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“We have the right to re-create our lives!”

—Anaïs Nin to Tristine Rainer, Los Angeles, 1974
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Author’s Note

I call this book a novoir—a memoir with true characters and actual dialogue, but with the structure and stylistic elements of a novel. It is my story and that of my mentor Anaïs Nin, intertwined as we were, based on her diaries, published and unpublished, and on mine. I have taken liberties with chronology, point of view, and dramatization of events, disguised a few identities, and used novelistic devices to quicken the narrative—but the emotional arc of my complex and intimate relationship with Anaïs is true, as is the story of her life.


CHAPTER 1

Greenwich Village, New York, 1962

WHEN I PRESSED THE BUZZER beneath a card that read Nin-Guiler, it sounded my fate—whether for good or ill, I will here try to resolve. I was pretty much a virgin in every way then, including never having seen saturated gold leaves like those skittering on the sidewalk. Before staying with my godmother for the summer, now almost over, I’d spent my entire seventeen years and eleven months in the boring San Fernando Valley.

As I waited under the awning of Anaïs Nin’s brownstone, I imagined the scalloped leaves at my feet as precious, exotic fans. Forgetting that at eighteen now I was too grown-up to collect leaves from a dirty sidewalk, I scooped up an armful as though grabbing real gold.

“Ahloo? Ahloo?” A high French voice arrested me.

I dropped a handful of leaves to press the intercom. “Are you Anna-ees Nin?” I pronounced her name the way my godmother had instructed when sending me on this errand.

“Oui?”

“Lenore Tawney sent me to get the books you promised her.”

“Who-oo?” Anaïs’s birdsong raised a note at the end.

“Lenore Tawney, the fiber artist? You took a small weaving of hers in exchange for your books and …” Never brought the books, my godmother had groused. Lenore loathed to part with her work except to a few museums. She didn’t trust anyone to care for it as she would.

With a pleasant hum the entry door unlocked, and the elevator opened by itself. As the lift delivered me to the fourth floor, my stomach fluttered with excitement; I was going to meet the “underground novelist” Anaïs Nin. Until the previous day I’d never heard of Anaïs Nin, but my godmother had said that in the 1930s, Nin had hung out with Henry Miller and Lawrence Durrell in Paris. I hadn’t read them either—because they were on a list of banned authors the nuns at Immaculate Heart High had handed out—but I intended to.

The elevator slid open, revealing Anaïs posed at her apartment door like a movie star, a raised arm resting on the mahogany doorframe, one hand on her hip.

“And you are?” She gave me a Cheshire grin, nothing like a movie star’s. Her teeth were slightly bucked, like a little girl’s, yet long, and their color hinted she was older than she otherwise appeared. (She was then sixty.) The effect was that she seemed all ages at once. When she composed her face, it was hauntingly familiar: beautiful and mysterious like a geisha’s with kohl-rimmed eyes and high-peaked, penciled lips. Her fitted sheath dress showed off a figure as girlish as mine.

“I’m Lenore Tawney’s goddaughter,” I said. “I’m staying at her loft. She went to Monhegan for the weekend …”

“What is your name?” Anaïs’s turquoise eyes flashed like sunlight on water.

I told her and she repeated it, rolling the “r” in the back of her throat and chiming the “teenne” on her palette: “Trchrriss-teennne.” I thrilled to the sound of my name in her mouth. She grinned again, revealing pink upper gums. “Are those beautiful Maidenhair leaves for me?”

Suddenly I was aware I was still clutching the pile of leaves to my chest. I glanced back at a trail of them on the hall’s oriental runner. “Oh, I’m sorry. I … Would you like them?” I thrust the leaves forward, more falling.

“Follow me,” she said, her smile so encouraging I would have followed her anywhere.

We entered a softly lit hallway through which I saw straight ahead to a living room, where people in evening clothes sipped martinis. Anaïs ducked left into a small kitchen, and I followed.

A dark-skinned, slender woman, whom I later learned was Haitian, rose from her reading chair smoothing her cotton skirt, printed with dancing salamanders.

“Millie Fredericks, this is Tristine …” Anaïs looked at me, stricken. “I am so sorry, I don’t have your surname.”

She made me spell it and then cried, “Like my friend, the actress Luise Rainer!” Only Anaïs pronounced it, “Rriiiner.” She lowered her voice as if sharing a confidence. “Luise was an intimate friend of mine when she was married to Clifford Odets. I put them in my diary. Are you related to her?” She lifted my chin gently with her manicured fingers. “You have the same beautiful, almond-shaped eyes.”

Unused to compliments, I blurted, “I’m not related to anyone important.” Anaïs looked so disappointed, I jumped to add, “Except my godmother, I guess, though we’re not blood related.”

“Certainly, your godmother! Tawney is a genuine artist. So pure!”

There was an involuntary quiver in my voice when I said, “My godmother told me that you write a diary.”

“Do you keep a diary?” Anaïs gave me her extraordinary smile of approval.

I nodded. I felt transparent, but also, as never before, completely accepted, completely safe. Growing up, I’d been a misfit in Southern California, neither blond nor cheerful, constantly accused of having my head in a book or in the clouds, and usually dressed in ill-fitting hand-me-downs since my father split. But Anaïs’s smile said: I understand you as you always hoped to be understood; I see your great specialness as you have always dreamt of being seen.

“One afternoon we will have a long talk about our diaries!” She beamed.

I nodded so vigorously that more leaves fell to the floor. Anaïs laughed gaily, speaking in French with Millie, but seeing my incomprehension, changed back to English. “We’re looking for a crrrystal bowl.”

Millie produced one from a cabinet and told me, “Hon, why don’t you dump those leaves in the sink?”

I did so and saw they had soiled the front of my pink shirtwaist dress, which I had bought for starting college in the fall with my waitressing tips. Without a word, Millie took a cloth and dabbed at the spots. Then she dusted each leaf before handing it to Anaïs. We oohed and ahhed as Millie presented each gold-specked fan and Anaïs arranged them in the bowl.

Waving one flirtatiously, Anaïs said, “Do you think it’s a coincidence we call these leaves maidenhair, while the Chinese, who call it gingko, consider it an aphrodisiac?”

She must have noticed my blush for she gave me another gummy smile as she picked up the artistically filled bowl and instructed me to follow her into the living room. She carried the bowl high over her head like a temple priestess.

“I want you all to meet my new friend, Tristine Rainer.” Anaïs set the bowl of leaves on a table inlaid with Moroccan tiles. “She has brought us poetry from the street!”

The four people in the living room exclaimed and clapped. I felt as exalted as when I’d been applauded as the lead in my high school plays.

A jowled, sixtyish woman with lacquered bouffant hair intoned in a deep voice, “Street poetry is my kind of poetry.”

“This is Caresse Crosby.” Anaïs smiled at me. “She is the founder of Black Sun Press. Caresse, and her deceased husband Harry, published D. H. Lawrence, James Joyce, Hemingway, and Henry Miller before anyone else would take a chance on them.”

I had to keep myself from curtsying. “I’m so honored to meet you!”

I followed Anaïs as she glided over to the older and taller of the two men in the room. “And this handsome man is my husband, Hugo Guiler.” She put her arm around his trim waist as he gave her shoulders a squeeze.

I said, “But your last name is Nin.”

Her laughter tinkled. “Nin is my professional name. My nom de plume.”

“Of course.” I flushed over my naiveté.

With the soulful mien and aristocratic bearing of a greyhound, Hugo lowered his narrow, angular head and asked if I’d like a martini, even though I was a teenager and looked like one.

Then, with a kiss to Anaïs’s forehead, he strode into the kitchen.

Anaïs took me by the hand and introduced me to Jean-Jacques, a short, wiry man in his thirties, expensively dressed. Though I later noticed that his French accent was heavier than hers, he used slang Americanisms with no accent at all. “How ya doin?”

He reached for my hand as if to shake it but instead kissed the top, lingering so that I felt the air from his Gallic nose tickle my skin. He and Anaïs joked in French while he held onto my hand, and I cursed myself for having elected Spanish in high school.

Hugo returned with Millie, who had put on a white, scalloped pinafore over her colorful dress. She carried a tray balancing a martini glass filled to the brim. Everyone watched as I lifted the glass it by its narrow stem, trying not to spill it. Successfully! Almost.

Hugo rescued me from my embarrassment. “Caresse was telling us about her efforts to start a women’s world peace organization.”

“Her greatest invention since the bra!” Anaïs exclaimed. “And both inventions are custom-fitted for women.”

I didn’t know what she was talking about then but later learned that Caresse Crosby, as a socialite in her early twenties, had invented and patented the first brassiere.

Caresse lifted her large head from the mauve settee. “My organization, Women of the World Against War, denounces war as mass murder.”

“Say the point I like about individualism,” Anaïs prompted.

“We will guard our individualism and feminine qualities and use them for good!”

With his heavy accent, Jean-Jacques volunteered, “Aahving no feminine qualities, I will just aahve to be bad.”

“So that’s your excuse.” Anaïs’s laugh jingled.

Anaïs, Hugo, Caresse, and Jean-Jacques continued their good-humored banter, looping from experimental music and off-Broadway theater to Bette Davis’s performance in All About Eve, to Marilyn Monroe’s death the previous week. As I was thinking how inconceivable Marilyn’s suicide was, given she was famous and had everything I wanted, they segued to Hemingway’s suicide the year before. Anaïs said that the way Hemingway had written—by denying all feeling—had predicted his end.

I sat spellbound by Anaïs and Hugo and their guests, whose speech and gestures seemed to be from the black-and-white movies I’d watched on TV over long summer afternoons. Anaïs especially, with her delicate skin, bowed lips, and arched brows, had the glamour of a 1930s ingénue. Her every movement flowed as if there were a camera always on her. I’d studied the mannerisms of those beautiful people, who lived in mansions with balustraded stairways, chandeliered drawing rooms, and carts with ice and crystal liquor bottles from which to prepare cocktails. They were always going to or giving parties, falling in or out of love, and confiding their indiscretions to a doting maid. To a latchkey kid in front of her TV, it looked like an idyllic life.

Now I felt as if I had walked onto the set of one of those old films, which was thrilling but also terrifying, because—as in one of my recurring nightmares where I’d been cast in a play but never learned my lines—I was afraid of saying the wrong thing and ruining the show.

For the moment, though, I wasn’t called upon to deliver any lines. Everyone’s attention was on Anaïs. She was talking about Henry Miller’s novels.

“Henry’s genital obsession is part of American realism. I’m more interested in the atmosphere of love in my novels, in sensuality, which for me is everywhere; a shrub can be erotic at twilight, the lines of an Eames chair, the moan of a sax from a curtainless window, the hiss of sprinklers in the morning, the way my husband refolds his Wall Street Journal.” She glanced affectionately at Hugo.

I had never heard a woman speak that way, precisely and boldly, but also musically, and I agreed with her. I didn’t even want to go all the way with the boys I dated. I was happy just making out with them for hours. And I, like she, found sensuality everywhere, especially here in her apartment with its rosy, flattering lamplight and her carpets and furniture that seemed out of The Arabian Nights.

“It’s time to get going,” Hugo announced.

Millie reappeared, having removed her pinafore and now wearing dangling, seed pearl earrings.

Hugo looked down at me from his height. “We’re going dancing in Harlem. You should come.”

“Oh, I couldn’t crash your party,” I replied.

“Nonsense, come along,” Hugo said. “We’ll look after you. I’ve ordered a car.”

“There won’t be room,” I answered, not knowing then that by car, Hugo meant limo. “And I’m not dressed.” I’d thought my sleeveless pink shirtwaist was smart when I’d arrived, but not anymore.

“You shouldn’t miss new experiences.” Anaïs fixed me with her gemstone eyes, imparting the first of many lessons I would eagerly heed. “Have you ever been to Harlem?”

“No.”

“Do you like jazz?”

“I love jazz!”

“Well, you don’t know when you’ll be invited again,” she said.

And that was that.
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Once we were settled in the limo I kept my eyes on Anaïs, who was gazing out the window, looking distant and pensive. We listened to Ella Fitzgerald singing “Autumn in New York” on the radio, as though the deejay had dedicated it especially to us. As the others hummed and sang phrases, I thought I was the dreamer with empty hands sighing for this exotic land. I squeezed my mind as I sometimes did to save the moment in my memory so I wouldn’t forget, so one day I could, as in the song, live it again. I told myself to remember Millie and Jean-Jacques and Caresse swaying, Hugo holding Anaïs’s hand, and Anaïs with her black-crayoned eyes, arched brows, and crimson mouth, looking like the French clown Pierrot we’d learned about in my high school drama class.

Anaïs became aware of me watching her and gave me a soft smile, then retrieved from her purse a gold and black box. As though the move had been choreographed, Jean-Jacques pulled out his lighter and flicked it while she brought a gold-tipped Balkan-Sobranie to her lips. Jean-Jacques then offered around his Gitanes before lighting his own.

“All the other clubs in Harlem have closed,” Hugo was saying.

Exhaling smoke, Anaïs addressed me. “We used to go to a place called the Jitterbug. It was owned by the prize fighter and actor Canada Lee.”

Caresse nudged me. “Do you know who he is?”

I was excited. I knew the answer. I remembered the Hitchcock movie Lifeboat I’d seen on TV and the Negro actor in it who’d recited the 23rd Psalm for a dead child they had thrown overboard. I’d wept alone in the living room hearing the compassion in that man’s deep, reverberating voice.

“He was in Lifeboat!”

Anaïs beamed at me approvingly.

“He was also blacklisted,” Caresse added. “They hounded that beautiful man into an early grave.”

Anaïs said, “Canada Lee was Caresse’s lover.”

“Oh.” I looked at fleshy Caresse with her collapsed face in a new light.

Anaïs whispered in Hugo’s ear. He lowered his head, smiling, and brought his wife’s watermelon-polished fingertips to his lips. They leaned into each other as she kissed him on his neck. Watching them, a void ached in my chest. I’d never seen married people be affectionate and romantic; my parents had fought until they divorced and my aunt and uncle never touched. I imagined Anaïs and Hugo’s love, their marriage, as what I yearned for but never expected to find.

Jean-Jacques tapped my hand. I looked down. He was passing me a burning hand-rolled cigarette. I’d noticed an odor, distinct from the Gitanes and Sobranies, and when Jean-Jacques said, “Kif,” under his breath, I guessed what it was. No one I’d ever known had tried pot, but that didn’t stop me from putting the rolled cigarette to my lips and inhaling as I would a Kent.

“Oold it in,” Jean-Jacques said in my ear.

Coughing, I tried to hand it back, but Jean-Jacques murmured, “To Caresse.” It went around the circle of passengers without comment, each hand covering it as the next received it, though I didn’t notice who smoked and who didn’t. I was too absorbed in the sudden intensification of sound, the beauty of streetlights streaming through the inky night, and my release from self-consciousness. The limo, Ella on the radio, their animated faces, Anaïs snuggling with Hugo, the bursts of laughter—everything blended and flowed.

Until my feet hit the ground. The pavement lurched under my heels, and Hugo chivalrously stabilized me. Languidly, arm in arm, Anaïs, Millie, and Caresse were walking toward the art deco facade of the Lenox Lounge. It seemed to be taking them a long time.

From above my head, someone growled, “Look at that white and pink flower.” I looked up past the club’s neon sign to a narrow metal balcony where a sinewy man, so dark he gleamed purple, was leaning forward in a folding chair looking down at me. “Pretty enough to pick.”

I wanted to be where Anaïs, Millie, and Caresse were, but my legs seemed to pull like taffy, getting nowhere. Then I felt Hugo’s hands on my waist from behind while Jean-Jacques stepped in front of me, and we all filed, like a Chinese dragon with twelve legs, through the entrance of the narrow bar into the back room.

Sconces glowed like hot embers against the orange walls. A table had been reserved for us, the only white people there, it seemed. When Anaïs selected her chair, I willed myself beside her.

A waitress with large hoop earrings asked for our drink orders. She didn’t even give me a second look when I ordered a bourbon and ginger ale, a drink my aunt once let me try.

The room quieted when a man in tight pants and a ruffled shirt took his place at the conga drums in the corner. As if sharing a secret, Anaïs leaned in to me, “I know this conguero from Havana. Mongo Santamaria.”

Mongo had a V-shaped grin that wrinkled the skin over his wide nostrils like soft black leather. Suddenly his hands were a flock of birds taking off. A trumpeter and tenor sax joined in and people started to fill the floor, hips swinging, shoulders pumping to the Afro-Cuban beat.

Hugo and Anaïs rose and danced flirtatiously, apart and together. Later I learned that they had both studied flamenco dancing. That night what I saw was a couple joyfully seducing each other, sharing a secret in their movements.

My feet moved under the table, and I could feel a smile on my face.

Caresse, who was seated between me and Jean-Jacques, nudged us both. “See that mixed couple?” I saw a blond woman I hadn’t noticed before clasped to the chest of a black man. “That’s how Canada Lee and I were together. Sweet as hot fudge on vanilla ice cream.” My giggle caught in my throat when she hissed, “Anaïs had an affair with Canada, too. She doesn’t know that I know.”

Jean-Jacques lifted a groomed eyebrow. I didn’t believe Caresse. I assumed she was jealous of Anaïs because Anaïs had Hugo who adored her, while Caresse’s husband Harry, I’d gathered, had killed himself.

Caresse donned a glamorous smile when Millie, Anaïs, and Hugo returned to the table out of breath. Saying goodbye, Millie left for home, and Hugo, after pulling out Anaïs’s chair, excused himself for the toilette.

Dropping her smile, Caresse leaned toward Anaïs. “While Hugo’s gone, there’s something I have to say to you.”

I was afraid she was going accuse Anaïs of being with Canada Lee, but instead Caresse said, “You know that you and Hugo are always welcome at Rocca Sinibalda, but please do not bring the other one.”

Anaïs paled. I wondered what Caresse meant.

“I understand,” Anaïs said to Caresse and abruptly turned to me and Jean-Jacques. “Rocca Sinibalda is a castle outside Rome that Caresse purchased as a home for Women of the World Against War.”

“Is that where I should write to join?” I asked Caresse.

She ignored me and continued speaking to Anaïs. “Hugo isn’t passive like you think. When you’re in Los Angeles he pesters me with questions.” Anaïs came to Los Angeles, where I lived? I wanted to ask when, but Caresse kept on, “I love Hugo and can’t bear to see him hurt. You’d better watch out or somebody like me who appreciates him will grab him while you’re dallying on the other coast.”

Anaïs cried, “You think I don’t appreciate Hugo? You think I don’t love him?”

“You should mind your own business!” I heard the words shoot out of my mouth at Caresse.

There was stunned silence. The others looked at me with a mixture of pity and concern, like arguing parents who become aware of an upset child in the room. My nightmare had come to life. I had stopped the drama by saying the wrong thing—as if I were still a kid coming to my mother’s defense.

Anaïs broke the paralysis of the moment. “Out of the mouth of babes.” As if offering me a reward, she wrapped a lock of my hair around her index finger. “Your hair is so silky. It’s the shade mine was at your age. I never appreciated it.”

“Because brown hair is so boring,” I said.

“Not at all. It has gold and amber highlights. Brown is the color of polished wood and mink coats, of brandy and cellos.” She must really have wanted to make me feel good, because years later I learned that she hated the color brown.

Jean-Jacques jumped up. “Mambo avec Mongo, Anaïs?” He took her hand and she rose to join him, but then we all saw Hugo returning to the table. Anaïs brushed right past Jean-Jacques and coquettishly entered Hugo’s arms, calling back to us, “I promised this dance to my husband.”

Jean-Jacques turned to me. “You’re it.” He took my hand to lift me out of my chair.

“I can’t dance to this,” I objected. I only knew rock and roll and the formless slow dancing we did at St. Cyril’s parish mixers.

“Don’t dance. Just move to the rhythm.” Jean-Jacques revealed small, even teeth in a seductive smile. Though he wasn’t tall, he gave that impression because of his erect posture. His posture changed as he danced, hunched like a hipster, slender legs in his finely tailored pants loose and easy. I tried to mirror him.

Anaïs sped by with Hugo. “That’s it, Tristine!”

Jean-Jacques took me in his arms. “Allow me to move you.”

I followed his instructions, amazed that my body twisted and whirled under the guidance of his hands and that my feet kept the rhythm without tripping. He pulled me close so I was aware of my breasts pressed against his chest and of his leg pushing between my thighs. The thumping congas, the blasting trumpet, the squealing sax, our hearts drumming violently, harder, faster, built to a crescendo.

When the music stopped, people stood apart, panting, but Jean-Jacques squeezed his body against mine so that our pounding pulses slowed together. I looked around the spinning room to find Anaïs. She and Hugo were speaking in Spanish with Mongo.

From what I could pick up, they were asking for a son they’d danced to in Cuba. When it began, without separating our clasped torsos, Jean-Jacques and I began to move in a slow dance. When I pulled back to look into his face, his mouth was closed in an ironic smile, though his dark eyes were kind. I had assumed that Jean-Jacques’s age and sophistication put him out of my league. The creases in his cheeks and the hardness of his mouth had frightened me, but now I was flowing with the feelings in my body. I was scared and excited, yet my muscles were relaxed and melded to his.

He put his mouth to my ear and blew softly, giving me a shiver. He whispered, “I can tell how firm your breasts are under that schoolgirl dress.” I knew he was being fresh, but liquid pleasure coursed through me.

We danced to Mongo’s Afro-Cuban rhythms and boogaloo riffs until the club closed. At one point, everyone started dancing with everyone, changing partners, then gyrating in a circle. I danced with Hugo, with Anaïs, with the men and women from Harlem, whirling, the floor vibrating under our feet. Caresse couldn’t dance because she had a bad leg, but she clapped and danced with her hands, and whatever tension may have remained between her and Anaïs, or me, dissolved.

Though I had missed dinner and drunk too many bourbon and ginger ales, the music held me up. When it stopped, I would have fallen like a puppet from cut strings were it not for Jean-Jacques’s supportive arms. Without knowing how I’d gotten there, I found myself nuzzled next to him in the limo, my head on his shoulder, drifting out of a stupor only when the chattering between Anaïs and Caresse rose to laughter.

When we arrived back at the Guilers’ brownstone, I roused myself. I heard Hugo say to Jean-Jacques, “Why don’t you take the car and see her home.” I mumbled my godmother’s address and fell back into oblivion.
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The next thing I knew, Jean-Jacques was pulling gently on my arm to encourage me to leave the limo.

“I don’t feel good,” I complained as he helped me out onto the street. “I’m dizzy.”

“Keys,” he said.

Not getting a response from me, he took my purse from over my shoulder and found Lenore’s key ring while supporting me against his trim frame.

“Walk. Just to the door.”

“I can’t.”

“I won’t let you fall.” He skillfully negotiated the keys. We made it into the freight elevator, and he held the cage doors as we stumbled out into Lenore’s foyer. We removed our shoes, and he unlocked the door to my godmother’s huge work space, which had once been a sailmaker’s loft.

“Wow!” He took in the 10,000 square feet of open space punctuated by painted columns, wooden looms, and long worktables. Lenore’s towering woven sculptures hung from the high cathedral ceilings: one a ten-by-ten black cross made entirely of tight little knots, another a circle filled with open airy threads enclosed by a solid, dense weave. The tallest weavings, twenty feet high, were narrow, woven totems that swung slightly to and fro, great sacred beings that seemed to breathe and watch us.

As if we were in church, Jean-Jacques whispered, “Where do you sleep?”

I pointed to a muslin screen that partially concealed my rollaway bed. Once I’d collapsed on it, I realized I couldn’t get up again. The loft was rising over my head, circling under the bed, and coming up repeatedly from the metal frame at my feet. My hands grabbed the mattress and held on.

“The room,” I murmured.

“Stay there,” Jean-Jacques said. Where would I go?

He rifled around in Lenore’s bathroom and brought back two aspirin with a glass of water. He supported my spine as I swallowed the pills. “These will help in the morning.”

I sank back down on the feather pillow, and though I worried that I’d never be able to get up to pee, I did feel better from his care. It made me think of my mother’s tenderness when she used to bring me baby aspirin and a rubber hot-water bottle. Maybe that’s why it seemed the most natural thing in the world for him to be unbuttoning the front of my dress as if I were a sleepy child.

“Let’s get you some air,” he said. He tried to pull my slip over my head.

“No,” I said weakly. He stopped and, sitting on the edge of the cot, leaned down to kiss me. I responded, lost in his musk of exertion, Gitanes, and French cologne. His fingers traced my arms and his lips softly brushed mine. I’d expected, because he was French, that he would put his tongue in my mouth, which I didn’t like when the boys my age tried it. But Jean-Jacques just kept touching his lips to mine tenderly, and I responded with the same light touch. When, after a long, dreamy time his tongue entered my mouth, it wasn’t slobbery or pushy at all.

Unwrapping himself from me gently, he stood up, looked at me, bent to place a finger to my lips, then quickly removed his slacks. He was wearing gray satin shorts, sort of like a prizefighter’s, but smaller, and in the dim light I saw a horizontal tent protruding in the front of them. Only then did I realize his intentions.

“I’m a virgin,” I said, my voice so faint I wondered if he’d heard.

He must have, for after a moment’s pause, he said, “I respect that. Don’t worry.”

He carefully folded his slacks and laid them on one of Lenore’s worktables. He unbuttoned his shirt so it fell open but he did not remove it. He stood over me, shorts still on, and lowered himself so he was sitting next to me on the rollaway bed. He attempted to raise my slip again, and this time I helped him by lifting my weightless arms, inhaling my own bouquet of sweat and deodorant. He deftly unfastened and removed my bra, watching me in the light of the streetlamp shining through the high loft windows. He touched my breasts with a kind of reverence, then kissed them. I was floating, enjoying, without the fear I’d always felt when boys I made out with wanted to go farther. The nuns had indoctrinated me so well that I was terrified of sex, yet that night I could not find my fear and didn’t want to.

I still had on the light girdle with garters that held up the nylons I’d ruined by dancing holes in the feet.

“Why do you wear a girdle?” Jean-Jacques asked. “You have no need.”

I couldn’t answer because I didn’t know why; my mother was fat and wore a girdle, and I thought that’s what all women did. I allowed him to unfasten the nylons and skillfully roll them down. Then he pulled down the girdle, expertly, as if he’d done it many times. I felt so much better with it off, and I was still safe because I still had on my panties, and he did not try to touch them, as he covered my body with his.

The totem gods hanging above us swayed, nodding in approval as he pushed his pelvis against mine. I had never experienced a man moving his body on mine like that before, and it seemed so natural, so right.

He raised himself with one arm and ran his fingertips from my nipples down my abdomen, sending shivers of pleasure through me. Then he lowered his frame over mine again on the cot. I could feel the satin of his shorts protruding against the nylon of my crotch. I looked down and caught sight of his penis coming through the opening in his shorts. I had the impulse to touch it, because a girlfriend had told me that touching a penis felt like petting a horse’s nose, and I loved the soft nose of a horse. I slipped one hand between us as he rose up and let my fingers brush against it. I was surprised by its heat and pulled my hand away.

The great totems were watching from above, saying yes, touch it, feel it, do it; it is right, it is nature. I closed my hand over it. He stopped moving then. “What do you want?”

“I don’t know,” I said and pulled my hand away again. What I wanted was to stay unknowing, just moving. I thrust my pelvis upward and he pushed against me, his rhythm my rhythm, the rhythm of the totems, again and again, as I looked up at the swaying gods, watching us, pulling us through a spinning siphon of pleasure into their world.

The next thing I knew, Jean-Jacques was standing above me with a washcloth and a towel. I was confused.

“Did I throw up?” I said.

“No,” he laughed. He must have seen my alarm. “Nothing happened,” he assured me. His voice was comforting, and the washcloth with which he wiped my stomach was wet and warm. I let my hand go to my tummy. To my relief I was still wearing my panties, but where the elastic top met my bare skin, I felt something sticky. He wiped my fingers then with the towel and softly patted my tummy dry.

Later I could hear the toilet flush in the bathroom, and he came back to my bedside. I tried to slide over in the cot so he could sleep next to me, but he kissed me on the forehead. “Goodnight, little one.”

My last thought before I drifted back to sleep was, I forgot to get the books from Anaïs.


CHAPTER 2

The East Village, New York, 1962

TODAY, WHAT JEAN-JACQUES DID WHILE I was intoxicated would likely be considered a form of date rape. But in 1962 there was no such concept. In fact, for me, having come of age in the 1950s, a man taking you while you were helpless was a secret fantasy. One where I could have pleasure without guilt, as when I imagined myself being bound to a factory conveyor belt and carried on it to a man like nougat centers to the chocolate dip—moving toward desire free of volition.

I did realize that I should not have let a man into my godmother’s loft. Lenore had told me that she had given up men for the sake of her art, and this loft was her sanctuary. She would not be happy if she knew how Jean-Jacques had defiled it. So when I awoke after my night with Jean-Jacques, grateful not to have a hangover, I gathered up my panties and the bed sheets and carried them to the laundry closet, noticing in wonder little translucent chips flaking off the fabric. I argued to myself that nothing had really happened. Jean-Jacques hadn’t taken my virginity. Although he’d been aroused, he hadn’t tried to enter me, which told me he really respected and cared for me—and that, in my innocence, meant the beginning of love.

I was confused that he hadn’t said anything about seeing me again but I assumed he’d written down Lenore’s number from the phone dial so he could call me later. When I checked her telephone, though, there was no number on it.

Maybe Jean-Jacques would ask Anaïs for it. I should have Lenore’s number written down and ready when I went to retrieve the forgotten books.

That afternoon I repeated my steps from Lenore’s Bowery loft to Anaïs’s Greenwich Village apartment. She buzzed me right up but seemed flustered when she opened the door.

“Did I interrupt you?” I asked.

“No, but I only have ten minutes. I have to meet Gore for lunch.”

I didn’t know who Gore was but thought it unusual she was leaving for lunch at three. She was wearing flared silk trousers and a chiffon blouse with one large ruffle down the front, more suitable for hostessing than going out, so I guessed Gore, whoever he was, was coming there.

“Sit down for a few minutes.” Anaïs indicated the couch. In the soft light of her living room with the shades drawn against the sunlight, she looked younger and more natural, and suddenly I knew why she’d seemed familiar the first time I saw her. Though aged, she had the face of Botticelli’s Venus rising from the sea on a clamshell, the same heart shape, the same arched brows, identical lips, a likeness emphasized by how she penciled the upper twin peaks.

As if Anaïs knew I was thinking about her as the goddess of love, she asked gaily, “How did it go with Jean-Jacques last night?”

Hearing her pronounce his name made my inner thighs, where he’d pushed against me, melt into butterscotch pudding, but I tried to keep my voice noncommittal. “Oh, he got me back to Lenore’s.” For the first time, I realized he must have told the limo driver to wait for him all the while he was upstairs with me. Had the driver told Hugo? Did Anaïs know? I was afraid she could see the flush that was now burning on my chest and cheeks.

“Jean-Jacques seemed very taken with you.” She smiled.

“He’s too old to be interested in me,” I protested, hoping she would contradict me. There was a twinkle in her aquamarine eyes, but perhaps to spare me further embarrassment, she changed the subject.

“So, tell me, how did Lenore Tawney become your godmother?”

“She and my mother were good friends when I was born. They were both Catholic—”

“I was once Catholic, too,” Anaïs said, adding, “It’s a very sexually repressive religion, you know.”

I nodded, feeling tongue-tied. During the night with Jean-Jacques, my Catholic repression had disappeared. I would have liked to talk with Anaïs about that, but I had no words to describe what had happened.

Anaïs waited a moment patiently, then shrugged as if recognizing that I was not going to say anything, and went back to the topic of my godmother. “You said your mother and Lenore were friends in the past tense. They aren’t any more?”

“Well, they lost touch after my father left.”

That statement captured her interest. She asked me questions about my father’s abandonment of our family and got me to tell her how he’d absconded in the middle of the night; how my mother, in shame, withdrew from her friends and hid in the house with the blinds closed; how later I’d found a letter to Mother from Lenore, worried about her silence. When I’d asked Mother about her early friendship with Lenore, she would say nothing, though she did reveal that Lenore’s husband died, leaving Lenore money to move to New York and become a successful artist. For years I hid my godmother’s letter as a secret passageway out of my limited life, and during my last year in high school I wrote and reminded her that she was responsible for my spiritual growth, and she’d invited me to come stay with her.

“And has Lenore addressed your spiritual growth?” Anaïs asked.

“Not really. She isn’t Catholic anymore. She’s a Buddhist now, though she might become a Hindu. Her art is spiritual, don’t you think?”

“Yes, I do. Very. Art is my religion now.”

“And mine,” I eagerly agreed.

Anaïs continued studying me, then gently asked, “How old were you when your father left?”

“Eleven.”

Her sympathy penetrated me like the heavy August heat, and she said with great sadness, “I was eleven, too, when my father abandoned our family.”

Startled, I stared at her lovely face, amazed that she of all people had been abandoned like me. She elaborated. “We had just come home from the hospital. I’d had a burst appendix. I thought Papa was leaving because of all the trouble and the big hospital bill I’d caused.”

She felt responsible for her father leaving, as I did, though in my case it had been because I couldn’t keep my mouth shut. The summer of my tenth birthday, my mother, father, and I took a vacation, and my parents argued in the car the whole drive. Mother kept opening the passenger door, threatening to jump out, and he yelled at her to go ahead, even pushed her, while I sat invisible and mute in the backseat.

When we got to the grand, fairytale Banff Hotel in Canada, I had thought it would enchant them, as it had me. We were going to put on our best clothes and go to dinner in the hotel dining room, but they began shouting earsplitting curses at each other again. I put my hands over my ears and tried to make myself disappear, but this time, some cyclone seized and threw me out of my usual frozen silence, and I heard myself scream, “Stop it! Stop it! Don’t you see what you are doing to me?”

Astonished, they did stop. I saw my mother’s heartbreaking recognition of my pain, and my father took me for a walk in the woods even though it was pouring rain. Years later, he told me what I’d already known—that my outburst marked the moment he’d decided to leave.

I told Anaïs, “My father left us without any money when he split and moved to Mexico. He didn’t even say good-bye.” I had never told anyone this, but suddenly the misfortunes of my childhood no longer seemed a disadvantage, because they were like hers.

“We, too, were very poor after my father left,” Anaïs said.

“You were poor?” It was hard to believe.

She nodded and looked terribly sad. “I cried and begged Papa not to go, but he pushed me away violently and escaped out the door. A year later I started my diary as an extended letter to him to try to lure him back.”

“That’s not why I started my diary,” I said, disappointed that this detail was not the same. “I was glad my father left.”

“But that’s not possible, Tristine!” she cried. “He didn’t molest you, did he?”

“No! Nothing like that.”

“But then you must have cried over losing him. I couldn’t stop crying. I cried for two years.”

“I didn’t cry at all.” I remembered how when I learned he’d gone, I dug my cowgirl cap pistol from a pile of discarded toys, carried it to the front door and aimed at our suburban street, straight down the cement walkway. I hollered, “Bang! Bang! Good riddance!”

She looked at me in disbelief. “Didn’t you love your father?”

“I did when I was little.”

“When did you stop loving him?” Her voice was so silvery, I had to lean in to hear the question.

I thought back to the afternoon when I was eight and Mother was sitting with a cup of coffee at the kitchen table, something she never did because she was always sweeping the floor, or making our beds, or cooking the next meal, or cleaning up the last one, or planning a party for my father’s doctor and lawyer friends. I took the rare chance to sit down with her. Then I saw she’d been turning her head away from me because of a big bruise on the side of her face. She said she had tripped, but when I went into their bedroom, my father’s wooden clotheshorse was broken, the base split in two, the crossbar cracked and splintered. Suddenly I made sense of the banging and shrieking I’d heard the night before.

I said to Anaïs only, “I stopped loving him a few years before he left.”

“So early,” Anaïs exclaimed. “I didn’t stop loving my father until I was an adult, married to Hugo.” I was troubled by this difference, but then she asked about something I didn’t think anyone else could know. “Did you ever want to get even with your father for his abandoning your mother?”

“How did you know that?” I gasped. “I wanted to become a famous actress so I could give my mother everything my father didn’t. I imagined he would come to me begging and I would shun him.”

“How would you shun him?”

“Outside the stage door. The press would be there, and flashbulbs would go off for a photo of me spurning my father on the street.”

Her brows knit, making two delicate lines above her narrow nose. “In a way I understand that impulse. My father came back into my life when I was almost thirty. I wanted very much for him to admire and love me.” From the pain twisting her face, I gathered that hadn’t happened. Then she appeared to pull herself out of the memory, her tortured face recomposing itself into its usual sweet attentiveness. “Have you had any contact with your father since he left?”

“He practiced law in Mexico City for four years until my mother agreed to his measly divorce terms and then he came back to the States and restarted his practice. My little sister and I had to see him for a weekend every other month. He’d pick us up in his Cadillac with his new, big-bosomed wife.”

“Did you feel attracted to him then?”

“No!” What a weird question! What was she getting at? She must be implying that I was attracted to Jean-Jacques, who was so much older than me, as a missing father figure. “You mean like in Freud? Like the Electra complex?” I said, proud of using the sophisticated term, knowing it would impress her.

“So you know about the Electra complex.” She did sound impressed. “Actually, though, Freud did not accept it.”

“I don’t accept it either!” She seemed startled, so I explained. “I was never attracted to my father, especially when he came back when I was fifteen. I was repelled by him.”

“Really? Why?”

“He wore silk iridescent suits, and his table manners were gross. He and his new wife lived in an apartment on Sunset Strip filled with gold-embossed furniture.”

Anaïs laughed a little whinny and covered her teeth with her hand. “Was your father in the entertainment business, Tristine?”

“No! He was an ambulance chaser.” She looked at me uncomprehendingly. “A personal injury attorney for auto accidents?”

“Oh.” That didn’t interest her. “My father was a famous musician,” she said reverentially. “His clothes were elegant, his manners were beautifully polished, and his home with his second wife was the ultimate in good taste.”

My heart plunged over the dissimilarity of our fathers. I wanted her beginnings to be identical to mine, so that I could believe I’d grow up to be just like her.

She took both my hands. “Dear Tristine, we are meant to be friends. Both wounded by the father. We have the same Achilles heel.” I did not yet understand the importance of what she said but I didn’t think she seemed wounded at all. She shone, and in her bright reflection, I hoped to find myself.

“Oh my goodness!” she cried. “I’m going to be late for my lunch with Gore!” She dashed to her floor-to-ceiling built-in bookcases, and I watched her select slim volumes from swaths of the same color on two shelves. I felt the tug of something like envy—but not envy, admiration—and a longing to be, as she, a woman who could write shelves of books.

“A Child Born Out of the Fog, Winter of Artifice, House of Incest.” Anaïs caressed each syllable of her titles. “This Hunger, A Spy in the House of Love, Under a Glass Bell.” She placed the books on the Moroccan table. “For Tristine!”

Seeing her lift a fountain pen from a holder in the shape of a kneeling Bacchus, I reminded her, “Actually the books are for Lenore.”

She smiled. “To be dedicated to Lenore Tawney, but for Tristine to read.”

She scribbled, For Tawney, an imaginative and poetic artist, and handed the book to me. On another volume she dashed off, It’s not weaving, it’s magic, and placed that book on top of the first one, and so on, until they were stacked in a pile balanced against my chest.

“Phone me so we can plan your next visit.” She wrote her number on a square of violet notepaper and placed it on the top book.

This would have been the perfect opportunity for me to give her the phone number at Lenore’s loft in case Jean-Jacques asked for it. I had it ready in my pocket, but with my arms around the books, I didn’t have a free hand. Anaïs guided me through the hallway and out the front door to the elevator. I walked stooped, with my chin pressing down on the top book to secure her note.

Anaïs touched the elevator button. “Please tell Lenore her weaving is hanging in my bedroom. With its gay little feathers entwined in the threads, I have to keep an eye on it, or it will fly out the window!” Her delight over the rambunctious weaving was so infectious that I found myself grinning.

“You look like a gargoyle.” She giggled. She must have seen my horror, for she added quickly, “Not you—you are lovely! The position I’ve put you in with your head jutting …” She stifled her laugh and ran back inside the apartment, calling behind her, “I’ll get you a bag for those.”

When she returned with a Bergdorf’s sack, her grin was so affectionate, it banished my angst over looking like a gargoyle. The upward curve of her smile mirrored the downward arcs of her eyebrows and eyes, giving the impression of features made of smiling crescent moons. Solicitously, she arranged the books for me in the sack, then surprised me with a long hug, her slender arms holding me as she spoke into my ear. “Come back and tell me what you think of my writing. We will be friends.” Her fingers turned my head to kiss me on one cheek, then guided my face the other direction to plant a delicate kiss on the other cheek. “How the French say au revoir,” she said.
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I almost skipped back to Lenore’s loft, swinging the Bergdorf’s sack, elevated by her hug and its promise. I felt like a girl in a musical with the refrain of Anaïs’s singsong voice in my head, We will be friends.

I had found a world I wanted to live in. A sophisticated world where people owned life and enjoyed it. A world the opposite of the depressing confines I’d grown up in. Although I would defend my mother from anyone who criticized her, I hated how her mistakes had restricted my life. She should never have left the Women’s Army Corps to marry my father and have me. She should never have let herself fade into a housewife. She should never have gained 120 pounds after my father left. She shouldn’t have crammed all the junk she salvaged from the alley into our garage and closets and her bedroom and bathroom and the living room so there was no place to sit. She shouldn’t have gotten pregnant when she was forty-two and married a construction worker who hardly ever worked, and had another baby, and gotten poorer and poorer.

Anaïs was the antithesis of my mother: slender, cared for, sophisticated, and literate. She was the antidote to my mother’s depression and fears. Now that I’d had a glimpse of Anaïs’s world, now that she had promised we would be friends, now that I’d learned from her how the French kiss au revoir, and practiced another kind of French kiss with a real French man, I never wanted to go home to the San Fernando Valley.

To think I had stood in the kitchen with a steak knife held to my wrist when I was eight, waiting for the courage to kill myself. Thank goodness I was too afraid of the sight of blood to have done it, otherwise I would never have grown up to know what happiness felt like; I would never have met Anaïs Nin.

If only I could stay in New York and go to college at NYU, just a few blocks from her apartment. But my state scholarship only covered colleges in California. I was supposed to fly home and move into the dorm at USC in two weeks, and my godmother, not used to sharing her loft with anyone, was already impatient for me to leave. My only hope for staying in New York was if Anaïs could somehow make it happen.

When I got back to Lenore’s loft, I opened the largest of the books Anaïs had given Lenore. It was nearly a foot and a half high but only had seventy-two pages and lots of blank space. I ran my fingers over the indentations the title made in the heavy, soft paper. House of Incest. I paged through, captivated by the engraved illustrations: thick, black lines that swirled and ended in whimsical doodles. They gave me the feeling of weightlessness and freedom, mystery and excitement that I’d felt the night in Harlem.

I noted that the engravings were credited to Ian Hugo and thought it curious that the engraver had the same last name as Anaïs’s husband’s first name. Could Anaïs’s illustrator be the “other one” Caresse had referred to? Perhaps Ian Hugo was why Anaïs dallied on the West Coast, to work on her books with him.

The poetic prose of House of Incest intoxicated me, but I could not make out what it was about. I read through some of the other novels, and they were also incomprehensible. I would become entranced by a sensual description of an exotic setting but then nothing would happen there. I’d get interested in one of the characters, and she would disappear from the novel. She might show up in the next novel, but other than her name, everything about her life would be different. I recognized that the writing was like the surrealist paintings I loved, but I’d been weaned on Nancy Drew, Dickens, Jane Austen, and the Brontë sisters, and I needed a good plot. Anaïs, it appeared, either could not or would not write one.

This troubled me because I wanted to love Anaïs’s writing the way I already loved her. As I crawled between my freshly laundered sheets, I decided that the fault had to be mine; I had to be missing something. I tried to think what it might be but soon my mind drifted to Jean-Jacques, my feelings in the night—skin on skin, distant stars exploding.

The next morning, right after breakfast, I returned to Anaïs’s novels. I had to finish them before I could phone her. I’d saved A Spy in the House of Love for last because it looked so plain without any illustrations, published by British Book Centre (unlike the other books that had been published, I’d noted, by Gemor Press). It turned out to be the best read, though, sort of an inside-out detective story. I thrilled to this novel’s minor key. Its spare sentences suggested something secret and forbidden. Its mood incongruously brought back the thrill I’d sought as a kid going out alone at dusk by the incinerator in our alley.

The principal character, Sabina, who had appeared sporadically in the other novels, was in this one an actress living a double life. She had a loving husband but also many lovers whom she visited out of town for weeks. She lied to her husband that she was performing in regional playhouses, and for some reason he always believed her. When Sabina returned home, she felt relieved to be in her husband’s protective arms but soon itched to escape and enjoy her risky behavior again.

Much of this novel I couldn’t understand any better than the others, especially the ending where Sabina literally dissolved into a puddle of tears out of guilt when a detective she’d invited to follow her confronted her with her infidelity. Her friend Djuna then “reconstituted” her by saying that although Sabina had never been true to one man, she had always been true to the essence of love.

I wondered if Anaïs was the main character Sabina, the seductress wrapped in mystery and a black cape, traveling from lover to lover. The description of Sabina’s husband Alan sounded like Anaïs’s husband Hugo—“above average tallness so that he must carry his head a little bent.” Could it be that Anaïs had lovers in other cities, as Sabina did?

No, that was impossible. Anaïs was too pure and good to be the deceptive Sabina. I’d never seen married people so in love as she and Hugo. Anyway, everyone knew that novels were made up, not real life.
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When my four-foot-eleven godmother returned from her weekend carrying a doll-sized suitcase, I was scribbling in my diary, trying to imitate Anaïs’s poetic prose. Lenore, excited about what she’d learned in her sensory awareness workshop, told me how they’d practiced eating a grape slowly and consciously. Her description of holding the pliant grape in her fingers made me think guiltily about touching Jean-Jacques’s penis, but Lenore, running in a little trot to turn on a Ravi Shankar recording, didn’t notice my flush. She went right to work patiently tying knots into a gauzy weaving spread out on one of the worktables. I knew that her weaving was one of her forms of meditation, so I tiptoed as I went into to the kitchen to phone Anaïs.

“You read my books so soon?” Anaïs trilled when I finally reached her. She invited me for tea, and I was so excited that when I hung up, I blurted to Lenore, who was covering up her work for the day, “I’m going to have tea with Anaïs Nin tomorrow!”

Lenore set her round gray eyes on me with interest. “It’s good that you get to know her. Did you have a chance to talk when you went to her apartment?”

“A little.” Wishing to divert our conversation from the previous evening, I asked, “How did you learn that Anaïs keeps a diary?”

“She tells everyone.” Lenore shrugged. “Though I don’t know anyone who’s actually read it. It’s part of the mythology she spins about herself. She claims she knew all the surrealists, that Antonin Artaud had a thing for her, and that she was responsible for Henry Miller getting published.”

“I thought Caresse Crosby published Henry Miller.”

Lenore’s owl eyes expanded. “You’ve read Henry Miller?”

“No, but I met Caresse at Anaïs’s apartment.”

Lenore, who loved artists’ gossip, descended effortlessly into one of the miniature chairs that surrounded her small coffee table. At fifty-three, she was limber as a child gymnast from daily yoga.

I sat on a low Japanese stool next to her and answered her questions about Caresse before finally getting in one of my own. “How did you meet Anaïs?”

“I went to a gallery show of an engraver I like, and Anaïs was there.”

“Was the engraver Ian Hugo?”

“Yes, did she tell you?”

“No, I guessed because he illustrated the novels she gave you.”

Lenore said, “Oh, I didn’t realize that. Let me see those books.”

I brought them over, and my godmother paged through the illustrations, repeating, “I like his work.”

When I asked her to tell me more about Ian Hugo, Lenore said, “He’s tall. Reserved. Very old world manners.”

“That sounds like her husband!”

“No, no, Anaïs isn’t married to Ian Hugo. Ian is just an artist. She’s married to some wealthy man.”

“I met her husband! He has the same name, Hugo, but it’s his first name. Hugo Guiler. He said he’s an international investor, and he is wealthy but he’s nice.”

Lenore picked up some pieces of lint and thread from the floor and rolled them into a tiny ball in her palm.

I asked her, “Does your friend Ian Hugo usually live in Los Angeles?”

“No, what would make you think that?”

“Something Caresse said about Anaïs going to Los Angeles a lot.”

“As far as I know, Ian lives in New York.” Lenore sounded impatient. “He’s represented by a SoHo gallery, and we have mutual friends here. I think that Anaïs tries to make people think she’s attached to Ian. At his opening, I invited him to come visit my loft, and she was standing next to him and just invited herself along.”

Lenore smashed the ball of lint in her palm with her thumb. “That’s when she saw my little weaving and begged me to let her have it.”

“I’m supposed to tell you how much she loves it.”

Lenore sighed. “I should have kept it.”


CHAPTER 3

Greenwich Village, New York, 1962

THE NEXT DAY, MILLIE BROUGHT a tea tray out to where I’d been seated under the shade of an umbrella on the terrace. After a few moments, Anaïs sailed out in a full-skirted Mexican sundress to join me.

She smiled mischievously. “So, has Jean-Jacques called you?”

“No.” My heart jumped. “Did he ask you for my number? Do you have it?”

“I haven’t spoken with him. Would you like me to give him your number? I’ll be happy to give you his.”

Embarrassed by my obvious eagerness, I shook my head but I felt transparent, as if she already knew what had happened with him. The fib I was about to tell burned my face. “He saw Lenore’s work and wanted to know if he could buy a piece, but we forgot to exchange phone numbers.”

“Oh, he saw her marvelous loft!”

“Yes, he had to help me in. I wasn’t feeling too well.”

“Lenore was out of town?”

I nodded and as I sat, hugging my midriff with crossed arms, she gently asked me delicately phrased questions about my night with Jean-Jacques. Bit by bit she untangled the knot of confusion, shame, and longing I held so tightly.

“So you think you are still a virgin?” she asked after considering all I had said.

“Technically.”

She laughed, and then we laughed together.

“He should finish the job!” Anaïs announced gaily. “He’s French, after all. He’ll know what he’s doing, and you can be sure he’ll be sensitive to you because he already has been.”

“That’s what I’ve been thinking. How did you know?”

“I was eighteen once, though I didn’t have the good fortune to meet a Jean-Jacques. Even if I had, I would have been too shy to let him know my desires. It’s not just men who enjoy sex, you know, although this Puritan American culture makes women ashamed of wanting equal pleasure.”

No one had ever spoken with me this way, not my mother or Lenore, certainly not the nuns, or even my girlfriends.

Anaïs urged, “You must tell him that you want him to deflower you, otherwise he will have no way of knowing.”

“I can’t. I couldn’t get the words out.”

“Sometimes it is pleasurable to be passive,” she said, “but it is not always good for you to hide behind shyness. A man cannot read your mind, and things can happen that you do not want if you are not clear.”

We both became thoughtful. I became aware of the sounds of traffic and a faraway jackhammer. Anaïs poured us each a tepid cup of tea.

“That was my problem when I married Hugo.” The sadness in her voice made it even more melodic. “I was twenty. He was twenty-four. And neither of us had had any experience with sex. I was much too shy to tell him how to please me, so he couldn’t learn.”

She must have seen the shock on my face because she quickly added, touching my hand, “This is entre nous. Do you know that term?”

“Between us only. Yes.”

“For the first two years of our marriage, I remained a virgin, because he was so afraid of hurting me. Then we went to a doctor who talked to Hugo, and after that he was able to penetrate me. It did hurt, though, because he was too large for me.”

I tried not to show my fear and repugnance, but it was no use.

“Don’t be afraid. It is unusual; and even so, if he had known how to prepare a woman so that her juices made her ready, it would not have been so much a problem. But he had developed bad habits during the time that we both thought only of his pleasure.”

“But that must have changed,” I said shyly, “because I saw how much in love you are. I’ve never seen a married couple so much in love.”

Her eyes shifted towards the entry hall but then returned to me. She touched my hand again, a sign that she was about to give me a piece of wisdom. “It is important that you choose the men in your life carefully so the father wound is not deepened. It’s important that you choose as your first lover a man who is receptive and interested in your pleasure as well as his own, a man to whom you can tell what you want and what you don’t want.”
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