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Author’s Note



In the late 1980s I wrote the first two Chris Klick novels, in part to exorcise the demons left behind by losing John D. MacDonald to a Chicago hospital, in part because of a failed music career and a desire to get something back for all those years on the road.


My late, great literary agent, Franklin Heller, had read a news profile about a two-man company that returned lost royalties still owed composers and performers: one, an attorney; the other, an ex-musician like myself. Dead Aim was born on a clear Idaho summer when the fishing was slow and the tourist season off. Bands were in less demand. I wrote on a CPM computer and saved the files to a cassette tape recorder that only operated if I had a Q-tip placed properly into the record button. Aim for the Heart followed. (Three years later a jet went off the far end of the runway and nearly crossed the highway to strike the gas station, as dramatized in that novel. No mention of the book in the news story!)


Encouraged by the Idaho Council on the Arts, I submitted a published novel to the Fulbright Foundation and eight months later, to my very great surprise, was awarded the Raymond Chandler Fulbright to spend a year at Wadham College, Oxford, in England. That fabulous and unique experience, perhaps the best year of my life, was chronicled in a memoir, Dining with the Dons, that may or may not someday see the light of a publisher’s ink. One day, back home in America, I sat down with a cup of tea—a new habit—or was it port?—an old habit—and reread Dining, only to realize another Chris Klick lay therein. The fishing was slow—what can I tell you? Concerto in Dead Flat was begun. Oddly enough, the novel took me eight years to complete (not that it’s any great literature, it’s just that the fishing improved).


Thank you, dear reader—those few of you who may recall the earlier novels—for staying with me after a long absence. It’s difficult to encapsulate such a magical year as the one I spent at Wadham. I leave behind life-long friends, bike rides home over rivers and down footpaths through the fog and rain, but most of all memories that I shall treasure forever. Some of those memories are recounted herein.


—Wendell McCall
February 1999





Chapter 1



“Put your lips together like this,” she said. But my lips would never go together like that and we both knew it. Hers were a youthful pink. Pouty. The oversized, sensual lips of a French woman in her early twenties. Placed tightly together—as they were now—they resembled a budding red rose. When parted, they were the exploding morning flower, hungry for the heat of the sun.


My passport lay open on the bed. It showed a man approaching forty with sandy hair and strong features. A head shot, it didn’t show my six foot four inches, or my two hundred and ten pounds; and in the cheap photo, my eyes looked more blue than the gray green they actually were. Nowhere did it mention that I was a self-employed, former professional musician who spent his time chasing down recording artists owed back royalties typically “mistakenly” misplaced by creative corporate accounts. On the plane over to Italy I had listed my visit as tourism, but this was in fact a small white lie. I was in Paris on business, and business wasn’t looking so good.


Because of an acute lack of space in my Parisian hotel room—room 31, Hotel de Grande École—my tutor, Sylvie, had taken to the bed where she now sat cross-legged, her books and papers chaotically spread before her, her cotton skirt tossed over her ankles, her lips bunched tightly and pointing at me as if inviting a kiss. My mind was not fully on the French language as it should have been.


“It has been twenty years since I’ve done this,” I reminded her. It felt like about that long since my last kiss as well.


“You can do it,” she encouraged in her delightful French-scented English. “Think of all the money you are paying me.”


That encouraged another try with my lips. Later, when I reviewed our conversation in my head, I realized how the content could have been so easily misunderstood, especially when muffled by a wall and overheard by the hotel guest occupying the room next door. It seems this hotel guest was out on her room’s half-balcony during this brief exchange in my tutorial. Believing Sylvie and I were discussing sexual acts for hire, she had promptly complained to management. So the next morning there I was, with my horrible French, trying to explain myself and to defend Sylvie’s honor and my own. I apparently did a rather poor job of it: I was denied any more female “guests” in my room by the seventy-some-year-old matron who owned the hotel. It was this family atmosphere I liked so much about the hotel, so I made no attempt to change her mind. My French was so limited at the time, it would have done no good anyway.


I deserved as much for having French lessons at eleven on a Saturday night, but with my days consumed by looking for maestro Stephan Shultz and my attention preoccupied by the distractions of a city I truly adored, there remained few hours for language tutorials. Sylvie’s employer, a French language agency, had left the working out of details to tutor and student, and so now, given the objections of my hotelier, either other arrangements would have to be made or I would need to smuggle Sylvie up the fire stairs.


At nine-thirty that Sunday morning, I took a run along the tow path of the Seine under a penetrating September sun. Like wings, or insect legs, Notre Dame’s flying buttresses caught and carved this light into a matrix of shadows. Sight of the cathedral stole my breath away, despite its familiarity. An imposing structure, stained by centuries of city smog, witness to a dozen wars and God-only-knows how many millions of pilgrims, it loomed ominously, majestically, triumphantly. Though by nature I was not as religious as spiritual, I nonetheless felt a moment of communion with God. In this, of all places.


Construction on the tow path forced me up stone stairs climbed by a thousand sailors, a thousand times that many lovers, by writers and painters too numerous to name, film makers, politicians and ladies of the night. A sense of that which had gone before—of history—oozed out of every crack in every stone, filled the branches of every tree that lined the boulevards, occupied a chair at every café.


Parisians carried baguettes like New Yorkers carried briefcases, only without the handle: secured beneath an elbow outstretched like a lance, gripped like a tennis racquet, or brandished like a cane.


I marveled at the tempo of this city, which, on God’s day, seemed more like a sleepy village than one of the world’s premiere urban centers.


***


My appointment that Sunday noon with a former colleague of Stephan Shultz, one Adrian Pascale, professor of music at the university, took place in his cramped, viewless apartment, a walk-up with just enough space in the living room for a Yamaha grand piano, a four-track tape recorder and a CD collection that would have made even my dear friend Lyel envious. Pascale, a surprisingly young-looking man, had dark expressive eyebrows, long hair pulled back in a pony tail, and powerful, inquisitive green eyes. I already knew from having talked with him on the phone that he spoke exceptional English, which came as a great relief. I was scheduled to visit Sylvie at her place at ten that evening—my French was barely beyond ordering bread and butter. Without his English, I would have been lost.


While he brewed me a cup of espresso I looked through his library of CDs and we discussed at a distance several re-recordings of which I was unaware. The rest of the room’s décor amounted to a terra cotta urn containing a dusty bouquet of dried flowers, a mirror alongside the piano bench—either to frame the narcissistic or to check and correct posture—and a framed page of a hand-scribed musical score that bore his signature as well as an embossed star with the number one in its center.


“It was a competition I won,” he said, delivering the demitasse. “It’s how all this got started,” he continued, taking a seat on the piano bench and offering me the room’s only chair. Pupil and teacher. I was immediately uncomfortable, both because they still haven’t made a chair for six-foot-four and because I didn’t want him too complacent about who was running things. When you need answers from people, it’s best to have them out of their element.


“Competition?” I inquired politely, not really interested.


“I was sixteen at the time. The assignment, it was to fill the gap in a Bach sonata. We were given the page three and the page five. We were to compose the page four, connecting these two. I won. This page, it won,” he said pointing. “At the time, I have the visions of being the next Mozart. Instead,” he said sweeping his arm, but his face revealing disappointment, “a somewhat obscure chair in musical history at the university.” In the blink of an eye, he checked himself in the mirror. “And you, Mr. Klick. You are a liar, which is why it is I have invited you here to my home. I am fascinated by liars. As an academic, I rub elbows with them daily.”


I sipped the bitter coffee, drank in his bitter words, and wondered if the heat I felt in my cheeks could be seen on my face.


He informed me, “The media calls him Steven Shultz, just as you did over the phone when we spoke. However, if you know the man—and you do not, despite your claim to the contrary—then you know it is actually Ste-ph-an.” He raised his finger at me, as teachers tend to do. Then he lit a non-filter Gauloise without offering me one. I took that as a compliment. “Curiosity is a funny thing. I was immediately curious about you.”


“My business with Mr. Shultz is confidential,” I said.


“You’re working for his wife,” he stated flatly. I had no idea what he was talking about. I tried not to show it.


He sucked on the cigarette, collapsing his cheeks. When he next spoke, gray exhaust chased his words. “She should relax. These things have a way of blowing over.” I forced a smile. Shultz was owed a considerable sum of money in back royalty payments withheld from him by a former recording company. My interest and that of my partner, Bruce Warren, was in the finder’s fee for putting him in touch with this money.


Adrian Pascale flirted with the mirror again and gassed himself up with a chest full of smoke.


“Last week I was in Italy,” I explained dryly, mention of the wife clicking into place. “The maestro was recently seen at a cocktail party outside of Todi. An area called Beverly Hills after Beverly Pepper, the artist, who has installed a good many close friends in the area. I was left with the understanding that the maestro was currently visiting here in Paris. Moi aussi!” I attempted. “Me too.”


He asked incredulously, “You are suggesting the wife did not send you?”


“Perhaps you’ve read about a certain Japanese company which is in the process of acquiring a major Hollywood studio, complete with that company’s recording division? An audit of the recording side of things revealed an accounting ‘error’ in Mr. Shultz’s favor. My partner and I make our living matching people like Mr. Shultz with lost property and misappropriated funds, including royalty money.”


His expression changing, he said, “I think I read about you.” He killed the cigarette with a twist.


“That would have been my partner, Bruce Warren. He’s the attorney side of the team.” I forced another smile. “He gets all the press.”


“So you are not working for the wife.”


“I thought we had already established that.” I said hastily, “I heard about the fireworks between Shultz and the cello player. It was suggested that he followed her here. Is that where the wife comes in?” As the question passed my lips it seemed rhetorical.


A knock on the door interrupted any possibility of a reply. He rose and answered the door. What followed was a volley of expletives, in French, as four men—my size or better—barged into the apartment and headed straight for the piano.


Beside himself Adrian Pascale danced around the room wildly, hollering at them in French as they disassembled the Yamaha grand. From the hall, one of them grabbed a dolly, a quilted pad, and some straps. What little of the conversation I understood had to do with Adrian Pascale’s astonishment that they would do this on a Sunday. He was appalled that they had tricked him in this way. “Dimanche?” he kept shouting, moving from one corner of the tiny room to the other, but not interfering with their work.


The repo boys paid him no mind. They were numb to such complaints. In a matter of a very few minutes the piano, and its legs, had been wrapped, placed onto a dolly, and moved out to the landing. Adrian Pascale attempted to shut the door in disgust when one of them returned for the bench. Pascale finally slammed the door shut.


I stood and offered Adrian his only chair. He glared at me and lit another cigarette. “On a Sunday!” he exclaimed in French. “Two months is all I owe. It’s nothing! But now, how am I supposed to tutor? My God, I have a student tomorrow night! They came on a Sunday!” he added hysterically.


Bruce and I were not above paying for information—when needed. I considered cutting Mr. Pascale a deal, but I wasn’t sure how much he could help, and I feared his hysterics and present concerns would force him into inventing information for me, solely to save his piano. Again I offered him the chair. This time he accepted.


“What is the cellist’s name?” I asked, towering over him as he fueled the ember of his cigarette with a disgusting inhale.


He seemed to have forgotten about me.


“Stephan Shultz’s woman friend,” I reminded.


“Woman? She’s not much more than a girl, that one.”


“Her name,” I repeated.


“Allison Star.”


“She’s here in Paris?”


Numbed by his loss, he mumbled, “Julia is putting her up at her flat. Julia’s number is in… hand me that small directory, there… yes.” It was a photocopy of a listing of the music department students.


A minute later I crossed the hole in the room previously occupied by the piano, and reached the door. I had lost him for the time being.


“Who was to expect such trouble on a Sunday?” he asked.


I left him still sitting in that chair, struggling with his cigarette pack, tearing it, giving up on it, and tossing it across the room. He was staring at himself in the mirror. In another minute or two, he would be crying.





Chapter 2



The Parisian subway system—the Metro—proved as pleasant as my memories of it. Though old, the rubber-wheeled cars were quiet, the ride smooth, and the spider-webbed network of tracks covered the city like a blanket. Around every corner there seemed to be another Metro stop. The music of street musicians filled the access tunnels. An army of humanity marched past them indifferently. I tossed a few francs into an open violin case.


I had arranged a rendezvous with Allison Star’s roommate, Julia, in the gardens of Palais du Luxembourg only a dozen blocks off the fashionable Boulevard Ste. Germaine. Late, I was in a hurry.


We met at the center of the garden, but only after I had sat on a bench for five minutes. Julia had seen too many spy movies.


She explained, “I wanted to make sure you were who you said you were.” She was American with curly blonde hair, a pinched chin, and plucked eyebrows. She had the longest fingers I had ever seen on a woman.


“Piano?” I asked.


“Violin. I called your partner as you suggested. I woke him up because of the time difference.”


“Bruce is used to it.”


“He said you were moderately handsome, very big, and occasionally impatient.”


“He’s not at his best when he first wakes up.”


“The impatience I saw—the way you were tapping your foot.”


“That wasn’t nerves,” I corrected. “That was Brubeck.”


“Brubeck?”


“Never mind.” I had probably lived enough years to live her life twice.


“There are two others,” she said as if it explained something.


“Giving you a hard time?”


“Two of them. Big, like you. They think I’m lying. They think I know where Allison is.”


“And you don’t.” I made it a statement. Her nod confirmed my second dead end of the day. We walked. The French are as particular about their gardens as their cooking. This garden, actually a park, consisted of private lanes and paths, of trees, shrubs, and flowers, all tended in the most minute detail. And sculpture! Sculpture everywhere: a nude, a prince, a lion. We passed a twelve-foot replica of the Statue of Liberty. I stopped and stared.


“Reminds me of home,” she said.


“You don’t seem worried about her,” I observed.


“Allison can take care of herself.”


“And these people looking for her?”


“They want him, I think.”


“They were hired by his wife,” I informed her, testing.


A few of the leaves had yellowed. Some children kicked a soccer ball down the path toward us. I let it roll past wishing they would include me in the fun. Their laughter faded behind us.


“Is it love?” I asked sarcastically.


“You think it’s so impossible?” she questioned.


“Stephan Shultz,” I said, pronouncing it correctly, “has conducted one or the other major orchestra for more years than Allison Star has been alive. When a man in his late forties runs off with an eighteen-year-old, love is often mentioned but rarely practiced.”


“Oh, they’ve been practicing quite a bit. You try sleeping in the room next to theirs.” We walked on. “Listen, Mr. Klick. They’ve barely come up for air. She was the first chair in Salt Lake where he guest conducted. He went crazy over her. She managed to keep it professional, but he knew she liked him. She was scheduled for the Pan European University orchestra’s performance in Spoleto. He suddenly shows up as the guest conductor—a last minute substitution. As I understand it,” she added as an aside, “the work for him back in the States has not been so great, but don’t quote me.


“For a week of rehearsal he’s hitting on her, and she resists. Then, through a complete coincidence—although I’m no longer so sure about that—they end up at a garden party together near Todi. They eat at the same table. They both drink plenty of wine. This is late August and we’re in the same country where Dante wrote Inferno. Stephan is in a guest house with a pool. Alone, until he invites Allison for a nightcap. Stephan Shultz. The Stephan Shultz. The one hitting on her. Can you understand that? Allison is as good on the cello as any of the Japanese—better, she plays with soul. She sees the pool; she’s feeling no pain; she gets naked and takes a swim. Stephan is after her like a shark. Or maybe a torpedo. He professes all kinds of love for her. They make music on the patio furniture, on the living room couch, and he drags her off to bed. My opinion? He had had this planned since Salt Lake. He knew what he wanted.


“She misses section rehearsal—it’s her second offense—and the director expels her from the program. Sends her back to Paris. Stephan intervenes and she’s reinstated. He’s dropped ten years. A critic for the London Times says Spoleto is his best Beethoven of his career despite the young orchestra—he’s conducting with ‘vitality,’” she said, drawing the quotes. “Allison has shown him the fountain of youth. Maybe he has one last shot at a major orchestra back home. But then it’s all over. She’s scheduled for some studio work here in Paris. Something important—British, I think. He’s supposed to close the Aspen festival with the 1812—the student orchestra.


“Stephan hates the 1812. He returns home and cancels, to Aspen’s horror. He follows Allison here to Paris and they do their best to keep me up for two weeks straight. Look at this face!” she said. “You see these lines?” she asked, pinching her eyes shut. “They weren’t there a month ago.”


I didn’t tell her so, but she was right. As hard as she tried, she would never be pretty. Her bones weren’t right for it. But the lines at her eyes added character—something she might not believe.


“And where is Allison now? With Shultz?”


“No. With her parents. They’re on vacation in Sweden. She called the other night—she is seriously love-sick. Stephan can’t even call her; her parents don’t approve of the romance. They want her in school.”


“School?”


“She’s due to start Oxford shortly.” She answered my puzzled expression. “A compromise. She wanted Juilliard; they were pushing for Michigan State.”


“And where’s Shultz in all this?”


“No idea. In a way I’m glad they’re gone, although I miss her. He’s not my type. Pompous doesn’t begin to describe it. And the drinking….”


The light in Paris is what makes it so beautiful. It was that light that gave the world the Impressionists, that light that colored romance, that light that warmed the grapes and made them fat and sweet on the vine. It laid itself out like a carpet across the park, and it seemed to cleanse everything it touched. It painted our faces a pale yellow, like fresh butter.


All I wanted was to locate Shultz and give him his $190,000—which as yet he didn’t know he had coming. My share of our fee—after my partner Bruce’s sixty-six percent take—would be somewhere around $15,000. That would buy me a winter in my friend Lyel’s guest cabin back in Ridland, Idaho, a ski pass at Snow Lake, and a lot of evenings by the fire. Lyel was one of those friends who, as kids, would have become a blood brother. A former NBA center, now with bad knees, he had enough family money to add several zeros to the lucrative sports retirement package. He dabbled in investments, wined-and-dined young women he seldom bedded, and occasionally played Watson to my Sherlock though our roles were not so clearly defined. He was generous to a fault and as full of good spirit as his cellar was of red wine. He was the kind of friend one missed when away, and one tolerated when close at hand.


I was carrying the paperwork necessary to close the deal. A notarized signature and Stephan Shultz could put his baton wherever he wanted to as far as I was concerned.


“I did hear a rumor,” she confessed somewhat ashamedly, “but that’s all it is, I’m afraid.”


“I make my meal ticket out of rumors,” I informed her. She laughed, and I felt it was at me. I said defensively, “Fact is substantiated rumor. Have you ever looked at it that way?”


“The thing is, we all brag, you know? Musicians.”


I, too, was a musician. But when you played electric bass in country bands and soft rock bands you didn’t mention it to people like her. I bit my tongue.


She said, “Impress each other, hope to get some work out of it.” She hesitated. We walked in lock step. “He’s bassoon.”


“Is he?”


“Eastman graduate. Freelance. Claimed he recorded with Shultz just last week. Here, in Paris. A piece for a Brit composer. It may have been Allison’s session.”


“Name of the composer?”


“Don’t know.”


“The studio?” I asked.


“No. Afraid not.” She said, “I told you: it’s just a rumor. Probably nothing to it.”


I pulled out my notebook. She said something about me being a walking cliché. I mentioned a loss of brain cells in one’s late thirties, but it didn’t land. I wasn’t even sure if she heard me. I wrote down what little there was. “How about the bassoon player?” I asked. “You know his name?”


“Randy.”


“Randy? That’s all?”


“It was in a café. It’s not like we’re close friends or something.”


“You learned he was from Eastman.”


“It came up,” she told me. “Listen, I don’t even remember which café to be honest.”


It didn’t feel like honest. It felt as if she was being cautious, not involving friends. I told her so. She didn’t like it. I felt her eagerness to be done with me. The feeling was mutual.


I asked the obvious question. “How many studios are there in Paris where a person like Shultz would agree to record?”


“There can’t be many. Unless I’m right about Allison’s involvement.”


She shrugged. She was “Generation X”; the title suddenly made sense to me. “I haven’t recorded over here…. Not at that level.”


“Allison may know,” I said. “If you speak to her—”


“I’ll ask her. Sure.”


I tore off a piece of notepaper and handed her the name of my hotel. She wouldn’t ask Allison. It was visible in her body language. She apologized for not being able to help more. It was her way of ending our meeting.


***


At Lyel’s place in Idaho, in order to grow anything in the gardens, one first has to sift the soil to remove the pebbles and river rocks. Back in the heart of the city, I walked for miles: from Notre Dame on the Ile de la Cité, across the Seine, past the Louvre, through the Tuileries Gardens, and finally to the Champs-Élysées, all the while sifting. Waiting for something to grow. I grew an amazing thirst for a beer, which I quenched in a tourist café along the boulevard. I had heard it said that if you sit for an hour along the Champs-Élysées, you will see someone you know.


I saw Nicole Russell.


At first I didn’t believe it. Two years earlier I had helped Nicole find her Labrador Retriever, alive—and her husband, dead. In the process, she had used me as a diversion, as a way to avoid looking at her loss, of denying her husband’s culpability in a scam, of avoiding the truth of their marriage: that it had never really meant anything to him but a way at her money. Nicole had lots of money. She had left me those years before to wake up alone on a sheepskin rug in front of a cold wood stove in Lyel’s guest cabin. More alone than I had ever known. I had solved a case for her; she had solved a lot more for me.


I was not accustomed to being walked out on. Parting was an act of negotiation, not retreat. We had talked of permanence. By running away, she had confirmed the seriousness of these discussions. We weren’t through. And though there had been diversions in the past twenty-four months, my heart knew that Nicole was no diversion.


I didn’t react immediately because this was not the first time that I had allowed myself to see her face in a crowd—I had suffered many embarrassing moments surprising complete strangers.


But when she stopped and smiled at a child—a young girl dressed in a pink floral dress with white shoes and a white bow in her hair—that smile gave her away. Self-conscious. Demure. Had she been in costume or disguise, I would still have known her. I knew the sound of her laugh, the way she toyed with her silverware before being served. I knew how effortlessly she took to her own pleasure and how unselfishly she pursued the pleasures of others. I knew she was afraid of lightning and of fast driving. I knew how she smelled after a shower, and how she showered after every ride, and how she rode as often as possible. The others in the street stood still. My head swooned.


I ran after her. Tormented. Incredulous.


She crossed the wide boulevard amid a disorganized army of strangers, the crosswalk’s light impatient and fickle. I battled my way through the cameras and Michelin guides, the sandals and the wide-eyed faces, feeling all the while—because of my substantial height—like a lifeguard in his chair. The ocean I looked out upon was made of hair and hats, bald spots and Hermès scarves. I was the odd man out—the long straw. As a result of this advantage, I was able to monitor her progress across the congested boulevard to the sanctuary of the opposing side. To my horror, it was at this moment the lights changed, stranding me on the far shore of a rapidly running river of multicolored metal: of oddly-shaped Citroëns, the box-like Renaults, and the unimaginably tiny Fiat 500s, all unwillingly involved in a race with unshared finish lines. So great was my desire for our reunion that I numbly stepped out into the traffic, saved only by the constraining hand of a stranger.


In the early months of the two years that had passed, I had written a symphonic poem for Nicole entitled just this “Reunion.” Having never heard it performed, I heard it now as I heard it then—fifty-four pieces in melodic harmony, sweet, rich, and thoughtful—as close a reflection of her as I could summon given my limited skills as a composer. The arrangement filled my head as visions of her filled my eyes. It was only as the crush of pedestrians surged past me that I realized the lights had changed once again.


She was nowhere to be seen.


Carried away by memory and imagination, I had lost her!


Over the course of my recent career I had found twenty-seven people, male and female, young and old, who had “disappeared”—most through no intention of their own, but as accidents of distance, time, and the failures of an increasingly mobile society. Only a handful of them (I was beginning to put Stephan Shultz in this second category) had not wanted to be found. Nonetheless, and despite an abundance of acquired skills in this department, finding a single woman on the Champs-Élysées on an early Sunday evening in the first days of September challenged me to the best of my abilities. Or the worst. People do not vanish. They do not disappear. They end up somewhere you aren’t looking. And the trouble with the Champs-Élysées was that there were too many places to look. The place swarmed with tourists; the cafés bulged; the side streets offered the illusion of escape and so were equally as crowded. From my genetic crow’s nest I scanned the horizon over the waves of humanity. In all likelihood, one of these heads was hers. My adrenaline-charged excitement intruded on my patience—a prerequisite for this type of work on which I typically prided myself. My eyes wouldn’t settle long enough on any one spot to articulate judgment. They skipped across the surface like a flat stone hurled across the water—randomly, and with a life of their own. Panic prevailed where usually I could maintain control. There is a science to such situations that dictates the creation of search quadrants on the outermost fringes, and requires an organized progression through the ranks of people. Thus one contains what or who is about to escape. But such systems are valueless to eyes fueled by emotion rather than logic. I had no thoughts of sector sequencing or divisional proportions. I had the poignant memories of happiness to battle. I had the palpable reality of her skin against mine, of her wine-scented breath laughing from across the pillow.


I had an erection.


In the middle of a million strangers, in the midst of an anxiety attack measurable on the Richter scale, I found myself engorged with an unbridled desire—a physical, undeniable desire—to be reunited with my soul mate. I was in love.





Chapter 3



For two days I wandered Paris in a stupor. I had no idea where I was going or why I had come here in the first place, only the memory of a face and a repeated series of failed attempts to match it with a living, breathing woman. I tried a dozen of the more fashionable hotels, and although she could afford them, it occurred to me at some point that they were not her style. She would be down a narrow street in a room with a view. Her hotel would have the finest patio garden in all the city. The room would have exposed beams and a wrought-iron bed that squeaked if you made love too passionately. It would have lace curtains and a deep bath, no TV, perhaps not even a phone, and no one in the place would speak English.


I would never find her. This I began to believe by the end of the second day, soaked through as I was by an afternoon rain shower, discouraged and hungry. I had slipped back into my swamp of hallucination and fantasy where every woman I passed took on her features in reflection. I saw her through shop windows, across the street. I saw her hailing a cab and blurring past on the Metro while I stood, stationary, on the platform. That any human being could be so single-minded as I was for those two days would confound even the most highly acclaimed experts. I suffered from a singular psychology: monism. Finding Nicole meant everything. Food, shelter, sleep—these were for those without purpose. On four separate occasions, I returned to that very crosswalk where I had first spotted her. I allowed the same stream of humanity to rush past me, me a full head higher. I sifted them as I had previously sifted my ideas—by weight, shape, and importance.


Numb, blind even, I wandered nomadically through the city sights on a private pilgrimage. I was the returned war veteran in shock: I drew looks of concern, consternation, and outright fear. The Parisians shouted what had to be insults. Even a man I interrupted as he peed against a building found me frightening enough to zip himself up and hurry away. Several messages went unanswered. When the manager of the hotel showed up at my room with a doctor in tow, I knew I had trouble.


I was examined, fed some soup, and put to bed. Two hours later, I sneaked out the back door and continued my search.


In our brief time together, I had infused Nicole with a love of bird watching and jazz. Concept or reality, I firmly believed her enthusiasm genuine, and so I thought I might find her in Birdland, a jazz club named for Charlie Parker. My clothes were fresh, but my appearance, hardly. In a jazz club, I fit right in.


Birdland was divided into two clubs, alto and tenor—upstairs and down—both with live bands. The restaurant was downstairs. And tonight, Scott Hamilton: one of the best in the Ben Webster school of tenor sax. Scott is an American, and I had met him once, a long time ago, in Providence before he had hit the big time, and before I had fallen short. His playing charged the room. You couldn’t have gotten more people in the club with a shoe horn, not with all the olive oil in Italy. Just standing there was a two-pack-a-day habit. A busty waitress in a micro skirt squirted through the horde with a steaming pizza hoisted overhead. We were briefly intimate—that pizza and I. An air traffic controller would have put my face and that pepperoni pie as a “near miss.”


A benefit of height is that you never long for a better seat. I was standing, but it’s all the same thing. I was alone, up in the smoke belt, the upper atmosphere of the cave like club where my only obstacles were the funnel lamps and the “sortie” signs. I drank a dark rum and tonic and saw God—I needed more food in me before I tried that again. A sweaty girl of eighteen, wearing bicycle shorts and a halter top, somehow ended up straddling my leg from the side. She was even hotter where her legs met, and if she started pedaling I was in trouble. She dismounted, as embarrassed as I was, and punched her way across to a table.


She sat down next to Adrian Pascale. Seeing him, I recalled the section of his CD collection devoted to jazz. By the look of him, he’d been drowning his sorrows, perhaps over the loss of his piano. The woman who had accidentally humped my thigh was his companion. She placed a beer in front of him and took the chair he had been defending. She stuck her beer bottle under the halter top and held it between her breasts. If you believed her face, that felt pretty damn good.


I navigated a route toward their table, elbowing my way through the crowd. Scott soared through a ballad, which helped everyone relax. If it had been a swing tune, I never would have made it.


I reached Pascale’s table, but he didn’t notice me; his full attention seemed to be on this young woman’s casual and revealing efforts to cool her chest. I had the better view from above.


When the ballad finished, Scott took a break and everyone seemed to move at once. I shouted down, “Bonsoir, Monsieur Pascale.”


He peered around for the source of the greeting, found me, and looked blank.


“Chris Klick,” I said. “Stephan Shultz.”


He nodded, but I could see he still didn’t remember me. His teenybopper looked up and smiled. She withdrew the bottle and allowed the halter top to hold her snugly again, but by then I knew her intimately. Her smile grew wider. “Bonsoir,” she responded. Pascale looked at me again and tried to place me.


I reintroduced myself, “Chris Klick. Your apartment. I’m looking for Shultz.”


He nodded. I was pretty sure it registered. I squatted alongside the woman with a view of Pascale.


I had a headache and still suffered from my two days of disorientation. The rum made the room louder. I found it hard to concentrate. Stephan Shultz and his bedroom melodrama didn’t stand up well next to the thought Nicole was somewhere in this city. Or had she left? That possibility was so unbearable that I ruled it out completely. A couple of postcards is all I had had in the past two years. And then a thought struck me like a thunderbolt—what if she had seen me that afternoon on the Champs-Élysées? What if she had deliberately run away?


They were both staring at me.


“They take your piano too?” the bimbo asked.


“Mr. Klick is looking for a person, not a piano,” Pascale informed her, speaking English for my benefit. “It is not going so good, I will assume,” he said to me.


“Not well at all,” I confirmed, thinking only of Nicole.


“You have come here to find me?”


“Someone else,” I told him. But to look at him he didn’t believe me.


“A woman,” the bicycle enthusiast proclaimed, drilling me with her eyes. She was no bimbo. You look a person directly in the eye, and you know. She introduced herself as Ami. We shook hands lightly. Hers was cold, from the beer. Her eyes were a smoky gray with hard black outer rings and large absorbent pupils. “An important woman,” she qualified in a throaty voice.


I said to Pascale, “There are men looking for Shultz. Have they contacted you?”


“Stephan Shultz?” Ami said, incredulous. “You know Stephan Shultz?”


“Would I tell them anything?” Pascale asked, shaking his head. “These men were twigs,” he said.


“Thugs,” I corrected.


“The wife, she is to want only the money. Only the money.” His face went apoplectic. He looked quickly away and in doing so announced his slip.


“The money?” I inquired.


“What money?” echoed Ami. “The Stephan Shultz?”


Pascale displayed the shifting eyes of a mind busy in damage control—his imagination was hard at work assembling a believable story line to feed me. Thankfully, I had experienced such tactics often enough that I could move a square ahead while he was busy fitting pegs in holes.


To me, the royalty money owed Shultz was “the money.” But Pascale was talking about Shultz’s wife. Her pursuit of her husband was not about love. “A woman scorned,” was one thing. Scorned and broke was another. Jealousy combined with poverty is a dangerous combination.


“He took money from his wife?” I asked. “Cleaned out the accounts?”


Pascale shrugged. He looked a little too drunk to trust.


I tried again. “That is why she’s after him? The money, not the running away?”


“Why should I talk to you? Why don’t you go away?”


“Why don’t I buy the next round?” I offered.


“So stay if you like.”


“Shultz recorded here in Paris recently,” I said, looking for any kind of response, but not picking up much.


“Did he?”


“You could get your piano back,” I told him.


His eyes cleared noticeably. He studied me distrustfully. “My piano?” he asked. “How?” A drowning man reaching for the piece of driftwood.


“The name of the studio where he recorded,” I suggested.


“I could do that,” he sounded surprised.


“I’ll pay the back rent.”


“You call me tomorrow,” he said, blinking furiously, trying to quell the double vision.


I said to her, “Will you remind him of this, please?”


“You think I’d forget my piano?” he asked me. But I checked with her; she was far more clear-minded. She nodded and smiled sympathetically.


I left some francs for the next round. I had lost my thirst. Nicole had come back to haunt me. From her, there was no escape.





Chapter 4



To my surprise, Pascale came through.


The studio’s address was a long Metro ride from the center of the city. The air smelled of fall, of burning leaves. As in so much of the city, no structure stood over four stories, lending a sense of town, of community.


I walked through an open market where small stalls, manned by men and women with weathered, expressive faces, offered up everything from live birds to Duracell batteries. I bought some postcards and an apple so hard and tangy that I returned and bought two more and ate them both. I finished up lunch with fifty grams of goat’s cheese and a baguette. The French make the best cheese in the world. I was going to have to increase the length of my morning runs.


Opera poured out of an open window where an old woman looked down at me with cataract eyes. I called out the address to her. She pointed right and signaled a right turn.


After four attempts, I found the studio down a narrow lane of cobblestone. From the outside it looked like a warehouse front from an earlier century. The inside included a full sound stage with three grand pianos, a dubbing room, and an engineering room teeming with the latest digital equipment. There were five chain-smokers at the controls. They spoke pidgin English, but far better than I spoke my pidgin French. They were in the process of mixing what sounded like a jingle. Two of them, it turned out, were clients.


When I mentioned Stephan Shultz, a fat one pointed to a previous date on a calendar. The recording session had taken one day, the mixing, three more. Shultz had conducted a large orchestral piece. An original piece.


The room swam in smoke and reeked of burned coffee. Two of them continued mixing. If my translation was correct, they had recorded an advertising jingle for a toilet bowl cleaner. They treated the mix as if it were Brahms.


“Stephan Shultz,” I repeated, just to make sure we understood one another.


The fat one, a man named Henri, nodded vigorously.


“A woman with Shultz?” I asked.


He nodded. “Mon dieu!” he said. I only caught pieces of what followed. “So young, no? She trouble for him. All men like this girl, yes? Very pretty. Very sexy.”


“She flirts?” I asked.


He smiled and shrugged, not understanding.


“Lolita,” I said.


“Yes, yes,” he agreed.


“Where is Shultz now?” I tried.


He shook his head no.


“The composer?”


“David Thompson,” he said.


“The American composer?” I asked.


“Thought he was a Brit,” Henri said. “The two are close friends. This much is obvious.”


“Thompson was the composer,” I said, pointing to the studio monitors to clarify. “Shultz, the conductor.”


Henri grinned. “Of course!”


“Where is Thompson now?” I asked.


“London, I assume. Where else?”


London. This came as a relief to me. Since seeing Nicole I had begun to dislike Paris for hiding her from me. I needed to get away from the city or else I was doomed to keep looking around every street corner for her. London. I liked the sound of that.


“An address for Thompson?” I asked.


“Yes.” Henri led me into a cluttered office and dug through a Rolodex. He had a phone number, but told me it was a service. The London address was in Knightsbridge.


I thanked him for his efforts. He gave me a cassette tape that had been recorded in his studio, and a business card.





Chapter 5



The woman was a stranger to me. She waited in the hotel’s small sitting room reading a paperback. My proprietress directed me there and headed off to bring us some tea. When you’re six-foot-four, you don’t enter a room quietly no matter how little noise you make.


She looked up and set the book down, marking her page. She had long nails and soft hands. Her tan was Hamptons dark. Her bleached-white teeth, with their perfect bite, reminded me of a toothpaste ad. I wondered how long it took her to ready herself in the morning—she had the look of a record-setter. Every hair was in place, every piece of clothing pressed and starched. She had money written all over her. “Mrs. Shultz,” I tried, hoping to surprise her with my insight.


“The point is,” she began, as if we’d been negotiating for the last hour, “we both want the same thing—to find Stephan.” She glanced up at me. “You’re not going to stand there the whole time, are you? Why are tall men always so…” She couldn’t find the word.


I interrupted. “We have different motives,” I told her. “You want to take money from him, and I want to give money to him.”


“Yes, well have you thought about giving it to me instead?”


“I wouldn’t mind, but I need your husband’s signature.”


“I could forge it.” She was only half kidding.


“You’ve hired people to find him. They talked to Adrian Pascale and to Allison Star’s roommate. They’re making my job more difficult. People don’t like them.”


“You don’t mind me saying so,” she said, “you look as if you could use some help.”


“Pigmented contacts have the same effect on me.” My wandering around in search of Nicole had taken its toll. I wasn’t in a mood to apologize. “What if I promised to let you know where he is the minute he’s signed my papers?”


“No good. What he took is legally mine. Every penny. And I’m getting it back.”


I didn’t believe that Shultz would walk away from that kind of money—unless he thought it was bait intended to trap him. “You’d be smarter to call off your dogs and let your husband burn himself out. He’ll come back on hands and knees.”


“He’ll come back in leg irons,” she corrected. “I don’t want him back. I want the money he stole.”


“Your money?”


“Family money, Mr. Klick. My family’s money. Money protected by a pre-nuptial. Stephan spends much more than he earns.”


“I’m sorry,” I said, “but don’t maestros command considerable fees?”


“Only those who have a home, and Stephan lost his. He has a reputation as a drinker. St. Louis passed. Seattle. San Diego. The only money for him is in composing for film—and he needs to be in LA right now for that. He’s a drunk, Mr. Klick… and a thief!”


“I need his signature.”


“I’ve lost a husband to a tart with an overactive F clef and a tightly strung bow who is apparently willing to accept an older man’s seed for the hope of climbing the international concert ladder. I intend to recover what is legally mine regardless of where Stephan’s mid-life crisis and his drinking habits take him. He cleaned out everything that wasn’t nailed down—over three hundred thousand dollars in cash including a line-of-credit. Electronic transfers, forged signatures—the man’s a thief. At present, I’m living off of credit cards and the charity of a few close friends while he’s burning through my liquidity. It’s an embarrassing, uncomfortable, and compromising situation. The sooner it’s over the better.”
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