin and a spiteful manager who wants me gone because he knows the truth: I don’t belong here.


I’ve managed to swing the job (if it can be called that) through a series of well-timed shoulder shrugs and a pre-learned monologue. If they find out now that I can’t speak French, that will be it. I must fit in at all costs. If I don’t, whatever this is – a job or trial shift, I’m still unsure – will be over and I’ll be back to padding the frozen streets of Paris from dawn until dusk with a folder of CVs.


The present facts are these: I arrived sometime after dawn in a cheap, baggy suit and have until recently been kept away from the other waiters, like the Minotaur, in an underground cellar as I polish glasses until my fingers blister.


From the brief moments I’ve been around the other waiters I hear the same word, ‘runner’, which I assume is me. Of course, I’ve no idea what a runner is, and even less idea of what he’s actually meant to do.


So, as the restaurant continues to fill up with elegantly dressed Parisians, I remain as still as possible to avoid being noticed; watching the other waiters for clues – anything that allows me to decipher how it all works, how the machine runs. They move like clockwork, locked in some strange choreography, moving without thought, one step ahead of their diners; adding and removing silver cutlery; slight bows; chairs pulled out; white serviettes laid across laps; wine uncorked and served with Gallic ceremony; discreet smiles, nods of the head…


Needless to say, I have neither pen nor notepad. I’ve no idea what’s on the menu, nor how to take orders, nor indeed if I should. I’ve no idea where the food comes from, nor how it’s made, nor even who makes it.


Quite naturally diners attempt to attract my attention, but after a couple of unsuccessful attempts at trying to understand them, I stick to ignoring them, which is surprisingly easy and gives me an air of professionalism.


Just when I think I’ve finally succeeded at blending into the heavy red curtain behind me, I notice the thin-faced manager in his grey suit, prowling on the other side of the dining room.


The restaurant, which is decorated in a classic French style, with high ceilings and low lighting, flaking gold-rimmed Louis XV mirrors, wallpaper with fleur-de-lis motifs and large single-glazed windows that let the flat light of a Parisian winter illuminate the whole scene, is now almost full. From the tables, light chatter, the delicate clinking of cutlery on ceramic, and expensive perfumes waft upwards to the world of the waiters, who soar above with giant silver trays, the white cloths draped across their forearms trailing behind them like an aeroplane’s vapour trail.


The thin-faced manager is now closing in fast, so in a last-ditch bid to look busy I decide to make a beeline for the swinging door at the back of the dining room. The door is light and swings both ways on its hinges, depositing the voyager into a world where the air is cool, there is no smell of perfume and certainly no polite chat.


But it’s more than a door, it’s a threshold – beyond which lies an entirely different world, one I glimpsed this morning: a labyrinthine world of kitchens, prep rooms, storerooms, cleaning rooms, locker rooms, bin rooms, corridors, hidden staircases and more. And then there are the people who animate it. The hidden faces of Paris. The people whose job it is to toil away in the shadows so that you can have your meal at a decent price.


Ahead of me is a dim, low-ceilinged, flagstone corridor leading down into the bowels of the building. On the air drift the smells of cooking, the distant shouts of men and the sharp crashing and banging of metal.


Behind me, on the other side of the door, hundreds of Parisians are waiting to be served food in the opulent surroundings of a well-known restaurant.


It’s the boundary between two worlds: the Paris you see and the Paris you don’t. And I want to know what’s there, what goes on behind the city’s façade.


Suddenly, the manager with the thin face bursts through the swinging door and begins berating me, pushing me forcefully up the dark passageway towards the source of the mysterious sounds and smells.


‘____ ______ ______!’ he yells.


I’ve no idea what he’s saying, but he’s clearly angry.


‘Je suis le runner,’ I try.


‘_ ____ ____ putain runner!’ he snaps.


There’s something in his tone of voice that confirms it. I am the runner. How hard can it actually be?


With each aggressive shove from behind he pushes me further along the passageway, deeper into the machine, closer to the strange noises and odours. With a last push I trip down some steps and into a small room. There’s a huddle of three men, all of them waiters, crowding around some kind of opening in the wall. There’s a lot of shouting going on. They push, shove and yell at one another. Finally, like spooked pigeons, they disperse, their silver trays laden with delights, the thin-faced manager shooing them up the passageway and back into the dining room.


I’m alone again, the mysterious waist-height opening in the wall is clear. The heat lamps burn red, like the entrance to Hades. In the dark room on the other side a shadow moves about.


‘Allô? ’ I say.


No response. Moments later a bell rings. The shadow materializes into a dirty white jacket – the lower part of a person. Then silently a pair of hands pushes out a plate. They’re followed by a voice: ‘Service!’


I stand there, frozen. Absolutely no idea what I’m meant to do. If I take the plate of what looks like foie gras, where do I take it?


‘Service!’ This time more insistent.


Screw it. I’m taking it. I have no idea where to – but what’s the worst that can happen?





Part 1


L’Apéritif






East Paris
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Some months earlier… I settle into my new life in Paris. I live in Alice’s first-floor room above a piano repair workshop in the east of Paris, near the Porte des Lilas. It doesn’t look like Paris, not the one I had imagined in childhood. There are no wide, tree-lined boulevards or parks with ponds that children push toy boats around in. It’s a frontier zone of pre-war factory workers’ buildings and post-war tower blocks – right on the edge of the city. Beyond it are the banlieues, the suburbs – an industrial–residential netherworld that those living within the Périphérique, the Paris ring road, prefer not to think about. It reminds me more of the film La Haine than anything I’ve seen in the Musée d’Orsay.


Going down the Rue de Belleville, towards the centre of town, is one of the city’s two main Chinese neighbourhoods. An entire street of narrow restaurants, chaotic Chinese supermarkets and small, cluttered shops. All the signs and shopfronts are written in Chinese characters. It’s a bustling place. During the day the Chinese men stand outside bartering, betting, smoking and spitting on the pavement. At night the Chinese prostitutes line the streets in their droves, milling around and chatting to each other, smiling and blowing smoke into the faces of passers-by who glance at them for a second too long. ‘Bon-soir-sa-va-mon-sur,’ they say phonetically. For their services they’ll take you to one of the back rooms in the building, down into the cellars or even to a parked van.


The flat has a narrow brass bed in one corner, a sink in a half-rotten cabinet in another and two electric rings for cooking. Behind a flimsy door is a tiny, once canary-yellow bath that you can just about squat in to shower yourself, and on the landing is the shared toilet – a confined place with no light bulb that stinks of slurry and stale piss and always has a wet floor.


The building has periodically been divided up into increasingly smaller spaces using thin walls that do little to dampen sound. Alice and I never see much of the other residents, yet we all know each other intimately. The water flowing through the walls as someone takes a shower at 3am, the rhythmic thumping of a headboard at 5am, blood-chilling arguments at 8am. Our immediate neighbour, a tall, anaemic-looking waiter with a permanently disgusted look and a grey comb-over, takes great delight in slamming his fist or cooking pot against the wall in protest at the slightest noise. The fact that he is disturbed by an English voice only seems to incense him further. ‘Espèce d’Anglais de merde!’ he’ll cry. ‘Sale con de rosbif! Pauvre con!’ As a result, I’m quickly picking up swear words.


The entire stairwell smells of old cigarettes and body odour because the waiter always leaves his door slightly ajar. When he shouts, I return in kind, banging the wall and yelling obscenities. Before long other residents join in. Like prisoners rioting in a cellblock or a madhouse.


‘Ta gueule!’


‘Ferme-la!’


If we’re lucky, they’ll be tuning a piano downstairs at the same time.


One evening, when the waiter has worked himself into such a rage that it feels like he will either break through the wall or suffer a heart attack, I charge into his room. He is as shocked to see me enter it as I am to see the size of it. The poor man doesn’t even have a window. There is a single camp bed in the corner, made neatly with a tightly pulled scratchy wool blanket, a cheap table with an electric ring for cooking and a candlestick in a wine bottle covered in centimetres of melted wax. The source of the odour on the landing is now clear, as there are overflowing ashtrays scattered all around the room and the paint is peeling and nicotine stained.


In short it is a cell, no more than a few metres square. Where there should have been a window he’s stuck up three postcards, each showing Christian saints and martyrs contorted in pain or praying.


We watch each other for a moment, across a great divide – two different worlds face to face. In his raised hand is the pot. Hanging on nails in the wall behind him are his waiter’s clothes with some battered shoes on the floor below. I begin slamming my fist repeatedly against the wall like a crazy man. Telling him that if he continues to bang the wall that way, I’ll do the same to him. The waiter meanwhile is sitting on the only chair he has, in front of a small oil heater, wrapped in a thick dressing gown with his slippers on, his face a picture of shocked disgust. His stunned silence tells me he’s understood.


Over the following weeks I think often of the waiter. I can’t understand how a man can sink so low, can be reduced to such inhumane living conditions, in twenty-first-century Paris. This isn’t a young man or a student. This is as good as it is going to get for him.






Parisian Days



[image: Illustration]


In Paris life costs less than in London; it’s easier to be poor. For certain staples the prices are essentially fixed: a traditional baguette, €1.20; a démi bière, €1.50; a café au bar, €1.00. Cigarettes are cheaper, wine too, even the Métro is inexpensive (€1.70 for a single compared to London’s £5.00).


My days take on a luxurious form. I live like a gentleman of means, rising late, reading the papers in bed or in cafés and strolling the streets of Paris, notepad in hand, picturing myself as some kind of young novelist or poet. Paris is a city that inspires you to walk, and walk I do, every day, without direction, just taking in the city. Getting lost in it. I walk until I’m completely exhausted, whereupon I take the Métro home.


For the first time since having a student loan at university I can feel my purchasing power rising. However, I still need to find work. Because, beyond some abstract ideas of wanting to be European, that is why I’m here. I have a two-pronged approach to job-seeking: at night, in internet cafés, I apply for what I call ‘career jobs’, then during the day I hunt for ‘temporary’ cash-in-hand work. This I mainly look for on notice boards in local shops and boulangeries or on rudimentary websites that never seem to be updated.


During my first few months, as autumn becomes winter, the ‘temporary jobs’ are sporadic, yet diverse: English lessons with a French businessman who keeps suggesting I meet his wife; selling gnomes at a garden fair; playing an extra in a movie; building Ikea furniture – anything for a little bit of cash. However, most of the money we have comes from Alice, who has two jobs: one in a small restaurant in the 8th arrondissement – a place where the businessmen smell of lunch – and another in the evening, babysitting the spoilt child of an aristocratic family who live in a gigantic apartment in the chic 16th. On top of this Alice is studying hard, with ambitions of becoming an art restorer. She has a single-minded determination and a sense of direction that I admire immensely. Two things I lack.


Inspired by her sense of purpose I apply for jobs with the same verve I had after university – hunting down names, guessing email addresses, sending letters. Anything. The silence, however, is deafening; no one replies.


December comes and the city grows colder, the days shorter; it’s harder to spend as much time walking. The pavements are icy and the city has ground to a halt. My days are spent in the local café, or in bed trying to stay warm. I still apply for ‘career jobs’, but it’s with so little belief in anything coming from them that I eventually just stop. There are only so many times you can keep writing to people and getting no response – you feel like a madman howling into the wind. On top of that, my funds are running dangerously low.


‘It’s only been two months,’ Alice says. ‘You’ll find something.’


‘Two years and two months. You’re forgetting to count the years since university.’


Things aren’t going so well between us. What had started as a brilliant romance has stagnated. The arguments grow more frequent, the reasons more obscure. The energy that had originally drawn us together is pushing us apart. She feels frustrated. Frustrated by me and my lack of belief in myself, frustrated by her own situation. She wants to work in art, not wait tables and clean up after some rich kid. We both want to go somewhere in life: the difference is that she knows where.


‘I can’t deal with coming back every night and seeing you look so… dejected.’ She is standing brushing her blonde hair in the cracked mirror on the wall.


‘Not finding a job. It’s grinding me down. I keep wondering what I’m going to do with my life. If I don’t find something soon, surely this is it? I’ll never have anything. I’ll be in my late twenties, and I’ll have only done shit jobs. Maybe I’m not good at anything. But Paris, I love it.’


What Alice doesn’t know is that, as a way of killing time and not thinking about my financial and career problems, I am now often spending my days in the rougher, peripheral areas of Paris, particularly the cafés and bars: Aubervilliers, Montreuil, even going up to Sarcelles. Here I feel more alive, there is no pretence, a hint of danger in the air perhaps. The prices are also reasonable, and there are plenty of other people who appear to be out of work; each in their own way muddling through the existential dread of living. These neighbourhoods feel more real, more raw – a world away from online job applications, CVs and the pressure to be someone in life.


‘And me?’ she asks.


‘You have a job.’


‘That’s not what I meant. Me, do you love me?’


A moment’s hesitation, a death knell droning in the distance.


‘Of course.’


‘You don’t. And you don’t even have the courage to say it. The truth is you love the idea of me.’ She puts the brush down and turns to me. ‘Don’t worry, I’ve known it all along. I love you, yes, but I can’t make you love me. Not like I want. Not like I need.’


You don’t even have the courage…


She undresses quickly in the cold room before sliding into the small bed beside me.


‘Put your arms around me, I’m cold,’ she says. Then, after some time: ‘Your lack of confidence in yourself, it’s crazy.’


Alice has me sussed and knows what no one else knows: that deep down I want to write. What she doesn’t know is that I have nothing to say, and that, even if I did, I lack the confidence to say it. Besides, how do you even become a writer? Or a journalist? Emailing CVs and applying for jobs doesn’t seem to work. All I ever hear is that they’re firing journalists, not hiring them. Sure, hanging around dive bars or rough suburbs is showing me a world I’d like to know more about, but to write about it would make me a fraud. An outsider looking in. Unless I truly lived it, of course.


The following day a friend of Alice’s introduces us to some English and American expats. They’ve been in Paris for varying amounts of time, but they have one thing in common: none of them speaks any French. What exactly they do eludes me. My original plan had been to see if one of them could help me find a job. However, it soon transpires that their main sources of income are their parents. They are living a cliché: one is there to write a novel, another to study photography, while the third has a moderately successful blog which tackles such important topics as ‘where to find the best macarons in Paris’ or ‘dating a French guy’. In truth, none of them appears to be doing anything. I am not in Paris to hang out with English speakers playing at being expats, or pretend writers. I vow never to mention wanting to be a writer myself.


‘You’re not so different,’ Alice says bitterly as we walk home. ‘At least they’re actually doing something. Not sitting around wondering who they’re meant to be.’


‘No, they’re just sitting around pretending to be who they want to be.’


Despite my happiness at being in Paris, as the weeks drag on, my pessimism about finding work, and finding a direction in life, worsens. My days become formless, unravelling from my hand like a piece of string. Even with so much time available. Days pass and I achieve very little. Reading seems like the kind of luxury someone does in their spare time, not their entire time; the museums aren’t free; and it is so cold outside and I am running so low on money that I stay in bed all day instead of doing all the things you imagine doing in Paris: old cinemas, exhibitions, bars and so on. To save my remaining funds I have reduced myself to one espresso, au bar, per day. It is cheaper there and conveniently also where the newspapers are left, so you can outstay the length of time it takes to drink the coffee by maintaining an intense interest in L’Équipe or Le Parisien.


My primary hang-out is the café-tabac just up the road from Jourdain Métro station. A narrow and drab-looking place on the outside, but always busy and full of other layabouts. With Christmas approaching they’ve even put up what was once probably a quite elegant fake Christmas tree, although now it would be better suited to unblocking clogged drains. The café-tabac is the kind of place where it’s never too early to drink a beer or an eau de vie. And the cast of regulars paints a picture of a Paris I’d like to know better, one that seems more real than the places in the centre of town where a loud American voice will carry across the salle and everyone looks rather glamorous. And it’s certainly more Parisian than any of the addresses in that English girl’s last blog about ‘the most Parisian bars in Paris’.


I even see the waiter from next door here occasionally. Although since our altercation he refuses to acknowledge me.


The patron is a bitter old French man who has ceded the tabac half of his establishment to two industrious Chinese brothers, and now spends his entire time behind the bar moaning about them to anyone who will listen.


‘Ninety-eight per cent of tabacs already…’ he says, as if he’s conducted the research himself. ‘The Chinese, they’re taking over. I was one of the last, you know.’


The Chinese brothers ignore him. They’re too busy doing a roaring trade with the continuous stream of people who come in to buy cigarettes and scratch cards.






The Holiday Is Over
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In France you are what you studied. There are no transferable skills. You can’t have done, say, history, and want to be a journalist or a screenwriter. If you studied history, you work in a museum. End of discussion. You want to work in marketing? Advertising? Finance? You’d better have done the appropriate studies. Otherwise, you need to go back to school. In France, these career decisions are made for you long before you have any idea what you want to do in life.


‘I need to tell you something,’ Alice says.


Her voice is quiet and her eyes wet.


‘There’s this job… in a gallery. It starts in a few weeks… and… well, I’m going to take it.’


Here she pauses.


‘The thing is, it’s… it’s in London. So…’


The suggestion is implicit. We will return together. But she never asks, and I never mention it. She knows as well as I do: for me, going back is out of the question. I’ve only just arrived. I am in Paris, and I am going to stay. That much I do know. At least until I’ve achieved something – even if it’s just learning French.


For the next two weeks we pass like ships in the night. Coming and going when the other is out. The temperature now begins to radically drop. The radio says it is the coldest winter in Paris in years. In the apartment the air is practically the same as outside. My solution is to spend more time in cafés, which means spending a little more. Eking out a coffee over a couple of hours on a table by a radiator. Yesterday’s paper in front of me covered in biro marks, a second-hand English–French dictionary on my left.


There is a certain irony in it. Within a month or so of my encounter with the waiter next door, my life has been thrown upside down. Instead of pitying him, I now envy him. I desperately need what he has: a job and somewhere to live. And the clock is against me. Alice will be gone in two weeks.


In the days following Alice’s announcement I throw myself into some profound soul-searching – eventually concluding that school and university have successfully built me up for a world that no longer exists. If anything, I am worse off than when I started university – with a large debt to remind me in case I forget. I resolve to embrace the fact that I have no money and no friends in Paris (as, in an incredible act of solidarity, the friends of Alice’s whom I have met since arriving quickly disappear once they get wind of my decision not to return to London with her). I also decide that if I am going to pick myself up then I am going to do so from the bottom, which in itself, once I accept it, comes as a relief. I just need to prove that I can do it, that I can do something. I’ve done crap jobs already, but this time it’s different. I will stay in Paris and have an adventure, see where it takes me. Besides, it is the only thing I can do: I have nothing else.


A weight is lifting – as my focus sharpens to the immediate future. Forget about the career rejections, the failures of London, the pressure to get on with life, to be somebody. Here is a chance to be somebody I am not, or at least I haven’t imagined I am. And perhaps, in the process, I’ll learn something about myself. Learn who I really am.


There’s a moment’s silence, then I hear the tall front door to the street bang shut. Then her steps again, fading into the dark city.


The bed is still warm from her. The room even smells faintly of her perfume. That’s all that remains.


I assess my situation. The apartment has been paid for until mid-February. That gives me just under four weeks to find a job and find somewhere to live. Either that or go back to England with another failure chalked up on my list.






Finding a Job
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In Paris there are different levels of eating establishment. You have the neighbourhood bistro or café, which specializes in turning out decent food at reasonable prices as quickly as possible; this is where your average Parisian office worker will go for lunch. At the other end of the scale are the Michelin-starred restaurants and those found in the palatial five-star hotels. Neither of these kinds of place will hire an untrained waiter. The former because they deal in efficiency and what they are looking for is a hardened career waiter, and the latter because they want professionals – often people who have trained at prestigious hotelier schools or climbed the ranks at a neighbourhood bistro. Of course, in between these two extremes lies a whole plethora of restaurants, from anything that is not French cuisine – which in Paris tends towards restaurants serving food from former colonies, such as Morocco, Lebanon or Vietnam – to bistros of varying types.


Having printed off a handful of CVs in an internet café – probably my greatest work of fiction to date – I begin a quest for a job. The plan is simple: in a city with thousands upon thousands of restaurants, I will get a job as waiter.


From dawn to dusk, from dusk to dawn, to every corner of Paris and always in my smartest clothes. Mornings are spent queuing in front of ‘temping agencies’ that have been hastily installed in recently vacated shops – overlit with tiled floors, a cheap desk and a potted plant. Only to be laughed out for being overqualified. Then the walking. So much walking. But not like before: I’m no longer that romantic literary figure le flâneur – the Baudelairean artist-poet I saw myself as when I arrived – I’m a jobseeker.


There is no restaurant or bar in the whole of Paris that I won’t go into. I have a dog-eared pocket map of the city and a dogged determination.


The process is, on the whole, humiliating. CVs placed in bins before my very eyes, sniggers of pity as I walk back out. The fraternity of Parisian waiters seems intent on keeping me out. However, on the plus side, by the end of the first two weeks I can pass off speaking French, having slowly learned a monologue about looking for work. With a few Gallic shoulder shrugs thrown in for good measure I’m starting to look local.


Some cash-in-hand jobs turn up too, including one picking up empty glasses in a busy bar. For three nights I work: 7pm to 3am. On the fourth night I turn up and am greeted by the kid whose job I’d taken.


‘We don’t need you anymore,’ he sniggers.


Things are starting to get desperate.


Climbing the creaking stairs to the apartment, I can see the waiter’s shadow through the crack under his door; his radio is on in the background (a football match), the smell of stale cigarettes seeps out onto the landing. Over the last weeks my thoughts have kept on coming back to him. The miserable creature in his windowless room. At least he has a room. A room and some kind of job. In my desperation I decide to knock. I hear the radio turn down, then nothing. I knock again. There’s another pause, then eventually the door opens slightly and his miserable foxlike face pokes through the gap. Without me saying anything he launches into a defence about the radio:


‘______ I can’t listen to the radio? Eh? ____________! Espèce de con d’anglais de merde…’


I ask him in laboured French if he’s a waiter. He looks at me as if I’m mocking him.


‘…I look for a job,’ I continue in my best French. ‘As waiter.’


He sucks through his pursed lips, relishing the moment; it’s like he’s been waiting all his life for it. The door opens wide, and he stands up straight in his thick dressing gown.


‘You think that you _____________________ waiter?’ He laughs. A fake laugh. ‘You can’t ______ a waiter. It’s a real métier. ______!’


He begins to close the door.


‘Attends.’


‘Quoi?’ he spits.


‘Where you work? Um, job for me?’


‘Where I work?’ he says with incredulity. ‘You think ______ piece-of-shit Englishmen like you? I work ______ fine French restaurant. _____________________ ______ important people in Paris. You? A dirty chômeur? Work with me? T’es fou.’


And with that he slams his door and turns up the radio.


Espèce de merde d’anglais was pretty easy to understand, but chômeur, it’s the first time I’ve heard that word. Back in my freezing room I look it up. It literally means someone who doesn’t produce work. Someone unemployed. But it seems a dirty word: un chômeur. Someone who lives to do nothing.


By the beginning of the third week I’ve started rationing my meals to reheated tinned lentils and bread. I’ve taken an express elevator down to the basement of the job world in which I’m still having no luck. As an oily-haired temping man tells me, ‘These jobs aren’t for you. Go and get an office job.’ But there are none of those. That’s what he doesn’t understand.


I’m about to give up hope entirely when an Irish barman working in Pigalle gives me a tip. He says he knew a girl who had worked as an hôtesse at ‘this restaurant in town’, and that she’d made good money. In almost childlike cursive he writes the name down: Le Bistrot de la Seine. It’s the end of the day, my last day, I have decided, of looking for restaurant work. The Irishman’s description isn’t exactly encouraging. From what I can understand, Le Bistrot de la Seine is no neighbourhood bistro, but neither is it a Michelin-starred dining experience – it is somewhere in between, styling itself as a kind of mecca where fashion and fine dining meet. For the beau monde it’s the place to go to be seen, but also where tourists have a shot at eating, too. He says that it isn’t excessively expensive, but neither is it cheap. In essence, the Bistrot encapsulates contemporary Paris, its obsessions with appearances mostly. As if to confirm this he gives me a final piece of information about the girl who used to work there: ‘Very pretty. Liked to say she was a model. Can’t say that was true, but I can confirm that she was a total bitch.’


It’s the end of the afternoon and already dark outside. The heavy entrance doors of Le Bistrot de le Seine deposit me into an even darker antechamber with a lectern and a tiny brass reading lamp glowing. Leaning over it, as if in study, a tall man in an incredibly expensive-looking suit.


‘Bonjour,’ he says inquisitively.


He’s the directeur, he corrects me, not the manager. ‘Schweeler le directeur…’


As I give him my monologue he remains silent.


Eventually, lips pursed and followed by a haze of rich perfume, he steps out from behind the lectern and looks me up and down – the way a farmer might regard a disappointing stud at a cattle market.


‘______ __________ commencer quand?’ he says curtly.


Gone is the servile manner in which he’d whispered bonjour when I arrived.


I can start immediately, I tell him.


‘Bon. Faut qu’______ à six heures.’ He speaks with a clipped tone now. A hint of disgust at my presence, of having to breathe the same air as me, an Untermensch, a former flâneur, now chômeur. A wannabe waiter.


‘Le matin?’


‘Evidemment, le matin. ______.’ The second phrase is not said in a friendly way.


I thank him and turn to leave.


‘Attends,’ he barks.


I turn with a touch too much servitude that surprises even me.


Looking down his nose, the directeur raises his glance from my feet to my face and adds – while looking at my brown boots, grey trousers, blue shirt and grey jacket: ‘Avec des chaussures noires, un costume noir, une chemise blanche et un noeud papillon noir.’


I bid the directeur farewell. I haven’t understood if I have a job, or perhaps a trial shift, or even an interview with someone else. All I know is that I have an hour before the shops close, and I need a cheap black suit, a white shirt, black leather shoes and the last thing he had asked me for – a black-something-butterfly, which turns out to mean a bow tie. I know the word for butterfly because I’ve recently finished Papillon by Henri Carrière, in which he recounts his time sentenced to hard labour on a French penal colony. On the front cover was an enormous butterfly. Looking back, the universe may have been trying to tell me something.






La Descente
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Bitterly cold, 5.45am. At the bottom of the Rue de Belleville where the road turns to pavés, there are still a few Chinese prostitutes in fake furs standing in dark doorways. I rumble past them on Alice’s old bicycle. Their dark eyes watch me, silently. There’s a smell of cigarette smoke and then the odourless cold again.


Outside a cheap hotel a night porter smokes under a streetlamp, collar up around his ears, hands thrust deep into his pockets. In the Marais a smell of croissants fills the air. People say Paris smells of piss, but in the morning it smells of croissants.


The rhythmic clicking of the bicycle as it echoes off the old stone walls. Suddenly flashing white light spills into the street. Inside an expensive lingerie boutique, the lights are all on. Below towering television screens of half-naked goddesses, an old Black man in a blue waistcoat vacuums the floor. He doesn’t once look up. I sail past, a shadow.


Silence again.


Over the Rue de Rivoli. A couple of taxis with their green lights on, stalking, looking for a ride to finish the night. On the metal vent in front of a department store a man lies face down as if he has just fallen there. There’s no movement, only his knotted black hair blowing slightly in the stale warm air that breathes out of the vent. It was minus seven last night.


Back into the 4th arrondissement, pedalling hard. I hear it before I see it, that straining, whining sound. Then the orange bursts of light on the walls, the coarse shouts of the men and the slamming shut of plastic lids. The smell as you approach the truck is always the same, a sour reek, as Orwell described it. The men in their green overalls hop up onto the metal platforms, the bin truck lurches forward and disappears around a corner.


Silence again.


Now the Seine. The horse chestnut trees are bare and lifeless. You can smell the cold river on the quais below. A river barge noses its way into the current, barely moving. Its cargo is so heavy that the gunwales are almost at water level. To the west, below a starless sky – Paris, in all its twinkling, dirty, majestic, slumbering glory.


Soon after, a slow, deliberate, scratching sound. Under a streetlamp a figure dressed in green is hunched over a broom, moving along the gutter between the cars.


Paris, early morning, still night; February – an enormous theatre devoid of its main cast. Only the stagehands working in the shadows, setting the scene.


I lock the bike against the iron railings, then hurry past the brass plaque with the restaurant’s name. Stretching out before me is a long terrace. Hundreds of chairs aligned in perfect order. The small square below is completely empty. Just the orange streetlights, ablaze in the thin haze of the dark morning.


Inside the restaurant there’s a lone light on behind the lectern, but the front door is locked – like a shrine. I knock. A woman – tall, black, elegant, indifferent – walks to the door in a tightly wrapped shawl and opens it with a quiet ‘Bonjour.’ She has a face from a Modigliani portrait, slender and melancholic.


‘Ça caille.’ It’s freezing, I say, blowing on my hands. It’s something that Alice always said in the apartment when we could see our breath in the air.


‘Oui,’ she responds. ‘You ______ be the new runner. Valentine,’ she says in French and holds out a cold, slender hand. ‘Enchantée.’


I follow Valentine up the red-carpeted stairs I saw yesterday and into a large dark space. It’s the dining room: silhouettes of tables and chairs. A smell of wood polish mixed with the perfume of flowers.


‘Attends ici,’ Valentine says.


She disappears, an exaggerated swinging of the hips as she walks, and I wonder what on earth a runner is. Perhaps it’s what they call the waiters here. When Valentine returns it’s to yesterday’s paper at the bar at the far end of the dining room. She says nothing to me. It’s so quiet in the restaurant that I can hear the pages falling through the air as she turns them. I’m about to remind her I’m here when the old parquet flooring creaks under the carpets. I turn to see someone walking towards me.


‘Viens avec moi,’ he says.


We head towards a black door marked ‘Privé ’ at the back of the dining room. A tingle of excitement: I’m finally going through – I’m passing to the other side.


The door closes behind me. The two of us make our way along a passageway with whitewashed walls. Halfway along is a small opening leading to a narrow stone stairwell. Before there was a restaurant here this building must have had another use, and we’re now in the service area of what was probably once a private mansion or a palace. Without turning around the guy says something to me about never going upstairs. ‘Interdit,’ he says, pointing as if towards heaven, or the surface world of mortals.


We take the steps down. Turning a corner, we suddenly hear noises drifting up from deeper underground: muffled voices, shouts, clattering. The kitchens, perhaps? But we never get there. Before reaching whatever lies at the bottom of the stairs, we turn off and step down into a small whitewashed cellar.


‘Wait here,’ he says.


When he returns he has a plastic bucket of boiling water that smells strongly of vinegar and has a handful of sliced lemons floating in it. In the dim light of the small cellar I can see now that he’s probably only a little older than me. He has a handsome, wide face and dark brown hair with a fast, expressive mouth under a large Gallic nose.


‘_____________________?’ He points to a dozen grey plastic boxes of cutlery stacked in the corner of the small stone room. ‘______ cleaning. No ______ soap ______.’


I guess he wants the cutlery cleaned.


‘Coffee?’


‘Sure.’


‘I’m Lucien,’ he says indifferently.


We shake hands.


‘______ accent?’ he asks.


‘English.’


‘Anglais, chic. Good luck,’ he says in English.


Lucien leaves me alone in the small, cold, whitewashed cell. A closer look at the cutlery and it’s clear it needs polishing to get the soap stains off, not to mention the dried food that whoever cleaned it missed. It’s an endless job that involves plunging my hands into boxes of knives and forks, a process that punctures my waterlogged skin, before plunging them into the vinegar and lemon water, which makes them sting like hell.


From somewhere below the unmistakable noises of the kitchen continue to float up: clanking, hissing and the slamming shut of doors. Occasionally voices, too, indistinct, unintelligible…


I look forward to the coffee that Lucien said he’d bring, but he never does.






Opening Up
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At 6.40am Lucien returns and we head back up to the dining room. The lights are all still off and Valentine has disappeared. Lucien says nothing, we work in silence, me copying him. First the shutters. Enormous wooden things that creak as they open to reveal the end of the Parisian night. Our hands are cold, the heating is not yet on. We work in the dark, by the sulphuric orange of the streetlamps that radiates through the windows. There’s something relaxing about it, as though we are still asleep or dreaming – ghosts in the city. Outside, the occasional taxi rumbles down the boulevard, lights begin to come on in windows high up in the building opposite. Paris awakening. It will be a grey day, a cold mist hangs in the air.


‘Putain, il fait froid. ____________,’ says Lucien. ‘Unless you are in zee office. Zen you ’ave a nice little ’eater,’ he adds in English for my benefit.


I look in the direction of ‘the office’, towards the darkness and the mystical source of heat. I assume that’s where Valentine is, Valentine with the pretty face and swinging hips, but I don’t want to ask Lucien as he’ll realize how bad my French is. I stick to my well-rehearsed Gallic shrugs.


‘______ smoke?’


I don’t particularly want to smoke at this time, but if I understand Lucien correctly, he’s telling me it’s the last break we’ll have for the next few hours.


‘If you don’t smoke… start,’ he says in heavily accented English once we’re outside. ‘You sink you can take a pause if you simply say you want to stand… comment dire? outside? Never, mon ami. Never.’ He laughs. ‘To smoke, it is to be free.’


I smile.


Delicate plumes of blue smoke rise up from our cigarettes in the bitingly cold air which stings the ears. The small road behind the restaurant is quiet. Elsewhere the city is coming to life. You can feel it. The sound of Paris as she wakes. Traffic, sirens, the occasional deep rumbling from a Métro train somewhere.


A small delivery truck covered in graffiti appears with a screech and stops in the middle of the one-way street. A lean-looking driver steps down with a clipboard and a lit cigarette and opens up the back. He begins hauling a massive sack onto his shoulder when suddenly, from out of the small black door that leads to the back of the restaurant, a short, Indian-looking guy appears and shouts at him in a mixture of broken French and some other language. The delivery is late, is about as much as I can understand. The two men proceed to shout at each other with an incredible amount of violence.


Lucien doesn’t seem to find this remotely interesting, and when his cigarette is almost finished he lights a second with the glowing nub of the first and stamps his feet for warmth. With nothing left to distract us he asks me if I’ve worked in restaurants before. He asks me in English. I answer with all the insouciance I can muster. He doesn’t probe too much; in fact he doesn’t really seem that interested in me, which is a relief. I desperately want to ask him what the hell a runner is and what I am meant to do today, and even if I’m on a trial shift, but I’m also terrified that I’ll get rumbled for being a complete fraud with absolutely no real experience of restaurant work. So instead I stay mute and just pray to God I’ll get through whatever it is I’m expected to do, and that this is indeed a real job and that I can stay in Paris and everything will be all right.


‘Coffee?’ Lucien asks for the second time this morning.


‘Sure.’


We finish our second smokes and head back inside. However, before I can set foot inside, Valentine has appeared.


‘What are you doing? Take this. Go. Go and clean the terrace. It’s a ______.’


I take the brush and turn for the terrace.


‘Not like that. _____________________. We’re opening soon.’ And with that she’s gone.


Thankfully, Lucien clarifies. ‘When the restaurant is open, you have to be in uniform.’


I look at him blankly.


‘No jacket.’


I reluctantly hand him my trench coat, from which he takes my wallet and cheap Nokia phone and, handing them back to me, says something about being suspicious of waiters, but to trust him. He then closes the door behind him. As I work, the frozen air of Paris washes over my cheap synthetic jacket like an ice-cold river. I really hate the suit. It doesn’t fit correctly but it was all I could find last night. I diligently sweep the terrace and the pavements until my hands are blue and stinging from the cold and my teeth are chattering. Eventually I head back in.


For the remainder of the morning I’m sent by either Valentine or Lucien to do various tasks, often in subterranean caves and always alone, such as polishing the rest of the cutlery, polishing the glasses and finally, sorting, ironing and folding all of the white tablecloths and serviettes, which are in such a state that I can only assume they’ve been ironed by some primitive robot that is being trained to perform some kind of giant textile origami. I am quickly learning the French concern for the appearance of things. All the while, from elsewhere in this underground ants’ nest – deeper underground, closer to hell – come shouting and the strange smells of food being cooked. They increase in intensity as we get closer to lunch. Becoming more potent, more mysterious. I fight a strong desire to go and have a nose around. To fill in the blanks of the mental map I’m creating of the restaurant.


By 10am I’m hungry and very thirsty, but I’ve no idea where I go to get water and I’m keen to keep a low profile, so I continue working. Perhaps this is the job, polishing and ironing. That suits me fine, although the request that I wear a black suit seems a bit excessive.


Eventually Lucien returns and, with a cynical smile, simply says, ‘L’Anglais, come. ___________. C’est l’heure.’ It’s time.


This sounds incredibly ominous. I put down my iron and follow him. My watch says 11.30am.






The Waiters
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Among waiters your worth is measured according to two criteria: tips and covers – how much money you made in the course of a ‘service’, and how many people you served. The more of both the better.


Lucien leads me to the low-ceilinged room we passed earlier when he led me down to the cellars. Before it was empty; now, however, there are half a dozen men standing there, going through their final preparations before the lunch service.


‘Hé! Les gars. Voici le nouveau. L’Anglais.’ Hey, guys, meet the new one. The English guy. Lucien introduces me.


The men ignore me, like veteran pilots would a rookie. I figure they know that I probably won’t survive beyond the lunch shift, let alone long enough for them to bother learning my name. But I remember theirs – who could forget such a group of misfits? They look more like a well-dressed street gang than waiters in a posh Parisian restaurant.


‘This is the Pass,’ Lucien says, pointing to a low rectangular hole in the back wall of the small room. It’s about two metres long, half a metre in height, runs along at waist height and glows red, like the gates of hell, from the heat lamps that hang there. Beyond it is another room, but the Pass is so low it’s difficult to make anything out in there.


The atmosphere in the Pass area is one of nervous expectation: like actors in the wings before a performance, or soldiers in the trenches before an attack. The air is bitingly cold, just as it is outside, but there’s also a reassuring smell of coffee and stale cigarettes.


‘Right, that’s De Souza,’ Lucien continues in French.


A short man, impeccably dressed with gelled-back dark hair and a handsome, slightly large and tanned face with a nose that was once broken. Full of nervous energy – always on the balls of his feet and moving. His suit clings tightly to his body and shines in the orange half-light of the caged bulb in the Pass. He’s using a knife from the dining room to scrape dried stains from his jacket front and sleeves. Occasionally it catches the light with a flash. De Souza looks up and I feel his eyes scan me from head to foot as he takes the measure of me.


‘Ça va?’ he says.


‘There you’ve got Jamaal.’


Jamaal is kneeling down on the floor, pouring olive oil from one of the table sets onto a white serviette and polishing his battered shoes. His hair is thinning.


‘Ça va, mon frère?,’ he says.


Jamaal stands up with some difficulty. He’s overweight, with sweat on his temples. His suit looks cheap next to De Souza’s. Jamaal is North African-looking, possibly Algerian, with a receding hairline and bulbous, slightly crossed eyes, under dark, heavy lids.


‘Alors?’ He catches my eye and throws a glance down at his shoes. The old leather has taken on an aqueous sheen, like they’re wet or freshly painted.


‘Give it here,’ De Souza says.


The blackened serviette is thrown among the men before being tossed into a bag where the other dirty serviettes will go during the service.


‘Tomorrow all white again and back on the tables.’ Jamaal winks.


‘____________.’


‘__________________.’


‘______.’


The men at the Pass all laugh. I’ve no idea what they’re saying, or whether they’re laughing at me.


‘Hey, Renaud,’ Lucien says.


A large pot of gel sits on the side, and Renaud is dunking his dirty fingers into it before running them through his short black curly hair while trying to catch a glimpse of his reflection in one of the dull metal refrigerator doors. There’s something instantly dislikeable about Renaud. His eyes are almost black, like a ferret’s, and he’s poorly shaved. He’s older, late thirties perhaps; a career waiter, with a round head, weak chin and an untrustworthy mouth. He doesn’t say anything, just nods with a sharp upward motion. I watch as he pulls his waiter’s wallet from inside his jacket and begins counting the notes, the way an assassin might check a loaded gun. He takes a ritual pleasure in it. Knowing that I can see: ‘This is what I made last night,’ he’s saying, as the thick wad of notes flicks across his soiled fingernail. The others begin to do the same.


‘At least two hundred couverts yesterday…’ Renaud seems to be talking to no one and everyone.


‘Bullshit!’ De Souza cuts him off.


‘______,’ Lucien adds.


Renaud catches me looking at him.


‘Quoi, l’Anglais? T’as un problème?’ His thin lips recoil to reveal a miserable set of teeth.


‘Oi, got any fives? I’m out.’ Jamaal hits up Renaud. He’ll need them to give change, I guess.


‘No, mate,’ he lies.


A man with a mop of dirty, almost greasy blond hair and a pitted face arrives in a cloud of smoke from a cramped hole-in-the-floor toilet just off the Pass. He has a wiry frame, yellow teeth and a bellicose disposition.


‘Hey, Adrien,’ Lucien slaps his back. ‘Voici l’Anglais.’


Adrien shakes my hand limply and talks to Lucien as if I don’t exist.


‘C’est qui?’


‘Le nouveau runner.’ There’s that word again.


Adrien is uninterested. He leans down to the hole in the wall and shouts aggressively while banging his hand on the aluminium top so that the silver ring he is wearing clanks loudly: ‘Oi! Where’s my coffee?’


Words drift out, I can’t quite make them out, they don’t sound French. Moments later a hand from the other side slams an espresso down and disappears. Adrien takes it, drinks it in one go and bangs it back down on the metal surface.


A barrage of shouts erupts from inside the dark room beyond the hole. The same hand picks up the dirty cup and throws it into a plastic box at the other end of the Pass. The cup shatters.


‘Putain!’ Adrien leans down and sends a torrent of violent abuse into the darkness. It’s met with equal ferocity, though again the words are not French, or at least I don’t think they are. It’s hard to say because Adrien repeats them before walking off, leaving the voice coming out of the dark hole.


‘He’s the head waiter. The Untouchable,’ Lucien says with a smile. ‘Coffee?’


Lucien leans down and shouts into the dark room, ‘Oi, Nimsath! Deux cafés… ’


‘Tre,’ the tall, well-built man leaning against the wall filing his fingernails interjects in what sounds like Italian.


The coffees appear. Bitter, acidic stuff.


‘Caffè de merde francese. Cazzo,’ the man with the accent says into the hole before smiling at me.


He’s Sicilian – Salvatore. Bright blue eyes and thick brown hair. Big, like a bear. As he stirs his espresso I feel his cold eyes upon me. He nods his head towards the hole in the wall and smiles again. ‘What’s this shit ______ coffee, hey?’


‘Ta gueule, Sal.’ Shut your face, comes the foreign voice from the darkness beyond the Pass.


Salvatore leans down: ‘You know that we love you, darling.’ He blows kisses into the dark like a circus chimpanzee.


Something indecipherable comes out.


From one of the passageways a small old man with a quick step, bushy white eyebrows and thick glasses appears with a worn copy of the sports paper L’Équipe under his arm.


‘Franjo, can I introduce—’


The old man raises his hand to stop Lucien talking. He puts the sports newspaper on the Pass and disappears with his small, fast footsteps. The waiters rush to grab it.


‘The sommelier,’ Lucien says to me. ‘Franjo.’


‘Which team?’ Salvatore the Sicilian asks me.


I shrug my shoulders.


‘Un Anglais qui n’aime pas le foot!’ Renaud says with exaggerated incredulity.


‘______’ Jamaal adds.


‘______ PSG,’ someone says, referring to Paris Saint-Germain, the leading local team.


The rest laugh at me before going back to ignoring me and preparing for the service. I drink my coffee and watch, unsure what else I should do. Unsure of what my role is here. Unsure for the most part what they’re saying, or indeed doing.


The waiters take immense pride in their appearance. From looking at them you can see that almost all of them have had their suits adjusted. They look fitted and expensive, even if they are not. I’m even more conscious of mine, a cheap, ill-fitting thing. I look like an ’80s accountant, whereas these guys look like they’ve just stepped out of a Dolce & Gabbana advert.


Lucien shows me his ornate cufflinks and asks me to look closely at his bow tie. ‘My grandfather’s,’ he says. ‘Hermès.’


‘Hermès. Hah,’ Adrien, the head waiter, the Untouchable, taunts him. He turns to me. ‘You know that Lucien ______ church now? ______bon petit catholique.’


‘Bullshit. It’s real. ______ putain de serveurs,’ Lucien replies.


I have no idea what they are talking about. So I just nod. The waiters begin to crowd around me.


‘Ca, c’est mon truc.’ De Souza points to his black shirt studs. ‘D’accord?’


‘Regarde-moi ça,’ Adrien says, encouraging me to touch the floral stitching on his lapel.


Salvatore, I think, tells me that his suit shoulders are soft, in the ‘style napolitain’.


De Souza mocks his shoes as being too pointed.


‘Va fan culo, stronzo!’ Salvatore responds.


They’re each showing me the little something that is their sign, but it’s also a warning: ‘Stay off my territory,’ they’re saying.


One of the waiters tugs at my suit, and the rest of them begin laughing and pointing at it. ‘Pitoyable,’ someone says. Another waiter even pretends to light it with his lighter.


Suddenly the sound of high heels echoing off flagstones. In the background a blonde woman with a heavy face and large jaw, perhaps mid-thirties, wearing too much make-up and holding a big leather book, appears.


‘Ah, Pauline…,’ Lucien says.


Her searing look silences him. She opens the book and tells the waiters sequences of numbers that mean nothing to me. They huddle around the book, the reservations book I think, muttering names to each other and smiling or cursing. I recognize some of the names she says – famous people, politicians, actors and the like. Salvatore pinches Pauline’s bum, she raises her eyes and glances quickly around the Pass to see me looking at her and asks him who I am.


‘Dunno,’ Salvatore says with a smile.


‘T’es qui?’ she demands coldly.


‘Le runner,’ I say.


But even as I say it, I’m not sure if I am, or indeed what exactly it entails; it’s just what everyone has been calling me since I walked into the restaurant this morning. The runner.


‘Et le dernier?’ she asks Salvatore.


Before he answers more footsteps – the squeaking of leather – echo down the corridor. This time slow, purposeful – ominous. Pauline closes the large reservations book with a snap, turns and leaves, shooing the waiters out of her way with a tired ‘Dégagez’ as they make last-bid attempts to convince her to change her mind about the sequences of numbers.


‘Cazzo! Il direttore,’ Salvatore says. Again, that smile.
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