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For Soledad



– Part One –


A violent act is an epicenter; it shakes everyone within reach and creates other stories, cracks open the earth and reveals buried secrets.

—Sarah Perry
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A young girl in a dress. She’s ten or eleven. I’m observing her, and at the same time, I am her. She holds a pair of scissors. An older, balding man with round glasses and a bow tie stands at her side. Both of them are looking down at a wire, a thick, taut, mercury silver wire. It’s wrapped around the girl’s ankles. She leans over and cuts it with the scissors. Although the older man does nothing to prevent it, the implication is that by cutting the wire she has done something wrong.

She runs out of a house. It’s my maternal grandfather’s home on Woodycrest Avenue in the Highbridge section of the Bronx, a brown, cedar-shingled, three-story house with yellow window frames. Terrified, she/I runs down the gray wooden front stairs and heads north. She/I is still holding the scissors, but now they’re in two pieces, like kitchen shears that come apart, like two knives.

The terror comes from the fear someone is going to emerge from the house and pursue me. I’m trying to get to the corner and disappear before anyone can see where I’m going. I run along the sidewalk passing other, smaller houses. Each one has four cement steps and a narrow yard. Just as I reach West 165th Street and am about to go down toward Anderson Avenue, I wake up.
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The panic persisted for a few seconds until relief took its place. I was in my apartment on the Ile Saint-Louis—far, thank god, from the Bronx. Spring rain pitter-pattered on the panes of the tall, partly opened windows. The bedroom looked down at a cobblestone courtyard and a small fountain. I could hear the rain falling into it. Soothing sounds. It was the eighteenth of April, the day my mother died half a century ago, and the day my wife died, five springs past.

Why was I a young girl in the dream? Who was the balding man in the bow tie? Why did I escape by taking the long way? If I’d gone south on Woodycrest Avenue instead, there would only have been a single house between my grandfather’s and the corner of West 164th Street. What were the wire and the scissor-knives all about?

I got up. I showered and dressed. I went out with an umbrella and got a baguette at La Boulangerie on the Rue Saint-Louis en L’île, and bought the papers at the Tabac and then some freshly squeezed orange juice at Les Vergers on the Rue des Deux Ponts. These and a handful of other establishments, French to the core, continued to provide the island with authenticity, bulwarks against a tide of otherwise commercial ventures aimed at tourists. I came back to the apartment along the Quai de Bethune and made breakfast. When the sun emerged, I opened all the banquette to ceiling window-doors in the living room facing the river, pulled up one of the heavy armchairs to take in the view, and sat down with my laptop.

A barge went by, then the day’s first tour boat. I couldn’t work. The dream wouldn’t let me. Why that house? Embodying the young girl, what had I done wrong? It seemed all I’d done by cutting the wire was to free her, free myself.

The grandfather who owned the house was known to many as “the Judge.” He had earned a small fortune in liquor distribution, and due to a large red nose, an ironclad liver, and dainty taste buds, he developed a knack for classifying whiskies. The skill had earned him the nickname. But given the context of the dream, the word “judge” probably reverted to its more legalistic meaning.

Years of analysis during my third decade had convinced me to accept the premise that, being prey to magical thinking and raised within a family averse to explanation, I blamed myself for my mother’s death. She died of cancer when I was six years old. She had grown up in that house, had celebrated her marriage to my father there. After she died, I spent many nights sleeping in the room that had once been hers. So all of that was in play.

But there was something else. I could feel it.
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The Judge married young and had four children: a son who came nine months after the wedding, whom everyone called Paddy; then, years later, my mother, Aunt Moira, and my Aunt Jane. Paddy moved away and never married, Moira and my mother did marry, and Jane stayed home, single and stylish, taking care of her father. After my mother died, she took care of me for a time as well. I sent her a letter once expressing curiosity about what their mother had been like, a woman who had died long before I was born. Her reply, posted from a retirement home in East Hampton, was unexpectedly frank. I carried it around for years afterward, unaware that it contained clues. This is what it said.


Dear Shaun,

My mother, your grandmother, Elizabeth Monaghan, was born in 1886. Her father was born in Galway. Her mother was a good little Protestant girl from Onsala, Sweden. The Monaghans were gentle folk, very soft spoken and quiet. Grandpa worked in insurance and spent his final years in Riverdale. He was deaf by then but could read lips beautifully.

Mom was much like your mother. Good humor, easygoing, preferred peace to bickering. But soon after I was born, she went through a rocky time with the Judge, became depressed, and developed a drinking problem. In 1916 she died of pneumonia in a rehab hospital. Your mother was ten and I was eight years old.

Your father and your mom grew up around the corner from each other. He and Paddy played together and your father’s father, Grandpa Kerry, umpired their baseball games. Your parents didn’t start dating until your mother was attending Teacher’s College at Columbia University and your dad was in law school. They were married at Sacred Heart and the reception was at the house on Woodycrest Avenue. The Judge had a tent erected in the back yard, with a walkway constructed to connect to the dining room. The furniture was removed and there were flowers everywhere. It was lovely.

Your parents tried to have a child for twelve years. By the time you came along your mother had suffered many miscarriages. She took ill after you were born, and you were cared for by a nurse the first few months of your life. She was diagnosed with an ulcerated colon and treated with Sulphur, which was a new medicine. She was also advised not to have more babies.

Before you were born your parents lived at Nana’s house at 1075 Ogden Avenue. I used to stop by every afternoon. I was at Mount St. Mary’s then. After you were born, they moved to Undercliff Avenue. The summers in Southampton were special at Fair Lea and by then we had joined the Beach Club. Years later your mother complained of feeling lousy off and on. The doctor thought she was probably pregnant again but having experienced six pregnancies she didn’t agree. The rabbit test was negative, and the doctor decided on an exploratory. Ovarian cancer was the immediate problem and the possibility of a damaged liver. That was in October.

In December she was admitted to St. Vincent’s in Manhattan. When they operated, they saw the main artery to  the heart was involved. About all that could be done in those days was to insert a drain to the liver. It was before the transplants were invented. A cousin of your dad’s stayed with you for the last couple of weeks while your mother was at home. She returned to the hospital about the 10th of April and died on the 18th. You stayed with Aunt Moira in Parkchester during the last week of your mother’s illness and returned home after the funeral.

Love,

Aunt Jane
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For a long time, I played down my upbringing in the Bronx. It was a topic I avoided. I clung to the fact that my actual birth took place in Manhattan and that my mother and I went directly from the hospital to Southampton, Long Island. For my first thirteen summers the Judge and my father rented big houses near the beach. When Dad married again, Caro, his new wife, had her own house, an enormous “cottage” behind the dunes of Water Mill. I spent every June, July, and August I can remember at the Southampton Beach Club. But until my father remarried, I lived each fall, winter, and spring in the Bronx.

Irish and raised on Ogden Avenue, Dad became the borough’s district attorney. His office was in the Bronx County Courthouse, which bordered the Grand Concourse across from Joyce Kilmer Park. I went to a Catholic school at the park’s northern edge and was driven there each morning until the fifth grade by my father’s chauffeur, a man named Gino Colossi who worked part-time cutting hair at his family barbershop that was also on Ogden Avenue.

After school I’d walk through the park to the courthouse and wait for Dad to finish his day. I’d do my homework at a desk next to his secretary, an elegant African American woman who lived in Harlem. She had beautiful hands and tried to teach me stenography, with little success. You could see the infield of Yankee Stadium out the window. Criminals in handcuffs paraded through the office regularly. The detectives adopted me as a mascot, fingerprinting me and showing me holding cells.

Dad was a friend of John F. Kennedy, Joe DiMaggio, and Gary Cooper. He also hung out with prizefighters, showgirls, and lawyers who defended gangsters. Sometimes before going to school I’d have breakfast with him at a coffee shop that had a soda fountain, tables and booths, and a brown stamped-tin ceiling. There was a wooden phone booth in the back. New York Yankees also breakfasted there before day games, which were the norm then and which my father always found time to attend, regardless of work. It was a place frequented by men: politicians, cops, detectives, lawyers, reporters, and ball players. I remember thick white plates of eggs, fried kidneys, hash browns, and bacon, mugs of coffee with spoons sticking out of them, guys with wide ties that stopped well short of their belt line, ruddy waiters behind the bar with long aprons. It was a place imbued with Irish testosterone, filled with weapons secured in scuffed leather holsters, briefcases with fading initials, thick-soled cordovan shoes, and university rings; men thickly built but light on their feet.

My school days were spent in fear of the Irish Christian Brothers, who taught me how to read and how to tell time. Whenever I made a mistake, they hit me on the hand with a leather strap or a ruler. When I did something that pleased them, they gave me holy cards. After school I played with toy soldiers, knights, and damsels in distress, watched TV, and was shuttled back and forth between the Judge’s house and our apartment. And there were afternoons when I rode around the city in Gino Colossi’s black Chrysler Imperial that smelled of White Owl cigars despite a sticky pine thing that hung from one of the radio knobs.

But the summers were different. Long before I was born, the Judge befriended Thomas Cuddihy. The Cuddihys were rich and one of the few Catholic members of the Southampton Beach Club. When I was three Mr. Cuddihy died and the Judge got close to his widow. She endorsed the Judge’s entry to the Beach Club, and we became members as well. The Judge and my parents rarely went there. Along with Mrs. Cuddihy and the rest of the older Cuddihy generation, they preferred their own beach between Old Town Road and Phillips Pond. But I went to the Beach Club on my bike every day of every summer. I had lunch there. I swam in the ocean there. I swam in the pool. I played tennis with my summer friends on the grass courts at the Meadow Club up the road. Then when Dad married Caro, years after my mother’s death, the Bronx was left behind. We moved from Undercliff Avenue in Highbridge into Caro’s Fifth Avenue duplex facing Central Park. My father resigned his post and entered a law firm near Wall Street and worked there until he died.

But no matter what country or city I lived in afterward, the old neighborhood in the Bronx returned in my dreams. The dream that disturbed me in Paris that morning was not unusual in this regard. Given the date, perhaps the cutting of the wire was some sort of attempt to escape the guilt I felt about my mother’s death, the fear I felt of being discovered and accused, the guilt and fear compounded by the relief I felt when my wife died after months of illness.
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I’d recently finished reading Patrick Modiano’s Dora Bruder. Perhaps the girl in the dream came from there. But Dora was an orphaned adolescent, and the girl I’d been in the dream was no older than eleven. I googled Woodycrest Avenue. What came up first was the gothic orphanage down the hill from the Judge’s house, a creepy place I’d walked by countless times as a child. So that was one for Dora.

Then I remembered that as I was getting ready for bed the night before, I had heard a siren, a Paris siren, a sound I always associated with Nazis because I first heard it watching George Stevens’s movie version of The Diary of Anne Frank. Was the young girl in the dress Anne Frank, waiting for the Nazis to grab her? The bald man with the round glasses and bow tie in the dream was a dead ringer for Ed Wynn, who interpreted the role of Mr. Düssel.

I thought about the scissors. Though they came apart like kitchen shears, they were actually more akin to the kind of scissors barbers use. In the context of my Bronx childhood, this led to a single source— Gino Colossi. He was practically considered family, a dapper little man with a pencil mustache who often told me I’d forget him one day, a prediction pretty much borne out until that morning.

On a lark, I googled “Colossi Barbershop.” Only a few entries surfaced, but two caught my eye immediately. One actually included the name: Luigino Colossi. I clicked on it and found myself in the midst of a transcript of a murder trial in which Luigino Colossi had been a witness. But when I saw the trial date, 1916, I realized it must have been my Gino’s father. There was also an eBay result, offering a 1934 photo of the barbershop. Seeing it there on my screen in the Paris apartment was unsettling. I recognized a very young version of the Gino I’d known, standing next to his namesake and brothers.

[image: image]

Then I googled the trial. Moments later I had a pdf of the whole thing. Instinct told me not to read it.

4:10 p.m. Trial Resumed

Luigino N. Colossi called as a witness on behalf of the People, being first duly sworn, testifies as follows:


“I am a barber, at 1066 Ogden Avenue, Highbridge. I have been in business there for thirty years. I remember the night of June 6, 1916, the night the body of Ingrid Anderson was found in the cellar of 1077. About 7:30 p.m. that night I was standing in front of my barbershop. I saw MacBride there. He came up to me and said, ‘Gino, please lend me ten cents.’ I said, ‘Don’t be shaming yourself asking me for ten cents. I have five children and a sick wife in the house. Why don’t you have ten cents in your pocket?’ I had been in the habit of lending him five and ten cents before that and he did not return it so well. I next saw him at the police station because I was called down there to testify to such things as I testify now.”



I’d never met Gino’s father. He died long before I was born. Nevertheless, I was riveted by the testimony. The trial went on.


“I am Albert Boulder, the janitor of the premises 1075 and 1077 Ogden Avenue. This is at Highbridge, in the borough of the Bronx, in the County of New York. I have been janitor there for fifteen years. They are double tenement houses, five stories each, with ten families in each house. Under these houses there are basements. In that basement there are storerooms. The janitor’s apartment is also on that floor that connects both houses and there is an entrance to my apartment from both the houses.

“I know the family of Mrs. and Mr. Anderson. They lived in 1075. I also know a family named Conlan. They lived in 1077 on the third floor. I know the defendant. He lived with the Conlans. The Andersons lived on the third-floor rear of 1075.

“I remember the day and night of June 6, 1916. I had heard about the Anderson girl being missing. I went down to the cellar to fix the hot water heater around ten. Something attracted my attention. The door to the coal room was open about five inches. I saw part of a shoe. When I opened the door, I saw the child lying there partly covered with an old quilt that belonged to me and which I stored there. The covering came down to the breast. The lower part of her body and legs were uncovered. The head had been shoved between the stove and the wall, and that left the legs hanging together, but crossways to the door. I did not remove the covering at the time. I ran out and told my wife and Mrs. Buckley. She was on the 1075 stoop. She is one of the tenants and lives in 1075. Then I went over to the firehouse across the street to telephone the police.”
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I was interrupted at this point by a phone call from Shanghai. It was a German woman I had dated earlier that year. She was coming back to Paris and hoped to see me again. She was lovely to look at but devoted to international finance—I’d found her more taxing to talk to than I had originally hoped when I first approached her at a gallery opening. I made excuses, trying to be as friendly as I could, and then I went right back to the transcript.


“I am Dr. Daniel Black. I reside at 1046 Ogden Avenue. I am a physician. I remember the night of June 6, 1916, when I was summoned to 1077 Ogden Avenue. It was about ten o’clock. I went down to the cellar from the street. There were a number of people present, but I can’t remember who they were. I looked into the coal room and saw the body of a child lying on its right side, with its face toward the stove, in between the stove and the wall.

“I removed the quilt and pulled the child’s body out just far enough to listen to its heart. I placed it on its back. I discovered that the child was dead, that there was mucus and saliva and a little blood coming from the nose and mouth, and marks on the throat. There was a large bruise, I think on the left side, just above the larynx, and on the other side there were two or three marks which looked like fingerprints. On the right side of the throat, I saw some marks that looked like the imprint of fingernails.

“I made a further examination of the body and the clothing. I had to lift up the skirt to do so. When I lifted up the skirt, I saw the privates. I only examined the condition of the underclothes. Outside of that I made no examination, although at the time I lifted the skirt, I had that in mind. I did not make a further examination for rape because I did not think it the proper place to do it. The drawers were down far enough to expose the privates. And she had soiled herself—the bowels had moved. It is usual, by death ensuing and the relaxation of the system, that anything in the bowels is exuded. That is almost always the case. After I saw this, I turned the skirt down again, and put the quilt under the body, so that it would not rest on the cellar floor.”

“I am John August Anderson. I reside at 214 West 148th Street. I was born in Sweden. I have been in this country twelve years. I am a metal worker and have been employed by the Consolidated Gas Company for about nine years. I am married. In June 1916, I was living with my wife and family at 1075 Ogden Avenue. At that time, I had two children. My oldest child’s name was Ingrid Anderson. She was eleven years seven months old in June. The younger child’s name is Adranaxa Anderson. He is nine years and seven months old. I lived at that address since March 15, 1916.

“I remember the evening of June 6. I arrived home at ten minutes to seven. My children usually met me as I came up the street. On this evening my children did not meet me. I found the little boy in the kitchen. My wife was home. The little girl was not there.

“After supper I went out to look for the girl. I went around the block, where there are some empty lots, and I looked there. Every place I saw children playing I asked if they had seen the child. At eight I went home again. She was not there. We then went down Ogden Avenue to Central Bridge that cuts across the Harlem River there. There is a park there. We did not find her. Then we went to the house again. We learned nothing there. All the people around were neighbors. None of them had seen her.

“Then I went to the police station. From the station house I went home again, a little after ten. There was a crowd there. I went down into the cellar. The officers and the doctors were down in the cellar. I saw my little girl, Ingrid. The dress was up, and the drawers were down, and she was dead. She had a white dress on and a red sweater.”

“I am John Cupperman, MD. I am a coroner’s physician in the borough of the Bronx. On Friday, June 7, 1916, I performed an autopsy on the body of the child identified to me as Ingrid Anderson, at her residence, 1075 Ogden Avenue, Highbridge.

“The apparent age of the child was ten or eleven years, rather small build, slightly developed, blonde. She was female. We removed the clothing and I examined the body for external evidences of death. The usual evidences of death were there, but in addition to that, there were some marks upon the back of the neck that consisted of bruises. The bruises were of the size and shape such as could have been made by an adult’s hand.

“I opened the body from the chin down to the pubes, that is the point at the pelvic bone; made one incision right through the structures and laid the structures bare. The several structures of the throat I removed in mass, that is the tongue, posterior wall of the pharynx, and the larynx and the trachea, all of the structures of mastication and respiration in the pharynx, and then carefully dissected them apart to observe their relation and any change there was from the normal. The lungs were also removed at the same time, and the heart.

“I found upon examination that the hyoid bone, which is situated at the base of the tongue, had been broken. In my opinion the cause of the breaking of this bone was a traumatism of some kind. The lungs were removed and examined and found to be very much congested and edematous. That means in plain English that the little air vesicles in the lungs were filled up with a watery, serous fluid that exudes from the blood vessels.

“The heart was normal, kidneys normal, all of the organs of the body were normal. I have not the slightest doubt but what her death was caused by strangulation. It would take a period of at least two or three minutes, the very minimum, to cause the condition that I found here, namely this broken bone, these marks on the throat, the condition of the tongue, the blood, the mucus and the mouth and the edema of the lungs.

“I also found evidence of violence with reference to rape. I examined the body for that purpose. The genital organs were not intact and there was evidence of bleeding. I didn’t make a microscopic examination at that time. I looked for that purpose in the genital organs and found disturbing evidence.”







– 7 –

My father, I realized, was born the same year as Ingrid Anderson. A midwife delivered him to the world in the same house where Ingrid lived and died. 1075 Ogden Avenue is near the corner of West 165th Street, the one I ran to in my dream. I was headed for Anderson Avenue when I woke up. Was the girl in my dream Ingrid Anderson? It was difficult to believe.

My father surely knew her and might have played with her. My paternal grandparents, Nana and Pop Kerry, both of them born in Ireland, had stored some of their things in the basement where Ingrid was raped and strangled. They knew the neighbors, the Conlans where this MacBride fellow lived, Mrs. Buckley, and the janitor, Albert Boulder. It was more than likely that Doctor Black was their physician. Their apartment faced the backyard of 1075 and was two stories tall, which is to say, they lived directly under the Andersons.

I knew the house. I had visited it many times. I had slept there. Nana and Pop lived there until they died in the early 1970s. It was near my mother’s house on Woodycrest. How did this grisly murder affect my father and his parents and brothers? The United States had just entered World War I. My mother was young, but surely the case was well known to everyone in the neighborhood. It happened the same year the Judge’s wife died. How had it affected Luigino Colossi Jr.— Gino—who’d driven me to school for so many years? I would have sworn I’d never been told about it. But the dream indicated that I had.

I remembered my father’s parents reading gruesome stories from the newspapers out loud to each other in their thick Irish accents, grisly tales from the Daily News and the Daily Mirror. Maybe they told me about Ingrid. There were many opportunities. I’d sit with them at the kitchen table that was covered with oilcloth, shiny white with little green shamrocks on it, stained with tea mug rings. When I was Ingrid’s age Pop Kerry took me on walks down by the New York Central train tracks that ran along the Bronx side of the Harlem River. Nana would sometimes sequester me in her bedroom to tell me stories about her childhood in County Clare and share her favorite snack of raisins with butter.

It was shocking to read how the Bronx coroner’s physician performed the autopsy in the children’s bedroom while the girl’s parents and little brother sat in the adjacent parlor. It was almost as invasive, indecent, and perverse as the crime that killed her. Removing her clothes, opening her up with his scalpel “from the chin to the pubes,” pulling out her tongue, larynx, and pharynx with a single grasp, then her trachea and lungs, cutting out her heart and kidneys. Where were these severed, glistening organs—or “structures” as he called them—placed? On the bed? A table? On the scuffed wooden floor? There was no bathroom nearby, no scrubbed tiles or rubber gloves, no sterilized aluminum trays. It was June in a building with scant ventilation. I found it appalling.

The testimony referring to the manner of death was equally macabre. Strangulation is always abbreviated in the movies. One becomes accustomed to theatrical shorthand. Reading the declarative sentences of the transcript describing how it would have taken two to three minutes to murder the girl—an eternity for victim and assassin —pressing upon her little throat so intensely that the hyoid bone broke, that the killer’s fingernails left bloody wounds, was revolting. I wondered if he’d done it looking at her face or from behind.

And the father, John August Anderson, had worked for the Consolidated Gas Company. That name sounded familiar. I ran a search and discovered it was basically owned by Thomas E. Cuddihy, my stepmother Caro’s multimillionaire father, the man whose widow got the Judge and my parents into the Beach Club, the head of the Cuddihy-Woodward clan in Southampton that owned almost all the land south of Wickapogue Road. Might there be a connection between the Cuddihys and this grisly murder? The possibility freaked me out.

I scrambled eggs for lunch and remembered something else— and thought it curious I’d forgotten—a book given to me by a friend on my arrival in Paris in January, when my sabbatical started. L’Age d’homme, by Michel Leiris. My friend gave it to me because its final chapter is a rumination inspired by The Raft of the Medusa, the painting by Theodore Géricault that I was writing about. I’d been commissioned to contribute a chapter in a catalog for the Louvre to accompany an exhibition planned for the 200th anniversary of when the painting was first shown there.

I retrieved the book from my bedside table and found the part pertinent to the dream:


One of the earliest memories I have is of the following scene:

I am ten or eleven years old and at school; on the same bench with me is a girl in a gray velvet dress, with long curly blonde hair; we are studying a lesson together in the same Sacred History text. I still see quite clearly the illustration we were looking at; it represented Abraham’s sacrifice; above a kneeling child with clasped hands and exposed throat hovers the patriarch’s arm, wielding an enormous knife, and the old man raises his eyes to heaven, seeking the approval of the wicked God to whom he is sacrificing his son.
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I made an effort to put the entire morbid business of the trial behind me and worked for a couple of hours. Later I rewarded myself with an afternoon walk. If you leave my place and cross the Seine onto the right bank and head northeast toward the Bastille or the Gare de Nord, it’s unsightly. If you cross to the left bank and head east toward the Gare de Austerlitz, you fight your way against racing cars and taxis or hug a drab slice of river. What I mostly did, and had been doing the past few days, was to cross the Pont Marie and head into the Marais.

Though its narrow sidewalks, jammed with pedestrians streaming past expensive boutiques, hip bars, and specialty shops were unfriendly to foot traffic, the generally chic and attractive appearance of almost everyone and everything made up for it. Orthodox Jews also lived in the neighborhood, and there was the Shoah Memorial, the exquisite dimensions of the Place des Vosges, and the noble architecture of the National Archives with its graveled paths and sculpted Last Year at Marienbad fir trees. I mostly went to the Marais to buy wine at the Caves du Marais, then salmon and pasta at the Autour Saumon, or to grab a light lunch at Le Café Suédois across from the little park, the George Cain Square, where young mothers looking like fashion models were inevitably glued to their phones sitting next to thousand-euro baby carriages.

But on that afternoon, I opted for another route. I crossed over the Seine to the Left Bank and took the Rue de Pontoise to the Boulevard Saint-Germain. Then I went up the Boulevard Saint-Michel toward the Luxembourg Gardens. My impressions of the Boulevards Saint-Germain and Saint-Michel had evolved over time. At first, in my teens, they were iconic, literary avenues, romantically imagined before I ever crossed the Atlantic. I envisioned them, inspired by Flaubert’s Sentimental Education, Henry Miller’s Tropic of Capricorn, and Hemingway’s A Moveable Feast, as wide streets that, along with the Tulleries and the Eiffel Tower, evoked a sepia-toned, eroticized Paris. The power of these reveries was such that, even as I first began to walk along them, I continued to see them as I wished. Although brief sections rose to the level of my fabrications—the block encompassing the immutable Café Flore, for instance, and the now tragically extinct La Hune bookstore, or the polychrome architecture of the Saint-Michel fountain and the no-nonsense staff at the Café Le Luxembourg—by my fourth or fifth visit I could no longer maintain any illusions regarding these streets. They were a disappointment. As had happened on the Ile, and to so much of Paris, with the exception of a few restaurants and classic stores managing to hang in there, most of the storefronts on these boulevards had been taken over by high-end franchises and eateries aimed at tourists. I was so used to it by then I hardly noticed. It was simply Paris.

The Luxembourg Gardens, on the other hand, preserved and conserved with old-school Gallic severity, continued to be a reliable and consoling destination.

I’d been drawn to its gardens, a bastion of civilization, since my late teens. The temperature and the light that day were ideal. Everything felt fresh and green from the morning rain. The bronze statue of Pan cheered me. The chestnut trees were in blossom. I sat in one of the chairs, the kind Henry James called “penny chairs,” on the terrace overlooking the grand circular fountain where toy sailboats skimmed about.

I stretched my legs, relaxed, and looked forward to the evening. Unattached for more than a year and disillusioned from what had been an initial spurt of dating that winter, I’d gotten used to savoring my time alone. But a dinner party now and then was much appreciated, and one awaited me a few hours later. My hosts lived two doors down the Quay; perfect for someone like me who was lazy about traversing Paris at night. I didn’t know them that well, they were more friends of friends, but we kept running into each other at the food shops and one thing had led to another. He was a well-known filmmaker from New York, Dirk Salisbury, a sort of uber preppie, married to an heiress from Spain. I wondered what “Dirk” came from, whether it was his real name or stolen from Dirk Bogarde, whom he slightly resembled. I also associated the name with an old-fashioned dagger, an image that suited him. His wife was named Consuelo and they had a young daughter, Lucia, who attended school on the Ile. It was to be an evening of relaxed conversation and good food.
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