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      Louise

      
      Half an hour early and forty years too late, the story of my life. Three-thirty by the clock in that midtown luncheonette.
         We were not due to meet till four. How would I recognize him? They didn’t put his picture on his book jacket. Tariq said he
         was tall and scrawny and ascetic looking, with round wire-rimmed glasses, like Gandhi or John Lennon. Either one would do.
      

      
      Tariq set the time and place for this encounter. My sidewalk savior used to drive an ambulance in Paris. Now he drives a limo
         in New York but he hasn’t lost the instincts of a rescuer.
      

      
      ‘I’m accident prone,’ he said the day we met in the Bellevue emergency room, ‘prone to other people’s accidents.’ He just
         happened to be driving by, that afternoon, when poor old Friedrich keeled over on the sidewalk. His forehead struck the pavement,
         drawing blood. Tariq spotted him, leapt from his car, raised the wounded gently from the gutter and bore him to the hospital
         where he found my name and number in Friedrich’s wallet.
      

      
      Half an hour later I walked in and saw Friedrich looking like the SS finally caught up with him. Was he still in his right mind? Blinking back my tears, I tested him.
      

      
      ‘Did you hear that, Friedrich? This kind gentleman once lived in Paris, just like you.’ Friedrich’s mind was unimpaired. When
         he heard me say Paris, he staggered to his feet and sang the ‘Marseillaise.’ He remembered all the words.
      

      
      ‘A rare display of chauvinism,’ Tariq commented, as a nurse came running to shush Friedrich and lead him away behind the swinging
         doors.
      

      
      ‘Oh Friedrich isn’t French, he’s a Francophile refugee from Nazi Germany. One of many. Look, this was very kind of you, I
         don’t know how to thank you, but don’t you have to get back to work about now?’
      

      
      Tariq told me not to worry, his hours were flexible. He was employed by the French consulate as chauffeur and guide for visiting
         celebrities from over there.
      

      
      ‘Celebrities?’ I asked. Jean Gabin? Catherine Deneuve? Bernard-Henri Lévy?

      
      Tariq said it was mostly celebrities no one in New York had ever heard of, which made his work much easier. Right now, for
         example, he was in charge of an exiled Algerian who’d written a bestseller. He shrugged, ‘The kind of thing the French go
         crazy over for a season anyway, you know how it is with them, it’s cyclical and short lived, like May flies. I doubt three
         people in New York have read this Algerian’s book.’
      

      
      And then he named the man, and I said, ‘Really? You’re talking to one of the three. I would love to meet Aissa Abderrahmane.
         Do you think you could wangle me an interview?’
      

      
      Tariq said that would be easy. ‘What paper are you with?’

      
      I lied and said, ‘Oh, several.’

      
      ‘I’m sure he’ll be delighted. Just leave everything to me.’
      

      
      I once knew Algeria by heart. I had it from a direct source, temporarily relocated to France but honest, voluble, and passionate.

      
      ‘I swear to you, Louise,’ my source would say.

      
      ‘Don’t swear,’ I’d say to Wally, that was his name, the name we gave him. ‘I believe you without that.’ But it was a verbal
         tic he couldn’t lose. A rhythmic pacing, spacing of everything he had to say.
      

      
      Then I lost him, we lost each other. His fault, my fault, nobody’s fault? I got tired of trying to assign blame. I tried to
         put him out of mind, with all his kin. I lived my life without them and forced myself into a willful ignorance about Algeria.
         I left France, returned home to New York, and married a kindly European émigré, fluent in five languages. I loved my husband,
         raised my children, and taught Spanish in the city high schools. But my mind was never clear of old distractions, buzz saws,
         and barking dogs that made it hard to think about the here and now.
      

      
      ‘Un jour tu verras, on se recontrera’ (One day you’ll see, we’ll meet again), Wally and I used to listen to that song. I don’t think we owned the record. But when they played it on the radio, we stopped
         whatever we were doing and paid attention. It was not our song, we had a whole list of those besides, but its modest optimism
         flattered our circumstances.
      

      
      The promise was betrayed, and badly. I wanted to tell this wandering polysyllabic Algerian, Aissa Abderrahmane, what had happened.
         Reading him had been almost like listening to Wally. Except that Wally when I knew him had a whole world to look forward to, while Aissa’s world – a generation later – turned against him, threw him out, and left him
         stranded on a foreign shore
      

      
      Wally talked so much I called him my pet parrot. A parrot does the talking in Aissa’s book. When the old bird goes missing
         from a shabby beach hotel east of Algiers, the owner accuses his young male employees of theft and has them arrested and tortured.
         The parrot meanwhile flies away to France and finds a comfy niche in a public garden but when he learns about the mess he’s
         left behind, he almost dies of grief.
      

      
      ‘Don’t dwell on your losses,’ I would tell Aissa. ‘Listen to me instead. Wally and I have a lot to tell you.’

      
      Aissa

      
      I never expected that silly book to become a bestseller. A week after the accident I sat down to write a suicide note. I must
         have had a lot of scores to settle. Sixty pages later, I knew I would live to complete the screed. The French love pseudo-memoirs.
         They compared me to Aesop and La Fontaine (talking animals!), they put me on TV, they stopped me in the street to thank me.
      

      
      Thank me for what? A thousand times better if my wife were still alive and I had died in the collision. She would be a widow,
         bereft but young and vital, likely to remarry someday and bear children, not my children, but what did that matter? The important
         thing is that the generations should succeed each other come what may. In the hope that someone someday may get it right.
      

      
      *

      
      ‘Vous n’avez pas la priorité’ (You do not have the right of way).
      

      
      Why not? What’s wrong with me? Why don’t I rate? I fought those warning signs at every traffic circle in the heart of France,
         where they are legion.
      

      
      ‘Don’t take it personally, darling,’ my wife pleaded between naps. She slept to escape her anxieties and mine. Refugees from
         civil war, our luck seemed to hold at first. We fled with a suitcase of books, and the name of a protector on the other side.
         A real Frenchman root and branch, son and grandson of peasants in the Berry, the landlocked heart of France, Jean G. taught
         grade school in Algeria when the country was brand new and desperately poor and dislocated. Fifty kids to a classroom, eager,
         docile pupils, discipline never a problem, only hunger, lice, TB, and permanently missing parents. A nation of orphans. He
         fed us stories from those legendary times, he cooked for us, lent us his car when ours broke down, and when I asked about
         the rent he said, no hurry.
      

      
      But all his kindness couldn’t save us from our fate. One morning that first winter in France a squat butcher truck came barreling
         out of the fog and rammed our car, passenger side. Horror upon horror, at the inquest I learned who had the right of way.
         Not me: I should have yielded to the truck driver, who emerged unscathed. My wife died at the county hospital within hours
         of the crash. I was implicated in her death. They could have tried me for negligent homicide. They confiscated my license
         and sent me away. And I began to write my book.
      

      
      The Minister of Culture sent for me and asked with exquisite courtesy if I would consider a trip to the United States as an
         ambassador of la Francophonie, French spoken outside the national boundaries. It would have been cowardly to refuse, with Arabs getting so much bad press in New York. I accepted without conviction.
      

      
      In the first year of the war on terror, I expected and was given a hard time at passport check. They pulled me out of the
         line, fingerprinted me, questioned me about my background, left me waiting for an hour and finally released me with a standard
         greeting, ‘Welcome to the US. Enjoy your stay.’ Tariq, my minder, apologized for the dubious reception. His ‘powers,’ as he
         mysteriously called them, did not extend into the domain of Homeland Security. He was a Turkish Kurd, an emigrant like me.
         I liked him immensely, but the idea of cruising the city in a limo with tinted windows was repugnant. I gave him the week
         off and set out to explore the town on foot.
      

      
      New York was deep in mourning. Monuments of bronze and cardboard, mounds of flowers, and swarms of candles. Teddy bears. I
         tried to imagine them transposed to Algiers, barely recovering from civil war. It didn’t work. Our unshakeable regime demanded
         we forget the violence they provoked and then prolonged, and as for the Islamists who tried and failed to take them down by
         force of arms, well, it has all been swept under a rug the size of the Sahara.
      

      
      There was nothing in Algiers and never would be, to match the memorial wall outside a downtown Manhattan hospital, where a
         hundred anguished families had posted snapshots of their loved ones. Those hurried pleas had long since served their purpose,
         but no one had the heart to strip away that random cluster of young men in basketball gear, brides in their finery, college
         grads with gown and mortar-board.
      

      
      ‘The face is the evidence that makes evidence possible,’ says Levinas, the French moral philosopher. What about a wall of
         missing faces?
      

      
      ‘Yes, what about it?!’ one of the portraits mocked me. I took another look. Second row from the top, between a beaming Trinidadian
         accountant and an Ecuadorian head waiter in starched shirt and black bow tie, my wife stared down at me. The resemblance was
         too strong to be coincidental, the name change didn’t fool me. I knew that photo. I took it myself the day she graduated from
         university in 1987. She flashed a teasing smile and brandished her rolled-up diploma, warning the world that now she was armed
         for combat. Had I been given a great gift? Was the universe about to bend its laws for me? Maybe all I had to do was dial
         the number scrawled beneath the photo, and all would be well.
      

      
      I dialed the cell phone Tariq had given me. It rang and rang. Then Tariq appeared out of nowhere and took the phone away.
         Had he been trailing me all week? How could I have missed him?
      

      
      ‘This is not what you need,’ he said quietly and handed me his handkerchief. He was right, my face was damp. I blotted it
         and followed him to the waiting car.
      

      
      From then on I was docile to Tariq’s commands. I gave interviews uptown and down. Always the same questions: why is your country
         so violent? How did 9/11 change the world for you? I was tired of debate. It was a relief to find myself just sitting and
         listening to Louise. More of Tariq’s prescient machinations?
      

      
      ‘Why me?’ I asked when I discovered she didn’t want to ask questions. She wanted to talk. A confession of sorts.

      
      ‘You’ll know when you have heard me out.’

      
      ‘And why now?’

      
      ‘I had to be old enough to understand how young I was in 1961.’

      
      1961, possibly the nastiest year of our last long war against the French colonizers. Nastiest, except for all the others.
      

      
      ‘You must have been a child then,’ I said. She shook her head.

      
      ‘Kind of you, I was twenty-one.’

      
      ‘And you were where? Not in Algeria with the war on? In France perhaps? Where you met one of ours. A combatant?’ The dashing
         rebel army that swept all before it, including the hearts of European women, later disappointed when our liberators morphed
         into the crabby bureaucrats of a heavy-handed dictatorship. A story one had heard before. Divorce, Algerian style.
      

      
      ‘It was in southern France. But Wally was not a combatant. He was just a nice guy trying to survive.’ And after a pause, ‘We
         were good friends for a while, but in the end I let him down.’
      

      
      ‘YOU let HIM down?’ This was a new twist on the old tale.

      
      ‘But I intend to make amends,’ she disregarded my skepticism.

      
      ‘Amends!’ – Surely she knew that where I came from we didn’t do amends, apologies, or reconciliations. We did grudges, feuds,
         vendettas, massive reprisals, rushed burials and enforced silence. Now I was curious, if wary.
      

      
      ‘I would like to be brief and to the point. Veni, vidi, vici: I can’t match that standard of terseness, however. Actually, this may run a while,’ she said, and I could see how an odd
         mix of mischief and melancholy could have led her into trouble at one time.
      

      
      ‘What year were you born?’ she asked. ‘Sans indiscrétion.’
      

      
      ‘1965.’

      
      ‘Just so,’ she said mysteriously.

      
      ‘Just so,’ I agreed and waited to hear more.
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      Louise

      
      I always hated injustice. I was my father’s daughter, in that way. My father was a radical, a rebel, he never held a gun or
         dynamited a haystack, but in his youth he roamed the US, east to west, penniless and hungry, in search of heroes, anarchists,
         socialists, and legendary labor leaders. I knew their names, their songs from early on. But by his forties, with a wife and
         children to support, he had acquired another set of friends, former Communists maimed for life by a terrifying trip to Moscow
         in 1929. These bloodless, ingrown men became his mentors, they made his career, fed him tips he turned into front-page stories
         for the newspaper where he wrote for a few successful years, until the paper folded suddenly, in the mid-fifties, leaving
         him stranded. My mother went to work while my poor father sat home and reminisced about old times. I was his captive audience.
         He fed me legends that kindled my imagination and my sense of justice. But when I began to seek for myself – at lectures and
         ban the bomb marches – the kind of company he kept as a young man, he called it a betrayal.
      

      
      ‘It’s you who have betrayed the man you used to be,’ I told him in the heat of argument, sorry the minute I said it because it’s wrong to hit a man when he is down, but I did not apologize and he did not forgive me. From then on and until
         I left home, we no longer spoke. He would cross the street in order to avoid greeting me. If I saw him first, I ducked into
         a doorway to spare him the ordeal of a face-to-face encounter.
      

      
      In those years of domestic cold war, I would have been lost without my uncles. The men my mother’s sisters married brought
         the air of other worlds into the stifling closeness of our de facto matriarchy. My uncles had fought in the war I was born
         too late to know, except by hearsay and the vaguest memories. I say fought, but I doubt any of them ever fired a gun, except
         in target practice, or to test their aim against some hapless jungle fowl.
      

      
      Uncle Sid had been photographed in Europe, in his Eisenhower jacket and overseas cap. He saw tremendous desperation in Brussels,
         women who would do anything for a pound of coffee. In northern Germany he saw – he didn’t like to talk about what he had seen.
         For example, he had never told his wife, but he would tell me because he knew I was keen to travel and when I got to Europe
         and saw the museums and cathedrals I would have to find a way to fit it all together – high culture and great buildings and
         what Uncle Sid heard at Bergen-Belsen in the fall of 1945. By then it was a displaced-persons camp, they had cleaned it up,
         but he heard stories that could turn your hair white overnight. Not his hair, of course, he joked, he was already bald in
         1945, beneath his jaunty soldier’s cap.
      

      
      Uncle Max served in the Pacific, a dashing mustachioed captain in the medical corps, armed with vast quantities of DDT. He
         fought life and death battles with malaria and yellow fever. Aunt Phyllis knew him all of three weeks when they married, and three weeks after that he shipped out from New Orleans and she didn’t see him again for two years.
         But he sent delightful letters on the thinnest airmail paper, grass skirts, suggestive carvings in exotic lightweight woods
         inlaid with opalescent shell fragments, and tiny photographs of himself, bare-chested in shorts, in the close company of
         small dark men who dressed the same way, not by choice but because they didn’t own a shirt among them. Uncle Max was a radical,
         he believed in revolution from below, and might have stayed on as an adviser to the Philippine guerrilla movement post war,
         if Aunt Phyllis hadn’t been waiting for him. And then the children came, my cousins, three of them in just five years.
      

      
      ‘A family is easier to start than stop,’ Uncle Max joked. ‘Remember that in due time, little child.’

      
      He called me ‘little child,’ a direct translation from the Yiddish. I would have walked through hell for him. He claimed to
         know me better than I knew myself, warning, ‘You have a very soft heart, just like your Aunt Phyll. You want to be careful
         where you leave it, it will melt like tiger butter.’
      

      
      In 1954 there was a great family reunion, when Aunt Nora returned from Europe for the first time since the war. Nora had connected
         with history in the most direct way: she married it. Her husband, tall handsome Uncle James, was British; they met in New
         York in wartime and left for Europe in a convoy of ships in 1943. The convoy took six weeks to reach Ireland, circling as
         far south as Brazil to avoid German submarines. Aunt Nora and her husband were real and vivid, they had known danger and food
         rationing, and had seen the bombed-out streets of London with their own eyes, before flying off to Lisbon, where Uncle James
         was sent on a secret mission. Back trouble kept him out of the RAF, Aunt Nora hinted to me the afternoon she cornered me in an upstairs bedroom, where I hid to read André
         Gide’s notebooks. I had already figured out that I was meant to live in France, and in order to be ready when the time came,
         was reading my way through the entire shelf of French literature at our local library.
      

      
      ‘A horrid man, that Gide. I’m sure I don’t know what he can tell you that you need to know. How to pick up young men in the
         public baths?’
      

      
      I was fourteen and hadn’t the faintest idea what my beautiful expatriate aunt was talking about.

      
      ‘Your accent is quite good, James says so and he’s the expert. But there’s a lot more to it than what they teach in school.
         You know that, don’t you?’
      

      
      ‘Naturellement,’ I said.
      

      
      ‘The place to learn a language is in the streets and cafés. I suppose you know Sartre by heart?’

      
      ‘Not yet.’

      
      ‘Revolting man, he looks like a blowfish. We used to see him at the Flore in ’49. I don’t know why you want to learn French
         anyway. Italian is more beautiful. Don’t ask me, ask Stendhal. The Italians are no easier to know, down deep, but at least
         they like to play at being friendly. Social life is just a game, a commedia dell’arte. The French no longer bother with the social graces.’
      

      
      ‘They don’t teach Italian at my school,’ I said, hoping my aunt would take pity on me and whisk me off to Europe, and I would
         be home free years ahead of schedule. Aunt Nora and Uncle James had no children of their own and disapproved of the way their
         nieces and nephews were being raised, coddled they said, in the soft bosom of their respective families. Aunt Nora believed
         in boarding schools, hard beds, cold showers, lumpy porridge: the regimen of the future king of England.
      

      
      ‘I could send you to a school where you’d learn Latin and Greek. James says that’s the only real foundation. But your father
         would never let you out of his clutches. You’ll have to win some big important scholarship, you’ll have to wow them into letting
         you go off alone. A pity, it will be harder for you later, when you’re eighteen or twenty. It may even be too late by then.
         You’ll be an Amurrican, a New York provincial, no worse provincialism than flourishes right here on these sidewalks. Well,
         I got shut of it, I suppose you can too.’
      

      
      ‘Of course she can,’ Uncle James swept into the room, clasped his large hands around my waist, and lifted me so my feet dangled
         in midair, then set me down again, lightly, lightly.
      

      
      ‘Practice walking with a book on your head, that’s my advice to you. Chin up, shoulders down, bottom tucked under, for that
         Audrey Hepburn glide . . .’
      

      
      ‘She’s reading Gide,’ Aunt Nora told James, to shock him.

      
      ‘Well, why not? In the original? Of course. Good way to build vocabulary. Never mind, I’ll send you something better.’

      
      He sent me Poil de Carotte by Jules Renard. It was his own schoolboy copy, he had learned French from it as a young orphan lad. French lit. was full
         of orphans. So was British for that matter.
      

      
      From then on Uncle James and Aunt Nora visited the States every two years, staying long enough to plant new seeds of doubt
         and discontent in my mind. James was full of scorn for his brothers-in-law, my beloved uncles. Although courteous and deferential
         in their presence, when alone with me, he would exclaim, ‘Ye gods, grown men drinking milk!’
      

      
      He limited himself to specific complaints. It was Nora who condemned wholesale the slack moral fiber of postwar America. She
         advised me to get myself to Europe at the first opportunity. Uncle James was a graduate of Cambridge University; he had been
         turned down by the RAF because his back was too long to fold into the cockpit of a fighter plane. But he had been in London
         in the Blitz and never talked about it, because, as Nora said, burnishing his reputation behind his aching back, he exemplified
         the qualities – stoicism, service, lack of self-regard – that had sustained the late great British Empire for two hundred
         years. Aunt Nora mourned its passing.
      

      
      ‘There has been no morality in international relations since the passing of the British Empire,’ I once heard her say. That
         statement sounded wrong on the face of it, but I never argued with my aunts and uncles.
      

      
      But I couldn’t stop them from arguing among themselves.

      
      ‘Europe?’ Uncle Sid spat the word out like a bad seed. ‘Vastly overrated. Your Aunt Nora has sold you a bill of goods. What
         do they have we don’t have here, except some shameful history? I know, you’ve read all those moralists, Camus and Sartre and
         the rest of them, with their manifestos and their Nobel prizes, all that high-toned debate is just double-talk. They’re trying
         to explain away their shabby war record, not theirs personally but, let’s face it, France did not distinguish itself and as
         for Germany, forget it, you’re not planning to go to Germany any time soon? I would seriously advise against it.’
      

      
      I was ready to go anywhere the Fulbright committee in its wisdom chose to send me, but rather than argue with my uncle, I
         assured him I was asking for a grant to go to France, since I spoke some French.
      

      
      ‘Don’t stay away too long, you’re needed here,’ he said affably. ‘If our so-called Uncle Sam hadn’t sent me, I would gladly have forgone the pleasure. Try me in a few years, right
         now Europe is low on my list,’ he concluded, sounding old and tired and full of incontrovertible knowledge, his Old Testament
         voice was how I thought of it. My Uncle Sid seemed to have been born with the dark, deep-set eyes, and well-defined eyebrows
         of a grieving prophet.
      

      
      Everyone had advice for the departing child, I was just a spoiled child, although twenty-one that summer, and a college graduate.
         Or if not spoiled, naive, susceptible, and untested.
      

      
      ‘You have something any European man would want,’ my Uncle Bud, the lawyer in the family, warned me.

      
      ‘Really, what’s that?’ I asked, not fishing for compliments, just feeding him his lines. I did that with all my uncles but
         especially with Bud, our stand-up comic.
      

      
      ‘Your American passport. Of course you’re cute and friendly too. Too friendly, if you ask me. “Una bócca da baci,” you know what that is? That’s Italian for “born to be kissed.” Your aunt would kill me if she heard this, but someone has
         to tell you the facts of life. Remember this: you can only put your ass in one place at a time. Capisci?’ Uncle Bud was not Italian but he claimed to be on close terms with important members of ‘the Mob.’
      

      
      Uncle Sid went to the basement of the new ranch house in a brand new suburb, and came back with his old Eisenhower jacket.

      
      ‘I wore this when I was mustered out, don’t you love the lingo?’ I loved his unerring sense of the absurd and his proactive
         generosity.
      

      
      ‘Take it along, you never know. When I was over there, the army-surplus look was all the rage. Granted that was fifteen years
         ago. If you find something more in line with current fashion, buy it, and I’ll pick up the tab. Agreed?’
      

      
      Uncle Max was tender, motherish. ‘We want you to go and have a great time, but remember, if something happens and you change
         your mind, just jump on the nearest conveyance and come straight back to us.’ Why so pessimistic? I wondered. Did he have
         so little faith in me? No, it was the Zeitgeist, the world historical framework he mistrusted.
      

      
      ‘France is in a bad way; your aunt and I have the real story from our contacts over there. Not too many people realize that
         France has been at war uninterruptedly since 1939, without a break. I see it’s news to you too. That’s all right, you’ll find
         out soon enough. Thousands of young men your age or barely older have been drafted and sent to die in Algeria. The US as usual
         has played a double game, supporting the Algerians in public speeches while supplying the French with helicopters and trucks
         at the same time. You’ll read about it in the papers over there, it may not affect you, personally of course, but France under
         de Gaulle is not a progressive place, not the ideal by any means.’
      

      
      Paris lived up to its postcards – the city was all spectacle, with a glamorous stage-set flatness I knew I’d never pierce.
         The book stalls along the Seine, the wide vistas up and down the river from the Pont des Arts. Madame Cheval apologized for
         weeping in front of twenty Fulbright scholars as she recalled waiting at the Gare de l’Est in summer 1945, for the returning
         deportees from the camps.
      

      
      ‘The way they looked, we could not have imagined . . .’ She gave up trying to describe what she had seen that day. Earlier
         she’d made a graceful little joke about her comic name. She wore a beautifully cut gray suit with a nipped waist. Her humor,
         elegance, and painful memories were all connected somehow, as Aunt Nora had already intimated: the aesthetics of tragedy.
         Later I wondered why no one in the room offered a steadying hand or a Kleenex to poor Madame Cheval, assailed by unspeakable memories.
      

      
      And what to make of this? At an outdoor café table on the boulevard Saint Michel not far from the Sorbonne, a group of students
         razzed a beggar. What had he done to earn their hatred? Weren’t they afraid of adding insult to injury? The clochard was clearly down on his luck, their mass insouciance, and their crescendoing catcalls shocked me. The cruel self-indulgent
         Paris I discovered in fall ’61 made me want to flee. No matter how correct my grammar or my accent (‘Vous parlez rudement bien le français,’ was the ambiguous compliment), I was a foreigner, an object of indifference if not outright scorn. Even to be addressed
         as ‘Mademoiselle’ could make me cringe with something like shame; it sounded more like mockery than welcome.
      

      
      When Wally called me ‘Mademoiselle’ something else was going on. Rueful tease, he held me at arm’s length until the day I
         fell into his arms.
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      The scholarship committee allowed us recent college graduates a month in Paris and then shunted us off to the provinces, presumably
         for our own good. And that is how I wound up in Cularo, in the Alps, alone and far from home for the first time.
      

      
      My first friend in France wore a long raincoat with a round collar that marked him as an American import. I found him exotic.
         The US is a big country, and I’d never been to his home region, the state of Arkansas. Rigid Southern Baptist upbringing,
         two much older brothers, pillars of their local church, staked him to his European fling.
      

      
      ‘They want to hear about my wild life in the dens of iniquity. Not too wild or they’ll call me home again in a hurry. The
         Draft Board will do that anyway. I’m here on borrowed time.’
      

      
      He was a cheerful gossip with a nice dry self-deprecating sense of humor. He called himself ‘a bland white-bready kind of
         guy.’ I was intrigued. He used expressions I had only read in Faulkner novels like ‘Go suck an egg.’ I fascinated him for
         the wrong reasons: there were no Jews in his hometown.
      

      
      He had not given his staid brothers their money’s worth, he kidded. No wild life, just a slow romance with a French girl he’d
         met that summer. He’d followed her to Cularo for the fall term. She’d set her cap for him, which he found flattering but troubling
         too. If only he could be completely sure of her and of himself. He had asked Josette to sleep with him and set his mind at
         ease, but she was not amenable. He’d managed to kiss her a few times but that was all. Why was it so difficult to overcome
         her resistance? Did she sense that he was somehow lacking, did she have his number, or was she waiting to be bowled over?
      

      
      ‘I’m not a great bowler,’ he lamented. ‘I’m a sort of a milquetoast, can’t you tell?’

      
      ‘I’ll bet that’s what she likes about you,’ I told poor Charles, who was tall and lanky and looked a bit like Jimmy Stewart
         in the movie Harvey. He bared his soul during long walks along the parapet of the town’s famed fortress. Cularo: a mountain at the end of every
         street, the travel posters boasted, which was true enough, except those chilly iron-gray mountains did not raise your perspective,
         they walled it in. They trapped the morning fog inside the narrow valley where the streets ran along the banks of a grayish,
         rushing river. A sad, sullen place, full of bicycle traffic. Central heating was apparently unknown. Students huddled by stinking
         gas heaters, washed in cold water, and accepted their landlords’ ban on visitors of either sex at any hour of the day or night
         – visitors who ran up the electric bill and shouted in strange languages, disturbing the natives’ hard-earned rest.
      

      
      ‘The trouble is not within you,’ I finally told Charles. ‘It’s in your surroundings. Let’s run away.’

      
      Charles loved the idea. Neither of us had seen the Mediterranean yet. Thalassa, thalassa, I inveighed. That was Greek for the sea. My Aunt Nora in London had been warning me in letter after letter, ‘DON’T LET YOUR STUDIES INTEFERE WITH
         YOUR EDUCATION.’ But even without her advice, I would have found it easy to abandon the university in midweek: stuffy lecture
         halls, impossibly haughty professors, juvenile classmates trapped between misplaced awe and unfocused resentment.
      

      
      We left town together the next morning. I tied a change of clothing into a bundle swinging freely from one end of a long stick.
         I don’t remember where I found the stick but it was just the right length.
      

      
      ‘I’m gone with the Jews and Gypsies,’ Charles quoted his favorite Karamazov, Dmitri. (Ivan was a cold fish and Alyosha’s feminine
         side scared him.) Love of Dostoevsky spurred Charles to learn Russian in college, but that was only part of it. Studying Russian
         was a way of needling his rock-bottom conservative parents.
      

      
      My airborne bundle wasn’t practical for hitchhiking. Within half an hour I dismantled it and stuffed the contents into Charles’s
         small valise, along with a stinking alcohol stove that came in handy later for making tea. We left Cularo around ten a.m.
         in a covered truck bound for Montélimar. The driver and his mate stuck Charles in the back of the truck, under the tarp roof,
         and told me to climb into the cab between them. I was absurdly trusting in those days, incapable of recognizing or anticipating
         malice. In twenty years, no one had ever harmed me intentionally. Unintentionally was another matter of course and worse in
         a way, because you can’t defend yourself against the unwitting or the uncontrolled harm done you by your parents, say. You
         just wound up feeling sorry for them, and forgave them in advance for anything they did, regardless of the pain.
      

      
      The truckers dropped us, unharmed, outside Montélimar and I made Charles walk into town so we could try some nougat, the local
         specialty, a honey candy with ground almonds, and then we trekked back out to the highway and waited for an hour and a half
         in a chill wind till a doctor in a roomy Citroën stopped for us. He warned us amicably that Marseille with the Mistral blowing
         was unbearable, why didn’t we go on to Corsica? It was only a quick hop and there it would be warm, sunny, and French speaking.
         I was keen and Charles was content to follow my lead.
      

      
      But first we had other business to attend to in our double bed in the hotel room (one star) near the Vieux Port in Marseille.
         Our request for chaste twin beds provoked such merry scorn we quickly reneged and asked for un lit double. Exhausted from the journey we fell into bed without undressing and slept like babes. Next morning, however, things took
         another course. Charles made the first move probably, but he knew I wouldn’t turn him down. After all the sad confessions,
         how could I have refused him? He needed proof of his virility and within half an hour of waking, he had it. Outside it was
         sunny, but the room was still cold when he shouted in climactic gratitude.
      

      
      ‘I worship the Jews.’ Still in his Dmitri Karamazov mode. I was surprised but not offended. I was not ‘the Jews,’ I was just
         myself, a New York girl, with rabbis somewhere in the family tree generations ago in Lithuania, and if Charles couldn’t see
         that, he had been badly educated. Never mind, he was so pleased with himself, and I was pleased with myself, because I liked
         to give pleasure when it was easy to give, and his warm limbs in the cold bed tangled agreeably with mine. He was so much
         taller, it was like meeting a giraffe on close terms, more zoological than sexual, but friendly, very friendly, by the nature
         of the deed.
      

      
      He was a sweet kid. He just had some growing up to do. That night we shipped out for Corsica. We not only saw the Mediterranean,
         for the first time, we plowed through it, fourth class in deck chairs and ratty blankets. It was freezing on that open deck,
         there were no other passengers, Charles was seasick and then fell asleep. I stayed up all night, euphoric, counting stars.
      

      
      I never meant to steal Charles from Josette. We were following a trail above a steep gorge outside Corte, moving slowly through
         the tall scrub, listening to the rushing creek far below. To our left, along the mountain track, ran a barbed-wire fence where
         a small goat had tangled his horns. I held the lines of barbed wire apart while Charles freed the terrified creature. As we
         watched it bound away into the maquis, Charles leaned over and asked me, half joking, to marry him.
      

      
      Of course I said no. I was sure he would return to Josette in time, or someone like her, a cautious young woman with straight
         blond hair, a good skier, a good Catholic or preferably a Protestant his family would welcome.
      

      
      But it was not to be, at least, not yet. Back in Cularo three days later, he ran to Josette and made a full confession. She
         broke down and wept, he told me that same night. My landlady was more offhand than some and the bed in my furnished room was
         in a kind of narrow closet, behind double doors. And there Charles sat, fully clothed and wept and beat his breast (Dmitri
         K.) and asked what he should do? He’d never meant to make another person as unhappy as he had made poor Josette. He was a
         monster, he deserved to die.
      

      
      ‘Go back to her,’ I told him. ‘She needs you.’ I was not being magnanimous. I loved Charles as long as I was sure that I would
         lose him to the other woman and be left to suffer my abandonment in peace. Once he came bounding back to me, things looked different. How could he be so indecisive?
      

      
      ‘I love her but I want to be with you. May I stay the night?’

      
      In his wretched state, I didn’t have the heart to throw him out. Two women’s rejection in one night would have flattened him.
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      Charles met Wally at a bus stop at the northern end of town, where the mountain torrents that once turned mill wheels now
         powered the turbines of a large industrial suburb. Wally with his haversack slung over his shoulder, was returning home from
         the electronics plant where he worked six days a week. They struck up a conversation about names. Wally teased Charles about
         his quintessentially French name. Charles de Gaulle, Charles Trenet, Charles Aznavour. Ray Charles was the exception that
         proved the rule. Charles got even by Americanizing Wally’s exotic, doubly exotic, name: Clovis Ahmed Ouali. Charles scrawled
         ‘WALLY’ on a scrap of paper from his jacket pocket. Ahmed Ouali, renamed Wally, was delighted. He was always ready to try
         something new. His real name, the one his father gave him, was problematic for an Algerian, he admitted. Clovis was king of
         the Franks, baptized a Catholic around AD 500. I forget the exact date. Wally knew it. It was part of the history every schoolboy
         in France’s global empire was expected to regurgitate on demand.
      

      
      ‘He’s like a Frenchman but much nicer,’ Charles told me. ‘His father served in the French army for twelve years. He went through all of World War One from start to finish. Clovis was the name of a French officer he respected and who respected
         him. They were at Verdun together.’
      

      
      ‘He told you all that at the bus stop?’ I asked Charles. ‘The bus must not run very often.’

      
      ‘Well, he didn’t waste much time. He talks a lot and fast with an intensity, almost like you, but different. Every other sentence
         is, “I swear to you. Je te le jure.” I told him he didn’t have to put himself on oath, that I believed him without that. He found that very funny. But it also
         touched him in some way. He shook my hand and thanked me for the kindness. Odd, no?’
      

      
      ‘Why odd?’ I asked; it simply showed the man was starved for friendship. While they waited for the bus, Charles told Wally
         about our trip to Corsica and Wally told Charles he had been foolish to hitchhike around France in wartime. He might have
         been kidnapped, held for ransom, and killed his parents with worry and grief.
      

      
      ‘He’s a bit of a scold,’ Charles said. ‘I told him so. He laughed and said that was the way with older brothers in Algeria.
         They’re expected to keep the rest of the herd in line.’
      

      
      Most of the Algerians who worked in the factories north of town, building the circuit breakers, the high-speed railway cars
         and ski-lift gondolas of the new consumer society the kids would noisily reject in 1968, lived four to a room in damp medieval
         streets along the river. Wally had a furnished room all to himself in a drafty old manor house on a side street not far from
         the main square. The solid bourgeois family that once lived there appeared to have been wiped out in a catastrophe that left
         no heirs. The derelict four-story building had an elegant mansarded roof and a grand central staircase with a wrought iron banister. The upper floors were boarded up. A distillery occupied the ground floor.
         Wally lived directly above it, as we saw when he invited us for tea on Sunday afternoon.
      

      
      He was waiting by the big front door when we arrived and led us up the winding staircase to his room. Narrow and high ceilinged,
         it appeared to have been split off from a vast reception hall. The furnishings too looked like abandoned relics of mid nineteenth-century
         high bourgeois lifestyle. A tall brass bedstead, a standing closet of some noble wood, cherry or walnut, and an enormous low
         desk, piled with books and manuals. In a corner, behind a screen was a sink with one faucet. The lone window was deep set
         with heavy creaking shutters. We navigated by artificial light.
      

      
      We had been in town eight weeks by then. No one had invited us home for dinner or even for a cup of coffee in a bar. Wally
         was hospitable by nature and tradition. He had a reputation to uphold. We felt the strain and then the charm of being wrapped
         into a rite where every step was anciently prescribed. He boiled water on a hot plate and poured it into a battered yellow
         tin teapot, with green tea and a bunch of mint (where did he find fresh mint in the Cularo winter?), added mounds of sugar
         and then, holding the pot aloft, poured the steeped brew into tiny glasses inscribed in gold with Arabic script. He served
         the tea on a round brass tray set on a shaky tripod. Polished to a mirror shine, it gave us back our faces tinted the same
         reddish gold as his. It made us instant kinsmen.
      

      
      He set out a plate of pastries from the bakery two blocks away: cream puffy things that tasted of the badly refined gas called
         mazout.

      
      ‘Americans like sweets,’ he said. How did he know? He didn’t say.

      
      What did the writing on glasses mean, I asked Wally. He apologized for his ignorance. The public schools of Algérie Française taught only French.
      

      
      ‘What did you think of him?’ Charles asked me later.

      
      ‘He looks like a cross between Albert Camus and Sammy Davis Junior,’ I mocked Wally in self-defense, because I had already
         noticed his calm vivacity, his hyper-alert eyes. Around his sturdy neck he wore a red bandana, like Russ Tamblyn in Seven Brides for Seven Brothers. The bandana was essential equipment, he explained, with a shy grin. He couldn’t fall asleep without it draped over his eyes.
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