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         Brilliant sunlight spills through the windows of the Vivre à la Française language school. It has been raining for days—for weeks—and the sudden flash of sun through a break in the clouds causes everyone in the dreary office to stop for a moment and turn their faces toward the light. It’s early morning and no one is quite awake—one young woman murmurs, “Bonjour, soleil.” Nico smiles. Then the door slams and everyone stirs, suddenly alert. Nico blinks and looks around, hoping for a sign of what he already knows: Something’s different. It’s not just the sun. It’s the day, new and promising. Every corner of the office looks sun-washed and bright. Even the ghostly girl behind the desk offers Nico a half smile when she hands him his daily work sheet.
         
 
         Sure enough, today’s teaching assignment promises something new—Josie Felton. He likes the name. It’s so very American, and he imagines a blond, ponytailed girl, ready to conquer Paris. His Paris. He’ll show her the way. He tucks the computer printout with her name and the details of their lesson—meeting time, duration, level of French, areas of concentration—into his back pocket.
         
 
         It’s time to meet Chantal at the café.
 
         Nico walks out of the language school onto rue de Paradis. Before he turns to the corner restaurant, he looks down the street in the other direction. Something has caught his attention—a gasp, the rustle of fabric, a bare arm. He squints in the sun and sees two people at the end of the street. A woman pushes a man up against the wall of the building. Her arms, bare and tattooed, a lightning flash zigzagging across tan flesh, pin the man’s shoulders. She leans in for a kiss that takes a long time. Someone pushes through the door behind Nico and bumps into him.
         
 
         “Sorry,” he says and steps aside.
 
         Nico looks back. The woman saunters away. The man runs his hand through his hair and walks toward Nico. It’s Philippe. Nico’s first thought is of Chantal—did she see the kiss? He looks toward the café and Chantal is there, sitting at a table outside, reading a book. Nico takes a breath.
 
         Philippe reaches him in a second and smacks his arm.
 
         “I’m late, man,” Philippe says in French. “Order me an espresso.”
 
         “Got it,” Nico says.
 
         Philippe heads into the language school and the door swings closed behind him.
 
         Nico, Philippe, and Chantal have coffee together on Monday and Friday mornings after they get their assignments at the school. There are other French instructors—who teach regular classes rather than individual sessions, mostly older men and women who seem to have nothing in common with these three—though sometimes Nico wonders what he has in common with Philippe. Maybe they only really share one thing: an attraction to Chantal.
         
 
         Nico hurries to the café. He can see the curve of Chantal’s neck as she peers at her novel, her umbrella perched at her side, her cardigan neatly buttoned. He thinks of her in bed last week, after they made love, her hair fanned across the pillow, her body beaded with sweat, her features soft. A different person. He wants both of them.
 
         He leans over and gives her a kiss on each cheek, then slides into the chair next to her. He smells her perfume, something that reminds him of the Mediterranean, and he has the odd sensation of stepping into the cool water of the sea. He looks around—the café is crowded and noisy—and every conversation seems too loud and hurried. A man shouts at the driver of a car who blasts his horn in response. Nico imagines a different café, somewhere in Provence. Let’s drive to the sea, he would say.
 
         He can feel the heat of the newly hatched sun on his back. Chantal tilts her head and looks at him as if she wants to read his thoughts. When they made love she pulled him onto her, so that all the space between them disappeared. Now he feels the need to touch her. First her mouth, where there is a hint of a smile. Her lips are full and he sees that she has worn lipstick. Does she always wear lipstick?
 
         “Philippe is late,” he says in French. “He’ll be here soon.”
 
         “Of course,” she says.
 
         “Do you have your American again?” he asks.
 
         “The last day,” she tells Nico. “I’m a little sad about it.”
 
         “He’s stolen your heart?”
 
         She shakes her head. “He hasn’t tried.”
 
         “And if he tried?”
 
         “He’s a happily married man,” she says. “There aren’t many of them. It’s good to find one once in a while.”
         
 
         Nico imagines Chantal next to him in a convertible, like a young Catherine Deneuve, a scarf around her hair, the sea stretching along the coast, the road twisting through green hills, the air full of the smell of lavender.
 
         The waiter appears. He’s young, bored, and reeks of last night’s booze. Nico wants to tell the kid to go home and take a shower. When he looks around the café, he realizes that most of the customers are younger than he is. He’s thirty-two years old—when did he become an old guy? Nico orders a café crème and an espresso for Philippe. When the waiter leaves, Nico waves the stale air away.
         
 
         “And you?” Chantal asks. “Who do you have today?”
 
         “A woman. I don’t know if she’s young or old. Also American. High level of French.”
 
         “Lucky you.”
 
         “Apparently she’s a high school French teacher. Why would a French teacher need a tutor for a day?”
 
         “You’ll find out soon enough.”
 
         Chantal tucks her hair behind her ears. She, too, looks older than the girls who flutter in their chairs, texting on cell phones, giggling with their friends. Nico hears the high-pitched voice of one girl—“Mais non, c’est pas possible!”—and the girl swats at a boy’s face. The boy leans forward and brushes his thumb across the girl’s lips. Nico pulls his eyes away. He looks at Chantal, who sips her espresso. She is twenty-eight. She is a woman compared to these girls. Again, he wants to touch her. He looks at her fingers resting on the table. She wears a simple silver ring, something that could be mistaken for a wedding band.
         
 
         He reaches for her hand and pulls it closer to him. The band has something etched on it. Finally he sees that it’s a vine, encircling her finger.
         
 
         “I like that,” he tells her.
 
         “It’s a broken promise,” she says.
 
         He waits for her to explain, feeling the heat of her hand in his.
 
         “Philippe gave it to me,” she tells him, and her hand drifts away.
 
         Nico looks across the street. Still no sign of Philippe.
 
         “I have news,” he says. He wants to tell her before Philippe comes. He leans forward, ready to share his secret. He has told no one. “I sold my poetry collection yesterday!”
 
         “Bravo!” Chantal says, her eyes wide. “And I didn’t even know you were a poet!”
 
         “I don’t tell many people.” In fact, he has only confessed his creative aspirations to his parents, who complained that he should give it up and devote himself to a real career. And so he didn’t share the news with them last night. Besides, he’s not sure how they’ll react to the poems when they finally read them.
 
         “What do you write about?” Chantal asks. Her face lights up—this is the Chantal he fell for weeks ago, the woman who listened to him tell a long story about his first girlfriend in Normandy and who asked him, with so much kindness, “Will you always love her best?” “No,” he had told her, “I hope not.” He did not say: Maybe I will love you best.
 
         “It’s a series of poems that are all about the same story. A boy is kidnapped from his home. He’s gone for twenty-four hours. Each poem is a different version of what happens to him in those twenty-four hours.”
 
         “Who was kidnapped?” Philippe asks, dropping into a seat at their small, round table. He sets his messenger bag on the ground beside his chair.
 
         Nico feels a tightening of his chest—he has lost the chance to tell her more.
         
 
         “Were you kidnapped?” Chantal asks.
 
         “It’s just something I wrote,” Nico says. Another time, he’ll show Chantal the poems. He’ll tell her the story of his day in the root cellar. In a quick moment, he feels the terror that he has lived with for so long. He’s a child standing on the top of a tower of wooden wine boxes. The air smells of earth and potatoes and wine. He peers through the gap in the top of the hatch and can see the legs of policemen, dozens of policemen, their black boots stomping through wet mud. Even now, years later, he’s not sure whether he’s more scared that they’ll find him or never find him.
 
         He hasn’t told anyone about that day. Now he’s written thirty poems, inventing and reinventing that single experience of his childhood. Last night on the phone the editor told him, “This book will be a gift to us all. The rest of us have our childhood experiences. You have your childhood experience and your bounteous imagination. Every day can be re-created countless times. In the end, we don’t know what’s true. And yet it’s all true, isn’t it? It’s a lifetime of possibility in one day.”
         
 
         Nico didn’t know how to answer her. Now he wonders, will this book set him free? The experience itself matters so little after all these years. But the secret has become enormous, foul, rotting. Now he has swept up the mess of it and created poems. Could she really have called the poems lovely? Breathtaking? Nico wants to tell Chantal all of this.
 
         “Is it like a mystery? A thriller?” Philippe asks.
 
         “Who’d you get today?” Nico asks Philippe. Philippe lights up a cigarette.
 
         “Bof,” Philippe says. “No one. I’ve got my regular at eleven. No one else. Clavère is trying to fuck with me. He wants me out and he won’t fire me. So he keeps telling me that he doesn’t have students for me. I am so fucking done with this school.” Philippe blows out a stream of smoke. His cheekbones hollow and his face changes—for a moment, he looks haunted. Then he smiles and again he looks handsome and self-possessed. Nico imagines that he comes from money, despite his cheap shirt and ripped jeans.
         
 
         “You going to get another job?” Nico asks.
 
         “I’m going to focus on my music. I’ve got better things to do than babysit some American girl who can’t conjugate the verb être.”
         
 
         “The one with the tits,” Chantal tells Nico.
 
         “Ah-hah,” Nico says. Philippe has told them that if it weren’t for the woman’s breasts, he would not be able to stand his two-hour sessions with her.
         
 
         Nico looks at Philippe and Chantal across the small table and notices something different: Chantal has edged her chair slightly away from Philippe. She will not look at Philippe. Did she see the kiss? he wonders.
 
         Philippe and Chantal are lovers; Nico knows that. And yet he can’t quite believe it, now that he’s spent some time with them. They’re shadow and sunlight. What would draw Chantal to the dark corners of Philippe’s life? But then he remembers the first time he saw them together at a meeting at the school. They stood against the wall in the back of the classroom. Philippe wrapped his arms around Chantal and she leaned back into him. They both looked dreamy and slow, as if they had spent the day in bed together and had thrown on clothes at the last minute to make it to the meeting. As their boss droned on about the challenges of teaching the Japanese, Philippe whispered in Chantal’s ear, and Chantal closed her eyes, snaked her arm around Philippe’s back, and let her lips part as if ready to make a sound too intimate for such a public place. Nico remembers thinking: I want to know her.
         
 
         Now they’re both looking at him across the table, as if waiting for something.
         
 
         “You got enough gigs to carry you?” Nico asks. He doesn’t really know what Philippe does, music-wise.
 
         “I auditioned a lead singer last night,” Philippe says. “She rocked.”
 
         “And so you fucked her,” Chantal says.
 
         Nico has never heard Chantal curse. Finally, Chantal and Philippe glare at each other. Nico thinks: I shouldn’t be here.
 
         “I had a dream about you last night,” Philippe says. “You were standing in the middle of the Champs-Élysées. Naked. A crowd of tourists were cheering and tossing coins at your feet.”
 
         “I slept with Nico last week,” Chantal tells Philippe.
 
         Nico looks at Philippe but says nothing. He hadn’t imagined this. What had happened that night with Chantal was so personal, so private and contained, that he never thought about the possibility that she would tell Philippe.
         
 
         “No problem, man. I don’t blame you. She’s hot. Look at her. You’d think that she’s an uptight bitch. But she’s really hot.”
 
         “Philippe,” Chantal says. Her voice is mournful.
 
         Nico remembers the surprise of Chantal’s skin. He undressed her slowly that night while the boat rocked and the light of the summer moon filtered through the porthole. He had imagined a different terrain—white skin untouched by the sun, a long, thin body. But her skin was tanned and her body dipped and rose in lovely curves. She lay on her side and they faced each other. Though he waited for her to stop him, to change her mind and ask him to leave, she gave him permission with her watchful eyes, with her playful smile, with her silence. He ran his fingers along the rise and fall of her body, neck to shoulder to waist to hip to the long stretch of her glorious leg. The landscape of Chantal, he thought.
         
 
         Revenge sex, he reminds himself. Chantal didn’t need this morning’s display on the street corner to confirm what she already knew.
         
 
         “Tell us about your book, Nico,” Chantal says.
 
         He looks at her, surprised. She offers a strained smile. Has he lost her? Of course he lost her. He never had her.
 
         “Not now,” he says. “Tonight. I’ll buy a bottle of champagne at La Forêt.”
 
         Nico remembers the euphoria he felt after the phone call yesterday from the editor. I’ll tell Chantal, he had thought immediately. And through the long, restless night, he had imagined her pleasure at his news. He imagined her gentle questions, her admiration, her new respect. He had guarded his poems with a fierce secrecy and now, instead of enjoying the expansive pride he expected, he feels an odd sense of loss. Did he think he’d win her with poetry? Had he foolishly thought he had already won her with a night of sex?
         
 
         “We’ll meet at seven?” she asks. Of course. They always meet on Friday nights. But everything has changed.
 
         The waiter arrives and places their coffee cups on the table.
 
         “Du sucre,” Philippe says. The waiter always forgets to bring sugar.
         
 
         “Will you come?” Chantal asks Philippe when the waiter leaves.
 
         “Tonight? Who knows. By this evening you will have run off with your American,” Philippe says.
 
         “Enough,” Chantal says, quietly dismissing him with a slight wave of her hand.
         
 
         The waiter slides a bowl of sugar cubes onto the table as he hurries by. Philippe drops three into his cup. They all sip their coffee. Nico looks at the young couple at the next table; they are now kissing.
 
         Finally Chantal looks up at Nico and says, “Champagne would be nice.”
 
         “Seven P.M., then.”
         
 
         “I’ll be there,” Philippe says, and he slams his empty espresso cup on the table.
 
         Nico looks at Chantal. She gives him a smile that is filled with secrets. For him? He doesn’t know her despite a night of lovemaking that has sent him into each day yearning for more. Does he yearn for more of her? He doesn’t even know that. He is a fraud, a poet with no understanding of his own desires. Does he just long for desire? No, it’s love he wants, he assures himself.
 
         “I’m tired of Paris,” Chantal says.
 
         “Why?” he asks.
 
         “There’s too much noise. It’s too gray. Sometimes I feel like I can’t get enough air.”
 
         Nico looks around. Along the rue de Paradis he can see a tabac, a papeterie, and a plombier tucked in among the apartment buildings. It’s a street like almost any street in Paris, and yet he loves the way the new sunlight hits the tall windows of the nineteenth-century buildings, the way the café spills into the street, the way the pedestrians rush past, all of them hurried and impatient. Paris has entranced him ever since he left Normandy at eighteen. He even likes the relentless rain. Today, though the skies are clear, he expects another onslaught of storms. The rain suits him—it keeps him inside on his days off, writing and listening to jazz. But of course Chantal would hate this weather. She is meant for sunshine.
         
 
         “I’m going to London,” Philippe says. “In September.”
 
         “You didn’t tell me,” Chantal says quietly.
 
         “We’ve got a gig—I don’t know, I might stay. We can record a demo tape there. My drummer has a friend who can get us into a studio.”
 
         “That’s great,” Nico tells him.
 
         Philippe glares at him.
 
         Nico reaches into his pocket for a couple of euros to pay for his coffee.
 
         Chantal looks at her watch. While she reaches into her bag for money, she says, “I would move somewhere warm. Somewhere very green.”
         
 
         Philippe drops coins on the table and charges off, his messenger bag banging against his back. He doesn’t say goodbye.
         
 
         “Why did you tell him?” Nico asks Chantal.
 
         “I’m sorry.”
 
         “I thought it was between the two of us.”
 
         “It never is.”
 
         “Why not?” He tries to see her eyes but she bows her head and swirls the last bit of espresso in her cup.
 
         “We all bring so many people to bed with us. We’re never alone.”
 
         “He’s furious.”
 
         “Because I changed the rules. I’m not supposed to play the same game that he plays.”
 
         “And now? What game are you playing?”
 
         Chantal looks up. She reaches out and touches his cheek. “I don’t know. Philippe has made me into someone else. I would like to believe in love again.”
         
 
         They had talked for a long time in bed after making love that night. When Nico told her about his high school girlfriend, how they would sneak out of their houses in the middle of the night and sleep in the hayloft in the barn, Chantal had said to him, “Young love teaches you how to love. You’re so lucky. Most of us spend years trying to learn the ways of love.” Nico knows that Chantal believes in love. But she was drunk that night, she was cheating on her boyfriend, and she wants to forget what they did.
 
         She stands up and gathers her things. With her purse over her shoulder, she starts off toward the métro station. She looks back.
 
         “I am done with all this,” she says. “I’m ready for whatever the day might bring.” She offers a dazzling smile, something full of hope for something else, someone else.
 
         Nico watches her leave. He tries to hold her in his view as long as he can. The sun ducks behind a cloud and then reappears, bathing the street in new light. Chantal disappears into the entrance of the métro. Nico pulls the paper out of his back pocket and opens it. Josie Felton. He looks at his watch. It is time.
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         Josie is surprised that her tutor is a man, that he is young, and that he is startlingly handsome. She considers walking back into the office of that horrible modern building and telling the waif behind the desk that she’s made a mistake, that she doesn’t want a tutor for the day, that she wants to go back to her hotel room and drink Orangina and vodka.
         
 
         The tutor shakes her hand, and she’s surprised by the heat of his skin—she has been cold for so many days. She pulls her hand away as if she’s been scorched.
 
         “So you’re a French teacher,” he says to her in French.
 
         “Oui,” she answers. “But it’s been a long time since I’ve spoken French to anyone but American teenagers.”
         
 
         She doesn’t say: It’s been a long time since I’ve spoken at all.
 
         She decided to hire a tutor only yesterday when she realized that after three days in Paris she hadn’t said more than a few words—when ordering a croissant or a glass of wine or asking the hotel maid for an extra towel. Suddenly the prospect of a day of conversation terrifies her. She doesn’t feel capable of conversation.
         
 
         “Are you here in Paris for business or pleasure?”
         
 
         It’s a trick question. She has no business and she has no pleasure. She quit her job three weeks ago. The man she loved died three weeks ago.
         
 
         “I’m here to buy shoes,” she finally answers.
 
         He looks at her feet. She’s wearing red Converse sneakers, the same shoes she always wears. Her students loved her shoes. Her old boyfriends, slackers one and all, loved her shoes. But Simon wanted her to buy grown-up shoes, pumps with three-inch heels, strappy sandals, red stilettos. And so he bought them tickets to fly to Paris.
         
 
         “We’ll go shopping,” the tutor says.
 
         “No, I was—”
 
         “No reason to sit in a classroom,” he tells her. “Paris is our classroom.”
 
         He looks around while she presses her hand to her stomach, which is contracting in fierce spasms. She doesn’t want to get sick like she did yesterday on the métro. Yet another reason she should be back in her hotel room, under the musty covers.
 
         “We’ll take the bus,” the tutor says. “More to see, more to talk about.”
 
         His enthusiasm is killing her.
 
         “I’m Nicolas, by the way. Call me Nico.”
 
         “Josie,” she says.
 
         “Josie,” he repeats, smiling, as if he’s just discovered something wonderful. “Let’s buy shoes.”
 
          
 
         On the bus she loses herself in memory. Six months ago. She stood on the school stage, working with one of her students on the upcoming play. Josie looked up when the door to the theater opened and closed, letting in a flash of light and a glimpse of a tall man wearing a black suit. Silver hair. And then darkness again.
         
 
         She looked back at the boy on the stage.
 
         “Go ahead. Try it one more time,” she said gently.
 
         But the boy was peering into the darkness of the theater. Now he’d never speak his lines louder than a whisper. Take a shy boy and put him onstage—and what? He discovers his inner strength and transforms himself in front of his peers? What was she thinking in casting Brady as the lead? She was thinking of saving him, nothing less. But Brady, as cute and sweet and smart as he may be, cannot belt out his lines, cannot plant a loud smacking kiss on the lips of lovely Glynnis Gilmore.
 
         “Dad,” the boy said.
 
         Josie looked into the darkness of the theater. The man was sitting there, somewhere. Damn him.
 
         “Brady. Ignore your father. We have another fifteen minutes.”
 
         Brady looked at her, his eyes wide with fear. “I can’t do it with him here.”
 
         Josie walked toward him on the stage. He stood against the papier-mâché stone wall as if it were holding him up. She would have to show him how to use the stage as if he owned it, not as if he were hiding among the props.
 
         “He might be here opening night,” she said quietly. “So will a lot of other people. You have to forget about that space. It’s this space here that matters.”
 
         He nodded. His long straight hair fell in front of his face—his own private curtain. He was the kind of boy she would have loved in high school. Maybe that’s why she chose him. Twenty-seven years old and she was still behaving like a teenager.
         
 
         “Try the line again. To me.”
         
 
         He nodded. He held her eyes. He took in a gulp of air. He whispered, “I can’t say the line to you. I can’t say the line to anyone.”
         
 
         Love me. Love me. “Say it over and over again,” she would tell him later. “Say it as if you’re ordering her to do as she’s told.” But right then, with his father in the theater, she whispered, “Go on home. We’ll work hard tomorrow.”
         
 
          
 
         “My son thinks you’re wonderful,” the man said. He looked at her with his green eyes and she looked at his mouth instead, then at the open V of his sweater. Gray sweater under a black suit. Silver hair that curled at the nape of his neck. She had nowhere to look.
 
         “I think he’s pretty great.”
 
         “You teach French and theater?” he asked.
 
         “I teach French and I stumble around in the theater.”
 
         He smiled. He was handsome the way Brady might be some day. But this big, bold man could never have been shy or sweet. Was this the reason Brady couldn’t claim his role onstage?
 
         “Simon,” he said, offering his hand.
 
         “Josie.” She shook his hand and felt his palm press into hers like a secret passing between them.
 
         “Can he do this?” Simon asked, gesturing to the stage. Brady had gone to get his books and jacket. They were standing near the back of the theater. Josie had forgotten to turn on the lights. The dark room, the woody smell of the newly built set, the rows of empty chairs facing the other way—Josie already felt as if they were doing something illicit.
 
         “Yes,” Josie lied.
 
         “Then you’re really good,” Simon said.
         
 
         “Dad!” Brady called, bounding up the stairs.
 
         “Nice to meet you,” Josie said, turning to leave.
 
         “Wait,” Simon said.
 
         She couldn’t wait. She could barely catch her breath.
 
         “Have a nice evening, you two.” She slipped out the door.
 
         Love me. She was sideswiped by it, she would later tell her friend Whitney. She leaned against the wall in the hallway, clutching the script to her chest. Some kid’s dad. One sly smile and she was smitten.
         
 
         “Don’t even think about it,” Whitney told her.
 
         “It’s all I can think about,” she said on the phone that night. “I’ll quit teaching and join the Peace Corps.”
 
         “You haven’t done anything,” Whitney reminded her.
 
         “He’ll call tonight,” Josie told her.
 
          
 
         “I have no good reason for calling you,” he said.
 
         “I have no good reason for talking to you,” she told him.
 
         They were both quiet for a moment. Josie had gone to bed an hour before, and had twisted her mind around him, his words, his eyes, the V of his exposed neck, until she lay there, exhausted, as if beaten by something. When the phone rang, her hand leapt at the receiver.
 
         “And I don’t do this,” he said, his voice surprisingly unsure. “I don’t call women—especially my son’s teacher—at home late at night.”
 
         “You’re married.”
 
         “I’m married.”
 
         “I’m joining the Peace Corps. I decided earlier tonight.”
 
         “Can I see you before you ship off?”
 
         She could have said no. She could have said “I’ll lose my job. I’ll lose myself.” But she said yes. Yes.
         
 
          
 
         “How did you come to be a French teacher?” the tutor asks.
 
         Nico. His name slips away, as easily as her concentration. He keeps talking, the bus rumbles along busy streets, passengers come and go, bumping past them, the smell of sausage fills the stale air, and every once in a while he stops talking and she is required to say something. All of this used to be easy, Josie reminds herself. In fact, I used to do it so well.
         
 
         “My parents didn’t have a lot of money,” she tells the tutor in French. She and Nico speak only French and she is surprised by how natural that is, as if the foreign words are easier for her to find than English words now. “We never traveled. I read a book about a young girl in Paris and I wanted to be that girl. And so I started studying French as if I could change everything in my life by speaking a different language.”
 
         “Did it work?”
 
         She looks at him. “No,” she says. “But maybe I’ll try again.”
 
         “Is this your first trip to Paris?”
 
         “Yes,” she lies. She had spent her junior year here, but she is tired of talking. There is nothing to say about that year unless she tells him about the boys, the sex, the hashish, the hangovers.
 
         “Did you come alone?” he asks.
 
         “No,” she lies. “My friend Whitney is spending the day at art galleries.” She has never been a liar before and now the lies spill from her lips. Whitney hates Paris, hates art galleries, and, in fact, hates Josie now. “If you sleep with him,” Whitney had said the next morning, when Josie told her she was meeting Simon for a drink, “you’re alone in this. He’s married, he’s old, and he’s your student’s father. I’m not getting on this love train with you, girl. I’m not even going to be there after the crash.”
         
 
         The crash.
 
         “You will love Paris,” the tutor says with his unending optimism. “I will make sure of that.”
         
 
         She looks at him, surprised.
 
         “I hired a French tutor. Not an ambassador.”
 
         He doesn’t stop smiling. “I don’t charge extra for those services.”
 
         She looks away. She wishes he were less attractive, less eager. She would like to hate him, but here she is, following him off the bus as if this is exactly what she wants to do. They are in the heart of the bustling Sixth Arrondissement, at the carrefour de la Croix-Rouge, and she stops on the sidewalk, panic-stricken. What is she doing here? How can she take another step forward?
         
 
         “Don’t worry,” he tells her. “The stores are too expensive here. We’re just pretending.”
 
         Pretending? Did she misunderstand him? So far, everything she has done since Simon died has been a pretense. Everything except for the deep, bottomless sleep she stumbles into, as if plummeting off a cliff, every night.
 
         “I don’t understand,” she says.
 
         He takes her arm and moves her effortlessly across the street with the flow of people. She’s astonished that it’s so easy—he leads, she walks. Yesterday, without someone at her side, she stood paralyzed in front of the gates of Père Lachaise Cemetery for over an hour. She wanted to see—what? Jim Morrison’s grave site? Oscar Wilde’s tomb? Finally, she turned, threw up behind a tree, métroed back to her hotel, and burrowed back into her bed.
 
         She shouldn’t have come to Paris. She should have thrown away the plane tickets. The seat on the plane beside her was empty. Simon’s seat, in business class, her constant reminder of what should have been. Champagne, wine, long conversations about Montmartre and Giverny, whispered promises, perhaps even a wandering hand under the blanket. Instead, she took two sleeping pills and awoke in Paris, groggy and disoriented.
         
 
         “How about these?” the tutor asks. Nico. If she can remember his name, she can pull herself out of the slog of her mind and back to Paris. Shoes. He’s holding a turquoise patent-leather shoe in front of her face. It’s got a four-inch heel that looks like a dagger.
         
 
         “Perfect,” she tells him.
 
         “She’ll try these on,” he tells a woman.
 
         They’re in a shoe store, but Josie can’t remember walking in. The saleswoman knows that it’s all a ruse. She’s looking at Josie with contempt, as if her red Converse sneakers are sullying the white marble floor. Josie tells her she wears a size 38 and the saleswoman mutters “Américaine” under her breath.
         
 
         Nico sits next to her on the zebra-striped bench.
 
         “Your accent is perfect,” he whispers. “It’s the shoes that give you away.”
 
         “How much do the blue shoes cost?” she asks him.
 
         “Your salary. Don’t even think about it. We’re playing a game.”
 
         “She knows.”
 
         “Who cares? There’s no one else in this ridiculous store.”
 
         The store has plastic pigs hanging from the ceiling. Everything is patent leather, even the saleswoman’s miniskirt and her go-go boots.
         
 
         The woman places a box on the bench beside Josie. “We only have size thirty-nine.” She walks away.
         
 
         “Even my feet are too small for this place,” she whispers to Nico.
 
         “Your feet are perfect,” he says.
 
         “I have a boyfriend,” she tells him. It slips out of her mouth.
 
         “Of course you do,” Nico says. He’s unstoppable.
 
         She’s oddly pleased. For six months she could never say “I have a boyfriend.” She couldn’t say: “I’m having dinner with my boyfriend Wednesday night. My boyfriend is meeting me in San Francisco for the weekend. I’m going with my boyfriend to Paris.” For six months her happiness was a secret. Now her grief is a secret. She had no right to the boyfriend. And she has no right to this grief.
 
         Nico lifts the shoes from the box and hands one to her. It’s an astonishing thing, this stiletto. She holds it in both hands, loving it.
 
         “Put it on,” Nico says.
 
         She takes off her sneakers and slides one bare foot into the shoe. It fits; in fact, it hugs her foot and feels as sleek as a new skin. She needs a new skin. Maybe her new skin is a turquoise “fuck me” shoe. She puts on the other shoe and stands.
 
         Her feet wobble. She giggles and the sound of her own laugh surprises her. She looks at Nico and feels herself blush.
 
         “Look at you,” he says.
 
         She looks in the mirror. She’s wearing jeans and a black tank top. The electric blue shoes transform her into someone else. She stands tall in the mirror, taller than she’s ever been. She’s lost weight in the past few weeks and she sees her own cheekbones, the clavicles below her neck. She’s not a schoolteacher. She’s a woman with a boyfriend on a trip to Paris. He couldn’t come but she’ll bring back some shoes that he’ll love. Josie smiles and the woman in the mirror smiles back. It’s a devilish smile.
         
 
         “I’ll take them,” she says.
 
         Nico laughs. “I wish I could buy them for you.”
 
         “Seriously,” Josie says. “I want them.”
 
         “They cost four hundred euros.”
 
         Josie’s stomach somersaults; she thinks she might throw up. And in that second, instead of calculating the impossible cost of this pair of shoes, she counts weeks, weeks since she made love with Simon, weeks since her last period. She is pregnant. She knows this when she lifts her eyes in the mirror—from her wobbling feet to her belly. It’s the same taut stomach, the same narrow waist. But now she’s carrying Simon’s baby.
         
 
         “Let’s go,” she says to the French tutor. She can’t remember his name. She teeters back to the bench on the perilous heels and drops down beside him. She can’t get the shoes off fast enough. The saleswoman is smirking, leaning back against her perch by the desk, a pink-snouted pig hovering about her head.
 
         Josie drops her head between her legs.
 
         “Are you all right?” the tutor asks. He places his hand on her back. His hand is on fire and the heat spreads through her thin top, wraps around her body, and heats up her belly.
 
         “No,” she tells him, taking in deep, slow breaths.
 
         
             

         
 
         “Hey, Josie. C’mere,” Brady called from across the room.
 
         She looked up. Brady usually called her Ms. Felton. She insisted that her students call her Josie and watched as they struggled with the name, a kid’s name for a teacher, a young teacher who dressed like they did, a teacher who hated claiming authority for any reason other than that she earned it.
         
 
         He was standing next to the snack table, holding a plastic glass as if it were a gin and tonic, his arm thrown around an attractive older woman. This was the new Brady, the star of the show.
         
 
         Josie walked toward him, thinking, Yes, he’ll be his father’s son after all, there’s the bold smile, the look-at-me tilt of the head. Josie stopped and someone bumped into her from behind. The attractive woman under Brady’s arm was his mother. Josie was walking to meet her lover’s wife.
 
         “Mom, this is Josie. Ms. Felton. The director!”
 
         Josie shook the woman’s hand, looking at her hand, and then, seeing a diamond there, looked up, into warm eyes, a wide smile. A tiny half-moon scar on a high cheekbone.
 
         “I want to thank you,” the woman said. Her voice was deep and honeyed. A beautiful voice.
 
         Josie, who always had something to say, was struck dumb. The woman’s hand moved to her arm, holding her there.
 
         “You did so much for him,” she said in a conspiratorial whisper.
         
 
         “Mom,” Brady complained.
 
         “He’s good,” Josie said, stupidly, as if that was all she could muster.
 
         “He’s amazing,” the woman said. “But until today, no one else knew that. Just his father and I. Brady didn’t even know it.”
 
         Josie stared at her.
 
         “But you must have known,” the woman insisted.
 
         “Mom.” Brady shook his head. “Parents and teachers should never meet. It’s a mortifying experience.”
 
         “Have you met my husband?”
 
         “No.”
         
 
         “Yeah,” Brady said. “At rehearsal that day.”
 
         “I forgot. Did he come tonight?”
 
         She knew he was in San Francisco. She would drive in and stay with him at his pied-à-terre tonight.
 
         “He’s got a meeting in the city,” Brady said. “He’ll come tomorrow night.”
         
 
         “You did a wonderful job,” the woman said, her hand still holding Josie’s arm. “At the point when Brady says, ‘Do you love me’—or ‘Will you love me’—what is it …”
 
         “‘Love me,’” Brady says, his voice soft, his eyes hidden behind his curtain of hair.
 
         “That’s it,” his mom went on. “When he said that to the girl—who was very good, what a beauty she is—well, I almost cried. I don’t know why. It just … touched me somehow.”
 
         “It’s a good moment in the play,” Josie said.
 
         The woman was lovely. She was warm and straightforward and vibrant. Josie had wanted a shrew. Instead, this woman smiled and said, “You have a gift.”
 
         
             

         
 
         They climbed the stairs to the third floor. Josie looked at every apartment door of this Russian Hill town house and silently pleaded, Don’t come out. She couldn’t imagine what Simon would say to his neighbors. This is my son’s teacher! This is my lover! This is Josie. I just met her a couple of weeks ago and now I’m bringing her home for a quick fuck!
         
 
         He unlocked the door to his apartment and she dashed into the dark room. He reached for the light switch on the wall and flicked it on, closing the door behind him. Then he wrapped his arms around her from behind.
 
         “You’re shaking,” he said.
         
 
         “I’m scared. I feel like a thief breaking into someone’s house.”
 
         He turned her around. “Look at me.” He lifted her chin.
 
         She looked into his eyes and smiled. He made it easy. He looked so sure about this, as if there was no question in the world they should be standing here, wrapped in each other’s arms, gazing at each other. Maybe her fears were childish, immature. An older woman would be able to do this without trembling knees.
         
 
         “I met your wife,” she said.
 
         “Shh,” he said, leaning down to kiss her. She could feel her heart pounding against his chest. And then, lost in the kiss, she forgot everything for a moment. When he pulled his mouth away, she caught her breath.
 
         “What’s wrong?” he asked.
 
         “This is her place,” Josie said.
 
         “No. It’s mine, really. I mean, it’s ours, but she rarely uses it. I stay here when I have late meetings or early meetings. On a rare occasion we stay here when we come in for a show or dinner.”
 
         Josie pulled away from him and looked around. The room was masculine—all leather and dark wood, with a cool blue ocean painting that filled one wall. A model airplane hung from a wire in the middle of the room. Josie reached up and touched a wing; it spun in the air.
 
         “I have a pilot’s license,” Simon explained. “That’s a model of my Cessna.”
 
         Josie looked at him. “Your wife is perfect,” she said. “I mean, she’s not what I expected.”
 
         “What did you expect?”
 
         “Someone I could hate.”
 
         “I didn’t fall for you because I hate my wife.”
         
 
         “Why did you fall for me?” Josie turned away from the long, cresting wave of the painting and looked into Simon’s eyes.
 
         “I couldn’t help myself,” he said simply. “I saw you onstage that day—I don’t know—I was starstruck. Can that happen?”
 
         “Have you brought other women here?”
 
         “No. I told you. I’ve never done this before.”
 
         “I’m an idiot. I believe you.”
 
         He pulled her into his arms. “I promise you.”
 
         They kissed and she pressed herself into his body, wrapping her arms low around his waist, pulling him closer. She felt too many layers of clothes between them. She started to pull off his coat.
 
         “Wait. There’s a Murphy bed. I have to pull it down.”
 
         She turned around, surprised. It was a one-room studio and, sure enough, there was no bed.
 
         Simon walked to the wall unit, then slid the bookcases aside, revealing a bed built into the wall.
 
         “Amazing,” she said.
 
         He pulled a cord and the bed descended gracefully. It was neatly made, with pale blue sheets and a gray blanket.
 
         “I can’t,” Josie said. She could feel her throat tightening.
 
         Simon looked at her.
 
         “It’s her bed. It’s where you sleep with your wife.”
 
         “Josie.”
 
         She shook her head. “I feel like Goldilocks in someone else’s house. I can’t do this.”
 
         “The sheets are fresh. I made the bed this morning.”
 
         “No.”
 
         He came toward her and took her in his arms again. “She’ll never know,” he said.
         
 
         “Let’s go. Somewhere else. Anywhere else.”
 
         
             

         
 
         Later, in their room on the fourteenth floor of the Clift Hotel, they lay in each other’s arms after sex and Ghirardelli chocolate and scotch and more sex.
 
         “How did Brady do?” Simon asked.
 
         Josie looked at him. “I wondered why you hadn’t asked.”
 
         “I should have been there.”
 
         “You’ll come tomorrow.”
 
         “I didn’t want to be there with my wife. I didn’t want to stand next to her and shake your hand. She knows me too well.”
 
         Josie climbed on top of him. She looked down into Simon’s face.
 
         “We can’t do this, can we?”
 
         “We have to do this.”
 
         He pulled her face to his and kissed her.
 
         “Why?” Josie asked.
 
         “Because I have to trust this. I know what love is—I love my wife, I love my son—I won’t lie to you. But I’ve never felt this—I don’t know—need. Desire. I’ve never known this”—he pressed her close to him, finishing his sentence as a whisper in her ear—“before.”
         
 
         Josie watched him for a moment. “I don’t know what this is,” she said. “I’ve had boyfriends, but this is not what that was. What is this?”
 
         “Kiss me,” Simon said.
 
         
            • • •

         
 
         Josie can hear the shoe saleswoman and the tutor talking to each other. She hears the words petite amie: girlfriend. “Does your girlfriend do this often?”
         
 
         The tutor doesn’t correct her. “No,” he says. “She’s not feeling well today.”
         
 
         Josie rinses her hands in the tiny sink in the back of the store and considers slipping a pair of shoes into her bag. She has never shoplifted in her life, but who knows what she might be capable of now? The saleswoman didn’t want her in the bathroom of her piggy store, but Josie had marched through the curtains anyway and found a toilet to throw up in rather than the white marble floor. She picks up a pair of red shoes—Dorothy-in-Oz shoes—and clicks the heels.
         
 
         There’s no place like home.
 
         Why should she fly home on Sunday? Why not stay in Paris and become Nico’s girlfriend and shoplifter of expensive shoes?
 
         She puts the shoes back on the shelf. She steps back into the showroom.
 
         “Ça va?” Nico asks. He looks concerned. Most of his students are not pregnant, crazy ladies, she assumes.
         
 
         “Ça va,” she sighs, and offers a smile. Poor guy. He deserves better in a girlfriend.
         
 
         “I don’t want the shoes,” she tells the saleswoman. “I seem to be allergic to them.”
 
         Nico nods and takes her arm, guiding her out of there.
 
         “Does your boyfriend know?” he asks her when they are on the street, standing close to each other in the middle of a crowd of shoppers, all of them wearing extraordinary shoes.
 
         She is not surprised; this tutor seems to be a jack-of-all-trades. Why shouldn’t he also be able to guess her secrets? She shakes her head.
         
 
         “Will he be happy?” he asks.
         
 
         “Yes,” she says, assuredly. “He will be very happy.”
 
         “Good,” Nico says. “I once had a girlfriend who broke up with me and then, a month later, called to tell me she was pregnant. She wanted to have the baby. I told her I’d raise the baby with her. She said she was moving to Morocco and that she would send me pictures of the kid from time to time. I never heard from her again.”
 
         “That’s awful.”
 
         “I think about it all the time. The kid would be three now. I wander through playgrounds looking for him. Or her.”
 
         Thunder rumbles through the skies.
 
         “Let’s find someplace to go,” Nico says, “before it rains.”
 
         But the skies open immediately and the rain blasts them. Josie feels Nico’s arm wrap around her back and move her along rue de Grenelle. She doesn’t mind the rain; she doesn’t mind his arm around her. She’ll give herself up to this, she decides. It is easier than every day of the past weeks.
 
         Nico opens a door and leads her inside. It is a small museum, though it looks nothing like a museum. It has vaulted ceilings and pale marble walls and floors. A sign reads: MUSÉE MAILLOL. A teenage boy chews gum behind a counter; he doesn’t even look up. Josie glances around—she doesn’t see anyone else in the building. Ahead of them is an enormous statue of a nude man.
         
 
         Nico leads her to the desk and buys two tickets.
 
         “I can pay,” she says.
 
         “No. Please.”
 
         The boy cracks his gum and pushes his comic book under the counter. He passes them the tickets and a brochure: Marilyn Monroe: The Last Photographs.
         
 
         They walk past the turnstile. There is no one to take their tickets. When Josie looks back, the boy is reading his comic book again. For a moment, he looks like Brady, serious and shy. Brady before he became a star. Brady before.
         
 
         She puts her hand on her belly. The nausea has passed, but now she feels light-headed, a little dizzy. She has never been pregnant, has never yet considered having a baby. She had thought that would be years away, when she was married and had moved from teaching to playwriting, her real passion. She had imagined a young husband, a cottage in the country, a couple of big dogs, and a vegetable garden.
         
 
         But she’s pregnant without the guy, the job, the house, the dogs. In fact, it’s all she has. This baby.
 
         She has no right to this baby. She thinks of Simon’s wife at the funeral, her skin the color of ash, her eyes as flat as a lake. The woman didn’t remember Josie. She nodded, accepting condolences that meant nothing. Nothing could penetrate that grief. What right did Josie have to her grief?
         
 
         “She is tragic, no?” the French tutor asks.
 
         Josie looks up. Marilyn Monroe stares back at her, her mouth slightly open, her eyes half closed. She looks drunk on sex, on booze, on death. She looks luscious and ripe and ready to die. Josie’s eyes fill up. She steps back, away from the seductive stare. They’re in a gallery space, full of Marilyn. Every photo—and the photos are huge, pressing the limits of each room—is of Marilyn. Marilyn with her head tilted back, a sated smile on her face. Marilyn drawing on a cigarette. Marilyn puckering up. Marilyn with her hand resting on the curve of her hip, stretched out on a couch, offering herself up. Love me.
         
 
         “She killed herself three days after this photo shoot,” Nico says, reading from the brochure.
 
         “You can see that she was ready,” Josie says.
         
 
         “To die?”
 
         “To give herself up to death. It looks like she was already dying.”
 
         “You will have the baby, yes?”
 
         Josie looks at him. Nico. He has the kindest eyes. She imagines his sweet child with eyes like this. It’s a boy and he’s holding his mama’s hand, walking through the market in Marrakesh. He’s got a swoon of sand-colored hair and everyone stops to stare at the lovely child.
         
 
         “Yes,” she says. The minute she says it, she makes it true. “He’s mine.”
 
         “It’s a boy?”
 
         “I think so,” she says. She has Simon’s boy in her belly. It’s not fair. His wife has nothing. And she has this.
 
         “Your boyfriend is very lucky.”
 
         She smiles. Her smile breaks and tears spill from her eyes.
 
         “I’m sorry,” Nico says.
 
         “No, no. It’s the photographs,” Josie tells him. “They’re so sad. Look at that one.” She turns back to the wall and Marilyn’s shadowed face. She can hear the rain against the glass roof that covers the courtyard. It sounds like an ominous movie score—there’s an army approaching or a madman about to break into someone’s house. She wraps her arms about herself. Her skin is still wet from the rain and she’s suddenly chilled.
 
         “Didn’t she have an affair with your president Kennedy?” Nico asks.
 
         “I think so,” Josie says. “Apparently back in those days American presidents could get away with their indiscretions.”
         
 
         “Not anymore. Here we laugh at what happened to Clinton. Why should anyone care?”
 
         “Except his wife,” Josie says.
         
 
         “Yes. It’s a private problem. Not a public one. It has nothing to do with politics.”
 
         “I wonder,” Josie says, staring into Marilyn’s dreamy eyes, “what it has to do with. Why men cheat. Why they fall into bed with pretty girls.”
 
         “For the time that they’re in the arms of a beautiful woman, they’re invincible,” Nico says.
 
         “Then they should stay there,” Josie says quietly.
 
         “Are we still talking about your presidents?”
 
         Josie doesn’t answer. She wanders down the wall of Marilyn. She feels drunk on Marilyn, sexed up and sloppy, as if her own sheets have been thrown off the bed, exposing her.
 
         Once, after making love with Simon at her cottage, she fell asleep. She woke up and saw him standing at the side of the bed, watching her. He was dressed, ready to leave, waiting to say goodbye. He couldn’t wake her. He told her he stood there for a half hour, already late for a meeting, because he couldn’t take his eyes off her.
 
         “Come back to bed,” she had said.
 
         He did.
 
         It’s in Marilyn’s mouth, it’s in her eyes, it’s in the curve of her generous hip. Come back to bed.
         
 
         Nico’s by her side.
 
         “Do you have a girlfriend now?” she asks. Une petite amie. She loves the phrase in French. Little friend. Even a boyfriend is a petit ami. On her lips, the words taste as sweet as they sound.
         
 
         “No,” Nico says. “I was waiting for you.”
 
         “But I’m taken,” she tells him. Their tone is as light as the smoke drifting from Marilyn’s cigarette.
 
         Here, in the room with Marilyn, everything reeks of sex. It’s as if they’ve just done it and now, once again, are about to do it. Come back to bed.
         
 
         “If you were taken,” Nico says, “you wouldn’t be so very sad.”
 
         
             

         
 
         “Why don’t you have a boyfriend?” Josie’s father had asked, showing up at her cottage the morning after she returned from San Francisco, the morning after her stay with Simon at the Clift.
 
         He was sitting in her tiny kitchen, drinking coffee, probably his fifth or sixth cup of the day. He had driven up from San Jose to Marin to surprise her. It was the anniversary of her mother’s death, but they would never speak of that. It would be there, the idea of it, in the air between them, all day. They would talk about her fancy job at the prep school, his lousy grocery store, her old best friend Emily who lives next to her old ma, his middle-of-the-night heart murmur, but they would never talk about her late mother, his wife.
 
         “I don’t have time, Dad. I’m working too hard.”
 
         “A young girl shouldn’t work so hard.”
 
         “I like it,” she told him, sitting across the table from him. “I love it.”
         
 
         “Love. Love is for boyfriends, not jobs.”
 
         He looked old, her father, his hair mostly gone, his skin mottled with age spots, his face jowly. She calculated: thirty-five years older than she was—and just ten years older than Simon. Impossible, she thought. Simon was fit and firm, though when he slept she saw that his skin relaxed in a way that surprised her. It seemed to let go of his bones and suddenly he was vulnerable, soft. Something about that moved her, as if he too needed someone to watch over him.
         
 
         But her father was old and cranky and out of touch with her world. Simon didn’t seem old to her. True, he was a world apart from the boys she usually fell for—the long-haired, rumpled, mumbling boys. The boys who come too quickly. The boys who throw on yesterday’s clothes. The boys who live in basement apartments and smell of pot and beer.
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