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Il n’y a qu’un bonheur dans la vie,
 c’est d’aimer et d’être aimé.

There is only one happiness in life,
to love and to be loved.
George Sand
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CHAPTER ONE
Parisian Promises
Their fervent promises to look out for one another evaporated quickly into the Parisian sky, but Monica and her friends didn’t care. It was a glowing fall afternoon in 1973 and, in their youthful effervescence, the four American college students barely noticed when these promises fizzed away. As they strolled, arm-in-arm, down the Avenue des Champs-Élysées, each woman couldn’t help thinking about her own dreams, her own ambitions. Monica would never dare reveal her epic-size goals to her friends––goals for which she would gladly break their frail chain of promises.
With every step, the pretty young women garnered more and more admiring glances, a remarkable feat in a city renowned for its ubiquitous beauty. They giggled as they listened to each other’s rose-tinted visions of Paris, and gasped theatrically at the audacity of how each woman planned to conquer the City of Light. Little did they realize that all eyes on the avenue coveted them thirstily–some with lust, others with barely disguised malice.
The Parisians strolling nearby observed the frolicking American students with a world-weary eye. Their French rationality and cosmopolitan experience had ingrained in them a high degree of skepticism about other people in general and, since the student revolt of 1968, university students in particular. The revolt had begun with reasonable-enough student protests against the ban on visitors of the opposite sex in dormitory rooms, but soon escalated to an all-out general strike with over ten million workers––half the French labor force––demanding societal changes from the French government. Paris had seen many rebellions before, but not on the raucous scale of 1968 ––and this watershed event still whirled the length of the Seine River five years later. So today, on this breezy afternoon, the Parisians walking past could both delight in the Americans’ innocent charm and smirk when they thought of the rude awakening in store for naïve foreigners like these at the hands of haughty, cynical real Parisians.
The coeds glided nonchalantly down the famed avenue, still oblivious to the commotion they were causing. Their tight hip-hugging bell-bottom jeans swayed in the breeze, and their inappropriately skimpy blouses revealed nipples aroused both by the chilly air and by the intoxicating vortex of their own starry-eyed Parisian dreams. Their nubile bodies caught the eyes of a group of well-groomed, tanned young men sitting outdoors at the corner café; its red canvas awning, flapping in a gust of wind, applauded the bewitching women with gusto. Had Monica and her friends returned the men’s intense gazes, they might have detected the danger.
The young men smoked their cigarettes languorously, tired after a long night of posting political pamphlets on the student kiosks and walls in the Latin Quarter––and from their other illicit nocturnal activities. They’d performed the pamphleteering and political activities with conviction, and without any concern about their source of income. After all, they could do as they wished: their daddies’ money from Latin American fortunes would pay for their Parisian indulgences. “Let them sow their wild oats in Paris and not at home where the consequences could cost them their lives,” their fathers had said, imagining their sons’ sexual debauchery abroad. But their families had never imagined that their indulged sons would be more motivated by political objectives than erotic adventures. When their sons boarded a ship to travel from South America to France, their fathers sighed in relief––and they continued to gladly empty their wallets to pay for their sons’ whims in faraway Paris.
Monica couldn’t help but notice one of the young men, the one who had deliberately fashioned himself in the manner of a dapper Che Guevara. To her gullible eyes, he epitomized the suave French man of her dreams. She nervously stroked her feathered mane, and although his searing stare made her blush, she was spellbound, unconsciously slowing her pace.
“Ssst––compañeros, they’re the ones,” the Che look-alike whispered to his companions.
“Oui, son perfectas,” said one of his compañeros, his comrades, in agreement. Among their clandestine crowd, they spoke in a patois of prep-school French––learned in expensive Swiss schools––and rapid Latin American Spanish, with a sprinkling of tropical expletives that were as attractive to female Sorbonne students (particularly those who wanted to show the world they were liberated) as spicy chocolate-and-chili bonbons. The rage among the left-leaning cliques of the Latin Quarter was to be considered part of this group of captivating Latin American students and their French cohorts. Collectively, these suave, slender men personified the zeitgeist of the tumultuous times. Just like the 1968 protestors, they threatened to rattle the foundations of the international socioeconomic status quo.
Many people were certain that these students were going to change the world somehow, and they yearned to be a part of this vanguard. Others in the Latin Quarter, mostly students from bourgeois families, wished they had been old enough to march with the original Che across the hillsides of Cuba, even if only for a few weeks during their summer vacations. But the Che look-alike and his compañeros understood the other students’ dilettante desires for exotic intrigue, and, when necessary, they knew how to mix their finishing-school manners (something they knew always impressed the more-formal French) with a little revolutionary pizzazz. In this calculated way, the compañeros coursed as naturally as the Seine River from the most elite quartiers of the city to the rowdy Latin Quarter.

“Go. Vite. Before they get away,” whispered the clean-cut compañero.
The Che look-alike jogged up to the women and smiled at Monica. “Bonjour, Mademoiselle. Would you care to join me for refreshments? This table offers a direct view of the Arc de Triomphe. I’d be delighted if you would honor me with your company.”
Monica blushed even more deeply than when she first caught his eye. She wasn’t used to courtliness like this this. She’d never encountered it back at her family’s horse ranch in rural Murrieta Springs, California, where she and her mother silently bumped into each other in the tack room, hanging up the worn saddles and horse blankets that muffled her mother’s cries at the end of a hard day of training. At a moment like this, the contrast between the sadness in her home life and this new world opening up to her in Paris was almost too much to bear. Monica had to clear her throat and dab at her watering eyes, consumed by the memory of her mother’s suffering at the hands of her father. She blinked hard, determined not to let this deep bur under her saddle fester in Paris the way it had back at the ranch, destroying her happiness, her youthful optimism. Then one of her friends nudged her, and Monica opened her eyes: they were all smiling and nodding their approval.
“Well, oui, okay,” she said to the gallant man. “I’d love to. Merci.”
As if on cue, the usually aloof waiter snapped to attention, and shot a smile at Monica and her friends. The American coeds interpreted the smile as friendly, but the other compañeros back at their own table exchanged conspiratorial glances with the waiter.
Monica waved goodbye to her friends and joined the Che look-alike at the table for two. At that moment, Paris seemed to glow with warmth, to become the soft-focus sepia postcard she had always envisioned. Neither she nor her friends yet realized that Paris was in fact a city of gray tones, from the architecture with its famed grisaille, to the constant drizzle, to its contrasting neighborhoods and quartiers of inequality. Each neighborhood was a study in various shades of charcoal, its chiaroscuro nuances revealing the hidden depths of human nature, its malleability and its sometimes-sinister intentions. And at the heart of the Paris quartiers, the green-gray Seine River pulsated, its murky waters and shady quais hiding secrets and camouflaging illicit rendezvous.
In fact, Paris was not quite the city captured in Robert Doisneau’s dreamlike black-and-white photographs. Doisneau himself admitted: “I don’t photograph Parisian life as it is, but life as I would like it to be.” Had another photographer followed Doisneau around the corner of his stylized street settings, he would have captured scenes of melancholy, adversity, and despair.
But for Monica and her friends Lola, Annie, and Karen, Monsieur Doisneau’s was the only accurate picture of Paris. They had come from the States to study French, and to cultivate and transform themselves. They were thirsty for the exquisite champagne bubbling from the swankiest quarters of the city. When Monica listened to her friends share their expectations of a year of studying in Paris, she decided that––unlike the more timid women––she was incapable of reining in her own over-exuberant, grandiose goals, any more than she could control her mares in heat back in California.
The women were determined to make Paris into the experience each one had concocted, like a tipsy bartender, for herself. For Lola, Annie, and Karen, Parisian life would start off with a benign cup of coffee a few blocks away, but Monica’s Paris experience began when the dashing Che look-alike gallantly pulled the café chair out for her and captivated her with his deceitful charm.
Monica’s friends were happy for her and her head start on the nonacademic side of their Paris adventure, singled out by a man they assumed to be a handsome, classy French guy. The other three continued their afternoon walk along one of the most famous of avenues in the world, caught up in their own anticipation of amour and adventure. Monica, Karen, and Lola had met in their French classes at Cal State. Semester by semester, exhausted by full-time work and full-time study, each one revealed a desire to study in France––but none had the funds to make this a reality. One by one, dollar by dollar, they eventually managed to save enough money to participate in a study abroad program. Once in Paris they met Annie, who generously picked up most of the tab on their joint housing.
Deep in their daydreams, the women didn’t notice the shadowy figures skulking at a distance as they walked off down the street. For a split second Lola paused, feeling an infinitesimal gnaw in her gut, and turned back to look at the blushing Monica sitting outside the café. Monica’s face shone with excitement—so much so that Lola ignored her instinct and hurriedly rejoined Annie and Karen. Not in the deepest, darkest recesses of their minds could the women have foreseen the calamity about to befall Monica, blinded as they were by their promises to make this the best year of their lives.







CHAPTER TWO
The Faux-Che
Tell me, Mademoiselle, what brings you to Paris?” asked the Che look-alike, exhaling the aromatic fumes of his thick torpedo cigar.
Ordinarily, Monica may have been repulsed by the cigar’s pungent odor of leather and moist soil, but at this moment she was intrigued by the ritual of lighting the cigar. The suave young man had snipped the cigar’s end deftly with a monogrammed gold cutter, and then lit a cedar stick that he used to ignite the cigar. Even as he performed these tasks, his deep brown eyes remained fixed on her. Monica was lured by the elaborate care he took with everything: the way he held the chair for her and adjusted it so that she had a clear view of the Arc de Triomphe; his courteous but authoritative tone when he ordered a drink for her; and, now, the lighting of the oversize cigar. He twirled the cigar around the ember of the cedar stick in a slow, deliberate way. When his tanned hands caressed the cigar cutter, he seemed unconcerned about its sharp razor edge. His movements reminded Monica a little of her own careful pace grooming her prized horses back in California, but she could hardly compare his immaculately clean hands to the messy cuticles she had sported just a month ago back home, before she packed her clothes and escaped to a new life in Paris. She leaned back in her chair, watching him exhale smoke, attempting to hide her horse-handler fingers, and totally forgot to answer his question. He gave her a quizzical look.
“Please forgive me, I forgot my manners.” His smile, even through a haze of smoke, was dazzling. “Shall I extinguish my cigar?”
Monica felt childish and unsophisticated. “Oh, no, not at all,” she said quickly. “It’s just that the smoke somehow reminds me of my horses, and well, I don’t know, I just miss them and I didn’t think I would. I mean, I wanted to get away from my parents’ horse ranch, with its smell of manure, and that’s why I’m here in Paris.” Monica blushed and bit her bottom lip, willing herself to stop babbling. She didn’t know what to do with her hands, so she folded them in her lap like a schoolgirl. “I didn’t mean to say that your cigar smells like manure, Monsieur, I just…”
He laughed, his voice deep and confident as a ringing bell, and leaned forward. When he reached down to gently touch her hands, his fingertips grazed her thighs.
“Please call me Jean-Michel,” he said, his hand still pressing on hers. “I’m smoking the same style of puro that Che liked to smoke when he was out campaigning in the hills of Cuba.”
“I’m Monica,” she told him, smiling sweetly. Jean-Michel said nothing. He was waiting for the American girl to show off by talking about Che, revolutions, or Marxist-Leninist theory. Invariably, whenever he mentioned Ernesto “Che” Guevara, all the coeds from the Latin Quarter would expose their level of political awareness. In most cases, the women would gush about the iconic photograph of the young revolutionary, garbed in fatigues and smoking his signature cigar. Inevitably, the women would say they admired what Che had tried to do for Latin America’s underclass. That’s why Jean-Michel had applied this personal version of a Rorschach test with dozens of women.
All in all, his Che-Rorschach test usually revealed female personalities that were overeager or too opinionated, traits he abhorred. Bourgeois French women tended to blather on endlessly about how much they admired Che, and how they would have given up their jobs as cigarette girls, coat check girls, shop girls, or the like, to go and fight in Cuba. Jean-Michel used these featherbrained girls for quick afternoon assignations or as bow-wrapped gifts for those of his compañeros lacking his animal magnetism.
By contrast, the Frenchwomen from his own elite social class yawned at all the ruckus taking place in Latin America. From their perspective, class struggles had been resolved centuries ago with the rolling of Marie Antoinette’s hideously coiffed head. Somehow their own ancestors––clever, greedy, and titled––had managed to maintain the family fortune, and that was all that mattered. Since the unrest of 1968, these women had toned down the evidence of their upper-class privileges in public, but in private, among friends who owned weekend châteaux somewhere like the Loire Valley, they closed ranks on any social climbers. They appreciated Jean-Michel’s cultivated perspective on art and music, and they relished his lasting power in bed. But ultimately, these women were more concerned about maintaining their leisure time privileges, like traveling to Morocco or Tahiti to acquire objets d’art, fashionable objects that shocked their staid parents with their own conventional art collections. They asserted their rebelliousness by spending their inheritances in ways that they considered unorthodox.
Other European women, whom Jean-Michel encountered at various Sorbonne events, were less than enthusiastic about Che’s past exploits thousands of miles away, and they ignored Jean-Michel—and vice versa. As for all the Latin American female students, they repelled Jean-Michel with their ostentatious modesty and religiosity. He’d realized that his ideal target would be a beautiful, naïve, over-optimistic American––perhaps someone not unlike the fragile creature sitting next to him this afternoon.
“So, Monica, have you seen the photograph of Che to which I’m referring?” Jean-Michel prompted, when Monica didn’t say anything.
Monica looked back at him with the waif-like innocence he’d seen only in the kitschy paintings of wide-eyed children sold by street artists in Montmartre. She seemed so totally void of any geopolitical awareness, and Jean-Michel felt an unusual sense of excitement. He exhaled another swirl of smoke, his mind performing its own distinct algorithms. Step one: does she know anything about Che? If the answer is no, then proceed to the next step and ask her about the Cuban embargo. If the answer is again negative, then continue with the next step, and so on and so forth. If he got the answers he was expecting, this Monica could prove to be the ideal woman to facilitate his complex plan.
“Would you like to smoke my cigar?” Jean-Michel asked, and Monica nodded like an eager filly. In fact, she realized, she was acting like her beloved quarter horse, Rocky, whose sorrel coat––not unlike her own hair color––glistened in the morning sun when she groomed him. Rocky was always too eager for a carrot or an apple, and Monica, her auburn hair fluttering in the breeze, was conscious of not being quite cool enough for the dashing Jean-Michel. He slipped the thick cigar between her small pale fingers, and watched as she inserted its moist tip into her mouth. She inhaled and instantly started hacking and coughing. Only a gulp of her Kir Royale could take away the awful taste––something like a bale of hay roasted on a barbecue.
To her relief, Jean-Michel looked amused rather than contemptuous. He winked at her and said, “Ahh, a taste of the forbidden fruit can sometimes be too much, can’t it?”
Monica didn’t want to appear like a total ingénue, so she tried to answer him in French.
“Je ne sais pas, mais…” she stammered. “Oh geez, that’s all the French I can muster today. And you speak English perfectly. Sorry. I feel like––I don’t know. A goofy American in Paris.”
She bit her lower lip, and Jean-Michel brushed it gently with his pinkie. Even though the lighted cigar in his hand was perilously close to her feathery hair, Monica willed herself not to flinch.
“Why do you say it’s the forbidden fruit?” she asked him.
Jean-Michel peered over her shoulder at his compañeros, who were gesturing to him; they were going to follow Monica’s friends down the Champs-Élysées, he realized.
“I call it the forbidden fruit,” he told Monica, “because Cuban cigars are illegal in the States, are they not?”
The only products Monica thought of as illegal back home were marijuana joints, and she’d always stayed away from any drugs. Matters of international conflict didn’t interest her whatsoever. She followed the rules at college, and at the ranch she was too busy working her fingers to the bone––though when she groomed her horses, Monica let her imagination run wild thinking about her upcoming year in Paris. She certainly didn’t have any interest in anything illegal or in any foreign products, except French perfume. She had made a presentation on this very topic in her Advanced French class back at Cal State, but now that she was in Paris, Monica realized that all her advanced language courses didn’t mean she could converse with the sophisticated man sitting across from her. Jean-Michel was in his late twenties, she guessed, maybe eight or nine years older than she was, but he seemed so urbane and well-bred, a thoroughbred compared with her own swayback trail horse.
“I think, uh, that we can buy any cigar we want in the U.S.,” she said in a timid whisper. “We’re a free country, you know.”
Jean-Michel’s mental algorithm ground to an abrupt halt. He waved to the waiter to bring them two more drinks. With a benign smile he said, “Let’s forget about embargos and manure and all stinky things, shall we?” He leaned over and playfully brushed her hair out of her eyes. “Do you know that the Arc de Triomphe is fifty meters in height by forty-five meters wide?”
He leaned even closer in order to smell her breath, sweet as a baby’s, and to peer into the shallow pool of her hazel eyes. “And do you know that your French pronunciation is superbe?”
Monica blushed again and shook her head.
“And,” he continued, “I think that we should go dancing tonight, don’t you agree?”
This time Monica nodded and Jean-Michel smiled broadly at her. The waiter, brandishing his tray of drinks and leaning over the table, flashed Jean-Michel a conspiratorial sneer.







CHAPTER THREE
La Belle Otero
Jean-Michel’s compañeros followed the three coeds at a safe distance, although they could have just as well been inches away and the women would not have noticed them, so engrossed were they in their own lively conversation. Annie adjusted the metal rim of the granny glasses that had slipped down on her turned-up nose. Her piercing brown eyes and bright face exuded intelligence. She stopped to read some item from a travel guide she pulled out of her designer shoulder bag, one hand gripping her long dark hair.
“Seriously, you guys,” she announced. “It says here we should go the Comédie Française for an Ionesco play. We can always go dancing another night. Plus, we should study for our oral quiz tomorrow. We’re a sorry bunch compared to the European students in the program.”
“They really shouldn’t be in our classes,” Karen said, her sweet face slumping into a frown. “They’re perfectly fluent in French.”
Lola tossed her cascading red curls in the direction of an admirer who could not take his eyes off of her. She was used to this: she expected men to be awestruck by her vivid mane of hair and curvaceous figure.
“Really?” she said, striking a pose, one hand on hip. “Are we going to spend all afternoon talking about quizzes and tests and competitive Euros and … who did you say? Ionesco? I don’t think so. We’re in Paris to have the time of our lives! It’s all about fun. Do you know where we are standing? Right near the home of my all-time favorite French courtesan.”
“What’s that got to do with anything?” Annie demanded. “And anyway, it may be all about fun to you, but I’m here to study. I want to get a Ph.D. someday, and I’m not going to mess that up. So excuse me if I don’t get excited about seeing the home of some … obscure French whore.”
“Obscure?” Lola rolled her eyes. “That shows how little you know about La Belle Otero, Men fought duels to the death over her. How many whores—or virgins, for that matter—can make that claim?”
“Truce,” Karen pleaded, wriggling between them. “And please lower your voices. Everyone’s staring at us. They probably think we’re typical loud, obnoxious Americans.”
Lola laughed. “They’re staring at us ’cause they think we’re foxy. I mean, look at those guys over there, ogling us.”
The compañeros smiled back sheepishly, and murmured to each other, changing their plan of attack. First, they would have to contact Jean-Michel and tell him that the knock-out redhead had spotted them. They slowly backed away, but Lola didn’t notice. She wasn’t paying them that much attention; that particular group of dark-haired guys seemed just ordinary and definitely not rich enough for her. Lola was out to catch someone exceptionally wealthy. Little did she know that the combined value of the discreet antique gold watches the compañeros wore were worth a fortune.
“Besides,” Lola continued, “if you only knew about La Belle Otero, you would have to agree that she was a bitchin’ courtesan, the last of the grandes horizontales.”
“Grandes horizontales?” hooted Annie. “You mean prostitutes …”
“Mistresses of men of rank!” Lola corrected.
“Oh, sorry! Really. I don’t believe the words ‘grandes horizontales’ will be on our quiz tomorrow. But please, go ahead and tell us all about your idol, La Belle Otero.”
Once again, Lola was about to cast her red-headed fishing line in the direction of another handsome admirer, but at the last moment she noticed that he joined the line for a public bus, and she lost interest.
“Let me tell you, ladies, La Belle Otero possessed an unrivaled awareness of men with deep wealth. Honestly, I have to ramp up my rich-guy detection skills.” Lola said this more for her own benefit than for her friends.
“So her name was Belle?” Karen asked.
“Her real name was Carolina Otero,” Lola told her, nodding her head so emphatically her red curls bounced. “Nina to her friends. She lived from the late 1880s until the 1960s, and she always traveled in style. She even accompanied Wilhelm II, the German Kaiser, on his Imperial yacht. When she took her afternoon rides from her home right here, 27 Rue Pierre Charron, she rode like a queen in specially designed carriages––never on putrid public transportation.” Lola pointed a manicured index finger accusatorily at the departing bus.
Annie didn’t want to hear any additional trite details. “So what? Apparently, she was a prosperous prostitute and nothing else. What qualities did she possibly possess to make you, a twentieth-century woman with a college education, want to emulate her?”
“That’s precisely my point.” Lola beamed at her two friends. “Her tactics were universal and timeless. Think about it. La Belle Otero used her talent as a dancer at the Folies Bergère to catapult herself onto a much larger stage––the playing fields of the wealthiest aristocrats. They were more than glad to support her in the style to which they were accustomed. And she played one rich aristo against the other. Nina had so much money that she regularly lost hundreds of thousands of francs at the gaming tables throughout Europe, and all those lovelorn male admirers of hers picked up the tab. She was such a cunning fox! In total control of every aspect of her life. Don’t you think that’s impressive? Don’t you think her life was exciting?”
Annie shook her head, but before she could say anything more, Karen jumped in to make the peace.
“I get what Lola is saying.” Karen sounded almost wistful. “At least, I know where she’s coming from, where we’re both coming from. It’s an idée fixe for lots of us who come from humble roots. Not an obsession, exactly––more of a daydream or fantasy. We think that somehow our talents are going to be spotted and recognized and––hey presto, we’re rich and famous.”
“You want a shortcut, you mean,” Annie said sternly. “The easy way.”
Now it was Karen’s turn to shake her head. “Don’t take this the wrong way, Annie, but you’ve had a very privileged life. It may be hard for you to understand that some people may work really hard but never get ahead, never even get financially secure. I’m not putting your wealth down, or saying that you don’t have to work hard––it’s just you can easily fly down to the south of France and stay at your grandmother’s property, whenever you like. Or if you’re stuck you can contact your trust fund manager in L.A., and the money you need will be wired to you. So maybe you don’t need daydreams the way we do.”
Annie didn’t respond. She didn’t like to be tagged as the rich girl; she wanted to make it in Paris all on her own. But nothing Karen was saying was untrue.
“And I think what Lola is talking about right now is just a goofy daydream,” Karen continued. “Isn’t that right, Lola?”
“Hell, no!” Lola was defiant. “I’m completely serious. La Belle Otero’s my idol.”
Annie groaned and started to walk away, but Lola tugged on her loose silk sleeve.
“Listen! She was an amazing Spanish dancer, really talented. They said when she danced flamenco it was so sinuous and erotic she drove men wild with desire. She spoke several languages fluently, so she was clearly no ding-a-ling. She was a creative, intelligent woman who came from nothing but set her sights as high as possible. She got what she wanted from the men she chose to sleep with. So of course I admire her.”
“Okay, okay,” said Annie, holding up one hand. “I guess La Belle Otero had to do what she had to do. But you don’t come ‘from nothing,’ Lola.”
Karen and Lola exchanged glances but said nothing. They had been roommates at Cal State and they knew each other’s past. All the details of their seedy family dramas were things nobody else needed to know. They had promised each other that in Paris they’d create new personas, and they were not about to reveal their modest backgrounds to a rich USC girl like Annie.
“And anyway,” Annie said, her voice dripping with sarcasm, “surely you don’t intend to bring your lovers into Madame Caron de Pichet’s apartment, do you? She’d throw us all out.”
Madame Caron de Pichet was the aristocratic old lady who owned the hôtel particulier where they lived. In the past, she had managed the upkeep of such a large town house through her liaisons with rich foreign men, who were glad to give her petits cadeaux, small but generous gifts. Although still elegant in her seventies, Madam’s Caron de Pichet’s house had fallen into disrepair, her couture clothing barely revealed its past glamour, and she was forced to reluctantly take in this group of alluring Americans to buoy her melancholic nostalgia.
“She wouldn’t throw me out,” Lola retorted. “I was the one who chatted up our darling house mother when I saw her sad old face that day at the hairdresser! I’m the one who charmed her into letting us live with her. Remember, whatever Lola wants––Lola gets.”
She laughed at her own cliché, and tossed her curls again in the direction of the compañeros, not recognizing them as the same men she had earlier seen at the café.
Karen managed a smile as well, eager to make peace.
“Come on, you two. No more squabbling. Annie, just think of this as a history lesson. Hey, did men really fight duels over La Belle Otero?”
“Not only did they duel over her, but one young admirer committed suicide when she rejected him. He was the scion of the wealthy Payen family, and he pursued her madly, sending her love letters and enclosing thousands and thousands of francs, desperate to persuade her to meet him.”
“I bet he wanted to do more than just meet her,” Annie said drily.
“Sadly for him, yes,” said Lola. “They met up at last at the Chinese Pavilion in the Bois de Boulogne.”
“How romantic!” exclaimed Karen.
“It could have been, but La Belle Otero wasn’t into this guy at all, even though he was richer than anybody else. So he killed himself in despair. And when the story got out, she had even more admirers than before, showering her with priceless jewels, furs, money––and this groovy townhouse.” Lola waved a hand at the Rue Pierre Charron address. “Let’s go ring all the buttons until someone answers the door. I bet I can charm my way into them letting us in. I wonder if anyone who lives there knows that it used to belong to La Belle Otero?”
Karen shook her head. “I don’t think we should ring the bell. You know how Parisians are ––they’re much more reserved and formal than Americans.”
“Besides,” said Annie, stowing away her guidebook, “you already seem to know more about La Belle Otero than anyone else.”
“You two need to be more daring,” Lola said, shaking her head in despair. “At least Monica showed more interest in La Belle Otero. She wanted to know exactly how Nina honed her femme fatale allure. In fact, she asked me so many questions, you would have thought she was preparing for a test on courtesans.”







CHAPTER FOUR
Taking Command
Jean-Michel left a smiling Monica sitting at the table, and walked off to whisper in the waiter’s ear. Monica craned her neck to see where Jean-Michel was heading, but the longer flaps of the café’s red awning blocked her view. The awning trembled when Jean-Michel passed underneath. This was exactly how Jean-Michel expected Paris to react to him––and not the other way around. He knew how to hide in plain sight among the interminable gawky tourists cluttering all the picturesque sites, or among the agitated students in the Latin Quarter. He expected everything, from the city’s fabled historic haunts to its malodorous quais, to conform to his vision of the future––and to conspire along with him. He used its crowds, its drizzle, its wide avenues and narrow covered passages, even the three-hundred-step stairway leading up to Sacré-Cœur, like a sleek cat slinking in and out of sight, intent on catching its prey.
Of course, there were added benefits to moving stealthily through the many Parisian quartiers. Women on the street were anxious to flirt with him, unabashedly tying and untying their long silk scarves in a public imitation of seductive undressing. Usually he ignored them, because he had more important things to do, for the greater good, but on some days he stopped to bask in their jittery sensuality. Venice had its thousand purring cats underfoot, weaving around the narrow lanes and fetid canals, but Paris seemed to overflow with female students craving his attention.
Just a week earlier, he’d followed a lanky blonde up the narrow circular stairs of the tower at Notre Dame Cathedral; when he leaned her against the winged stone chimera, she kissed him passionately. When Jean-Michel recalled that heady moment, he seemed to remember the stone gargoyle drooling from its open jaws, winking approvingly at him while, at the same time, the cathedral’s bells pealed their admiration of his stunt. Jean-Michel grunted as he recalled the words of an ancient clergyman who had asked: “To what purpose are here placed these creatures, half beast, half man?” Jean-Michel rejoiced in knowing the answer to this 12th century conundrum. The gargoyles were both a symbol of evil and also a talisman against evil. Either way, these Parisian gargoyles watched over him.
Ever since his early childhood, he’d imagined that the inanimate objects around him spoke to him, uttering words of validation for whatever small feats he accomplished, feats that went uncommented upon by his socially active parents. In their absence, surrounded by household staff that only made sure he was fed and washed, Jean-Michel relished the applause––the pat on the back that the many large clocks gave him every hour, on the hour.
In Paris, Jean-Michel began to believe that the lion statue of the Pont Alexandre III bridge was beginning to ignore him when he walked by—that, in fact, the lion and the other statues were energized by the overt actions of the more militant groups exhibiting their power in Paris. If Jean-Michel wanted to hear the lion roar again for his stellar leadership, he had to act quickly.

Monica settled back in her seat, unable to see to where Jean-Michel had disappeared. He had descended into the café’s centuries-old wine cellar, and sauntered all the way back to its mustiest and most secure storage area. Unlike other oenophiles, Jean-Michel didn’t stop to read a wine label or daydream about a particular vintage; he could imbibe the best and rarest wines in the world whenever he wanted, and by now all the hoopla about French wines bored him. He only paused for a moment to ridicule the new motto of the Château Mouton Rothschild estate: “First, I am. Second, I used to be. But Mouton does not change.” Everything changes, Jean-Michel thought, and I will be a part of a sea of change in Western Europe.
Two men waited for him, shivering in the coolness of the cellar. They peered into the dusty bottles of Château Margaux, locked up behind bars, their eyes darting to and fro in case a dreaded turncoat or police officers might pounce on them from behind the stored wine bottles. The dark cellar’s stone walls and stuffy atmosphere reminded them of the prehistoric caves they explored as children in their Basque homeland, their beloved Euskadi. This was a place they were no longer free to roam, the homeland they would always carry in their hearts and try to protect from those who wanted to destroy all their rights.
This was their purpose for living now––they served Euskadi and no one else. Other better- organized insurgent Basque groups maintained headquarters in Paris, but the men hiding in the wine cellar thought these groups did nothing but hold conferences and talk in circles about their demands and decisions. One of these decisions was to train all the exiled Basque rebels in France, and to remain in contact with the Basque nationalists in France––hence the presence, albeit surreptitious, of so many Basques in Paris. This better-known Basque nationalist group was also effective at raising funds. Its bank robberies in 1972 netted over one million francs, an amount that couldn’t fail to impress all the other disparate nationalist groups trying to organize themselves in this ancient city. In this era of social upheaval, the tactics employed by one group influenced the actions of evolving insurgents.
However, the secret faction that had sent these two inept men on this specific mission did not just issue communiqués; it took action––even if in some instances their Basque comrades managed to accidentally blow themselves up. The faction believed that these were the casualties of war. Not only did combatants suffer, so did the innocent. A pregnant Basque woman captured by the Spanish police in Pamplona in 1968 was tortured so viciously that she suffered a miscarriage. These were individual tragedies, but nothing on the scale of the catastrophe of losing their Basque liberties and culture—their beloved Euskera language––and this was the solemn purpose that made the men hiding in the cellar cherish their outlaw status, even if they were also shaking in their boots with fear.
Back in the Basque Country, the shorter man had been a medical student, and the other a village plumber, so both were ill-prepared for the clandestine work they’d been assigned. Their superiors had selected them for the Paris operation because they both had dark hair, long noses and unremarkable pale faces, ideal for blending in to the Parisian crowds. They’d also selected them for their facility with languages: both had been raised in the countryside of Irun, near the French border, and spoke three languages fluently.
As Jean-Michel approached, his slender silhouette mysteriously backlit like a spy in a movie, the men could not make out his face. In fact, these two fools were not very observant; they were as gullible as they were patriotic.
“He can see our faces,” hissed the plumber. “Turn around!”
Jean-Michel’s laughter echoed through the cellar.
“I don’t care about remembering your faces,” he scoffed. “I can already see that neither one of you is a tactician. Suppose I wanted to harm you: wouldn’t it be easer this way?”
He tapped both men sharply on their shoulders. Unlike trained fighters who would have struck back, both men cowered, turning just enough to glimpse Jean-Michel’s face.
Instantly, they mistrusted him. He looked too tanned, and he spoke Spanish with the tempo of an Andalusian, or perhaps with the breakneck speed of the Caribbean. This was exactly how others in their group had been misled before. They’d thought they were dealing with foreign sympathizers whose Basque ancestors had migrated to Venezuela long ago, but instead they had fallen into the clutches of the Spanish police, and had never been seen or heard from again.
The men whispered their requests to Jean-Michel, and then he ambled away past the racks of wine bottles, showing no fear of the two men lurking in the cellar. He would never be the rat caught in the trap, and he had developed the acute observation skills of an ace hunter. Jean-Michel knew that these two weaklings would break easily. In his mind, he had already disposed of them.
A couple of minutes after Jean-Michel’s departure, the men heard the familiar ring of a tiny brass bell, wielded by the waiter. This was their signal to leave the cellar and melt into the famed Paris avenue as anonymously as they had entered. By the time they adjusted to the sunlight and peered through the flapping red awning, Jean-Michel was nowhere in sight––Paris had followed his command and camouflaged him.

Jean-Michel guided Monica down a labyrinth of side streets that led, at last, to an elegant women’s boutique. The saleswoman smiled when they entered, and pursed her lips at at Jean-Michel. Monica looked at the display of chic clothes and was puzzled.
“I thought we were stopping at an art supply store,” she whispered to Jean-Michel. She’d told him that she had sketches due in two days and needed to pick up some supplies.
“You will have the art supplies in no time,” Jean-Michel assured her. “But I just remembered that I saw a stunning dress here that would look amazing on you. Please humor me, and try it on. I was going to buy it for my sister, wasn’t I?”
He turned to the impeccably groomed sales woman, who nodded. She held up a pale-blue mini dress, floaty and ethereal. Monica’s eyes grew wide. It looked so pretty, and very expensive.
“You see? You must try it on for me,” he said, and Monica couldn’t resist.
When the heavy velvet curtain to the dressing room was drawn, the saleswoman sidled up to Jean-Michel. “Your sister is very special to you, isn’t she?” she said. He didn’t like the woman’s tone or her insinuation, but he had visited this shop often enough to know that she was easy to buy off. He didn’t reply, and his scowl sent her scurrying to the back room for a pair of shoes to match the dress.
Monica couldn’t believe her own glamorous vision in the mirror.
“It’s a gorgeous dress,” she said, stepping out of the dressing room and twirling for Jean-Michel. “I’m sure your sister will love it.”
Jean-Michel liked his women angelic and pliable, and in this dress Monica didn’t disappoint him at all. “You must wear this dress when we go dancing tonight,” he commanded. “We’ll take the other dress for my sister.” He waved a dismissive hand at the sales woman, and told her to ship the “other” dress.
The saleswoman smiled broadly and thanked them both effusively. She knew that there was no other dress to ship out, and probably no sister, either. But one thing was certainly real: the several hundred francs Jean-Michel had slipped her, lining her own threadbare pockets.
Jean-Michel led Monica towards his apartment in the lively 6th
arrondissement, maneuvering in a circuitous way in order to tire her, disorient her––and to probe further into her character. Knowledge was power, after all. He was tempted to take Monica to his family’s vacant apartment in the elite 8th
arrondissement, but the nosy concierge there would find a way to meddle.
He had misjudged some of his other targets before, and this time he had to be sure that Monica had the fortitude to carry out his directions, and to do everything he dictated for nothing else in return but his love. Recently he had erred with a young German student; she’d turned out to be a brazen Amazon who wanted to be a hero and to take the lead. In the end, Jean-Michel made sure that her desire to be in command came true, sending her bossy head deeper and deeper, all the way to the bottom of the Mediterranean after she mistakenly thought that he would reward her unauthorized initiative.
With every step Jean-Michel took with Monica, he convinced himself that he was madly in love with her. He needed to believe with all the molecules in his body that she was the love of his life. If he could command his inner troops to exhibit the dilated pupils of sexual excitement, to make his heart palpitate vigorously, to get an erection whenever her mini dress revealed her pale inner thighs, then he knew she would respond in kind––if he had selected the right woman.
He paused along the quais to see if his charm was working.
“I guess you can tell that I don’t want this afternoon to end,” he murmured, stroking Monica’s soft hair and gazing into her own dilated pupils. “Even the later sunset is cooperating with us, don’t you think?”
Monica inched towards him, her breathing heavy. She couldn’t believe that she’d met someone so handsome and enthralling and European. “I guess I could stay out a little longer. I mean, I have to go do my sketches. But afterwards I’d love to go dancing with you.”
She put her arms around his neck and fondled his ears, as though she was placing a bridle on Rocky.
“What do you like to sketch?” Jean-Michel caressed her cheek, and a thrill raced down Monica’s spine.
“At home, I mostly … I mostly sketch my horses.” Monica gulped as if she were running out of air. “But here I’d love to sketch––that is, I’d love to paint this very moment.”
Jean-Michel guided her to a bench looking out over the Seine. It was quiet along this part of the river, ideal for a seduction. When they sat down, he wrapped his arm around Monica’s shoulders. She leaned into him, and he could detect the violent resignation in her trembling body. Monica was in a dreamlike state, awash with surging molecules and hormones of her own. Instinctively she turned to face Jean-Michel, raising her right leg onto his knee. He slipped off his leather jacket and draped it across her lap. Monica let him take control, his cigar-tainted fingers probing and massaging her erotically. Her moans were imperceptible to all but him. Paris camouflaged him again by casting the shadows of early dusk over them. While Jean-Michel pleasured her, Monica never took her eyes off his, and as she climaxed, he observed that the shallows of her hazel eyes now reflected his own profoundly dark eyes. He congratulated himself for having such control over the internal engines of love––and for managing to select such a fine female specimen.
But although he was satisfied with her risk-taking behavior on the public bench, Jean-Michel had to probe deeper into Monica’s core beliefs. He removed a linen handkerchief from his pocket and wiped between her legs.
“If only the old nuns knew the delectable origin of the stains on their handmade linen handkerchief,” Jean-Michel whispered, “they might have to do penance, don’t you think?”
This, he knew, was a deliberate and crass trap, but he had met a number of women whose religious background paralyzed them in the heat of a clandestine operation. The last woman he sent on a mission across the border into Spain had perspired profusely during the crossing in Le Perthus, and when she caught sight of a crucifix in the customs office she’d fainted, spilling the handful of false passports she was carrying on his behalf––though at least she had enough sense to keep her mouth shut. Fortunately, her parents’ wealth had greased her release, and they assigned her their own penance by shipping her to Patagonia to teach in the local parish school.
“I’m not religious, so I wouldn’t know, but .…” Monica whispered, pulling him closer to her. She nuzzled Jean-Michel’s neck and inhaled his promises of love and excitement. Desperate to savor this moment, she decided not to mention to Jean-Michel that she knew all about nuns and novenas and lighted candles, all about prayers asking for divine intervention so the punches would stop. Unlike Notre Dame and its empty pews, Monica’s parish church back home was packed every Sunday with weeping women and their damaged children. She had wasted enough years kneeling next to her mother, praying that her father would end his frequent strikes against her.
Monica knew enough about animal husbandry to recognize she’d inherited her father’s dominant traits, along with his hazel eyes and pale skin. She also knew that if a mare was young enough, she could be retrained, whether it was with positive reinforcement or brute force. She brushed these two thoughts from her mind. Every bone in her body was telling her that she would learn everything about being a woman with Jean-Michel, and that he would be her gentle but masterful and passionate trainer.
“But what? What were you going to say?” Jean-Michel asked.
“Uh, just that I’m not … uh, superstitious. All I know is that I’ve never wanted anyone as much––”
Jean-Michel’s mind was on the logistics of the mission––the men in the wine cellar had asked for firearms–– such that he almost forgot his role in the romantic courtship duet he was dancing with Monica: he was to match the words tumbling from her cupid-lipped mouth.
“As much as I want you,” he managed to chime in unison, though the sappiness of this mutual proclamation of love made him shiver, albeit nearly imperceptibly, with disgust. He resented having to play such an elaborate game of romantic subterfuge, just to get one woman to do as he instructed her without getting snared at a control point or deciding to take liberties with his directions. Unlike other rebels who bragged that their women were dutiful to the extent that they would even do time in prison for their men, Jean-Michel preferred to be a ghost puppeteer pulling the strings of his love-struck envoys of destruction.
Monica noticed Jean-Michel’s quiver, and hugged him. She tenderly handed him his leather jacket and beamed when he pulled her to her feet. She would follow him anywhere now, he knew. Consequently, Jean-Michel grasped her hand, resolutely guiding this nubile and compliant partner to his impressive lair.







CHAPTER FIVE
Trawling for Babes on the Seine
There is no way I’m boarding any of the Bateaux Mouches,” grumbled Bertrand, the tallest of the compañeros, as the men approached the dock for the tourist boat ride down the Seine. “We should wait for directions before we proceed. Putain!”
“I agree. We’re not deplorable tourists,” sniped Charles, the most handsome of the three, adjusting his aviator sunglasses. “Paris is our second home––what if someone sees us? We’ll be ridiculed by everyone! They’ll slaughter us with their taunts.”
He exchanged a flirtatious smile with the redhead walking ahead of them with her friends. She was smiling at him over her shoulder, but showing no signs of slowing down.
“Who cares about matters of appearances?” Xavier, the clean-cut compañero, retorted. “You’re not in prep school anymore. This is a serious mission. If someone means to slaughter you––it won’t be with words, putain!”
“Easy for you to say––nobody here knows you. You’re invisible. But see the Eiffel Tower here?” He pointed up to the tall compañero. “He stands out, don’t you think?”
“Again, irrelevant fact,” said Xavier. “Our task for tonight is to convince, pick-up, seduce, sweet-talk…whatever you rich preppies call convincing those three American chicks over there to go dancing with us. We’ll find out the rest of the plan once we’re at the disco––on a need-to-know basis.”
Xavier was always insinuating that he already knew every detail of the mission. Although he viewed himself as the self-appointed head of the pack, he had yet to meet face-to-face with the leaders of their rebel group. So far their superiors had only communicated cryptically through the faux-Che–– a nom de guerre that Xavier had invented for his more charismatic comrade.
“Faux-Che” did not stick: the man in question had opted instead for Jean-Michel. The other men in the squad had chosen their pseudonyms by alphabetical order: the tall man was Bertrand, the handsome one preferred the name Charles, and together with Jean-Michel, they had assigned the clean-cut intellectual the fusty name of Xavier. This unimaginative naming ritual––not to mention the oversight in not appointing him as the leader––bothered Xavier almost as much as the recent reduction in the already meager funds his father transferred to his expense account. His father had just cabled two enigmatic questions to him: “Are you sure you have an advanced degree in economics? From Paris?”
The sting of these paternal inquiries had turned Xavier more taciturn. He walked silently, his heavy-lidded eyes focused on the gravel path, as the other two chatterboxes evaluated the American women’s buttocks.
“I like the petite brunette’s tight little ass, don’t you agree?” Bertrand stretched to his full height as if preparing to pounce on Karen in one fell swoop.
“Putain, t’es serieux?” exclaimed Charles. “You always go for the tiny women with no caboose––what’s wrong with you? With your height you should pick an Amazon.”
“Sometimes I do, but tonight I feel like nibbling on caviar,” said Bertrand, “not feasting on rump roast.”
They both guffawed as if they had just won match point at their tennis club.
Lola knew the men were evaluating her figure, and she wanted to challenge them. Determined to stare them down, she spun around, shaking her crimson ringlets, and planted her hands on her hips. First she made eye contact with each man, one by one, and then she slowly undressed them with her playful eyes, all the way down to the crotch.
“Yummy, mami.” Charles smacked his lips and popped the collar of his Lacoste tennis shirt. “I think that later on I’m having a live red lobster with lots of butter.”
Xavier stopped.
“You two spoiled assholes are going to ruin our mission,” he said in an enraged whisper. “I won’t let it happen, do you hear me?’
“You don’t know any more about the mission than we do,” snapped Charles. “We’re acting exactly as we should, like three guys trying to pick up girls. If we look like you, as though we’re on our way to a funeral, do you think that Little Red Riding Hood over there would be inviting us to come and take her for a ride? Leave the babe-trawling to us. You can sit and add numbers on your head or play pocket billiards for all we care, putain. Just don’t screw it up.”
Charles and Bertrand passed Xavier and approached the American women.
“Make that lobster and rack of lamb,” Charles murmured to Bertrand, ogling Lola’s full breasts. “What a feast!”

Lola felt like playing cat-and-mouse with the three dumb mice approaching her. She wanted to test her bantering skills in French, to see if her barbs drew a little blood from any of them, and to decide which one of the three was up to her spunky standards. If she were back in L.A. she would be able to size up these men easily: where they lived, their professions, their social status––and their intent. After numerous missteps that resulted in selecting poor men, she had learned how to identify men with real money. But here in Paris, Lola was still on shaky ground, and she wanted to avoid wasting time with a cheap French guy.
She gauged the men approaching her, determined to start honing her skills right there and then. La Belle Otero had maximized her swaying hips and tasty lips, but Lola had her booty, boobs, and quick wit. She pulled and released a coil of red hair as if she were pulling a trigger.
“I thought Parisians never take the tourist boat down the Seine,” she said. “Surely, you’re not casting about for innocent foreign women to trap in your bordellos, are you?”
Xavier frowned at the insult and anxiously fiddled in his pockets. How could this girl mistake them for pimps? Then he noticed Bertrand’s overeager long strides and Charles’ cocky swagger.
Charles approached Lola and extended his hand.
“If I were a pimp, I would have to build you a palace bigger than Versailles, where your beauty would attract throngs of suitors. Alas, I am just Charles Daniel de la Tour, and my family’s château is rather small.” He gently lifted Lola’s hand and brushed it with his lips. “We must apologize for the conspicuous way we’ve been following you.”
“Indeed, were are clumsy, but at least now you know that we are neither pimps nor spies,” said Bertrand, laughing too eagerly. “We’re just graduate students in economics. I am Bertrand.”
He shook hands with all three women and wedged his tall body between Karen and Annie. Xavier remained with a sullen look on his face, saying nothing. Bertrand shot him an impatient glance.
“And may I introduce our professor, the chairman of our dissertation committee, Dr.––”
“Please, just call me Xavier,” he interrupted, glaring at Bertrand for over-embellishing their backstory and for introducing a hook they had never discussed––though, on reflection, he really didn’t mind being cast in the role of the professor. “May I buy everyone a cup of coffee and a ride on, well, yes––that tourist trap of a boat.” He pointed to the river. “But considering that we shall view many of our favorite sites, and in the company of three beautiful women, no less … well then, that is to say, we would be, uh, honored if you would join us.”
Xavier escorted Annie onto the boat with a stiff formality, drawing on the antiquated bourgeois mannerisms his grandmother had taught him back home in Bogotá. She’d always aspired to move up another notch on the social ladder, using her clever pale grandson as a stepstool, and she had managed to enroll him in Bogotá’s best schools. There, however, he was constantly reminded of the country bumpkin manners instilled in him by his grandmother. And now, among the pretty American targets, once again he felt the total yokel.
Fazed for a moment by the goofy gallantry of all three men, Lola boarded the boat alone, scrutinizing them all. Did Charles really have a family château? The way he rolled off the honorific article “de” in his last name––de la Tour––seemed as natural as when she introduced herself as Lola. But that didn’t mean anything: it had taken her repeated practice to say Lola instead of her full name, Dolores Ignacia Beltran. She’d spent months before this year abroad in Paris rehearsing her new persona, a persona that would never reveal any trace of her canned-beans and no-heat-in-the-apartment personal history.
Her own reinvention made Lola suspect Charles of the same. It was probable that he might have rehearsed his title of minor nobility and the name of the family château just to put on airs. She’d misjudged others before. When she first met Monica back at Cal State, Lola had thought the whole horse-ranch story was a pretentious lie, but she’d been wrong. Monica really did come from a ranch, but she wasn’t a wealthy girl with an expensive horse hobby. In class she was always fatigued because of the time she spent training her horses as well as going to college full-time. It had been difficult then to appreciate Monica’s beauty: she always seemed to have dark circles around her eyes and smelled of the stables. But today, when they left Monica with the French guy at the café, she looked radiant and happy––renewed. Perhaps this was the common denominator of foreigners and expats living in the City of Light. They all had newly minted personas, rising to meet Paris’ grand expectations.
For now Lola was happy to play along with Charles and his repartee, but she couldn’t let herself forget that she’d come to Paris to catch a big fish in a big pond––and so far, she was the fish out of water. Although she found Charles the most attractive and tantalizing, Lola flirted with all three men to see if Charles would show jealousy or frustration. She had to determine his level of interest in her, his true temperament, and––of course––his wealth.
“Please, come here.” Charles stretched his hand out to Lola and led her to the bow of the boat. “You must see the reflection of the Pont Alexandre III on the river. Do you see how the gilded horses appear to be swimming in the ripples of the water?”
He gazed at the reflection with a young boy’s amazement. Charles knew he was letting his guard down in front of this vivacious redhead, but it felt refreshing and buoyant rather than a possible risk to his compañeros.
Lola squinted at the river. To her, the shape of the vast golden wings and the gaping open mouth of the horse made it look as though the creature was either asphyxiating or ready to leap up and drag the boat down to the bottom of the river. Both visions depressed Lola, and she was not a woman who became depressed easily.
“For a minute there I thought you were going to say that the carved nymphs remind you of me.” She shimmied in a blatant display of her remarkable physique, but Charles ignored her little dance.
“Ah, that would be very cliché,” he said in a low voice, sounding hurt. “You think very little of me, then.”
He walked away from Lola and rejoined the group, leaving her confused and a little embarrassed.
Bertrand and Karen were discussing their favorite songs and favorite bands, and Annie was listening politely while Xavier droned on about the doctoral program in economics.
“It is always a challenge to complete the coursework in any doctoral program,” he was saying, “but it is virtually impossible to have a discussion with a fellow professor in Paris. Where do they hide all day? Why can’t people just say what they mean?”
“I haven’t really met my professors,” said Annie, unsure of what he was talking about. “I think all we’ve had so far have been teaching assistants. It’s been chaotic, to say the least.”
Bertrand, making headway with Karen, and afraid that Xavier would cast his gloomy spell over the whole day, decided it was time to take charge of the conversation.
“Don’t worry about your classes so early on in the academic year,” he reassured Annie. “We know everyone, or at least we know how to locate anyone, so we’ll help you figure out the easiest class––”
“That’s really not my goal.” Annie looked at Xavier for some kind of validation from a fellow scholar, but he was staring moodily down at the river. “But thank you anyway.”
Lola wandered over, tired of standing by herself.
“I’ll take your offer,” she told Bertrand. “Give me all the details about the easy classes. I’m in Paris for the time of my life.”
Something about the look on Annie’s face reminded Lola not to come off as totally vapid.
“I’ll perfect my French conversation skills with you two instead,” she added, smiling at Bertrand and Xavier.
“Over dinner and dancing, then?” Bertrand asked the girls, reserving a lingering glance for Karen.
“We have to study first,” Annie said quickly, “but … we’ll join you later to go dancing.” Lola and Karen beamed their agreement.
“Superbe!” Bertrand squeezed Karen’s hand. “We’ll take you to the most exclusive disco in the whole of Paris, Le Sept. You’ll love it.”







CHAPTER SIX
Madame’s Rant
When the three coeds approached their residence on Rue de Condé in the 6th arrondissement, they were surprised to discover Madame Caron de Pichet even more befuddled than usual. Through the partially opened antique wooden door that hid the still-elegant courtyard of her hôtel particulier, they heard the pitch of her voice reach an unpleasant high note.
“This is an affront to civilization,” she screeched. “You must agree with me, n’est-ce pas?”
“Oui, but course, Chère Madame, but you must take it easy.” The worn-down concierge was trying, albeit unsuccessfully, to calm her septuagenarian landlord. Through the decades, both the concierge and Madame Caron de Pichet had witnessed each other’s calamities––dead husbands, ingrate friends, and now their shabby-yet-genteel existence. They trudged through an ever-diminishing quotidian life, because Madame Caron de Pichet’s mismanagement of her late husbands’ estates had left her with only this grand townhouse and its massive upkeep costs. She’d leased the two most valuable floors, but still retained the top floors for herself, keeping up appearances just for her own sake, as all her cohorts were either dead or shut-in, preparing to die.
A few weeks ago, Madame Caron de Pichet had allowed herself to be charmed by a vivacious redheaded American girl, and now she was renting some of her rooms to four pretty American students who entertained her with their naïveté. In turn, the Americans thought her batty and uninformed, but warmhearted for a Parisian. They referred to her, tongue-in-cheek, as their loony “housemother,” the name American students gave to the chaperones who lived in dorms or sorority houses, dispensing good advice and keeping an eye out for any problems––tasks which Madame Caron de Pichet performed in reverse, as all her advice was crazy, and she was the cause, rather than the solver, of problems. Madame Caron de Pichet looked only after herself, talking endlessly about the good old days in Paris when she had been the belle of so many Parisian balls, and describing her countless affairs in lurid detail.
Madame Caron de Pichet’s voice could climb no further, so she leaned against the concierge and let out an agonized sigh. “Why do these people come into our country and blow things up? This is la France, not some dark place who knows where!”
The concierge listened to the radio all day long and felt very informed about the insurgents teeming in the avenues of Paris. She felt a wicked desire to educate Madame Caron de Pichet.
“Actually, dear Madame,” she said, “this latest group of rebels is apparently from our own border region with Spain. They are Basque separatists from Gascony––”
“You can’t be serious! Not Gascogne. Why, that is the heart of the douceur de vivre! That’s where the French live the sweetness of life––”
“So they said on the radio. They also said that it’s near where d’Artagnan and the Three Musketeers lived. I’m telling you, Madame, ever since those student revolts in ’68, our young people are mixed up. Remember the good old—”
“Hush, I beg of you. I don’t care about The Three Musketeers. I simply don’t not want to step out on the avenue and have some idiot blow me and my Fifi to smithereens. Not my darling little companion! Is she back from the groomer yet?”
“Not yet.” The concierge stroked her own gray chopped-off hair, while Madame pulled at hers nervously.
“You are ruining your flawless chignon,” said the concierge. “Please, let’s go inside and have a cup of tea, shall we?”
“How can you think of tea when Paris is getting blown up by foreigners? I’m telling you that no French man, even a Basque French man, would ever harm Paris. No, never!” Madame Caron de Pichet shook her head violently, and strings of her silver hair dropped spaghetti-style onto her bony shoulders.
The concierge couldn’t help enjoying watching Madame Caron de Pichet’s meltdown. The old woman thought herself above everyone and everything. She had opinions about matters she knew nothing about, and the concierge was not about to let go of this moment of power.
“Dear Madame!” she said. “In fact, the police suspect that our French Basques are collaborating with the Spanish Basques.”
“Do not even mention the word ‘collaborators’ around me. Believe me, I was with the Résistance during the war and I know all about putrid collaborators––and I know all about sacrificing my youth and my body to defend la France. Don’t mention––”
“I’m simply recounting the facts, Madame. Do you recall last April, when the Jewish Agency building was damaged by a bomb explosion? Why, the blast twisted all the iron window bars, though at least no one was injured.”
“I do remember that incident, and I tell you that those were foreign agents who bombed the building, not French citizens. Did I ever tell you about the time during the war when I––”
“No need to relive the past, dear Madame. I am sharing the latest information about the perpetrators of the bombing, the one that just happened a few minutes ago, so you will keep safe and stay indoors.” The concierge didn’t want to hear yet another monologue from the old lady about her once-flawless youthful body, how she sacrificed it for France, and how men went to extremes to meet her because of her fabled beauty. “Did you know that one of the bombers was a very tall man? I heard on the radio just now that they found the bloody stump of his long leg and the remains of Italian custom-made shoes in size––”
Madame Caron de Pichet rolled up her stringy hair into ear muffs. “Have some measure of decorum!” she shrieked. “You are speaking to your landlord, not a washerwoman who wants to know the size of shoes. Go and fetch my Fifi now.”
She was trembling so much that Lola, who along with her friends had been hanging back from the conversation, ran up to take the old lady’s arm. Madame Caron de Pichet clung to her as they ambled together up to Madame’s third-floor antique-filled apartment. The other girls followed.
“I’ve never heard you shout, Madame. What’s happening?”
“Ah, ma belle rousse, there has been another bombing in Paris, just minutes ago. But don’t worry your beautiful red curls about it. At your age you should only think about amour and dancing, don’t you agree?”
“Absolutely,” said Lola, though she was unnerved by talk of a bombing. “But you seem very upset. Did someone you know get hurt?”
“No, I do not know any tall men with giant feet. I used to know only elegant gentlemen with impeccable manners. Did I ever tell you––”
“A tall man was hurt, you say?”
“He is dead. Apparently he was preparing or cooking up some bomb when he blew himself up––a mere few blocks from here,” Madame panted. She leaned on Lola’s shoulder, and patted her luscious red curls. “No one else was hurt, and apparently his confederates fled. Oh, who cares, ma belle rousse? Tell me something beautiful, please.”
“Here––you sit down, Madame,” said Lola, when they were safely inside the apartment. She led the old lady into the salon. “I’ll bring you a cup of––”
“Please do not offer me tea. I am old, yes, but today’s bombing has shattered my spirit, I must admit. Will you serve all of us some strong Armagnac, while I freshen up?”
Madame stumbled out of the room, leaving Annie looking aghast.
“Did she say she wants us to drink Armagnac with her? Right now? Ugh! I can’t do it––I have to study if we’re going out later tonight.”
Karen and Lola shook their heads.
“You’d better stay for a sip of her Armagnac,” murmured Karen. “You know how she is about etiquette. Sometimes I wish I were staying in a ratty student dorm room, so I could at least do what I want. Madame is too demanding.”
Annie ignored Karen’s wistful remark. She didn’t want to admit it, but she had been way too spoiled in her own commodious master bedroom back home in San Marino, as well as in her big, comfortable sorority house at USC. Madame’s hôtel particulier suited Annie perfectly––its location, size, and Old World furnishings. She was relieved when Lola spoke up.
“Are you nuts, Karen? No way would I want to live anywhere but right here with our loony housemother. Look around at all these antiques and paintings! Geez, don’t tell me you of all people are used to this type of set-up?”
“I didn’t say that,” Karen protested, bristling at Lola’s veiled reference to her working-class background. “I’m used to being independent, that’s all. I don’t like to ask Madame for permission.”
“Cut the old crone some slack, would ya? She’s more risqué than she lets on. Let’s get her drunk and she’ll tell us some kinky tales. Maybe we’ll learn a thing or two. Look at all she’s accumulated in her life.” Lola pointed to the art on the walls. “Don’t you recognize that Degas? And, more importantly, do you see any man crowding her life? Hell, no.”
Karen was about to leave the salon when Madame returned. She had changed into a black dinner suit, circa 1950, and was still adjusting her French twist.
“My darling Americans,” she cried in a quivering voice, “let’s toast to our mutual friendship, shall we?”
“Yeah, OK,” Karen said, sounding as reluctant as she felt.
Madame sashayed up to her.
“Karen,” she whispered sweetly, “you must always respond with equal charm to a toast. For example, you might say, ‘Chère Madame, to our beloved countries,’ and then raise your glass daintily.”
As much as they liked Madame’s eccentricity, both Lola and Annie wanted this cocktail toast to speed by.
“To France,” they said in unison, and downed their drinks. But Madame was in chatty mood.
“Let’s agree to not talk about the bombings of late, shall we?”
This comment piqued Annie’s curiosity. “Madame, why do you think these bombings are taking place? Who’s to blame?”
“Pfft.” Madame shrugged her shoulders. “I had hoped not to talk about this topic.” She adjusted her pencil skirt and sank into a Louis XVI chair, the tapered wooden legs of which had been gnawed through the decades by Madame’s many past dogs. “People come to Paris so that their voices can be heard around the world. We get all sorts of international conferences and so forth. Why, this past January delegates from your country, South Vietnam, North Vietnam, and the Vietcong’s Provisional Revolutionaries met here for the Paris Peace Accords, and they signed an end to your country’s involvement in the Vietnam War.”
Madame brushed phantom dust from her jacket and beamed at them, her head erect. “Enfin, you see, Paris is the center of the world.”
“But why all the bombings in Paris now?” Annie wanted this wasted time to count for something, so she might as well get some useful information out of the old lady.
“It’s not just Paris, my dear. There are insane revolutionaries all over the world now. They wish to change the world order. Oh, it’s just too convoluted. We’ve barely recovered from the Second World War, and now it’s one side cheering for anti-imperialism, an end to colonialism, left-wing politics.” Her shoulders slumped, and she dropped her high-heeled shoes onto the floor. “It’s the red faction of this, and pro-group of that! And on the other side is a cabal of conservative media, pro-business, police brutality, and who knows what other fascist evils. Look at what’s happening in Spain, Germany, Italy, all over, yes! Even in your own country!”
The three young American women were speechless. They had thought their housemother out of touch––loony, even––but she’d just summarized the global state of affairs rather succinctly.
“So, you say today’s bombing was near here, right?” Karen persisted.
Madame was up, barefoot, walking up to her Art Deco mirror bar to pour herself another glass of Armagnac. She studied the old, stained bottle label––1908 B. Gelas et Fils, Vieil Armagnac––and she cackled at her sorry state of affairs. She’d been refilling the old bottle with cheap spirits for years. Finally, she replied, “Yes, the bombing was a little too close for comfort. Apparently some tall man blew himself up in the cellar of an ancient building near the Rue Censier.”
“But that … that’s just a few blocks away!” Karen was wide-eyed.
Madame guzzled her Armagnac and let out a belch. “Can you imagine all the Bordeaux wine bottles exploding in the cellar?” she sighed. “Their owners are in deep purple, mourning their loss, I assure you. Why, we French cherish our wines the way we cherish our dogs.”
She plopped down on her Recamier-style lounge chair, and waved a hand at Lola.
“Ma belle rousse, be a darling and go fetch my petite Fifi from that peasant of a concierge, please.”
Annie and Karen stood up, taking this as their cue to leave the salon, but Madame was having none of it.
“You must stay and chat with your hostess, n’est-ce pas?” she demanded. “Even in your wild west California, people don’t just up and leave their host, do they?”
“We didn’t mean to upset you, Madame,” Annie apologized. “We were concerned about the proximity of the bomb to your house, that’s all.”
“That’s very sweet of you, but only ma belle rousse asked me how I feel. The two of you just want to get back to your rooms and ignore me, isn’t that so?”
“Actually, it might have seemed that way to you, Madame,” said Karen earnestly, “but we have lots of homework to finish before we go dancing tonight.”
“You should go dancing, my dear. Be young and trite–– I mean to say, be young and sprightly.” She gulped her drink. “You two would have never succeeded in the underground Résistance during the war. We had to be as tough as tanks inside, and yet outwardly we had to seduce our targets to get information out of them, or to kill them. Yes, you heard me right, I said to kill them! To kill them at the moment they climax––now, that takes courage. You two are an open blank book. Pfft!” She swatted at them as if they were buzzing houseflies.
Madame stared nostalgically at her empty glass as though it were a long-lost friend. Her words annoyed Annie, though deep down she knew that the old woman was right. Annie was no Résistance agent or killer: she was a scholar specializing in the nineteenth-century feminist writer George Sand. The only thing she really wanted to know right now was if more bombings could be expected.
“Do the police say who’s claiming this bombing?” she asked, deciding to ignore Madame’s criticism.
“No, no one has claimed their hatred for the exquisite Bordeaux now splattered all over the cellar. This stupid tall man had probably hidden the bomb in the cellar, and when he went to retrieve it, everything blew up. Pfft! Thankfully, he killed only himself. No group will claim such a moron.” Madame stared accusatorially at Annie, as though she were a moron as well.
“But that means there may be more bombings by this group, right?” Karen asked. “And they can’t all be morons.”
“Yes, there will be more bombings, because every tribe hates the other tribes.” Madame teetered over to pour another glass of pretend-Armagnac. “We are savages, after all. Haven’t you kept up with the news of late? Surely you’ve heard of the Primavalle firebomb in Rome this past April? It killed two innocent youngsters. And then there were the kidnappings of Basque industrialists. Surely you heard about those?”
Both women stared down on the worn parquet floors. How could they tell their housemother that she was ruining their rose-colored vision of Paris and Europe? Surely they had a right to live out their own La Vie en Rose? All they wanted was to retain their innocence a bit longer, even if the rest of world wanted to shred their dreams.
Madame made her way back to her Recamier, grabbing chairs en route to steady herself.
“By the way,” she asked, plopping down and almost spilling her drink, “where is our inquisitive Monica?”
Annie was glad to change the subject. “She met a handsome French man at a café on the Champs-Êlysées, and she joined him for a drink.”
Madame smiled, drooling Armagnac. “How bewitching and innocent our Monica is, don’t you think?”
“Yes, I guess so,” said Karen, wishing she could escape.
“She cannot sleep, though. I often sit and chat with her after midnight, right here.” Madame patted the mohair sofa and let out a deep sigh, which threatened to become a hiccup. “She is a heartbroken girl. I recognize a forlorn woman––it’s like looking in my own hand-mirror of time. I hope this young man doesn’t play with her feelings. What did he look like?”
“Handsome and courteous,” Annie said, and Karen nodded.
“Hmm, and how old was he?”
“Under thirty.”
“Describe his looks and what he was wearing.” She burped, patting her chest. “It may seem shallow to you Americans, but we French can tell so much from a person’s appearance.”
“Well, we didn’t stare at him,” admitted Annie, frustrated at this downer of a conversation. “He had a tan like a Californian and a bit of a Che Guevara beard and––”
“Ha! I don’t like it––not one bit.” Madame looked horrified. “You left her there with a man who does not appear to be French at all, certainly not a Parisian. Our tans fade by September, and we are not farmers out in the sun all day. Our Parisian sun is very weak this time of year.”
“But he spoke French like a local…,” Karen argued, not sure how else to describe it. She hadn’t considered for a second that the handsome young man might not be French.
“When did you leave her at the café?”
“Around four. You shouldn’t worry about us so much, Madame.” Annie sounded snippy, she knew, but she was annoyed at the waste of valuable study time. “We are independent, mature, college women from California. We’re not babes in the Bois de Boulogne!”
“Of course I worry about you! You are my guests. Yes, you pay me a pittance for your rooms, but you are my guests nonetheless. How many other foreign students do you suppose live in this type of house in Paris? None, I assure you.” Madame had finished her third drink––and gotten her second wind. “Our snoopy concierge downstairs, she has just been telling me that all sorts of dangerous foreigners lurk in our streets! It’s just like the days when the Germans strolled our city as if they owned it.”
Madame rearranged herself on the Recamier and for a moment appeared to doze off. But when Annie and Karen exchanged glances and began to tip-toe out of the salon, Madame roused herself.
“In those days, I was already twice-widowed, but I had to do what I had to do to survive. Yes, I even had to bed a Nazi or two. We did everything for la France.” Madame grimaced at the memory. “You know, you four American girls are plump bunnies for the famished wolves in our midst.”
Annie couldn’t tolerate any more. “Sorry, Madame, but I must go to my room to––”
“I assure you that the loup garou is not just a legend––he exists. And he is cunning and terrifying. He can change from a wolf into a handsome Nazi officer.” She sighed again. “Or into a bomber, or anyone who…who…”
Madame’s eyes closed, and she snored loudly and gracelessly. The girls took this as their cue to flee the salon.
“We certainly have a bat in the belfry, don’t we?” Annie whispered to Karen, who poured the remaining liquor from her glass into Madame’s now empty glass. Karen said, “The old bat needs this poison more than I!”







CHAPTER SEVEN
Le Sept
We should have accepted their offer to send a car for us,” complained Lola, teetering on her high-heeled pumps across the wooden planks of the Pont des Arts Bridge. Despite her complaints, she leapfrogged over uneven planks and dodged slimy ground residue with confidence. A patch of fog hid some of the common Parisian pitfalls (dog poop, mounds of cigarette butts), but Lola cut through the city with the rhythm of a veteran disco diva who would soon be dancing with the elite crowd at Le Sept––and that was all that mattered to her.
“You should have worn sensible shoes, like us.” Annie pointed to Karen’s masculine leather clogs. “We hardly know those guys, and we should be able to manage on our own, so we can leave whenever we want.”
“I’m tolerating the pain of these heels as a tribute to the memory of Louis XIV and his own five-inch-heeled slip-ons. We’re in Paris, not Berkeley, in case you haven’t noticed.”
Annie’s argumentative tendencies rose to the surface. “I didn’t know that you were a specialist on the Sun King’s footwear. What’s next? Are you planning to decree that only you can wear les talons rouges, his signature shoes with red heels?”
“Honestly, Lola, you’re the total antithesis of feminism,” scolded Karen. “You show way too much cleavage. And I know you probably think that your finely arched foot is erotic to men, but you’re forgetting that high-heeled shoes are oppressive and sexist.”
“You’re both boring me to pieces!” Lola groaned. “The only one of us having a great time in Paris––and by that I mean having great sex––is probably Monica.”
Karen looked aghast. “What are you talking about? Monica is totally naïve and sweet!”
“Maybe she is naïve, and that’s what’s so attractive to men.” Lola tossed her curls and almost lost her balance on the uneven cobbles of the street. “She told me she’s determined to find the love of her life here in Paris. Can you believe that? That’s her only goal: to fall madly in love in Paris.”
“Oh! I thought we were talking about sex, not love.” Annie looked perturbed. “If Monica is mixing the two up, she’s in for a big disappointment.”
“Well, we’ll be seeing her in a few minutes at the club, and we’ll be able to tell by her satisfied face,” said Lola, leading the way across the courtyard of the Louvre and onto Rue de Sainte Anne. She pointed at a lively group of club goers walking ahead of them. “You know, you can tell Le Sept is the hottest club by that group in front of us. People at this club really dress to impress.”
The three slowed down to stare at the attire of the people ahead of them.
“It looks like it may be some kind of gay club––those guys are wearing full make-up and lashes,” Karen whispered to Annie. “And that woman is in a stretchy bodysuit. Are those her buttocks showing through?”
“I smell a big mistake in our coming here,” Annie muttered back, jostled by another gaggle of salaciously dressed women trying to get into the private club. “It doesn’t even look like a club to me.”
Charles materialized next to the unsmiling doorman, who waved the three women in. Before Annie could voice any more fears, they found themselves in a tiny restaurant, crammed with people––many with vaguely familiar faces from the gossip magazines.
“Is that Andy Warhol?” Karen asked too loudly, gaping at the corner table like a small-town tourist.
Lola edged her way past Karen and Annie and grasped Charles’ arm.
“Would you like to dine? We have our usual table.” He pointed toward another corner. “Over there, near Bianca.”
Lola glimpsed the famous Bianca––dressed all in white and sipping a glass of wine––but she refused to be awestruck like Karen. When it came to fame and fortune, Lola knew she couldn’t compete with the women in here, but she could show off her dance moves.
“No, thank you,” she said, smiling at Charles. “But I’d love to dance.”
In her high heels, Lola stood a couple of inches taller than Charles. He didn’t seem to mind, though he wasn’t acting quite as cocky and lecherous as he’d seemed earlier that day. When Lola wended her way downstairs to the dance floor, following the pulsing beat of music, he trudged behind her as if heading to the gallows.
Minutes after they stepped onto the crowded dance floor, Lola’s sexy moves drew admiring glances from the other dancers. Even the woman in the bodysuit sidled up to her on the floor and tried to imitate her moves. Instead of ignoring her, Lola showed Bodysuit Girl the sequence of steps known as the Latin Hustle; both women laughed at their reflections in the surrounding wall-to-wall mirrors. When Bodysuit Girl offered Lola some pills, Lola swallowed a couple, despite Charles’ scowl of disapproval.
“When in Rome,” Lola said to him, but he walked off and headed back upstairs to his table.
Lola stayed dancing with the high-energy Bodysuit Girl and her friends. They turned out to be mostly American and German models, hanging out with some Puerto Rican artists from New York. All were intimates of the club’s owner and the DJ. The dancers embraced Lola’s energy and her looks. One of the men said, “You gotta come to our apartment tomorrow and let me draw you and your moves. I’m Antonio, and everyone in the world knows the girls in my drawings.”
He pointed to his crew of gorgeous models, and Lola nodded, buzzing with excitement.
“Sure, just tell me when and where,” she said, trying to sound nonchalant. Lola had no idea where her friends were, and she didn’t care. She was shimmying and bumping with Bodysuit Girl and the dark-haired Antonio. Perhaps Madame Caron de Pichet was right about the vast number of foreigners in Paris. The more Lola moved around the floor, the more languages she heard––and the more expensive the champagne, which was being splashed about without a care, became.
“J’aime Paris,” shouted Lola, and the club goers laughed along with her.
She danced towards a beehive of activity on one section of the dance floor. Everyone was huddled around a diminutive Japanese guy, whom Antonio had told her was a famous couturier. He wasn’t dancing, exactly: he was posing in a quasi- imperial manner, as though he were the reborn Louis XIV, now dressed in very tight geisha-style garb. He held a delicate fan, which he used alternately to hit people on the head and to hide his crooked teeth.
Quickly bored by the Japanese couturier’s antics, everyone began making out with everyone else, but Lola wasn’t wasting her lip gloss until she assessed the pecking order of the club. If this Paris club was like the private clubs in L.A., then the super-wealthy men were sitting in some dark corner assessing the available women––that is, those women who were not professional hookers. Just as it began to dawn on Lola that the table where Charles sat at the club fit that precise description, and that he was her potential sugar-daddy, and that he was young and handsome, Charles surprised her by reappearing on the dance floor.
He wasn’t dancing: he just stood next to her like a dead tree.
“Let’s go sit down for a bit, okay?” Lola shouted in his ear, deciding that was the smartest move she could make right now, and followed him back to his table upstairs. Nobody else was there.
“Where are the others?” she asked, a little out of breath, though secretly she was glad that Annie and Karen had marched their boring butts and clunky clogs away from Le Sept.
Charles answered in the softest voice. “Your friends left right away, and Xavier had to drive Bertrand to the airport so he could fly back to Colombia for his grandfather’s funeral.”
“I’m sorry to hear that.” Lola frowned. “It’s so sudden, isn’t it? We just saw you all, like, eight hours ago, and now your buddy has had to fly back home.”
Charles swallowed his drink and seemed to be fighting back tears. “I, I knew his grandfather, too. I’m sure that Bertrand will have to stay there to help the family.”
“What about his doctoral program?”
“It was all just a dream. He, he won’t be coming back.”
“Not even after the funeral?” asked Lola, perplexed. “So, are you all from Colombia, then?”
Charles didn’t answer Lola. He was at a loss as to what to do next. He had waited for instructions from Jean-Michel, but none came. His clandestine training told him to continue with the plan unless otherwise advised, and that is why he’d decided to meet the American women at Le Sept––despite the tragedy. Charles was used to being glib and dismissive when his lifelong buddy was with him. Bertrand might have been much taller than Charles, but they were like brothers: they knew how to finish each other’s sentences and how to impress women as a dynamic duo. Together they also enjoyed unnerving Xavier, whose whereabouts were now a mystery. The anonymous man Charles had contacted after the accidental explosion that killed Bertrand told him that no one had heard from Xavier and that all communication among the squads would be curtailed indefinitely.
Charles was alone now––forever––and he didn’t know how to get out of this predicament. He looked around the club, expecting Xavier or Jean-Michel to stroll in at any moment. But instead of seeing the men that he trusted, he thought he detected Jean-Michel’s other secret friends stalking him. Watching him, just in case he got weepy and remorseful and went to the authorities to divulge how his best friend’s only remaining body part could provide missing the puzzle piece to the homegrown European terrorism sprouting in cellars and dank apartments from Rome to Madrid. The student movement of 1968 had unearthed deeply buried sentiments of dissatisfaction with the status quo. This new generation demanded societal changes and wasn’t afraid to use the proven tactics of guerilla warfare––explosively loud and randomly executed––to get everyone’s attention. Since anyone could be a victim, everyone feared that these spores of malcontent would germinate into hardy vines that would strangle their cities.
“What about your friend at the café near the Arc de Triomphe? Shouldn’t he be here too?” Lola asked, draining a flute of champagne. “We haven’t seen Monica since she stayed behind with him.”
“I’m sure that she is in good hands and having a wonderful time with Jean-Michel.” Charles put on a show of false enthusiasm, not just for Lola’s benefit. He needed to convince the stalkers who might be studying his behavior across the club to determine if he was no longer an asset; that, in fact, everything was back to normal, and that he was ready and able to execute the plan.
“I guess I thought they’d be here at the club,” said Lola.
“They may have already shown up and left. I really don’t know.” Charles hoped that nobody could notice his hands shaking, or see the profuse perspiration soaking through his shirt.
“Well, I’d really like to call Monica and talk to her. May I have Jean-Michel’s phone number?”
It was all Charles could do not to lose patience with this meddling American girl. Eight hours ago, all he could think about was taking this voluptuous redhead to bed, but now he was devastated by Bertrand’s death, and the last thing he wanted now was to be intimate with this woman.
“Those pills you took are putting you on edge,” he said. “Why don’t you go out on the dance floor again?”
“Sure, but first I want to talk to Monica. Why won’t you give me his phone number?”
Lola was feeling the effects of the pills, but she wasn’t so stoned that she couldn’t detect the same gnaw in her gut, the same anxiety she’d felt when they left Monica behind at the café. She was determined to find out how Monica was doing, especially after Karen and Annie’s observation that Monica’s innocence could lead her astray. Besides, Lola truly believed in her motto––whatever Lola wants, Lola gets––so she tried again.
“It’s just that Monica needs some medication and I have to get it to her. It’s for her asthma.” Lola slung her arm around his neck and ran her fingers through his wavy hair. “I’m a good friend. I would take care of you, too, if you needed me.”
Lola purred, slipping her other hand under his shirt and gently massaging his chest. Charles responded with a guttural sigh. Her soft touch on his skin uprooted his deep need to release his pain––not just over losing Bertrand, but also because of the dangerous, violent path his life had taken. He had been his family’s prize orchid, cultivated in their pampering hothouse; they’d indulged all of his whims. They thought that a European stint at an expensive boarding school and a prestigious university would turn him into a cultured, cosmopolitan man who would return to Colombia in impressive form. Little did they anticipate that his core beliefs would be altered by the stranglehold of radical politics prevalent at the Sorbonne, and that he would be risking imprisonment or even death here in Paris.
Charles wanted to believe this flirtatious redhead, but he feared Jean-Michel’s draconian retaliation. Bertrand had witnessed first-hand Jean-Michel’s ruthlessness when he disposed of a German woman he believed had overstepped her jurisdiction and not obeyed his instructions. Bertrand had told Charles the whole story, describing in vivid detail how, on a picture-perfect azure day sailing in a yacht off the coast of Capri, Jean-Michel cold-bloodedly sank her lifeless body with one hand, while in the other hand he held a sparkling glass of champagne.
After today’s accidental explosion, apparently caused by Bertrand’s oversized enthusiasm and his inversely undersized caution, Jean-Michel would be out to divide blame among the other squad members. It was even possible that he had disposed of Xavier, but it was more likely that Xavier made himself invisible––not a difficult task in light of his bland, unimposing appearance and his tight-lipped disposition.
These three were the only other guerilla warriors that Charles had met in person. Jean-Michel jealously guarded any facts about the extent of the larger group of combatants––not only their identities and whereabouts, but also their sheer existence. Jean-Michel had the affected habit of proposing a toast to himself every time the media covered a terrorist act by any number of insurgent groups causing havoc in Europe. It was this callous display that had disgusted Bertrand just a week ago.
“Compañero, it’s time to go home––back to our mothers,” Bertrand had muttered to Charles. “What the hell are we really doing here? Who cares if we live or die in this gray drizzle? We need the sunshine of home.”
Remembering this conversation, Charles felt even more nervous. Perhaps today’s explosion was an accident, or perhaps Jean-Michel had discovered Bertrand’s desire to abandon the squad and had taken his revenge. There were two things that Charles knew for certain: that he was now under suspicion and surveillance, and that if Monica had not contacted her friends by now, she was under Jean-Michel’s spell. As long as Jean-Michel wanted to use Monica, he would. It had happened before, with the German student and then with the religious Spanish woman–– and it would happen again.
The Charles of old forced himself to resurface. He ran his hands through Lola’s hair and kissed her with bottled-up passion.
“I will take you to Jean-Michel’s apartment later,” he lied. “But first, shall we dance until sunrise?”
To his relief, Lola nodded and smiled, and stopped her annoying demands. Charles refilled her glass, and then glanced at his watch. This lie had bought him some time, either to assist in the squad’s original plan or to come up with a way to leave this dangerous Parisian life behind––hopefully, in one breathing piece.







CHAPTER EIGHT
Breaking Monica
The opulence of Jean-Michel’s apartment overwhelmed Monica’s far more modest sensibilities. In total contrast to the weathered reins, dented helmets, and nearly forgotten dreams that hung together on rusty nails in the ranch house back in California, Jean-Michel’s lair overflowed with a sophisticated, bohemian mélange of prized paintings and sculptures, antique furniture, and boiserie walls lined with ancient tomes. As she tiptoed across the Persian rugs, Monica resembled a new hatchling that had fled from a meager three-twig nest into the engulfing luxury of a beckoning roost.
When she first arrived at this grand high-ceilinged apartment, shivering in her new diaphanous blue dress, Monica had peeked from the library to the dining room with awe, and lingered open-jawed at the virtual aviary inhabiting Jean-Michel’s bedroom. Monica had read about collectors who cherished their cabinets de curiosités, but Jean-Michel’s room was a taxidermist’s dream. She inched her way in, agog at the incredible display of stuffed miniature birds, fossils and shells, and flinched when she glimpsed, hanging from the corniced ceiling, a falcon with its wings extended menacingly. It was all very strange but quite spectacular. Instead of feeling repulsion toward a colony of shiny bats hanging upside down above Jean-Michel’s bed, forming a canopy of eerie mystery, Monica found herself yearning to lie beneath their fangled grimaces and to absorb their dark cloud of silent threats. When she looked up at the bats, her body tingled with fear and excitement.
Monica leaned her aquiline nose up to the oversized hooked bill of an Ecuadorian toucan sitting near the tall window. She ran her index finger along its stiff, glistening feathers of bright yellow and scarlet––and wondered where these creatures came from and why they inhabited Jean-Michel’s bedroom. She felt a particular kinship with this glorious creature, as if they’d both blown in from afar on the same turbulent air current, finding themselves strangely at home in this opulent cage on the banks of the Seine.
Jean-Michel leaned on the bedroom door, watching Monica intently. He set down the tray of snacks on the nightstand, and walked over to her.
“That loyal lady is named Isabel,” he said, “and she’s my favorite among the birds that share my home.”
He swooped-up Monica off her feet and laid her down gently on the eiderdown comforter. Monica reached up to him, her arms wide open, and pulled Jean-Michel towards her. She held her breath as Jean-Michel undressed her and pressed himself against her with a firmness and control that reminded her of the way she trained Rocky. During their long trail rides into the Santa Rosa Plateau, Rocky would follow the directions given with just the slightest pressure of her legs. Tonight Jean-Michel dominated her with a similar tender determination, and it made Monica feel that here, in this baroque, exotic apartment, overlooking the comings and goings of the Seine, she had finally landed in her own natural habitat. She let herself go, panting and almost braying with abandon at the satisfaction Jean-Michel gave her.
Afterwards, Jean-Michel poured her a glass of still-cold champagne.
“Why did you name her Isabel?” Monica asked him, propping herself up on one elbow and gazing over at the stuffed toucan.
“She’s named after Isabel Casamayor de Godin, the heroine of the most romantic story you will ever hear. Shall I tell you?”
“Of course! I love romantic stories.”
Jean-Michel kissed the length of her leg and bit her inner thigh––just a little bite, but enough to cause pain. He would have loved to draw blood to get her attention––and to jump-start her on her mission––but he couldn’t risk failing yet another assignment, particularly after the fiasco with Bertrand. The giant fool had not only blundered and set off an explosion; he’d left behind his leg as evidence. Jean-Michel took a swig of champagne, trying to push that ghastly image out of his head. He set down his glass and pulled several plump pillows towards Monica, so she could make herself comfortable.
“Before I tell you the tale,” he asked her, “tell me something. What is it about love stories that you love so much?”
Monica gave him a shy smile, stretching her naked body languorously towards the pillows and closing her eyes.
“Don’t move a centimeter,” said Jean-Michel, jumping off the bed. “I must draw you in that pose!”
On his way to the door, he grabbed her blue dress and shoes from the floor, bundling them out of the room unobserved.
“Why didn’t you didn’t tell me that you’re an artist as well?” Monica called. In the next room she could hear drawers being opened and shut. “Well, I mean, I’m trying to be an artist, I guess.”
Jean-Michel returned, sketch pad in hand, and stood over the bed. For a few minutes he sketched Monica feverishly, saying nothing, and then he tore the page out.
“No, I’m not doing you justice,” he said, crumpling the paper and flinging it to the floor. He started sketching on a new page. “Only Manet could have painted you and your remarkable beauty. Do you know that you remind me of his Olympia?”
“I think we saw that painting at the Jeu de Paume. You mean the one of a naked woman resting on pillows, with a black cat at the end of the bed?” Monica readjusted herself in the same position as Manet’s Olympia in repose. “Wasn’t she a prostitute? Isn’t that what the black cat represents?”
“No, no. Manet’s composition was inspired by a reclining nude by Titian.” Jean-Michel bent over to kiss Monica. “What I’m saying is that you are a classic beauty. And here is my tribute.”
He produced a small pale-green Ladurée box and handed it to her.
Monica pulled the delicate green ribbon from the box, and smiled with delight at its contents: delicate, pastel-colored macarons.
“You asked me what I like about love stories,” she said, nibbling on one of the sweet and airy macarons. “Well, I suppose that all love stories are about a profound passion, right?”
Jean-Michel nodded, frowning down at his sketch.
“And many of them are about forbidden love, like in Romeo and Juliet, where both families and society were against them.” Monica paused while Jean-Michel licked the colorful crumbs that had dropped onto her breasts. “And lots of times the ending is really tragic, like in Tristan and Isolde or Anna Karenina. I really admire Anna’s love for Count Vronsky. But can you believe that she killed herself over that guy? He was such a cad.”
She licked her lips, and Jean-Michel handed her another macaron in order to stifle any more rambling about her favorite love stories. He wanted Monica to realize that in a heroic love story, the people who fall in love fall hard. Sometimes they even mix up their love with a bit of hate, and above all they face immense conflict. It was this type of torrid love affair that Jean-Michel wanted to manufacture in a hurry––one that would make Monica fall off a cliff for him––but in her ignorance, she was resisting him, gushing on and displaying her girlish, superficial understanding.
“My favorite stories are the ones about desperate love,” she told him, “where the lovers overcome all the odds, like in Jane Eyre. You know how she––”
Jean-Michel threw his pad to the floor and kissed her fiercely, just to shut her up. Right now he wanted a break from Monica’s infantile rendition of great love stories, but he had to rest assured that he understood her true character, especially her weaknesses, before he would allow her to become his carrier pigeon of death. As far as Jean-Michel was concerned, the only love story he wanted filling Monica’s brain was the one where the heroine renounces everything for her lover.
He drew away at last and poured a dazed-looking Monica a third glass of champagne.
“But don’t you think that a lasting love story requires considerable sacrifice?” he asked her.
“Um––give me an example.”
“How about Antony and Cleopatra or Odysseus and Penelope?”
Monica looked perplexed, her eyes hazy with ignorance.
“Uh, well, I’ve never even read those stories. Give me another example.”
Her birdbrain frustrated Jean-Michel, and he was struggling to remain engaging and tender.
“Surely you must admire the story of Abelard and Heloise,” he demanded, unable to resist the intellectual jab. “It takes place right here in Paris, the very city of your dreams. Are you in Abelard’s camp? After all, the lascivious priest lost his testicles on account of Heloise.”
Jean-Michel glanced down on his own impressive endowment. Monica looked even more confused.
“Or are you a feminist and pro-Heloise?” he continued. “Are you in the camp of the nun who cried out for more of his lovemaking, though Abelard had nothing left to give her? Please enlighten me on this matter.”
Monica bit her lip and fluttered her eyes, playing for time.
“I seem to have forgotten that story,” she said at last. “But in the movie Love Story, they both sacrificed a lot, don’t you think?”
Monica was embarrassed at her skin-deep cultural knowledge and lack of sophistication. Why did she open her mouth and reveal her miniscule knowledge of literature and art history? She resolved to allow Jean-Michel to be her teacher, to elevate her understanding, to guide her. At this moment she wanted nothing more than to succumb to him, and learn everything he had to teach her.
“Won’t you tell me about the toucan and the best love story you’ve ever heard?” she pleaded. “I won’t interrupt you again.”
Jean-Michel erased a section of the charcoal drawing and returned to his sketch, satisfied that Monica was a quick study and had acquiesced to him quickly. “Isabel is part of a love story of immense sacrifice. Could you ever see yourself waiting twenty years to see the love of your life again?”
“I––I think so.”
“Would you be willing to travel nearly 5,000 kilometers along the Amazon Basin, alone and frightened, in order to connect with him?”
“Is this a real love story? I don’t believe it,” Monica said, confused again. Everything about being here––in this apartment, this bedroom, this city––was disorienting her.
Jean-Michel walked over to the bedroom window and stared out at the river. “You don’t believe it? What exactly do you believe in? You say you would do anything for love, yet you deny that a woman could travel through black-caiman-infected waters to be reunited with the man she loves. You’re frivolous!”
He rapped against the window and Monica jumped, surprised by the harshness of his words. She bit her lip and remained motionless, wondering what he would do or say next. Jean-Michel took advantage of her confusion and continued his verbal attack.
“Didn’t you just tell me, right over there,” he pointed to the quais of the Seine, “that you’ve never wanted anyone as much as me? Now, three hours later, you doubt the veracity of my love story.”
He opened the window and allowed the breeze to further chill the room. Monica, finally moved to action, tumbled off the bed and rushed towards him. When she tried to hug Jean-Michel, he pushed her off.
“Do you ever stop and think about your actions and your words?” he demanded.
“I didn’t mean to hurt you!” Monica looked as though she was about to cry. “It just seemed like such a preposterous story. I, I couldn’t make the connection between this stuffed toucan and a woman who made a solo journey along the Amazon. You have to admit, it’s––”
Jean-Michel grabbed her shoulders, his fingers digging into her soft skin.
“You don’t know anything about love or sacrifice, do you? How can you make any connections about the risks one takes in life?” He let Monica go and turned his attention to the toucan, stroking its luminous feathers. “You come from California, where everything is new and shallow and insincere. And now you attempt to judge the depth of the love of Isabel Casamayor de Godin, an eighteenth-century Ecuadorian woman who loved her French husband with such devotion and intensity that she never gave up on seeing him again. After their reunion in French Guiana, they spent their last years together, here in France. You don’t have a clue about love.”
He yanked a feather from the toucan’s wing and tossed it at her.
“Featherbrain,” he said with contempt, and walked out of the room.
Monica retreated to the bed and sat down, her mind as tangled as the messy sheets stained with spilled champagne and the rubble of crumbs and charcoal flakes. She felt as if she were completely alone, back in the tack room suffocating with the weight of leather saddles, and she longed for Jean-Michel to hold her again, to love and caress her the way he did earlier.
“Please come back, Jean-Michel,” she cried out, but he didn’t reply. Of course he was right: what did she know about anything, other than mucking out manure and cleaning hoofs? The sophisticated Jean-Michel had selected her from all the beautiful women in Paris, and Monica had botched it with her small-town mentality and lack of finesse. She didn’t deserve to be with such a cultured, generous man.
Monica sipped the last of the champagne, and picked up the sketch pad. Tears pricked her eyes when she saw Jean-Michel’s drawing. In his depiction of the longing in her eyes and the sensuality of her moist lips, he had perfectly captured her feeling of lust and abandon, the desperate desire Monica had never before felt––until today.
Instead of positioning her in a lounging pose, like the Manet and Titian compositions he’d mentioned, Jean-Michel had drawn a posterior view of her with her back arched and legs parted in sexual excitement. But what Monica appreciated most in the sketch was Jean-Michel’s inclusion of two intricate details; specifics that revealed to Monica that now she belonged to him: his bite marks on her inner left thigh, and his own long fingers that rested possessively inside her. An erotic charge surged through her.
“Jean-Michel, I love the sketch,” Monica called out, “I’m sorry for whatever I said that upset you. Won’t you please come back to bed? Or we could go out dancing and meet the rest of our friends ––whatever you want.”
When Jean-Michel didn’t answer, Monica summoned the courage to go and look for him. She walked naked from room to room of his apartment, but there was no sign of him anywhere. He was gone.
Monica felt a panic rising from within her and she shook with the coldness of his actions. How could he have just walked out without an explanation? She hurried back to the bedroom and peered out the window. Maybe, as a way to make-up to her for his harsh words to her, Jean-Michel had left the apartment to buy her art supplies, or to pick up some dinner. But she couldn’t see him on the street or down on the quai.
This was all her own stupid fault. Why hadn’t she just listened when Jean-Michel was telling her the love story about the woman and the Amazon River? He’d been trying to talk of grand passion, something she had never experienced, and she’d been skeptical and ignorant, too unimaginative to understand what he was really saying.
The longer Monica waited for Jean-Michel to return so she could apologize to him, the more guilt she felt at not having shown him respect. He was far more worldly and refined than she, and she had belittled him. It was no surprise that he’d been offended, and that he’d accused her of being superficial and unrefined––and he was right. Monica shivered in the chilly air, closing the window. There was no point in standing here, exposing herself to the world. She crawled with shame back into bed and waited for Jean-Michel’s return.

A series of soft knocks on the apartment’s door woke Monica from a foggy sleep. After that bottle of champagne, her head was fuzzy, and the bat canopy above the bed looked as though it was about to drop onto her head. The room was dark, and for a moment Monica had to think to remember where she was.
Since she could still hear the incessant tapping sound, Monica wrapped the top sheet around her and stumbled from the room. She walked in hesitant steps along the hallway, patting the walls to find a light switch, but no lights turned on, no matter how many switches she flipped. Her feet cold on the marble of the foyer, Monica managed to find the handle to the front door, and opened it with a creak. She was about to call out Jean-Michel’s name until she realized that the knocking came from another outer door, one she could not open. There must be a second landing or another foyer, something she hadn’t noticed when Jean-Michel escorted her into his apartment earlier that evening. Slowly, she realized she was trapped.
Outside a man’s voice whispered something in French, and then he whistled some type of musical code consisting of three notes. He rattled the door and whistled again. Monica remained frozen in place, one hand on the door handle that would not turn, and the other one stuffed in her mouth so she would not scream.
After a few moments, to her relief, Monica could hear the man’s heavy footsteps thumping away and down the stairs. She hurried back to the hallway, tripping over the trailing end of the sheet, hunting for a telephone. If only she could call Madame Caron de Pichet, her housemother would tell her what do. But there seemed to be no telephone anywhere in the apartment.
Panic rising in her throat, Monica retreated to the bedroom and locked herself in. She searched the floor for her underclothes, blue dress, and shoes but they were no longer in the bedroom. Panting with fear, she jerked open drawers and peeked inside an oversized armoire to find something––anything––to wear, but the cabinets were either packed with stuffed birds or completely empty.
Outside the window, the sky was cloudy and starless, and she had no idea what time it was. Without her watch, her clothes, a telephone, a radio, or lights, Monica tried to orient herself based on her recollection of Doisneau’s photographs of Paris. Weren’t the bookstall dealers, the famous bouquinistes, supposed to line the Seine? Where was the alluring accordionist who walked home along the quiet quais after a long night of playing her heavy instrument and singing the same lament, “You can’t imagine how much I love you”? And shouldn’t there be countless old ladies bent over and walking their poodles?
Monica didn’t blame Monsieur Doisneau’s romanticized images of Paris for her disappointment and disorientation. He wasn’t the reason Jean-Michel had walked out and left her here alone. It was her own lack of perception about life, her dull birdbrained perspective. She had bored Jean-Michel, disgusted him. The sound of a distant motorcycle reminded Monica of Doisneau’s photograph of a helmeted couple reaching from one motorcycle to the other in order to kiss passionately––during peak traffic no less––and she craved to recreate this very image with Jean-Michel. When he picked her out from the crowd, Monica had felt special for the first time in her life. How could she have blown this passionate love affair and all the excitement and romance it promised, so soon?
In the somber locked bedroom, Monica murmured her sorrowful prayer of confession and beat her chest three times: mea culpa, mea culpa, mea culpa.



 




 








CHAPTER NINE
Mind Control
Unable to shake the fog of the champagne, Monica continued to sleep fretfully in the unfamiliar surroundings of Jean-Michel’s apartment. She wrapped herself in the stained sheets and, as she tossed and turned, she thought she heard the same three-note whistle at random intervals outside the door. Sometimes, she covered her ears; finally she crawled under the bed in fear and confusion. She was certain that the eerie sounds weren’t coming from the man at the front door, but from the dangling bats above her head, communicating their disapproval. “She is not a woman worthy of our master’s love!” growled the bats in unison, their fangs glowing in the dark chamber.
The irate toucan opened its huge serrated bill and joined the chorus.
“She will never love him deeply,” it bellowed. “Never in the way he already loves her––jamais!”
Monica berated herself for having consumed the other two bottles of champagne: she’d wanted to knock herself out until morning, when, hopefully, she would be able to think more clearly. Her fear increased with every creak of the wooden floors and crack of the centuries-old beams. She covered her ears to block out the toucan’s grinding bill as it prepared to defend its territory against the American intruder. In Monica’s nightmare, the toucan’s six-inch tongue and razor-sharp bill bored through her body cavities, reminding her of the pain––and pleasure––she’d felt at Jean-Michel’s bite.
“This is how you mark your territory, my master!” the toucan squawked as it drilled deeper and deeper. “This is how you let her know that she belongs to you now.”
Monica woke-up long enough to cry out for her horse––“Rocky, be careful! A coyote is following us!”–– before falling back into her kaleidoscopic daze, dreaming of the domineering coyotes that marked their territory all along the chaparral peaks surrounding her ranch in California. With images of territorial coyotes and hawks whirling through her subconscious, Monica felt strangely at home. Jean-Michel had the instincts of an animal: he had already marked her as his, and now she was part of their mated pair. As a couple he would protect her, no matter what.
But this part of the dream was disrupted by the shrill squawks of another creature’s voice, turning Monica’s dream into a nightmare.
“She’s incapable of loving our master. She’ll never know true love!” the dream-toucan cried, to a resounding bat chorus of “Jamais, jamais, jamais.”
Monica woke up, her head throbbing. She did feel unworthy of Jean-Michel’s love. From the minute he had inserted the cigar into her fingers at the café with the red awning, he had seemed the answer to her prayers. He was attentive, intelligent, sophisticated, and charismatic. Before leaving California, Monica had petitioned the heavens to let her fall in love in Paris, the city of her dreams.
But instead of capturing Jean-Michel with her goodness and warmth, she’d pushed him away with her clumsy provincialism, disparaging his romantic tale of love in the Amazon. In one way this seemed like such a small grain of irritation, but didn’t an oyster clamp down and form layers of protection against that singular grain of sand? Monica had often rebuffed other people in her life, wanting them away from her rancorous ranch––ostensibly because she wanted to shield other people from her feuding parents, but mostly because, little by little, she preferred solitude. In time, she’d found joy in following a simple schedule: going to class, daydreaming about her future life in Paris, drawing her surroundings, and rushing home to Rocky and to help her mother with the other horses. Others might have described this as a monotonous routine, but it gave Monica ample time to dream about falling in love one day in Paris.
With every passing hour of the night, Monica’s disorientation inside the ice-cold apartment led her to a clear understanding of the reprehensible person she truly was: she wasn’t fascinating or special. Even worse, she wasn’t trustworthy, and she didn’t know how to love. She was destined to a lonely existence. Every time Monica lay awake, she shuddered at this future vision of herself, trudging from the barn to the arena to the local horseshows trying to sell her swayback trail horses, filled with remorse for scaring off the only cultured man who had ever loved her.
At the first ray of daylight in the sky, Monica wobbled to the morgue-cold bathroom and tried to groom herself. She waited for the rust-colored water to run through the faucet and then took a couple of sips. While she stood transfixed at her reflection, patchy in the silvered antique mirror, she rehashed all the events of the day before and her heart sank at the unavoidable truth. She’d behaved poorly with Jean-Michel. He’d opened up his heart to her, trying to share his treasured love story of Isabel and the Amazon River calamity. Instead of listening to him and hearing what he was trying to tell her about true love and a burning passion, Monica had prattled on about books and movies, and harangued him with vapid questions. No wonder Jean-Michel had dismissed her as featherbrained. She’d muddled and blundered, challenging him and, in effect, accused him of gross exaggeration.
Monica smoothed back her hair and splashed some water on her drawn face. Perhaps she’d always been a goofball, frivolous and banal, without a solid core. Perhaps Lola and Karen and Annie all rolled their eyes behind her back, appalled by the way she swayed one direction on a topic and then flip-flopped back again. As she shivered in the frigid bathroom, afraid to look at the accusatory eyes of the toucan in the next room, she vowed that if Jean-Michel would give her a second chance and open up to her again, she would do anything to prove her commitment to him.

Even in full daylight the apartment remained gloomy. Today it didn’t look quite so grand and impressive: it was revealed as desolate and uninhabited, simply a resting place for obscure pieces of art that had never sold and leather-bound books no one had ever read. The atmosphere was a little creepy, Monica decided, as though the place hadn’t been lived in for decades: there were no worn slippers under the bed, no open bottles of aspirin in the medicine cabinet, not even a used tissue in a trash can. When she attempted to pull a book from the stacks, Monica had to give up: the years of leaning on each other had made each tome cling to the next for dear life, and they were stuck like glue.
With a Sisyphean resolve, Monica walked up to the front door and turned its handle, only to realize––again and again and again––that the brass handle would not budge; she was locked inside the cold cage, no different from her fellow avian inmates. With her ear pressed to the door, Monica tried to hear any sign of life on the floors below. No one knew her whereabouts, but she couldn’t believe that she’d have to resort to opening the window and calling out for help to passersby on the street below. Jean-Michel would come back for her, wouldn’t he?
In her wearied mental state, quivering with cold and hunger, Monica accepted her place in this limbo, in the purgatory of her own making, in this place of torment––this was the penance she must perform for having offended Jean-Michel. That much she’d learned back at her parish church. Her mother had taught her well. Sometimes you must do penance for sins you didn’t even know you had committed.

By dusk of the third torturous day, after Monica had consumed two boxes of macarons and all the champagne, she discovered a stack of dusty sheets dropped haphazardly in a corner pantry, although there was absolutely nothing to eat in its cupboards. She wondered if the entire apartment had been covered with these sheets. Perhaps Jean-Michel did not live here, at all, and she would have to scream until someone came to rescue her. By now Monica didn’t dare return to the bedroom where she’d had the most dreadful two nights of terror under the menacing canopy of bats. Instead, she sat slumped in the corner of the pantry and tried to convince herself that Jean-Michel was the man of her dreams, and that he would return and explain his actions. She studied the sketch he’d drawn of her and compared it to the faint teeth marks surrounded by a yellow-green bruise on her inner thigh. Just as she was about to wrap herself in the dusty sheets to warm up for another night of punishment, she heard the front door open.
“My poor, poor, darling, where are you?” shouted Jean-Michel. “You must be freezing and hungry. Oh, what a dreadful two days I’ve had! Where are you, my love?”
Monica broke down in silent tears in the barren pantry. She didn’t want Jean-Michel to see her bloated from the alcohol and totally disheveled from the restless nights and anguished days. She shook her head in disbelief. Did he just say that he had the most dreadful two days? He obviously never even considered her predicament––her three-day transformation from a naïve optimist to a broken-down weakling. She’d not only been abandoned by him, assaulted by self-doubts, and attacked by the eeriness of the locked doors and weird whistles, but she’d been cold, hungry, and utterly disoriented. Monica wanted to strike Jean-Michel across his handsome face for deserting her, just the way her father had greeted her repentant mother years ago after she had disappeared for a few days. That “welcome home” punch had taught Monica well. As much as she loved Rocky, every so often she felt obliged to crack the whip to get his attention, too. But one look at Jean-Michel’s worried face when he walked into the kitchen and Monica remembered that it had been her fault, entirely her doing that had pushed him into leaving her stranded. As quiet as a mouse, she crept out of the pantry and whispered, “Here I am.”
Jean-Michel set down his shopping bags near a stone-cold fireplace, his laughter and spirits as jolly as a gift-bearing Santa Claus. He scooped up Monica and carried her to a leather chesterfield sofa. From a nearby chest he retrieved a mothball-scented cashmere blanket and wrapped her in it, and then he rubbed her feet and hands and kissed her warmly. Monica started to feel warm for the first time in days, especially when Jean-Michel tucked her blanket-covered body against the back of the sofa and lay in front of her, heating her body with his.
She wanted him just to lie there, just to kiss and hold her, but instead he began recounting an unlikely tale of woe.
“A friend was in a traffic accident down in the Loire Valley, and I had to drive there to make sure that the hospital was taking good care of him.” Jean-Michel stroked Monica’s hair and cupped her icy cheeks. “He’s always been the most inept person at everything, such that even a simple thing as driving south was a monumental effort to him. Thankfully, we will not have to deal with him again…since he’s back home by now.”
“He’s fortunate to have you as a friend.”
Jean-Michel rubbed her back and legs until he felt her body warm up. “You would do the same for a friend you loved, wouldn’t you?”
Too quickly, Monica answered, “Absolutely.”
She didn’t want to upset Jean-Michel ever again, and she didn’t think he would hold her in high regard if she admitted to having few friends. The women she was rooming with here in Paris had become her only close human friends. Even zany Madame Caron de Pichet, who late at night offered unusual and bawdy advice about dealing with men, had become a sort of friend. Yet Monica knew she wouldn’t go out of her way to help any of them. Not because they’d been lacking as friends: Monica simply would not let anything get in the way of accomplishing her dream of living in Paris or, more precisely, falling madly in love in Paris. All through her life, she’d always thought of Rocky as her best friend, in a way, and had taken comfort in grooming, training, and riding him. He understood her every gesture and mood, and––unlike her feuding parents––Rocky and his calm nature warmed her heart. His devoted animal love satisfied her more than any friendship could.
What Monica needed now was the intensity of a torrid love affair with this particular man of her dreams, the man who now rubbed her and ignited the fire inside her. She was in Paris, even if the last few days weren’t quite the Paris of her dreams; she was lying next to a sensuous and intriguing man, and she knew she had to turn whatever was evolving between them into the love of her life––both of their lives. She would settle for no less, and she silently promised herself to give her all to this goal.
She stroked his hair and kissed his forehead. “When you stayed away, it worried me so much. But I knew you’d come back to my arms.”
“That’s all I thought about,” he lied.
Monica wanted to direct him back to their lovemaking of three days ago, but she played her cards cautiously. “You know, I’ve been waiting to hear the rest of your most romantic love story about Isabel and the Amazon.” She massaged his back, and he moaned in fake pain as if he had run all the way back from the Loire. “If you’re not too fatigued from your long drive, I’d love to hear it.”
Jean-Michel approved of this new, even more submissive Monica. The tactics he’d learned about forcing a female target into an environment of isolation and mind-clouding techniques appeared to have paid off. His persistent knocks on the door and enigmatic whistles had accomplished their objective: to confuse and undermine Monica’s logical train of thought the last two nights. It was his own version of a Pavlovian experiment: knock softly, yet persistently, to get her attention, and whistle the mystical three notes to confuse her. This one-two punch had forced Monica to get up throughout the night, make her way to the door, and turn the locked door handle––over and over and over again.
From the peepholes Jean-Michel had installed on the common walls of the empty apartment next door, he had observed her gradual decline––hour by hour––and he’d cherished it. He’d sat in the neighboring apartment and sketched Monica’s eventual decline until she looked like a naked ghost floating from the bat-filled bedroom to the sterile library, trying to turn lights on and attempting to cover herself in anything to combat the cold. He’d seen her sobbing quietly, staying away from the windows because she clearly didn’t want to let anyone on the outside know how much she was suffering inside the apartment. This particular reaction indicated to him that Monica must feel guilty and somehow responsible for her miserable situation––and this was precisely the outcome Jean-Michel wanted.
He had deprived her of sleep, food, clean water, light, clothing, and warmth––and not once did he have to get his hands dirty like the other fool squads. He’d sat next door in the empty apartment that belonged to his now-deceased great-uncles, and he drank their exquisite wine, ate delicious bread and cheese, and sketched to his heart’s content. Had his two eccentric and absent-minded great-uncles still been alive, they may not have even noticed that a young woman was being held captive in the adjacent apartment they used as a warehouse for their odd collections of taxidermy and unwanted art.
Jean-Michel had heard that some less sophisticated squad leaders physically and sexually abused their female targets before they offered them the pity and kindness that elicited their captives’ fidelity, but in Jean-Michel’s estimation, such brute force was tantamount to admitting that the squad leader’s mind was not strong enough to “mind control” the female targets. He would have to present this modified version of traumatic bonding at a future meeting of his compañeros.
As Monica massaged his legs and rubbed her flimsy body against his in a feeble attempt to seduce him, Jean-Michel decided to name his new style of assault on a target’s identity as the “California Girl.” It was a catchy title that implied that even smart-ass, independent, American chicks could be broken down with the surgical scalpel wielded by a master manipulator such as him.

Jean-Michel had previously made the rounds of several clandestine insurgent groups embedded in Paris. He admired the revolutionary zeal of some of the group leaders, but he determined that he did not have the same driving force. He had not experienced injustice, discrimination, poverty, or political submission. In effect, he had never suffered a day in his life; he’d gone from a silver spoon to a generous trust fund––and now he resented his family for feathering his bed too luxuriously. He was attracted to the idea of creating such a suffering persona, but he did not convince anyone of his underdog status––and this made him rabid with indignation. While at a nightclub in Paris he ran into friends from the same Swiss boarding school. Soon the alcohol surging through their veins turned them hot-blooded, and they started talking about Che Guevara and continuing the revolution, their drunken talk igniting their bravado. Soon thereafter Jean-Michel started calling them compañeros and alluding to their formation of a special squad of insurgents, soon to be called to action. In the meantime, they drank the finest Bordeaux and lounged at various cafes and bars, seducing women and periodically pamphleteering or taking unknown packages from one building in Paris to another. The formation of their supposed insurgent group gave the compañeros a structure to their days and a sense of purpose to their disaffected rich-boy life, and it satisfied Jean-Michel’s need to be perceived as a leader.
Jean-Michel kept moaning in fake pain while a still-shivering Monica massaged him. He noticed her chewed nails and trembling body, and decided to switch tactics––to keep the ball rolling, as Americans liked to say.
“You’re a sweetheart,” he said, wrapping her in the blanket. “I feel better already. Shall we have a bite to eat?”
Monica wanted to wolf down the croissants and slices of ham and cheese he’d brought, but before she could put a bite in her mouth, Jean-Michel said, “Surely you’re not going to eat the whole thing, are you? I love your litheness.”
He pinched her frozen nipples, and Monica tried not to grimace. She shook her head.
“No, not at all. This plate is for you.” She handed him the full plate. “I’ll just have a couple of bites from what’s left.”
“Yes, that’s a good idea. Your thighs are much too plump for a woman your size,” Jean-Michel said as he ate everything on his plate, and most of what remained in the other shopping bags.
Every detail of Monica’s appearance revealed a woman who had relinquished control of her own life. From her sunken eyes to the chewed fingernails and disheveled hair, she exuded defeat. In a fragile voice, she asked, “Won’t you please tell me why you cherish the story of Isabel and the Amazon?”
“Sure, why not. But it really is chilly in here, isn’t it?” Jean-Michel wrapped himself in the cashmere blanket and Monica squeezed her body between his and the chesterfield to warm up. “It’s a very long and fantastic story, but I’ll only tell you the highlights.” He yawned. “I’m so tired from trying to protect all my friends.”
He yanked the blanket closer to him, so Monica’s back was completely exposed.
“Isabel was the most faithful wife,” he told her. “She married Jean Godin des Odonais, who was part of the 1735 French expedition led by the well-known naturalist Charles-Marie de La Condamine. Isabel listened to every word her husband told her, and when he decided to go on another expedition to French Guiana, she stayed in her hometown of Riobamba…I think she loved her horses like you do.”
Jean-Michel put his arm around Monica, but when she wrapped her body around his, he pushed her away.
“I can see that you’re not really interested,” he said, sounding hurt. “Shall I stop?”
“No, no, I love the story. It’s just that I’m really cold. Do you know where my clothes are?”
“So now you’re threatening me? Just say so and the door is wide open.” Jean-Michel stood up and stalked to the door.
Monica didn’t budge. A tiny whimper escaped her mouth.
“Well, make up your mind, please. Either you leave now or you stay and listen to the story and then we can make love all night. Which is it?”
“I, I’d love to stay––please.”
“But of course. Let me pour you a nice Cognac. It will warm you up.” He rummaged through one of the bags and pulled out the bottle.
“This is delicious, thank you,” said Monica, grateful for a swig and not daring to ask for a glass. “Won’t you please continue with Isabel’s tale?”
“As I was saying, before you interrupted me, Jean Godin could not return to Riobamba in the Ecuadorian highlands due to a series of snafus, but in a letter to Isabel he commanded her to take a boat and cross the entire Amazon River to meet him. Did Isabel complain about it being too cold or too hot or too many insects or the fact that she’d already buried her child? No, she did not.” He slapped the cocktail table.
“She certainly did as she was told,” whispered Monica.
“That she did. Did you know that her boat capsized and just about everyone on board drowned? Those who didn’t ended up bitten or eaten by the mighty black caimans and were glad to die. Did I tell you that her father and brothers who had accompanied her also perished?”
“No,” Monica said, wondering if a caiman was like a crocodile, but not wanting to sound stupid by asking. “How sad! I can’t believe she could continue.”
Jean-Michel slapped the coffee table again. “Damn it, if you don’t believe what I’m saying then get out.”
He pointed to the door, and Monica started to cry. She was so tired, cold and hungry, and her clouded mind could take no more. All she could think of doing was to make love with Jean-Michel, to verify that she’d felt something unique, something life-altering, with him. She wanted to return to their first few idyllic hours together when she’d been swept off her feet. And if she didn’t recapture that feeling, then she would have to escape this morgue––before he locked her in all alone again.
He ignored her tears, glaring petulantly towards the door. Monica straddled him and covered his face with kisses, hoping to seduce him again, but he pushed her aside as though she were a pesky lap dog licking him.
“So, as I was saying, Isabel Casamayor traveled the rest of the way alone. And naked, I might add.” He slapped Monica’s buttocks not-so-gently. “But she made it to the mouth of the mighty Amazon and landed in her husband’s arms––twenty years after she’d last seen her beloved.”
Monica was still kissing and caressing him, but her mind was whirring, thinking of ways to leave his cage. But his story was over, and she had to think of something to say.
“How does the toucan remind you of Isabel?” she managed to ask.
He picked up Monica and carried her back to the bedroom. She wasn’t thrilled to be back here again, with its now-silent menagerie, but she wasn’t about to admit that to Jean-Michel. They both leaned against the window where the stuffed toucan dwelled mute and motionless.
“It is said that this true-blue toucan made her home on the balsa wood raft that floated down the Amazon with Isabel on it, and…” Jean-Michel broke off abruptly and looked out the window. “Putain, what are they doing here?”
“Who?” asked Monica.
“Never mind. Put your clothes on––they’re in the black bag,” he ordered. “You need to go. Quick, dress and run down the stairs. Talk to no one. I know where you live, and I’ll come and fetch you.”
Monica ran to the living room, her heart thumping. She found the black bag and grabbed her clothes, relieved to see them again. She slipped on the blue dress over her naked body, and hurried to the front door, shoes in hand. This time the outer door was unlocked.
“Don’t forget that you’re mine––and that I love you,” Jean-Michel called, as Monica slipped out, almost skidding on the shiny floor.
She made her way down the staircase, not replying until she heard Jean-Michel’s footsteps and realized he’d come out of the apartment to watch her go. She looked up at his handsome and forlorn face and her heart melted
“I, uh, I love you, too,” she said, and then ran down the stairs, just as he’d commanded.







CHAPTER TEN
Madame’s Advice
The famous grisaille of Paris, the all-encompassing, monochromatic gray brushstrokes of the city, intermittently camouflaged Monica as she lurked from street to alleyway. She was on her way back to Madame Caron de Pichet’s grand old house, trying not to notice if people stared at her or judged her for daring to walk out in public looking like an exhausted, sex-crazed waif. Monica knew that the transparency of the diaphanous dress revealed every frozen feature of her body and perhaps even announced to passing pedestrians that she had allowed a total stranger to invade her body and mind. She scampered anxiously back to the Rue de Condé, trying to cover herself with open palms but knowing it really did no good.
Monica passed the concierge’s open door, ignoring the old woman’s look of disdain, and climbed the stairs to her room, feeling drained and ashamed. When she reached Madame’s front door, Monica sighed in relief. She’d finally escaped Jean-Michel’s confusing cage of fear and dominance. Yet despite herself she shivered, knowing at the back of her mind that she still craved to relive those extreme, intimate moments with Jean-Michel––again and again.
In her state of turmoil, Monica attempted to bypass the salon where each and every evening Madame Caron de Pichet reigned supreme. But she was out of luck. The elderly landlady sat in her Recamier, lights off, shaking her half-full, rounded belly glass––as if in a trance.
“Mon Dieu,” she cried out at Monica’s spectral appearance, “what has happened to you, child?”
“A lot, but, I, I’m going to bed now.”
“Mais, non, you must get it off your chest. It is therapeutic,” insisted Madame Caron de Pichet. “Besides there isn’t anything so horrible that you can describe to me that I have not already experienced. Tell me, dear girl––maybe I can help.”
“My brain is so addled with conflicting emotions, Madame,” admitted Monica, sidling closer to the lady’s chair. “I don’t know where to begin.”
“Always begin with pleasure, dear. Soon enough, life will definitely knock the wind out of you.” Madame gazed at Monica’s pained face with compassion. “Or perhaps you already know all about disillusionment?”
Monica turned to walk out of the salon, but Madame grabbed her dangling hand.
“Start wherever you want––just get it all out!” She shook the ice cubes in the Armagnac glass as if she were throwing dice in the game of life. “You don’t want to end up like me, do you?”
“You seem to lead a gracious life, and I love all the stories you’ve told me about your heroism with the Résistance during the war. Why wouldn’t I want to stay and live in Paris… forever?”
“Ah, you do see the world with rose-colored glasses, don’t you?” Madame took a sip. “Paris is my home, and I know it inside and out. True, I once was bold and beautiful during the war, but alas, those times are forgotten by all. But, even now, in my old age, I will never sink in the depths of the Seine since I know its murky waters too well.” She squeezed Monica’s hand, and the American girl winced.
“But,” Madame continued, “a young woman in today’s dangerous streets might get caught in a crosswind. Isn’t that what happened? You look like you were either tossed in a storm or in a rough bed? Which one was it?” She squinted––clearly hoping for the latter.
Monica hesitated and drew back her hand from Madame’s grasp. Slowly she poked at her cuticles, drawing a drop of blood as she pricked the skin. “I guess it was a bit of both, Madame.”
“And the rough action in bed was not to your taste?” Madame probed. Monica blushed and looked down at her bare feet. “Don’t be such a prude, my dear! Anyone can tell what you’ve been up to. What I want to know is why, after an absence of two nights with your amour, you arrive back here looking distraught. What went wrong?”
“The beginning of the first night with Jean-Michel was perfect, like a dream come true… and then, he, uh, he…”
“Did he hurt you?”
Monica clamped her legs together, and remembered the thrill of Jean-Michel’s bite on her inner thigh. “I, I guess not. I mean, I’m dying to see him again. It’s just that, well, I…”
“Why don’t you just sit here and calm down, and let me tell you about the awful events taking place in Paris the last couple of days. They are the reason I need another drink.” Madame reached for the bottle on the little table next to her chair, and poured herself another generous glass of Armagnac. “You may have heard that two days ago a man blew himself up in an exquisite wine cellar, leaving behind only his foot, and destroying all the Bordeaux. Isn’t that such an ironic kick?”
With one of her dainty shoes, Madame nudged her dog’s ball towards a corner of the salon, and laughed as if she’d just uttered the cleverest bon mot and scored a goal simultaneously.
“Gee, I’m sorry to hear that, Madame.”
“But that was not enough. It appears that these Basque revolutionaries caused even bigger damage in a series of explosions near the French-Spanish border. Can you believe that these imbeciles roam our Parisian avenues every day, plotting ways to humble the Spanish government for not honoring hundred-year-old pacts, and for forbidding them to speak their prehistoric language? It’s so very passé.” Madame yawned for theatrical effect. “Now, in my day, we never hurt innocent bystanders with our Résistance activities. We knew how to entice the odious German officers into divulging secrets that we then passed on to other more militant members of the Résistance, and then––”
“I’m sorry, Madame, but I’m really tired. Would you excuse me?”
“But I insist that you tell me what happened to you. You’re my little charge, my responsibility.” She stroked Monica’s cheek as if she were a sad child.
“Thank you. OK, I’ll stay a bit longer. But please tell me about what’s been happening the past few days–it sounds so scary.”
“It seems that these Basque revolutionaries pair up with their girlfriends to cause havoc. Hold on. Our tattle-tale concierge just handed me this newspaper clipping.” Madame rose and teetered over to a Chinoiserie desk stacked with old ecru invitations to past galas. She picked through one or two, sighed, and finally retrieved the wine-stained newspaper article. “It appears that Paris is a hotbed of cool-as-cucumber radicals who plan their future attacks––back in their own country––from the teeming cafés of the Quartier Latin.”
Madame handed the news clipping to Monica, but Monica squinted at it, uncomprehending, and handed it back.
“My French isn’t that good, yet,” she apologized.
“Well, then you must get yourself a French boyfriend, or better yet––a French lover or two. What do you think?” She rubbed her hands in anticipation.
Monica shrugged. “What does the article say about the girlfriends of these, uh, revolutionaries?”
“These Basque women activists join their men because they have an emotional attachment to them and not necessarily because they have an ideological commitment to their cause. It says that every time the Spanish police nab these women, they inevitably admit to having a loved one in prison or active in a commando unit.”
“That’s admirable, I guess,” said Monica. “I mean, these women also believe that they can change the world. I don’t really know who the Basques are or what they’re fighting for, but I believe that if you love someone, you have to take their joy as well as their pain.”
“Nonsense, child! A woman must embrace the cause or get out of the fight. When most of these Basque women go to trial, they blame their love for their men as compelling them into subversive activities. Such drivel! Either a woman jumps into the fight, with all her wits, or she stays out. Can you believe that this woman––” Madame pointed to the stained newspaper clipping––“this woman, she stated in court that all she wanted was to be able to speak her Basque language in public without getting punished. She said she didn’t want to be perceived as a bad girl! You would think that she was at confession, not in a courtroom. She should not worry if she will be perceived as a good or bad girl–it’s always about the cause, not the man. We didn’t equivocate in the Résistance, I can tell you. We did what we had to do, and I never lost a minute of sleep over it. To be a tough woman you need balls of steel, my dear.”
Both women paused to reflect on their perspectives of love and war. Madame sipped her Armagnac with her eyes closed, and Monica stared out the window of the somber salon. Their decades of age difference showed itself like the all-too-evident difference between a Beaujolais Nouveau––aromatic but too fresh––and vintage Bordeaux––beautifully balanced and nuanced.
Afraid that Madame was about to launch into a long personal history again, Monica asked the whereabouts of her housemates.
“Pfft, half of them have left me high and dry. Karen didn’t even say goodbye––she just left a note telling me that she is moving into a dorm room with other Americans. Good riddance! She’ll never learn a word of French living with Americans.”
“What about Annie and Lola?” Monica frowned.
“It appears that Annie has been seduced by a literature professor––a known Sorbonne lecher. There’s no bigger fool that a young woman who thinks her Svengali will transform her into … into, whatever it is that la petite Annie wants to be. I haven’t seen her for days.”
“Well, if you’ll excuse me, I’ll just go and say hi to Lola––”
“Ha! That clever girl is down in the Loire Valley, doing some kind of assignment on the castles of the Loire. Or so she said. We all know that belle rousse does what she wants––she’s audacious!”
“Do you think that she went with our art class?” Monica was suddenly worried. Maybe she was missing out on an important assignment.
Madame shrugged.
“She did not say, but …hmmm. Maybe you should leave tomorrow morning and join her. Better yet, go and sketch at the wonderful grounds of my dear old friend’s château in Chinon. I’ll contact my friend in the morning. We will get you packed right away.” Madame was worried about Monica. She didn’t know all the details, but it seemed vital to distance Monica from the man who so quickly had turned her from a fresh-eyed girl to one who had barely weathered the eye of the storm.
“Oh, I’m not sure I should go … unless my art class is there. I’d rather stay in Paris and wait for Jean-Michel to contact me.” Monica peeled back another bloody hangnail.
Madame grimaced at the slow and methodical way that Monica inflicted pain on herself. She shook the ice cubes again, as if she were sitting at the crap tables in Monte Carlo, and took a sip. Days ago, Monica had seemed happy, as if she were on a hot roll of the dice herself, throwing winning number after winning number. But her behavior tonight––looking bruised and dazed, and peeling back her bloody cuticles without flinching––suggested that Monica was losing her throws to the house, to this Jean-Michel, who had somehow intimidated and overpowered her and allowed her to walk home barefoot, dangling a single strappy heel, shaming herself in front of all of Paris.
“Now I do recall,” Madame said slowly, “Lola said she was going on an art class assignment to the Loire Valley.” This was of course a lie. But she had to get Monica out of Paris, to let her frail and obviously battered heart recuperate away from this domineering scoundrel.
“Are you sure that your friend will let me stay at her château until I make contact with Lola?” Monica sounded hopeful.
“But of course, my dear. You go and pack and forget this cad, this Jean-Michel. Besides, who says you must have just one boyfriend? It’s so much fun to have two––or more.”
Monica had to laugh at Madame’s nerve. “I don’t think I can do that.”
“But of course you can, and you will.” Madame raised a painted eyebrow. “Next time, make the man chase you. It is cliché, yes, but true, darling. You must play one against the other. Men so love games and the hunt. Make them pant with exhaustion at the chase, but never ever give them your heart. Jamais!”
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CHAPTER ELEVEN
The Insanity of l’amour
By the time the train left the Gare d’Austerlitz station and headed south to the Loire Valley, Monica’s mind was throbbing with conflicting memories of the lust and fear she’d experienced at the hands of Jean-Michel. She couldn’t figure out how to untangle the serpentine wires short-circuiting all her thoughts. Distracted and anxious, she peeled the scabs that had formed around her cuticles overnight, and was almost pleased to revive the pain–– a piercing pain that ran from her jumbled gray matter and through her weak heart, ultimately releasing itself through the drops of blood spitting from her fingertips. Had she really been struck by a dual bolt of lust and love? Is this what the Romantic French authors meant by a coup de foudre, a thunderbolt of love at first sight? And if so, why was she so riddled with doubts about Jean-Michel, while simultaneously yearning to jump back in his arms?
Monica’s already erratic thoughts grew increasingly aggravated by the quivering walls of the second-class coach and the jolts from the stiff wooden bench where she sat morosely. As the train left Paris behind, the city giving way to a countryside blurred by the train’s dirty windows, Monica couldn’t believe that her Paris sojourn had gone haywire before it really ever started. She planned to use this time in the Loire Valley to gather her thoughts––if she could harness them––and to maintain a distance from Jean-Michel.
Monica and her housemates had promised to look out for one another as they ventured off in search of their Parisian fantasies, but each woman had bolted at the first chance of chasing her own dream––and had forsaken the others. Perhaps Annie had found a sublime love with her lascivious professor. By now she might be following the romantic tracks of her nineteenth-century idol, George Sand, the writer who long ago donned a man’s suit and tie, left her country home not far from the Loire Valley, and committed herself to a serious life of letters in a man’s literary world of Paris. Ironically, Sand also promoted an idealized and romantic notion of love––a feminine ideal, a love-at-all-costs ethos––that damaged her own personal life. One after the other, all of Sands’ numerous lovers broke her heart.
Annie, Lola, and Monica all admired Sand, though for different reasons. Annie liked Sand’s idea that love contained the power to elevate the soul. Lola praised Sand for being ahead of time and amassing all the lovers she wanted, including Frédéric Chopin. (“Now that was bitchin’, bitch,” Lola had shouted when Annie told them Sand’s life story.) But Monica was simply enamored with Sand’s famous quote: There is only one happiness in life––to love and to be loved. It echoed her exact sentiments about experiencing a lasting love in Paris. Monica believed that despite all the cynicism about love and commitment, Sand was onto some universal truth: that it was still possible to expect, pursue, and attain a pure love.
Although the surreal experience of the last three days had thrown Monica off-kilter, a part of her did not want to succumb to this churning malaise. It was threatening to ruin her year in France, and she really didn’t want to let that happen. Jean-Michel had shaken her emotional and rational foundations; his intensity had brought to the surface dark depths Monica didn’t even know she possessed. Now, in the wake of Jean-Michel’s strange and frightening behavior, her mind was whirling in a cyclone of confusion.
Monica closed her eyes, lulled to sleep by the rhythm of the train and the sight of placid fields and a featureless sky. But even sleep wasn’t peaceful. Daliesque images invaded her dreams: instead of soft melting clocks, Monica saw a collage of melting toucan bills peeling at her skin, bats screeching words in Latin, and Jean-Michel’s fangs biting into her inner thigh as he held two eggs in oversized hands.
She woke up, unsure if she’d cried out in the dream or in the train, the image of Jean-Michel’s leering face imprinted in her memory. These visions were not quite identical to Dalí’s Metamorphisis of Narcissus or his Persistence of Memory, two paintings she’d studied in her art history back at Cal State. In that class, the paintings had stumped her, and she hadn’t been able to interpret them at all. But on this train ride, her own surreal dream seemed to make sense. It revealed that she was at a crossroads, Monica decided; it was telling her to wake up from her childish dreams about finding the perfect love, to be conscious about her actions––and relentless about getting everything out of life. After all, even the bats in her dream had cried out their advice: carpe diem, carpe diem!
As the train approached the city of Tours, Monica stood up to get her bag. She stared out the dusty window, expecting to see the famed châteaux at a distance. Instead all she saw were dapple-gray horses trotting past a slate-roofed farm house. A pang of homesickness struck her. She was so far away from Rocky and from her mother. But instead of crumbling into tears, longing to brush Rocky’s coat and to comfort her mother, Monica felt a surge of energy ripple through her body. She owed it to herself and to her long-suffering mother – and perhaps even to the heroic efforts of Madame during World War II––to make the most of her year in Paris. This was her chance to be happy-go-lucky and young, her chance to change the trajectory of her life.
The horses frolicked in the pasture, and Monica gazed at them with a rueful smile. She’d worked too hard at the stables and at Cal State to pay for this one year of study in France, and she had to make the most of it, as Madame was always urging her. That zany old lady had lived a full life of heroism, glamour, danger, love, and wealth. Today, because of a single commanding phone call from Madame, a chauffeur would be waiting for Monica at the train station in Tours and driving her to the château belonging to the Vicomtesse Agnès Challant de la Guerche. Monica resolved to follow Madame’s advice: be joyful and get a boyfriend––or better yet, snatch two, as Madame insisted, “and play one against the other.”
Just as Madame had promised, someone was waiting to pick her up––a hunched-over driver with gnarled hands. He lifted his soiled cap and said, “Mademoiselle, I am here to drive you to Les Charmilles, but Madame la Vicomtesse is unable to entertain you today. She said I was to set up an easel anywhere on the grounds and for you to paint in plein air.”
He grabbed Monica’s overnight bag and threw it onto the back seat of a scruffy Citroën Deux Chevaux. When he told her that his name was Serge, he lifted his cap again, something he did every time they drove through a village en route to the château. Whenever he saw someone he knew, he honked the car horn and tipped his cap.
“We will soon be there,” Serge told her when they passed the Indre River, shimmering with reflections of the spires and turrets of the château of Azay-le-Rideau. A petite gray-haired woman began crossing the road and Serge stopped the car, tipping his cap. He ignored the impatient honks of drivers waiting behind him, and didn’t drive on until the woman reached the other side of the road.
“Oh, Mon Dieu, how I love that woman!” he said. “I still feel the stab of when she left me for Loïc.”
Monica felt sorry for the lovelorn Serge. “Je suis desolée,” she murmured in hesitant French. “Was it a long time ago?”
“Oh, on the contrary, Mademoiselle, it was just two years ago,” Serge replied, “but you are also right. The first time she left me for Olivier was thirty years ago.” He wiped his eyes with one frayed shirt cuff. “You think I am a fool, and you are right. I am a fool in love with Victoire. I will never get her out of my mind or my heart.”
He took one hand off the wheel to pound his chest and then started driving faster than ever, shifting the gears of the Deux Chevaux like a madman.
“Don’t ever fall in love, Mademoiselle,” he told Monica. “It is better to have a heart like an artichoke. That’s the way Victoire always was and still is––a tasty artichoke with a heart for every man. Did she look sad to you for breaking my heart, so many hearts?” Serge ground the clutch and Monica winced. “Mais, non! She gloats after each and every one of her conquests and what do I do? I, I cry myself to sleep…like a lost child.”
The Deux Chevaux sputtered up a long gravel driveway, and old Serge let out a guttural sigh that rivaled the noisy motor. “I’ll tell you the truth, Mademoiselle. I’m in pain. Yes, this is true.”
He stopped the car outside what looked like an old stable block, and clambered out to fetch Monica’s bag from the backseat. Monica stepped onto the driveway and stared up towards the house looming at the end of the gravel drive. She wondered if she was still dreaming. The grand manor house was a classic Loire Valley château, with pale Touraine stone walls and a slate mansard roof punctuated by dormer windows. It was so beautiful, so vast, that Monica felt short of breath.
Serge stroked the side of the car as if he were caressing the curves of Victoire’s lean torso.
“As they say,” he continued, “it is better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all. Yes, despite my pain, Mademoiselle, I would still recommend that you feast on the insanity that is l’amour.”

Serge set up a vintage wooden easel next to the arbors, the namesake of Les Charmilles, and left a pitcher of water next to a chipped glass on a side table. He tipped his cap at Monica and disappeared into the dense foliage.
Monica took in the vistas from the arbors: a pond with floating swans, distant vineyards, the grand and serene château, and extensive classical gardens. She felt like a princess in a fairy tale. In fact, she remembered a professor commenting that the nearby Château d’Ussé had been the model for Charles Perrault’s castle in Sleeping Beauty. But she shouldn’t keep constantly referencing the novels and art history facts she had studied, Monica told herself. She had to learn to live all her experiences and not just spout what she read in books or heard in class.
From now on, Monica decided, she would live in the moment. She picked up a brush and mixed a little water with a chalky blue paint, determined to store her apprehensions about Jean-Michel in the deepest corner of her mind. This was a magical place, and she had to enjoy every second of her time here, making the most, right now, of this dreamy afternoon light. She began painting the reflections in the pond.
When Monica was finished, she sat on a folding stool under the arbor, evaluating her painting with a harsh eye. It wasn’t quite Autumn Reflections, Monet’s masterpiece painted in his garden in Giverny, but, she thought, it was a start. At least she was making something, and not just moping around.
“A beautiful homage to Monet,” a man’s voice said, and Monica almost tumbled off her stool. “Madame la Vicomtesse will love it. Sometimes she can be a traditionalist, other times she is avant garde. But she’s always one tough bird. I am Christophe, by the way. You are Monica, who is here to paint for a few days, n’est-ce pas?”
He walked over to her easel and grinned. Monica gazed up him, nodding when he said her name. He was young, this Christophe, with tousled brown hair and a disarmingly wide smile.
“I’ve been out working the horses,” he went on. His English was impeccable. “They’ve grown so sluggish while I was away.”
“Oh––so you work here?” Monica managed to squeak.
“Like a dog. But Serge tells me that Madame la Vicomtesse is gone for two days, so I’m going to finish now. Serge is taking the horses back to the paddock. Would you like to go for a swim?”
“I don’t see a swimming pool.”
“Come, I’ll show you.”
She followed Christophe across the side gardens and through more arbors to a fragrant herb garden. Christophe pointed to a cottage, and told her it was the pool house.
“Madame la Vicomtesse keeps extra swim suits in there,” Christophe told her. “Unless you would prefer to go au naturel?”
Monica could tell from the twinkle of his green eyes that he was kidding her.
“No, I’ll pass,” she said. “But you can skinny dip if you like. Though it may get you fired!”
“On the contrary. Madame la Vicomtesse can be pretty racy herself. She always says I’m quite the prude, like my father.”
He opened the door of the cottage and stood back to let Monica peep in.
“Don’t get fired on my account,” she teased. Inside striped towels hung from brass hooks, and there was a big chest of drawers, hopefully with spare swimsuits. “Are you sure you don’t have to help Serge with the horses? Or maybe you should be sweeping out the stables?”
“I’d rather sweep you off your feet. I’m very French and very romantic, you know.” Christophe smiled sheepishly. “Isn’t that what Americans always assume about us?”
Monica ignored this bull’s-eye comment and stepped into the pool house, closing the door behind her. Luckily the top drawer was packed with pretty swimsuits. She chose a red one with a navy trim that fit her perfectly, and left her clothes folded on top of the bureau.
The big pool beyond the cottage looked inviting, the same pale blue as the sky earlier that afternoon. Christophe, Monica saw to her relief, had changed into swim trunks as well, and was sitting at the far end of the pool, his feet dangling in the water. He was lithe and tanned, Monica couldn’t help noticing.
“I can help you with the horses, you know,” she told him, dipping one foot into the cool water. “I come from a tiny horse ranch in California and train horses.”
Christophe’s face brightened.
“Maybe you can help me tomorrow, before the ogre returns to her château,” he suggested. “But for now, let’s swim. And you can tell me all about your horses and all about California.”
Monica heard Madame Caron de Pichet’s gravelly voice inside her head. Be young and carefree! Do the unexpected!
She smiled back at Christophe, and dove into the pool. An hour later, they were still swimming and talking and laughing, watching the sun set and the sky light up with twinkling stars.







CHAPTER TWELVE
L’amour Fou
Madame la Vicomtesse called to say she will be delayed a couple more days,” announced Serge in his former valet’s voice: crisp, authoritative, and yet deferential.
Monica and Christophe muffled their giggling as they snuggled in the antique brass bed of the guest bedroom in the pool house.
“Christophe, did you hear me?” grumbled Serge. “It’s ten in the morning. We can’t delay the inevitable, mon vieux.”
“Did Serge just call you ‘old man’?” Monica chortled.
“That he did, but I just can’t face today.” Christophe hid his head under the pillow.
“Don’t be so dramatic…and lazy! You’re going to get fired. First, we swam unauthorized and then we slept in the guest house and not in your quarters.” Monica lifted the pillow and noticed Christophe’s wet eyes. “What is it that you can’t you face today, mon vieux?”
“We have to put down my––that is, one of the old horses today. His name is Magnifique. I don’t think I can do it.”
“Maybe I can help Serge. I don’t know these horses, so it won’t be such an ordeal for me.” Monica wrapped her arm around Christophe’s shoulders. “It hurts when you’ve worked with a horse for years and years, and then it’s time to euthanize them. It’s always painful.” She stroked Christophe’s hand.
“He’s been with me my entire twenty-five years. He taught me how to ride. But I have to man up and do it.” Christophe tried to get out of bed, but slumped back, leaning on Monica. “Or … would you mind helping Serge?”
Together they walked to the ancient barn. Monica gripping Christophe’s hand. “Just say goodbye to Magnifique and walk away. I’ll catch up to you later, over by the arbors.”
“I can’t believe what a coward I’ve become. I used to be fearless, you know.” Christophe looked sheepish. Monica kissed his smooth cheek.
“This is not a test of manliness,” she told him. “It just means that you love this horse, that you’ve connected with Magnifique and can’t let him go.”
“We were undefeatable jumpers. Well, he was the jumper, but he made me feel like the feats were all mine.” Christophe’s voice cracked. “His athleticism made my father proud of me, when really it was all Magnifique’s prowess.”
Monica and Christophe clung to each other, caressing with an intensity that stunned Serge, who hovered behind bales of hay near Magnifique’s stall. He and Victoire had once been engulfed in each other’s flame, not unlike the blaze sparked by Christophe’s embrace. His heart ached with nostalgia for the passion and pleasure, for the sexual desire that once overflowed within him. Perhaps the smoldering fire of jealousy over Victoire’s new lovers would ignite in him again; perhaps it would fire him up with a rage that would impel him take a shovel and knock out Loïc. That way, perhaps, he could get revenge for a past wrong and extinguish his longing for Victoire, instead of joining his old nemesis at the village bar, both getting drunk weekend after weekend, in order to remember the glow of Victoire’s love––and to forget love’s demise.
Serge felt envy and despair knowing that Christophe, his young, soft-hearted friend, seemed to have fallen so deeply for Monica.
“Ahhh, so it repeats itself. L’amour fou strikes again,” Serge whispered to a dying Magnifique inside the stall. “Christophe is as unable to put you down as he is to extinguish the illusion that is amour. Just look at him, Magnifique! He is deep in his fantasy of this American girl. He will sacrifice his own identity for her. The fool is in a dream––a dream more real than death.” When Magnifique heaved, Serge wanted to end the old horse’s misery, but instead he massaged his own knobby hands and waited. He wanted to observe whether Monica responded with equal passion to Christophe or if Christophe would ultimately be wounded––burned, as Serge had been by Victoire. Serge knew the naked truth, the inevitable conundrum: love is responsible for excessive pleasure––and the worst problems in life. At some point, he knew, the ax would fall on one––or both of them, Christophe and Monica.
“Christophe, it must be done now,” Serge cried out. The horse was in agony. He hugged Magnifique one last time. He could not save the horse, and he could not save Christophe from the forces of insane love, this amour fou.

Just 20 kilometers away from Les Charmilles, Lola swam her laps in the buff, choosing a dog-paddle stroke to protect her crimson ringlets from the chlorine. Earlier that day, she had overexerted the balding young scion of this nineteenth-century château, lying in his seventeenth-century four-poster bed carved with interlaced initials. Didier now sat at a patio table drinking an early-afternoon mimosa, and admiring Lola’s gusto for everything in life. The elderly manservant refreshing his drink with more champagne was trying––unsuccessfully––not to ogle the nude swimmer. He was so distracted he stepped on one of the panting dogs lying at Didier’s feet.
“I didn’t mean to stare, Monsieur Didier,” he murmured, blushing. “It seems that these American beauties have landed like locusts in the Loire Valley.”
“My father is Monsieur. Don’t be such a simpleton. What locusts are you talking about?”
“Serge, who works at Les Charmilles, was at the village café last night. He said that Christophe has fallen head over heels over a young American…like your pollywog there.” The valet gestured at Lola. She rose from the water, flashing her breasts, and continued with her laps, her tingly laugh echoing throughout the estate as if a flock of osprey from the nearby forest were soaring past.
“Christophe is a softie, whereas I am a seasoned man.” Didier touched his two-day stubble as if he were presenting evidence at a trial.
“Pardon me from intruding, sir, but how did you meet such a sublime specimen?” asked the valet.
“Why are you suddenly so nosy? What? Are you going to report to my parents the minute they return from the wedding in Bordeaux?” Didier brushed away the valet and sat pouting, his drink forgotten. “You always snitched on me when I smoked my hashish or when I brought a girl to the pool house.”
“It’s just that the newscaster said that we have to be aware of étrangers in our midst,” persisted the valet. “Especially innocent-looking ones. There have been bombings and shootings in Paris and also down south––and it seems that there’s always an étrangère, an alluring female accomplice, at the center of these crime––that’s all.”
“You’ve always been such a rube. I’ll have you know that I met Lola through my prep school friend. His family has more money from South American tin mines than they know what to do with!”
“Precisely––étrangers.”
“Get lost, you old geezer! I’m going to enjoy Lola before I send her packing.”
The valet ambled a few steps away but seemed reluctant to leave altogether. Didier walked up to the edge of the pool.
“Lola, come on out of the water,” he called. “Let’s go for another round inside the pool house.”
“That’s a no, sugar,” Lola splashed him playfully. “Charles will be coming by to pick me up soon so we can drive back to Paris.”
“That’s a yes, Lola. Charles, as you call him, said that he will contact you back in Paris in a few days.” Didier held a towel out for her and tried to smile seductively. The afternoon breeze blew his few remaining strands of hair into a whimsical hatchling look––a total turn-off for Lola. “If you don’t come out of the water, my man here will go and fetch me another gorgeous American. According to him, you American women are flocking to the Loire like locusts.”
Didier extended his arm, but Lola ignored his outreached hand and dangling towel, and continued swimming. “Charles is an ass, and you’re getting close to his level,” she said over her shoulder. “I stayed here because I wanted to, not because Charles left me here. I’m in charge of all my actions.”
“But, my darling, soon my parents will be returning from a wedding in Bordeaux, along with every other bon chic, bon genre from the Loire, and they’re all very reserved and old-fashioned. They guard their old values and their châteaux as if they were security dogs protecting priceless truffles.” Didier sniffed the rarefied air of his family’s château with exaggerated pomposity. “They’re the original old guard, you see. If my parents didn’t know your grandparents or great-grandparents, then they would expect you to stay in a nearby hotel and not in their château. Can you believe such antiquated manners? Come, let’s have one passionate farewell before they return.”
“That’s OK, sugar. I know where I’m not wanted.” Lola hauled herself out of the pool and stood on the far side, dripping and naked. She blew a good-bye air kiss to Didier. “I’ll see you around, I guess.”
“Please, can’t you stay for another round?” Didier cajoled. “I’ll drive you to Tours afterwards, and we can see each other later tonight in your hotel?”
Lola stalked to the pool house where she slipped on her clothes and threw the rest of her items in her overnight bag. Didier approached her with arms extended, but Lola swatted his advances with a forceful shove.
“I’ll just have your man take me to the train station. See you later, alligator.” Lola let out an earsplitting whistle that startled Didier and his whimpering dogs, but got his valet’s attention. She pointed to the car, and before Didier could beg again, she and the valet were off down the estate’s grand driveway.
The puttering sound of the old truck prevented Lola from speaking to the grouchy valet. He was saying something uncomplimentary about her whistling like a hooligan, but Lola just stuck her nose in the air and peered out the window. Her gangster cousins back in L.A. had taught her how to whistle that way, to warn them if the police entered their turf. In her extended family, dominated by delinquent boys, Lola was well-protected. Her curvaceous figure worried all the men in the family, so they’d taught her how to repel unwanted prying hands. Maybe they had overprotected her from the dangers of their tough Echo Park neighborhood, but they’d also taught her how to take care of herself. She knew how to debilitate a man with a swift kick to the testicles or by jabbing her long fingernails into his eyes. If Didier had wanted a “round,” as he had called it, Lola was capable of giving a real boxing round, not some sissified Frenchy version.
Didier’s valet scowled at her and drove the gentle, winding country roads with abandon. His weaving along the narrow lanes was comical to Lola: she was used to weaving in and out of the packed freeways of L.A. and driving the dangerous curves of Laurel Canyon on dark foggy nights. The valet’s unnecessary swerves were laughable, especially if he meant to scare her.
Lola had more important things to think about. Three nights ago, Charles had driven Lola down to the Loire Valley. Something was up, she knew. He’d acted so jittery at Le Sept, and then he started talking in a weird way. He told her he wanted to lock himself up with her in the comfort of his buddy’s private château, and leave the evil world behind.
But as they sat by the château’s fireplace, Charles was still jumpy, fretting about his tall friend, Bertrand, and glancing anxiously around him, as if a ghost roamed the chilly limestone hallways. Didier teased Charles incessantly about his edginess and for apparently changing his name, something that took Lola by surprise.
“Raúl, that used to be your name at school, right?” Didier had said. “Or should I call you Charles today? Perhaps you are called Gaston in the evenings, n’est-ce pas?”
Charles ignored the taunts. He paced back and forth, unable to relax.
“Don’t be such a weakling, Raúl or Charles or Gaston. You have my château mixed up with the Green Lady who haunts the Château de Brissac nearby.” Didier guffawed. “Relax! We have no ghosts here.”
Charles couldn’t relax. He knew all about Jean-Michel’s far-reaching evil hand, and he didn’t want to dance with Lola in the face of doom. Whether Charles hid in a fortress or on a yacht near Split, Jean-Michel would find him and force him to do his bidding. Charles had gone along with Jean-Michel’s revolutionary zeal because he thought they were all simply armchair insurgents––blowhard revolutionaries, rich brats with new, cool personas who attracted left-leaning coeds like moths to a flame. But now Bertrand’s lonely leg sat on the morgue’s slab, being scrutinized for minute details that would lead police footsteps to Charles’ door, no matter where he hid.
Didier and Lola laughed and drank, unaffected by Charles’ nerves. Under the dour faces of Didier’s ancestors, staring down at them in the portrait gallery, they played loud music and danced to a wild variation of rock and roll that was all the rage among the college-age French snobs. By the morning of the second day, Charles had left without any explanation, but Lola had made the most of the awkward situation.
Initially, Didier’s hauteur intrigued her, but before too long she was tired of hearing his long-winded stories of family lore and legend. He either bragged about his ancestors’ feats from centuries ago, or rambled on about all the additions and repairs to his château. Didier explained how these expenses would be the end of the cultured country life of the French noblesse. The high costs of looking after their huge properties had burdened them to the point of financial ruin. On and on and on he talked, while Lola stifled a yawn.
She tried to get him off the subject by asking about the history of the famous châteaux nearby: there were so many mysterious murders and illicit affairs throughout French history in the Loire. But Didier’s storytelling abilities lacked imagination, and Lola felt that he limited his historical summaries to accounting ledgers and not the real-life titillating tales of lust and death.
“Didn’t the widow of King Henry III, back in 1589, grieve his assassination so deeply that she replaced the colorful tapestries with black ones woven with skulls and crossbones?” Lola made an attempt to jump-start Didier’s story with some intrigue.
“That was at Château de Chenonceau, and the woman in question was Louise de Lorraine-Vaudémont,” Didier droned on. “I don’t recall the cost of the new tapestries, but I’m sure it was astronomical.”
“But didn’t the widow, dressed in flowing a black gown, roam Chenonceau, going from room to room, calling out her beloved’s name?” persisted Lola.
“I doubt it. Most of the rooms would have been locked.”
Didier even neglected to spice-up the tale of Chenonceau with the fact that Catherine de Medici forced her husband’s mistress, Diane de Poitiers, out of the house, or that when her husband died in 1560, Catherine spent a fortune on a stupendous fireworks display to celebrate her son’s ascension as king.
Didier’s colorless recounting of events bored Lola, but she didn’t know how to react to him. After all, she was still a guest in his manse. Lola knew that her heroine and role model, La Belle Otero, would have made mincemeat of this pompous windbag, and that she would have extracted a hefty sum of money––or at least some of Didier’s mother’s jewels––in exchange for the time wasted on him. Lola recalled that on one occasion, La Belle Otero’s gambling compulsion resulted in the total demise of her lover, the Vicomte de Chênedollé. Rather than weep over his financial ruin and his suicide, she immediately moved on to a millionaire banker, the Baron Ollstreder, who showered her with gifts of precious jewels and magnificent furs, and paid her endless gambling bets.
But Lola hadn’t yet developed the killer instinct of La Belle Otero. She didn’t want to leave the Loire Valley on a depressing low note of being abandoned by Charles and of wasting her time with dull Didier. These aristocrats were nothing but a passing fancy, but Lola wanted to continue with her Loire escapade, and get more of a taste of their lifestyle. When she was good and ready, she could move on to greener pastures. After all, whatever Lola wants, Lola gets. This was still her motto, despite recent setbacks.
Lola decided to chit-chat with the valet-chauffer to see where the conversation would lead.
“Didier said that other American students were staying nearby.” She tried speaking with her best French pronunciation. “I wonder if it could be students from my art class. Do you know where they are staying?”
“We don’t trust étrangers,” he said gruffly.
“I agree with you completely.” Lola smiled and tossed her red curls. “If I were French I wouldn’t trust foreigners, either, but I’m going back to California in a couple of months. I’m starring in a movie.” This was stretching the truth to the limits. “You don’t think that I’m a dangerous stranger, do you?”
“Absolutely not. You’re just a girl.”
Lola smiled sweetly, and told another lie. “You kind of remind me of my dad. He has strong opinions, too. I also miss my classmates. You wouldn’t want me to get a bad grade in my art class, would you?”
The valet slowed his driving and seemed to be thinking. “One of the American girls is staying at Les Charmilles,” he finally revealed.
“Is that a village nearby?”
“No, it’s another château that belongs to the Vicomtesse Challant de la Guerche. Your fellow American girl is there.”
Lola tossed her red curls and smiled sweetly. “Could we possibly stop by so I can verify if my friend is there? You wouldn’t want me to stay all alone in a hotel, would you?”
Since he didn’t answer, Lola changed tactics. “OK. Please drive me to the train station. I’ll have to go back to Paris tonight.”
“But the last train left an hour ago. You will have to wait until tomorrow.”
“Well, I’ll just wait all by myself at the train station. I don’t have a choice.” Lola fought back crocodile tears.
The valet stepped on the accelerator and headed toward Les Charmilles with all the determination of a knight helping a damsel in distress. His people had always been the servants, the hired help, the peons for the nobles of the Loire, but for this instant he became the swashbuckling hero, saving the day for this movie-star California girl.







CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Crestfallen or Carefree
After the removal of Magnifique’s carcass from the estate, the heartbroken mood at Les Charmilles flowed out like a requiem, a chorus formed by the whinnies of the horses, the low moans of an inconsolable Serge, and Christophe’s whimpers.
Christophe sat crestfallen, observing Monica while she sketched the main house. His low spirits were contagious. Monica’s charcoal lines and somber shading created an image of a haunted mansion, not the glistening house of the day before. In this atmosphere of gloom, Christophe revealed many private wounds to Monica––the passing of his father three years ago, the frayed relationship with his overbearing mother, and his doubts about his own future.
Monica tried to concentrate on the drawing, but as Christophe’s melancholy entered her head like a poisonous miasma, she erased more and more of the dark areas of her drawing in lame attempt to lighten both her artistic composition and Christophe’s mood. In just a few weeks of living in France, Monica had experienced her own share of dark and light moments. In fact, she’d had the most incredibly lustful encounters––and the most lurid days of her life. The volatility of her own emotional gradient, soaring so quickly from light to dark, shocked her. She erased large portions of her sketch in an effort to dismiss the gnawing feelings of fear and folly incited by the memory of Jean-Michel.
Up until this dismal moment, Monica had thought that Madame was right to advise her to get a second or third boyfriend, one or two other men who would cancel out the intensity of Jean-Michel. But while the Christophe of the day before had sparkled with good humor and light conversation, the man now at her side groaned bleakly. She began to contemplate leaving this château before more of Christophe’s ghosts arrived, as uninvited as the rolling fog that currently hid much of the estate.
The gravel driveway of Les Charmilles crunched with the sound of rolling tires, followed by mismatched footsteps. Serge’s booming voice loomed from somewhere nearby.
“Christophe, there’s another pretty American to see you––une jolie rousse.”
Monica jumped up from her seat. “Did Serge just say there’s a pretty American redhead here to see you?”
“I don’t know any American redheads,” shouted Christophe. “Tell her to go away.”
Monica beamed. “No, don’t be silly. It might be my friend Lola.” She pulled him up, so excited that she almost dragged him towards the driveway.
“Lola, is that you?” Monica called, unable to see through the misty fog.
Lola whistled in the raunchy Echo Park style, and both women ran towards each other’s voices.
Serge invited the women to the kitchen for some refreshments, but Christophe excused himself saying, “I have to go check on Magnif…on the horses.” He walked, feet dragging, in the direction of the stables.
Lola slung her arm around Monica. “You’re a sly vixen, aren’t you?”
“What are you talking about?”
Lola blew a dramatic Hollywood kiss at Didier’s valet, backing down the driveway. She handed Serge her overnight bag in a nonchalant style––as if to the manor born.
“Here’s why you’re a sly vixen,” she whispered, strolling arm-in-arm with Monica. “Four days ago I saw you flirting with a mysterious, handsome French man at the café. That same night, we waited for you at Le Sept, but you and the mystery man never showed up. And the more I asked Charles–– you know, your mystery man’s buddy––the more he pretended not to know.”
Monica pulled back on the reins of the conversation. “Whoa, go back three steps. Who’s Charles, and why wouldn’t he tell you about Jean-Michel and me?”
By now they were inside the house, Lola making herself at home in the enormous kitchen. She poked around the blue enameled stove and attempted to lift a cast-iron pot. She fixed her gaze on Serge, and spoke to him in accented but flawless French.
“You are such a gentleman to offer us an apéritif. Could you serve us a Kir Royale? Perhaps you can find some crisp champagne in the cellar?”
Serge had never met an American upper-class woman. In fact, he hadn’t thought there were any well-bred ones. But this redhead was as bossy and demanding as any of the French nobles. He had misjudged her by her crass whistle, and now he was embarrassed to have brought her to the kitchen. But he soon understood that the women wanted to talk freely, so he left them alone, and stepped down into the cellar.
Lola refused to sit down and continued her inspection of the kitchen and its many pantries.
“As I was saying, we all went dancing at the most bitchin’ nightclub.” She opened various drawers and shut them again. “I wonder where they keep the heirloom silver.”
Everything Lola was saying and doing made Monica feel flustered. “Lola, please sit down! Christophe works in this château and he’s already on the verge of getting fired. Please don’t get any ideas about petty theft.”
“Oh, so lover boy is not the lord of this castle? Let’s get the hell out of here, then.”
“Honestly, Lola. Tell me how you found me and why you’re here. Please.”
“Cool your jets. I’ll sit down in a minute.” Lola opened another two drawers. “This is all shit. My grandma has better dishes and cutlery.”
She shut the drawer and sat down, grinning at the grim-faced Monica.
“I’m not gonna give you the blow-by-blow account of my last four days––pardon the pun!” Lola got up again, wandering into the next room. Monica had no choice but to follow.
“So how did you find me and why are you looking for me?” Monica’s voice quivered at the thought of Jean-Michel tracking her down. He might want to punish her for not staying in Paris until he contacted her. Or perhaps he desperately needed her, and had sent Lola to find her, to beg her to return to his apartment immediately––if only she remembered its exact location.
Lola roamed freely from room to room, admiring an ivory-handled letter opener that sat on an end table in the salon, and yanking a tapestry or two hanging in the dimly lit hallway.
“This stuff may be antique and valuable, but it looks threadbare and moth-eaten,” she said breezily. “These French aristos are on their last franc, I swear.”
Monica stood firm, her heart pounding.
“Lola, cut the cat-burglar routine. It’s not working, and you and I are going to leave this place in five minutes if you don’t stop your antics. Plus, I’ve had enough of this forlorn place.” She tweaked one of Lola’s red locks, although more in play than in anger. “I’m really glad to see you, but how the hell did you find me––and why?”
“If you don’t let go of my hair I’m going to kick you on your ass.”
“We’re not in junior high,” Monica replied, still gripping the long curl, “and you’re not the only one who knows how to throw a punch. Remember, I grew up on a ranch in Riverside County.”
Lola burst out laughing at Monica’s bluster and hugged her friend.
“Yeah, ok. You’re a real fighting bitch.” Lola pinched Monica’s flushed cheeks. “I’ll tell you the whole story of how I ended up here in a few sentences. At Le Sept, I met up with Charles, but he was jittery and sweating bullets. He said it was because his best friend had to return to South America for a funeral. I could tell that something else was going on, but I didn’t want to probe. So instead of staying in Paris, I let Charles bring me to his buddy’s château just a few miles from here. It was cool with me, since we have that art class in this area anyway. I asked Madame to let you know I’d be in the Loire––didn’t she tell you?”
Lola fluffed the long strand of hair that Monica had stretched out, and Monica nodded.
“Then,” Lola continued, “the day after Charles and I have a somewhat romantic time at the château, he leaves me there without an explanation. I had no idea what was going on. After a day or so at that château, I had a little hanky-panky with Didier, the lord of the manor. But he was thoroughly boring and treated his valet like crap. So the valet told me that another pretty American girl was at this place, and I figured that it might be someone from our art class since we were all supposed to meet here, and––voilà! He drove me here. That’s the whole story.”
“You mean Jean-Michel didn’t send you to bring me back to Paris?”
“Is Jean-Michel the guy from the café?”
Monica nodded.
“No, I never saw him again. But he must be one bad son-of-a-bitch because Charles and the other guys jumped at the mention of his name. Anyway, who cares? The stable guy is sexy, don’t you think?”
Monica blushed and looked away. Lola raised her eyebrows.
“Oh, did you screw the stable boy?”
“His name is Christophe, and he’s captivating.”
Heavy footsteps announced Serge’s approach, climbing the cellar stairs and emerging from a paneled doorway.
“Serge,” said Lola, in her bossiest voice. “We’ll take our drinks in the salon. And please light a fire for us––it’s rather chilly in here.”
“Right away, Mademoiselle.” Serge bowed. He set a tray of drinks on a small table and made his way to the fireplace at the other end of the deep salon.
“So can I spend the night here with you? Or is Stable Boy going to expect something kinky? Perhaps a little ménage â trois?” Lola chortled, and Serge looked back at her, aghast.
“I’ll pass on the threesome,” Monica replied. “I suppose you can spend the night here, but let’s not push our luck. I think the Vicomtesse is returning soon.”
“Did she go the wedding in Bordeaux as well? Dull Didier said his mother and lots of snobs from the Loire were all away at the same wedding.”
Monica shrugged, so Lola turned to Serge. “Is Madame la Vicomtesse expected back from Bordeaux this evening?”
Serge never divulged his employer’s whereabouts, not so much out of duty but simply because she was so impetuous he never knew what she was planning.
“I am not certain,” he replied, “but perhaps Mademoiselle can telephone her.”
“Perhaps a bit later,” said Lola. “I’m surprised that she didn’t tell you to expect me and to prepare a bedroom for me.”
Serge looked back and forth from Lola to Monica. “Madame just told me to expect Mademoiselle Monica, but I suppose that you can both stay in the pool house…same as last night.” Serge blushed at his own indecent thoughts, and he bent over the fire. Once it was crackling, he left the salon, still red-faced.

Lola slurped her Kir Royale and poured herself another coupe of champagne. “Okay, so now that we got rid of old Serge with my slutty comment, what is the stable boy like? I hope he was a better lover than Charles and Didier.”
Lola walked around the room, assessing its shabby yet no doubt valuable furniture and ornaments. Monica covered her face with both hands and started to cry.
“Oh, I’m sorry, Monica!” Lola put down her glass and hurried over. “I have such a big, brash mouth. What happened with Christophe?”
“He’s been amazing,” sobbed Monica. “He’s a very tender lover, but I can’t get Jean-Michel out of my mind.”
“And what kind of lover was Jean-Michel?” asked Lola, half in jest, sure that Monica would never be audacious enough to have two lovers in one week.
“I’m too embarrassed to say.” Monica put her head down on a sofa cushion. “He … he mesmerized me with passion. And pain.”
Her voice was barely audible, but Lola hung on every word.
“Wow! You’re a trip! You’re blowing my mind! You’ve had amazing sex with two hot French guys and I’ve been dicking around with two duds. How did you do it?”
“It’s all Madame’s fault,” moaned Monica. “She told me to get two or three boyfriends, and to play one against the other. But instead of feeling good, I feel like a traitor to both guys.”
“I think the old lady gave you good advice. You’re practically glowing in this faded salon. So why are you crying?”
“It’s just that I thought love was going to be an all-encompassing uplifting feeling, not a whirlpool in the pit of my stomach.”
Lola shook her head. “First, sorry to be so blunt, but you’re confusing hot sex with love. So let’s isolate the feelings you have for one guy, and then we’ll move on to the other, okay?”
“You mean that I can be in love with both men?”
“How should I know for sure? I’m not a shrink. But what I do know is that you don’t know either guy well enough to say that you’re in love.” Lola broke off long enough to retrieve her drink, and then settled herself in a sagging antique armchair. “Let’s just say that you’re in lust with both. Well, since one guy is here tonight, and I assume Jean-Michel is still in Paris, I say have a roll in the hay with the one you’re with. It might help you decide which one you prefer.”
“I think that I might already be going through the process of crystallization over Jean-Michel.”
“What the hell is crystallization?” groaned Lola.
“Don’t you remember the lectures?” Monica asked. “You know, the ones on Stendhal’s process of crystallization where one lover imagines that the loved one has all these glowing, desirable traits. A shimmering perfection, right?”
“Nah, I’m sure I missed those lectures. Stendhal isn’t my thing. But I’ll tell you what I do know. You took our French literature classes too much to heart. There is no such thing as gallant love, where the knight stays faithful to his beloved forever. Lancelot was some serious bullshit. Ditto for Abélard and Héloïse. A nun and a priest with no balls, need I say more? Gross!”
Lola slipped the ivory letter opener in her jacket pocket, sure that Monica hadn’t noticed.
“Let’s fast forward to George Sand,” she continued, “and all her idealistic visions of romantic love. She ended up heartbroken and ugly, so we’re not emulating her horse-faced behavior. Or her thoughts on love.”
Lola slid a silver candy dish into the other pocket.
“Who has a horse face?” It was Christophe, standing in the doorway. Lola almost fell out of her chair. “And why are you crying, ma petite?”
Christophe rushed over to Monica’s prone form, kneeling next to her.
“She’s crying about love,” said Lola. Christophe had seen nothing, she decided. He was blind to everything but Monica. “So, what are your thoughts on love?”
“That’s an important question.” Christophe stroked Monica’s hair. “Romantic love is the treasure chest we all hope to uncover.”
He glanced knowingly at Lola’s bulging jacket pockets, and she looked away, pretending not to notice.
“It inspires us,” continued Christophe, inhaling Monica’s hair. “It confuses us, and it heightens our senses.”
Lola had heard enough from this philosophical Frenchman, one who had obviously opened Monica’s treasure trove.
“Sorry to break up this sappy moment,” she said, “but isn’t your boss, the evil Vicomtesse, going to bust your balls if she finds you here? Doesn’t she force you to stay in the barn or wherever the peons reside?”
“There are no peons here,” he responded curtly, clearly offended by Lola’s brusque manner.
“Are you kidding me? You think Serge is not a peon? I just tossed him my overnight bag, and then I told him to serve the champagne in this enormous, ugly room. He followed my commands, tout de suite.”
“Please excuse Lola,” said Monica, sitting up. “She can be feisty, but she means well. Do you think it would be okay if she stayed in the pool house with me?”
“She is welcome to spend the night in the main house.”
“Nah, I’d rather stay in the pool house with you two,” Lola stared at Monica, and both girls laughed.
Christophe looked puzzled. “I’m afraid I missed the American humor, would you–”
“Ahem.” Serge had walked into the salon, his previously droopy ears now at attention. Unlike the other three, he had heard the distant car tires rolling on the gravel driveway. “Madame la Vicomtesse has arrived!”
He disappeared to open the front door for his autocratic aristocrat. Monica and Lola remained frozen in their positions, not knowing what to expect from a woman who clearly ruled with a heavy hand.







CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Madame la Vicomtesse
The Vicomtesse Agnès Challant de La Guerche stormed into the pool house in the same abrupt way she’d stampeded past the salon the night before. She had neither greeted nor even acknowledged the presence of Monica, Lola or Christophe. She’d simply proceeded to shut herself in the master suite of the château for the rest of the evening.
This morning she was a study in severity, dressed all in black. The tight riding clothes clung to her skinny, wiry body like a dark straitjacket, the perfect complement to her ebony helmet hair. Only her alabaster skin and a tuft of white hair in her fringe lent a degree of softness to her mien. This illusion of delicateness was, however, exactly that: an illusion.
“Bonjour, les enfants,” she chirped and yanked open all the Venetian blinds in the pool house. The sunlight blinded Lola and Monica, both harboring a bad hangover. “Aren’t you the art students that Madame Caron de Pichet insisted must paint en plein air on my property? She couldn’t wait for my return, I see. Well, now I can’t wait to get started on critiquing your work.”
“Bonjour, Madame,” crowed Monica, clutching a sheet up to her chest and trying to sit up. Lola wriggled down under the covers to hide from the sun.
“That simply won’t do, my little Américaines,” the Vicomtesse reprimanded. “It is customary to address me as Madame la Vicomtesse. Surely Serge instructed you in our ways, didn’t he?”
“I apologi––”
“No need to apologize. I’ll deal with Serge later.” She clapped forcefully to get Lola’s attention. “Just rise and shine and meet me by the easels set up in the arbor in ten minutes. Let me evaluate your sketches. I am a judge of artistic talent––and, I should warn you, I am brutally honest.”
Madame la Vicomtesse positioned herself at the end of the bed and lifted the down duvet. “Only four female feet, how very odd,” she mumbled, frowning.
She cracked her small riding whip and looked under the bed. “Come out, you scoundrel!” she commanded, waiting with her hands on her hips. But when nothing emerged, she marched out of the pool house without another word.
“What the hell was that?” demanded Lola, emerging from under the covers.
“The owner of this château. She wants to look at our sketches right away.”
“Who was she looking for in our bed? Is she insane or what? It’s too early.” Lola covered her head with a pillow.
“She’s obviously very demanding,” Monica conceded, “but we did spend the night here and we ate her food and drank her champagne––lots of champagne. So let’s at least be civil and go to the arbor. She might give us some good tips on how to improve our work.”
“Hell no, I won’t go,” chanted Lola, as though this were an anti-Vietnam rally back in L.A.
“Please!” Monica pleaded. “Don’t cause any problems for me or for Madame Caron de Pichet. She’s a dear old friend of Madame la Vicomtesse. That’s what we have to call her, by the way, in case you didn’t hear.”
“Hmm, we’ll see about that.” Lola sat up, looking annoyed. “I feel like just packing up and leaving. I’m in no mood to please that old witch. The last few days I’ve been a prisoner of some moody weird guy, a dull duke or whatever title Didier said it was, and now I’m expected to kowtow to a psycho madam vee-come-tess. Hell no, I won’t go!”
Monica dressed quickly and nagged Lola until she reluctantly allowed herself to be dragged out of bed and out to talk to their fierce hostess.
When they reached the arbor, Madame la Vicomtesse seemed to have changed into an entirely different person.
“Please sit down and join me for a cup of coffee,” she said sweetly. “I’m trying to recover from my ordeal of the last two days.”
“What happened?” Lola asked, skipping the formality of saying the entire title of her host. She and Monica sat down around a garden table set with dainty china cups and a silver coffee pot.
“As Serge must have told you, I was at a wedding in Bordeaux. After the reception, I went with a friend”––she cleared her throat––“to his regal home in San Sebastian. But on our drive back to France, we were delayed at the border because those dreadful Basque terrorists had just bombed a car in a village near the crossing. Thankfully no French were harmed. They say that a Basque medical student and his accomplice, a plumber or something like that, were killed when they shot a Guardia Civil.” She raised her cup of coffee and almost slammed it back down on the saucer, splashing dark liquid onto the white cloth. “Why in the world would a young doctor and a plumber ever do such a crazy thing? Don’t they realize that their professions are indispensable? Serge? Another cup, please.”
Serge flapped around, re-setting the table, bowing to his employer, and pouring her more coffee. Madame la Vicomtesse proceeded with her tale.
“We were delayed for hours on the road. All the while the simpleton I was with sympathized with these foolish rebels. Needless to say, I refused to travel any further with him, and I took a train home.” She clinked her spoon in the cup so fiercely that it seemed she wanted to break it. “And then, I was so baffled by the man who helped me load my valise onto the train. I recognized his face from Paris, but he did not acknowledge me, and of course, anyone who has met me always greets me formally. Why would he ignore me?”
Monica remained silent, but Lola was less polite. “Why didn’t you ask him who he was?”
Madame la Vicomtesse dismissed her question with the wave of a thin white hand. “My nerves are frayed. That is all. These young restless revolutionaries everywhere are destroying civil society, n’est-ce pas?”
“What revolutionaries are you referring to, Madame la vee-come-tess?” Lola said, exaggerating her poor pronunciation.
“Surely you jest! You Americans remain so childlike well into your twenties, don’t you?” Madame la Vicomtesse retorted.
“Chère Madame la vee-come-tess, I agree with your appraisal. We are naïve nincompoops.” Lola adopted a faux childlike expression. “But please do tell us about the revolutionaries that so distressed you.”
Madame la Vicomtesse did not seem to notice Lola’s sarcasm. She picked a croissant from a silver dish and set it on her plate. “Well, my dear, shall I enumerate them for you? Just this February there was the Irish Republican Army bomb that killed twelve people in England. Then those Italian neo-fascists exploded another bomb on the train in Bologna.” Madame paused to select a buttery brioche, which she set on top of the croissant.
“Just those two?” Lola looked unimpressed.
“Let’s not forget what the Basque ETA activists did in January, of this very year.. ETA: What a peculiar acronym, don’t you think?” Madame popped another brioche onto her plate. “Those activists stole thousands of explosives in Spain. Not far from San Sebastian, in fact.”
“But there haven’t been any terrorist attacks here, have there?” Monica asked anxiously.
“Here? In the Loire? Don’t be silly. Although anything is possible,” Madame admitted. She placed the remaining two croissants on her overcrowded plate and squashed the teetering stack all together. “After all, those pesky Bretons and their liberation army are not too far away. So you see, we are besieged by révolutionnaires. Can you imagine how I feel? I’m all alone and my only adult child should be protecting me instead of running around partying in Paris, never following all the rules and responsibilities I have firmly established.”
“What has you all riled up this beautiful morning, Madame la Vicomtesse?” Christophe ambled towards the table. He greeted Monica and Lola with a kiss on their cheeks, then bowed very formally to Madame.
“You, for one,” she said, glaring at him. “You didn’t come to greet me last night. Where is your sense of obligation to me? I went into your quarters and you were not there. Haven’t I made myself clear to you that you are to follow all my orders?”
“I am here now. What has you up in arms?”
“I was recounting to your little girlfriends here that I had the most onerous ride back from Bordeaux––”
“Why didn’t you come back with all the other couples who went to the wedding?” Christophe asked.
Madame stood up and jabbed a finger towards the house. “In case you haven’t noticed, I am no longer part of a couple. It appears that my husband died of a heart attack while he was out gallivanting with his mistress. Mes enfants, aren’t we French so decadent?” she asked Lola and Monica, but continued without waiting for an answer, “Oh, yes. We are licentious and pleasure-loving. Why, we are a living and breathing, lustful Fragonard painting, don’t you think?”
“I … I loved the Fragonard painting hanging in your salon,” Monica replied.
“Yes, I’m sure you did. Perhaps the pale young woman on the swing who is showing off her underpants reminds you of … well, of you?
Christophe intervened. “We’re not discussing the Fragonard now. Why didn’t you have your friend drive you all the way home?”
“Unlike other ingrates present, I cherish my home and I would never bring my Spanish amigo and his Basque activists along so that they can bomb my château. We don’t like étrangers in our neck of the woods, do we?” Madame stared down Christophe.
“Does that include present company?” demanded Lola, who didn’t take the affront lightly.
“My dear, you two are but a passing fancy for Christophe. He is going to turn out just like his father. How do you Americans call it? A playboy, yes?” Madame straightened her tight riding coat. “Although it appears that my only son is a new type of playboy––one who wants to quit law school and go to Latin America and help starving children. Anything but spend time with his mother and his estate.”
Madame picked up her riding whip and rose from her chair.
“Did you say son?” Lola couldn’t believe her ears.
“You naughty boy! Did you introduce yourself as a stable boy––again? He does love to play little games with his catins!”
“I don’t know what catins means,” said Monica, watching Madame la Vicomtesse walk away.
Madame paused and turned around, a sardonic smile on her face. “Do ask your landlady for French lessons. She’s had to resort to renters, after all, and I’m sure she could tutor you for a few additional francs. Please give her my regards. Au revoir.”
Christophe stood up abruptly, gazing after his mother.
“Please wait here for me,” he begged Monica, stroking her cheek. She nodded her assent and he sprinted off across the lawn, calling to his mother to stop.
“We are out of here! That crone just called us whores!” Lola tossed her curls like an enraged Medusa. “If I didn’t have such a hangover, and if my French wasn’t so bad, I would have given her a piece of my mind.”
“I promised Christophe I’d wait here for him.”
“Don’t compound your mistake, Monica. You have another boyfriend waiting for you in Paris, right?”
“I suppose so, but I, I feel sorry for Christophe. I think we might be in love. But his mother is a––”
“A domineering, overbearing, psycho mother, that’s what she is. And in case you haven’t heard of Freud, you don’t want to mess with a loony mother like her. She’s messed up Christophe’s mind for good, and you’ll lose––for certain. Come on, let’s head back to Paris.” Lola grabbed Monica’s limp hand. “We’ll go dancing at Le Sept. I met a bunch of fun party animals there. You’ll love it!”
“Damn it, Lola. Didn’t you just hear me admit that I’m in love with him?”
Lola rolled her eyes.
“And what about the passionate lover in Paris? The one you said was your ideal mate? Something to do with crystallization? I don’t know what you were talking about, but you sounded pretty sure.”
“God, I’m so confused,” moaned Monica.
“Let me paint an accurate picture for you. Do you see Christophe over there, running after his momma?” Lola pointed to a distant path leading to the stables. Christophe had caught up with Madame and was standing with his arms wrapped around her.
Monica refused to look towards the stables.
“I’m sure that without his momma around he was a fun two-night stand,” Lola continued, “but that is all he is. You don’t know enough about him to be in love.”
“But we shared some deep moments. We had to put his horse down and he was so distraught and he opened up to me––”
Lola shook her red curls in exasperation. “Did he open up to you about his controlling mother? No, he did not. Let me tell you why: Madame la Viper is a nut case who will never release her grip on her precious sonny boy.”
“You don’t know that. She was upset about the terrorist bombing at the Spanish border, that’s all.”
“I’m gonna tell you my observations about these two aristos.” Lola picked up one of Madame’s discarded croissants and dunked it in her coffee. “And these are observations based on my knowledge of psychology. By the way, I actually went to all the psychology lectures.”
“I’ll listen, but don’t twist things around, please. I’m really confused,” Monica whimpered.
“Here’s why sticking around with Christophe and his momma in this château is a really bad idea. They obviously have a rancorous relationship that she’s been cooking up in her witch’s cauldron for many years, and they clearly have issues about the unresolved relationship with his dead father. Guess whose name doesn’t fit into this familial sinkhole?”
Monica shrugged her shoulders.
“A momma like his will have undoubtedly demeaned Christophe’s self-respect by now. She probably over-scrutinizes everything he does, from what he eats to how he dresses to the hobbies he enjoys––”
“He was a champion hunter-jumper; he loved his horse,” Monica offered. “And his dad was really proud of his equestrian skills.”
“I’m sure they all had a real love/hate relationship with each other and with their chosen hobby. Did momma look like she enjoyed riding?” Lola made a face. “She could barely move around in her straitjacket.”
“Can we just stick to the facts and actions we just witnessed, okay?” Monica added a lump of sugar to her bitter coffee, but nothing could make it taste good.
“Okay. First, mean momma admits to barging into his room or quarters, as she put it, because she demands his attention at all times. Overbearing mothers always violate their children’s privacy. You know what they do? They demand perfection or set unattainable standards. She expects Christophe to stay and take care of her, and he’s also expected to be the steward of this château and keep up its responsibilities.”
“Stick to the facts, Lola! We don’t know that he has responsibilities for all this land.”
“Dull Didier told me all about the costs of maintaining an estate of this magnitude. Believe me, mean momma and old Serge need the help of a young attorney to operate this place.” Lola paused to gulp some coffee and slather jam on what was left of her croissant. “Overbearing mothers give unreasonable household rules and responsibilities. Always. And then, you saw how she manipulated him into chasing after her, didn’t you?”
“I suppose so.”
“That’s another tactic of overbearing mothers. They demand to be the center of their child’s attention. If you stay here, she’s not going to allow Christophe to spend time with you. And that’s time you two would need to see if you’re truly in love.” Lola picked up an Hermès scarf draped over the back of Madame la Vicomtesse’s chair. She carefully folded it and, when Monica glanced away, stuffed it in her bra.
“But that is precisely why Christophe and I might be in love,” Monica said, rubbing the tears glistening in her eyes. “True love, that is. Look at all the lasting love stories. The families of the lovers are dead-set against their love. Romeo and Juliet, for example. There are lots more stories of forbidden love, or love that society won’t approve. Like Gatsby and Daisy, or Ellen and Newland in the Age of Innocence.”
Lola always got bored when Monica started talking about characters in novels. In her opinion, Monica needed to live in the real world, not some storybook land where everything was made up.
“Hate to break it to you,” she said, standing up and dusting away croissant crumbs, “but all you’ve had so far is a fling, not a great love affair. There are no two opposing families, just the heavy burden of Christophe’s overbearing mother. Also, don’t forget that in those ‘forbidden love’ stories you’re so fond of, somebody always dies or some awful tragedy occurs. Why subject yourself to all that unhappiness? My advice is, cut your losses with Christophe and see what happens with Jean-Michel.”







CHAPTER FIFTEEN
No Fool Like an Old Fool
It had been years since Madame Caron de Pichet’s concierge had seen such an expensively engraved calling card attached to a bouquet of perfect white orchids. The delivery man gave her time to bask in the beauty of the bouquet, and then he asked, “Is Madame Caron de Pichet at home now?”
“I don’t divulge any information about my residents,” snapped the concierge, immediately back to her usual crabby self.
“Of course not. That is why you’re such a respected and reliable concierge.” The delivery man warmed her palm with three crisp one-hundred franc notes. “Please take the flowers up to Madame immediately. They are from an admirer who would like to pay a visit this afternoon.”
After the delivery man departed, the concierge cackled with malicious glee. “The admirer must have sent these orchids from his funeral wreath,” she muttered to herself. “All the old lady’s former admirers are six feet underground.”
The concierge carried the bouquet into her own shabby ground-floor apartment and tried to figure out how to remove the flowers from their lavish Lalique glass vase. She gave up on the idea of transferring them to one of her own chipped vases, and instead took her time opening the small envelope attached to the calling card engraved with baroque, intertwined initials: JM. Since the current tenants did not like to chit-chat with her, the way they used to in former days, the concierge always talked to herself or to her radio––and she still had lots to say about everything.
“There’s nothing juicy in this note. Just some hoity-toity man trying to talk to the old woman about her old days during the war. Quel ennui!” She yawned with false boredom.
The concierge had an urge to keep something of this extravagant floral tribute from the mystery man for herself; after all, she deserved a little joy in her life, too. When she couldn’t disassemble the floral arrangement, she settled for the satisfaction of scratching the Lalique glass vase with a pair of rusty scissors. Once her envy was satisfied by the unsightly scratch on the glass, the concierge climbed the many steps up to Madame’s front door.
“Mon Dieu, it’s been ages since I received such a bouquet!” Madame clapped like a child.
“Please put it on top of the piano…no, no, no. Put it near on the table near the table…no, no, not that one.”
“I’m going to set it down right here,” boomed the concierge, and she plopped the vase on the corner of an entry table, among a mess of dog leashes and dog raincoats that once matched Madame’s own coats.
“That just won’t do. The Lalique vase must be displayed appropriately––but not in a central location. It wouldn’t do to showcase a gift from a stranger. After all, I also have beautiful objets d’art, n’est-ce pas?” She pointed to dusty knick-knacks whose pedigree no longer mattered to anyone but her. In order to cover her living expenses of the last few years, she had already hocked all of her more significant possessions.
The concierge trudged out of the apartment, dreading the long stairs back down, but Madame shouted another command.
“Please, you must call this gentleman right away. This is what I want you to say: Madame Caron de Pichet is delighted to accept your gracious gift. It would be a pleasure to discuss matters of historical significance with you since you are an author of renown––”
“I don’t talk fancy like that. I’ll just mess up your message. Please do it yourself.”
“Absolutely not. Haven’t I always helped you in time of need?”
“Actually, I don’t recall––”
“Here.” Madame reached in her coin purse and gave the concierge a few loose coins, coins that would not even buy a day-old baguette. The concierge stuffed the coins in her deep apron pocket next to the crisp francs the delivery man had offered her. If push came to shove, the concierge always leaned in the direction of the better tipper. This principle had earned her many friends and also many enemies among the residents of Madame’s hôtel particulier.
The concierge followed Madame to the telephone, but she did not make the call. “Madame, there is no telephone number on this note. He says that he will pay you a visit this afternoon.”
“But that is not possible. Just look at me? Don’t I look dreadful?” Madame asked, hoping for a compliment from the concierge.
“You just had your hair styled a couple of days ago. You look fine…for your age.” Although this choice of words may have left Madame downcast, the concierge felt uplifted, as if she had inhaled a whiff of a ritzy perfume she could never afford.

Three hours later, the cultured young man standing calmly at the concierge’s door made her mouth drop wide open. He greeted her with such finesse; he even bowed ever so slightly in respect. The elegance of his movements and his politesse won her over, and she immediately allowed him to proceed to Madame’s apartment.
“You won’t believe the handsome man that just flirted with me,” she whispered to her radio. “Vraiment!”
When Madame heard the knock on her door, her heart skipped a beat, and she had to sit down and wait for the flutter to be still. Finally her memoir would be written down, and she was certain that it would cause a sensation throughout Paris. Once again she would be invited to the best restaurants and she would be invited to appear on television, sharing tantalizing snippets of her biography. More significantly, she would finally earn the money she so desperately needed to survive a few more years in her beloved Parisian home.
The author knocked on the door again, and Madame stood up. She glanced in one of the many Venetian mirrors gracing her walls, turned the lights off in the salon, and opened the door.
“Oh, Mon Dieu, but you are so young!” she exclaimed, still out of breath. “I was expecting a seasoned author.”
“And you, Madame, are more beautiful than I could have imagined.” The young man gave a beguiling smile and allowed the compliment to sink in before proceeding. “May we still chat about your heroic efforts during the war?”
“But of course. Please come in.” Madame led him into her salon, already lit by candlelight in anticipation of a long night of talking about her favorite subject: her heroic acts and her sensual past self. As a younger woman, candlelight had helped her create a mysterious mood in her chambers. Now it hid a multitude of skin flaws.
“How is it that you know about my … my involvement in the war?” Madame cooed. “You are far too young to remember anything about me.”
“Madame, your daring and courage will live on in the memory of many, many readers of future generations. I would love to hear more about your adventures. Please start anywhere, I’m sure it is all extraordinary.”
Madame’s dog, Fifi, growled. She’d taken an immediate dislike to the dashing stranger. When the dog refused to stop barking, Madame lifted her and locked her in the adjoining room. She glided back to the salon and sat down in her usual divan.
Madame adjusted her Chanel tweed skirt and crossed her legs at an alluring angle, revealing a bit of her upper leg, an affectation that used to mesmerize her admirers, long ago. Her seductive poses seemed like an anachronistic pantomime to her gentleman caller. He could step back outside to the Paris streets and get an eyeful of the most revealing miniskirts worn by young women, not the faded and aged beauty in front of him now. But Madame lived in the past. She began recounting her life story, starting with her precocious days as a spoiled daughter of a very successful Paris banker. After talking without a pause for some time, she asked, “But don’t you want to tape record my memoirs?”
“That is something I would do with a more commonplace subject, but your story is captivating, and frankly, I have a photographic memory. Please do continue with the intricate details of your life.”
Madame blathered on and on until nightfall obscured the streets of Paris and only two dim candles illuminated her apartment. When she reached the point of recounting the most promiscuous times of her life, Madame began to feel sexual urges that she thought had died within her. Suddenly she was very thirsty. She offered the young man a drink, but he would not allow her to serve him. “Please Madame, allow me to serve you. Just because your housekeeper took the day off does not mean that you should serve me. It would be my pleasure to be of service to you.”
Madame was delighted that he recognized her once-elevated position in Paris society. She had not employed a housekeeper in years, but the fact that he assumed she still did, that she had not taken a complete financial nosedive into the Seine, revitalized her. Once again she felt young, beautiful, rich, and desirable.
She sipped the glass of mineral water he handed her, and continued with more and more erotic details about her tactics with German officers. She would seduce them into her bed and then pump them for explicit details to pass on to the Résistance fighters.
“You can’t imagine how difficult it was for me to give up my soul––and my body for la France, but that is what I had to do,” she told him, her voice trembling with sexual excitement. She fixated her eyes on the young author’s crotch, and he shifted uncomfortably in his seat.
“Maybe something stronger to drink, Madame?” He stood up and approached her meager bar. The only alcoholic drink there was Armagnac.
“You’re a true gentleman,” she sighed. She slipped off her two-tone Chanel pumps and allowed them to drop to the floor. “Please call me Marcelle. What is your first name?”
“My name is Jean-Michel.” He took his time pouring two glasses of Armagnac, admiring the view from her apartment onto rue de Condé. The street lights cast a warm and safe light along this well-heeled street. He could see many of the other buildings but, he noted, this particular window was out of sight of any nosy neighbors. Such was his command of the Paris architecture and the night scene that even in this vast apartment, Paris still protected him.
Jean-Michel had lost more than a smidgen of confidence after the colossal failure of Charles’ and Xavier’s planned attack that left Bertrand dead. His squad was virtually non-existent, yet he still had many tasks to complete. If he chose to cozy up to the old lady and proceed with his plan, he needed to make certain she would be eating out of his hand––and he had to locate Monica to do his bidding. Once he snared Madame, he could use the old woman’s apartment as a safe-house.
Madame was babbling on, indulging in more and more obvious sexual innuendos, so he finally approached her and brushed his lips across her veiny hand.
“Please don’t overwork yourself with these details,” he told her. “I don’t want you to––”
“On the contrary, I must tell the story in the way it occurred.” Madame’s voice sounded shrill. “It would not do for me to leave out the salient facts, the sordid deeds that I had to perform for the good of my countrymen.” Madame fanned herself with a nearby magazine. She felt as if her entire being had ignited––and she cherished this old familiar feeling.
Jean-Michel sat next to her on her divan, his own leg touching her pasty bare legs.
“Yes, you must tell me the story of your life truthfully––the good and the evil, the pain and the joy, the frenzy of a lustful moment. In your dedication to free your country from its oppressors, you must have had to abandon yourself, and go along with your…wild passions. Otherwise, how else could you––”
Madame groaned with the ecstasy of an uncaged tiger now near its prey, but––as an elderly Parisienne––all she could do was loosen her tight chignon. As her scraggly silver hair fell to her shoulders, she realized how easily she could revert to old habits, and she willingly leaned over to satisfy the young man’s astonishing erection. With her eyes closed, she imagined herself young and nubile, her hair the shade of gold the Germans so admired, showing them with her tongue and lips that if they could trust her with their priceless penises, then they could certainly trust her with small tactical details of their occupation of Paris. She pleased them and they entertained her with morsels of secrets––a satisfying quid pro quo.
At the completion of Madame’s expert fellatio performance, once described by her compatriots as her pièce de Résistance, she felt disoriented and lost in the darkened salon. She could barely see the end of her chair, much less where Jean-Michel now stood. For once, she was speechless.
With stealth moves, Jean-Michel had moved behind her. He stood massaging her shoulders and speaking to her in hushed, intimate tones. Carefully he adjusted her chignon, giving her enough time to compose herself, but not too much time to ask him to leave. He skillfully brought their conversation to a more mundane level, so Madame could temporarily convince herself that what had just taken place was simply a figment of her imagination. In her mind, she had divulged the final tactics of the German officers to a dashing Résistance fighter named Jean-Michel.
He walked around her salon and found the light switch. Without turning around to see Madame’s disheveled appearance, he asked, “When will your American boarders return?”
The clinking of glass told him Madame was at the bar pouring herself another Armagnac. “I don’t really have boarders, you know––they’re my guests. One American student has already returned back to the States. Another one, the only true academic among them, has shacked up with her professor, I’m afraid to say. And my other two American girls are in the Loire with their art class.” Madame glanced at Jean-Michel, and saw him tense up. “Surely you’re not thinking of leaving right now? I haven’t told you of my entire heroic life. Did I mention that I––”
Jean-Michel refused to turn around and look at Madame’s pleading eyes.
“It sounds so lovely to take a tour of the Loire,” he said, his tone casual. “When were you last there?”
“Why it was a couple years ago for the funeral of my dear friend’s husband. She’s the Vicomtesse Challant de la Guerche, and her château is Les Charmilles. Do you know it?”
“I’ve heard of it, of course. I have a school friend, Didier, whose family also owns a château in the Loire. Would you like to accompany me there one day soon? I would love to meet your dear friend.”
Madame panicked at the thought of leaving her apartment and her two-block world of Paris. She wasn’t agoraphobic: she simply could not bear to be away from her tiny Parisian universe where everyone knew who she once had been, and still admired her for her titillating war stories. People here still treated her as if she mattered––even though the residents and merchants had seen her wear the same three Chanel suits and resoled shoes for decades. The more she thought about the prospects of going to the Loire with this impressive young man, the more she huddled in her chair, her long legs tucked underneath her. She’d become the hermit crab of the rue de Condé, and although she could be full of bluster, at the end of the day, all Madame craved was to retract into the secure shell of her now-shabby grand apartment.
Jean-Michel walked over and sat down opposite Madame. The old lady made herself as small as possible in her chair. She had let the last of her animal instinct out of its cage, and now she sat confused and silent, drinking her Armagnac. In her foggy mind, she was certain that the events that had just transpired with Jean-Michel were imaginary, a byproduct of vividly recalling her youth for this brilliant young author.
“Well, Marcelle, shall we go visit the Vicomtesse?”
“No, my darling Jean-Michel, I have to entertain one of my guests. Lola, ma belle rousse, should be returning in a couple of days.” What Madame didn’t say was that the thought of spending time with her former nemesis would not be in any way relaxing. She had a long and complicated history with the Vicomtesse’s late husband, and she also had many dealings with Serge, once a ferocious Résistance fighter and now the Vicomtesse’s valet. Les Charmilles would bring back too many deep wounds to the surface, and she preferred to soothe them with Armagnac in the safety of her beloved apartment.
“What about the other American,” Jean-Michel asked. “What did you say her name was?”
“Ah, my little équestrienne! Her name is Monica. When Lola rang me, she said that Monica would be staying on at Les Charmilles. It seems that she has fallen head over heels for the young lord of the manor. How sweet! Doesn’t that sound like a storybook romance?”



 








CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Pure Love and Pure Hate
Oh, my gosh, this château looks exactly like the Sleeping Beauty castle!” Monica jumped up and down with excitement, and pulled Christophe into an enthusiastic hug.
“Mais, oui,” he replied with Gallic pride. “Charles Perrault, who wrote La Belle au bois dormant in 1697, based the castle in his fairy tale on this very château.”
He pointed up at the numerous gray turrets of the Château d’Ussé, located just a few kilometers from Les Charmilles. They’d ridden bicycles from his estate to escape his mother’s ongoing wrath about everything and everyone. Christophe understood that the root of his mother’s discontent was his late father’s all-encompassing treachery, and that if he let her cool down, she would grow to appreciate Monica’s genuine charm. He had big plans that included both the women getting along.
“So did Sleeping Beauty really live here?” Monica asked. “Was that room way up high the one where she slept for one hundred years?”
“I suppose. But it is a fairy tale, non?
“I love fairy tales,” said Monica, not picking up on his subtle admonishment. “When Prince Charming kissed Sleeping Beauty, she woke up from her sleep, and they lived happily ever after.” As she spoke the words aloud, Monica blushed at her own gullibility, suddenly aware that she was acting like a babe in the woods. “Never mind. I sound like a fool! Tell me about the architecture or the … the formal gardens, please.”
Christophe lifted her chin, and kissed her nose. “But why are you embarrassed to be an optimist and a romantic? You are pure and warm-hearted, and that’s why I have fallen deeply in love with you.”
Monica blushed again, astounded by his declaration of love, and instinctively leaned into his warm embrace. She nuzzled up to him in the same manner that Rocky showed his love for her, exhaling a deep, soulful sigh. Around Christophe she could reveal her true nature. In turn, he found himself totally captivated by her authenticity. Even though they’d known each other just a short time, Christophe knew that Monica brought out the best in him.
“We’ve been struck by Cupid’s arrows,” he whispered in her ear, “so we will create our own fairy tale.”
“I’d rather you crossed the forest and cut through the thick brambles and thorns, like Prince Charming, to rescue me,” Monica teased Christophe. She closed her eyes in fake sleep, and he kissed her enthusiastically.
She’d arrived by surprise at Les Charmilles, but the instant he saw her painting the lake in his property, Christophe knew that she belonged in his château, and that she should be a part of its landscape––forever. His legal training and his logical mind meant he couldn’t admit to believing in fate, but––enveloped by the aura of the fairy tale castle and the surrounding dense forest––he was convinced that there was a “happily ever after” for him with Monica. They embraced, murmuring words of love and commitment that filled each other’s hearts with hope.
“I could stay here with you in my arms forever, but I want to show you some of the Aubusson tapestries,” he told her, guiding her through the doors into the main floor of Château d’Ussé. All along the galleries, with their black-and-white tiled floors, hung tapestries of eighteenth-century Flemish rural scenes. Christophe pointed to a spaniel dog in a woven tavern scene.
“Next spring I plan to breed our Welsh Springer Spaniel, and I will keep the sweetest pup as a gift for you.”
“But I won’t be able to take her back to California!” Monica pouted with disappointment.
He picked her up and swung her round and round, the length of the long gallery. “Then you will have to stay at Les Charmilles.”
“Until I housebreak her?”
“No, silly, until you housebreak her great-great-great offspring.”
They both laughed giddily at the thought of housebreaking dozens and dozens of peeing spaniels, and continued their leisurely walk through the storybook property.

Serge’s ears perked up at the sound of tires rolling on the winding gravel driveway of Les Charmilles. He and the Vicomtesse did not like unannounced visitors; even long-time friends did not just drop by. Madame la Vicomtesse maintained a certain formality that kept everyone at bay––and she cherished this intimidating tactic.
By nature Serge was an easygoing fellow, but when an intruder came onto Les Charmilles he reacted like a seasoned Résistance fighter, one who knew better than to trust anyone. The one and only time Serge had let his guard down and opened up his heart, Victoire had taken advantage of this weakness and broken him––completely. Old Serge now waited until the end of each day to commiserate at the village café. Instead of climbing into bed with Victoire, the only thing he could look forward to were the understanding nods from his fellow villagers as they shared stiff drinks. Serge left no room for strangers to trample his heart, not even the sweet American woman who’d obviously set Christophe’s heart on fire. Serge loved Christophe like a grandson, and his instincts told him to keep an eye on his budding romance with Monica. He didn’t like being a skeptic, but Monica’s wide-eyed unworldliness unsettled him.
Serge had worked for Madame la Vicomtesse for decades, and some of her haughtiness had rubbed off on him. He’d always pictured Christophe falling in love with a proper French woman of his social circle, not this dainty cowgirl from some insignificant ranch in California. Serge could not put his finger on Monica’s fatal flaw, but he resolved to ingratiate himself with her. By playing the country hick, he could be Christophe’s eyes and ears––old and defective as his own faculties might be. He wouldn’t let Monica pull the wool over his eyes. He would do anything to stop any Victoire-like, two-timing ways from destroying Christophe. He could feel female treachery in his bones the way he felt an incoming storm.
Serge picked up his long and sharp garden shears and headed towards the front of the estate, ready to intimidate the intruder, but a voice from behind him alarmed him.
“I am so sorry to startle you, my good man. I called out to you from a few meters away,” said a young man. It was Jean-Michel, pointing back towards the pool house.
Serge puffed his chest and stood as erect as possible, brandishing his shears. “What are you doing here unauthorized?” he demanded.
“I do apologize, but I did not see a guard house. My classmate, Didier Tremblay de Lambert, drove me here and is waiting in the car. Shall I call him to make the proper introductions?”
“It is not necessary to bother the young Marquis Tremblay de Lambert. I, I apologi––”
“Nonsense, my good man.” Jean-Michel extended a firm handshake. “You are obviously a vigilant property manager. I’m Jean-Michel Martin de Betancourt.”
“I’m just Serge, the groundskeeper and valet. Been here since the war ended,” mumbled Serge, clearly intimidated by the mention of the well-known young marquis and equally impressed with Jean-Michel’s elegant manner.
He was simply Serge Guinvar; there had never been a “de” preceding his last name and no familial estate in his rural pedigree, either. Serge knew his place in the world, and although he had never seen the elegant young man standing in front of him, he knew from his quick assessment of the man’s expensive cashmere sweater, antique gold watch, custom-made shoes, and impeccable French that he belonged to Christophe’s set.
“How fascinating and how admirable! Where were you deployed in the war?”
“I never talk about it anymore, sir. It is better forgotten.”
“Nonsense, you are much too modest, but I admire a man who doesn’t puff his own chest. And I’m sure that you were a fearless fighter, even during the Occupation, n’est-ce pas?”
“That was long ago––”
“Precisely why I’m here. My dear friend Madame Caron de Pichet recommended that I stop by to interview you for a book I am writing about the dauntless French Résistance.”
“Ah, so that is why you’ve stopped by. How is Marce…that is, Madame Caron de Pichet?”
“Frisky and talented as ever…I suppose you know what I mean? Did you know her quite well?”
Serge blushed the color of the red roses spiraling up the arbor. He looked down; he did not want the glimmer in his eye to give him away.
“Please give her my regards,” he mumbled.
Perhaps, Jean-Michel thought, old Serge had also been a beneficiary of Madame’s flawless fellatio. He allowed the erotic memory to wind its way through the craggy memory paths in Serge’s ancient brain, then asked, “May we sit down and have a chat?”
Serge had never been the subject of any special attention, so he was at a loss. “Er, perhaps you can ask me a few questions now. But…I regret that I am forbidden from inviting you into the residence. Ever since the passing of the late Vicomte, we are a closed estate. I was reprimanded a couple of days ago for allowing two young American art students into the salon. They were here for a couple of nights––I mean to say, one is still here, but Madame la Vicomtesse is distraught since she is missing one of her Hermès scarves and an ivory letter opener…I’ve spoken out of turn. Forgive me.”
“Not at all, my good man. Not at all. Shall we have a drink?” Jean-Michel pulled out a silver hip flask from his back pocket. “Perhaps a shot of Cognac to fire up the memory?”
“But isn’t the young marquis still waiting for you in the car?”
“Oh! Didier left a couple of minutes ago. No need to worry about my transportation, my good man.”
“In that case, sir, please sit down by the arbor bench.” Old Serge was beaming. “I’ll go get us some glasses.”
Jean-Michel was disappointed with himself. He should never have told Serge that he wanted to interview him for the purported book on the Résistance. Soon the old man would return with drinking glasses and commence a long, meandering walk down memory lane, and Jean-Michel had no intention whatsoever of strolling down that lane with him. His initial plan had been to show Serge his sketch of Monica’s face, pretend to be her art professor, and ask if she was still at Les Charmilles. But he’d been thrown off-guard by the old man’s aggressive posture with the garden shears, and that meant he now had to follow through with this war-memoir interview and lose minutes, if not hours––precious time he needed to head back to Paris and carry through with his next assignment.
Jean-Michel felt his charisma waning like the sun now setting beyond the turrets of Les Charmilles, and he envied the courageous action of other rival militant groups whose attacks were taking place across Europe, from Ireland to Greece. The bile of envy rose into his throat and he suppressed it with a swig of Cognac. Recently a lone anarchist, Gianfranco Bertoli, had attacked the police headquarters in Milan with a hand grenade. It was this type of lone-wolf surprise attack that Jean-Michel wanted to emulate––except in his case he would be the invisible leader of the pack and command his lone wolves to do his bidding.
Thus far, Jean-Michel’s solitary accomplishment had been the loss of valuable Bordeaux in the wine cellar where Bertrand’s long leg had left a giant size-thirteen clue for investigators. He didn’t dare to publicly claim his role in the squad’s fiasco. In fact, he had to drop his previous idea of claiming that his planned devious deeds were executed by Le Poing–– The Fist––since the press had already dubbed their ham-handed attack as the Premier Abruti (“First Moron”), as a play on the words Premier Cru, the finest quality of Bordeaux wines that had been destroyed.
After their bungled attack, Jean-Michel’s elite-school squad had scampered like cellar rats to hide who knows where. But what truly rubbed salt in Jean-Michel’s emotional wounds was that his assault on Monica’s self-esteem had not broken her down sufficiently––his “California Girl” mind-control method appeared to have failed miserably. If Madame Caron de Pichet’s giddy gossip was accurate, Monica had already betrayed him with the scion of this grand estate. He’d been outfoxed by a titled French lover, and he would never tolerate such a humiliation. He would outmaneuver his competition and hurt him very deeply, retaliating with the cunning strategy of a true revolutionary.
Jean-Michel rubbed his prickly Che Guevara beard for good-luck. If Monica was still at Les Charmilles, he would take control of her again. He would make her feel guilty for having betrayed him. He would force her to suffocate in her guilt and denounce the little princeling who lived here, demanding that she remain eternally loyal to Jean-Michel. Once she was back under his control, he would set Monica loose in Paris and elsewhere; she would become his agent of terror. And he would start right here among these colossal architectural reminders of power and greed: the precious châteaux of the French aristocracy.

After riding their bicycles for seventeen kilometers away from the Château d’Ussé, Christophe and Monica dipped their toes in the cooling waters of the River Indre that surrounded the Château of Azay-le-Rideau. When Monica rolled a damp log closer to the edge of the river, a long salamander crawled from underneath.
“We don’t get any salamanders in my ranch,” Monica told Christophe, trying to pick up the moist amphibian.
“Then you may not know that these creatures were considered to be magical and mythical. The ancient Greeks thought that salamanders could extinguish fires with their cold skin or with the white liquid they exude. Some even believed that their venom could strangle a tree. What do you think of that?”
Monica laughed. “Are you kidding me? I grew up with rattlesnakes behind every boulder, and their venom will definitely kill you. And that’s no myth, it’s a fact.”
Christophe hugged her. “But what if a salamander, perhaps even that salamander, has lived in this château for centuries and is said to appear magically from the logs in the fireplace?”
“Let’s go inside and see,” challenged Monica. She led the way inside Azay-le-Rideau, struck by the coolness and magnificence of its grand foyer. As she climbed staircase after staircase, Monica noticed that each stone window pediment contained a carved stone salamander along with the Latin motto: Nutrisco et extinguo.
“What does that mean?” she asked.
“It means: I nourish and I extinguish. As I said earlier, the salamander is said to feed on the fire and also to extinguish evil.” Christophe starting to tickle her, and she batted his hands away.
“Stop being silly. Seriously, why are there so many salamander carvings in this château?”
“They were in the coat-of-arms of Francis I, and Nutrisco et extinguo was his motto. That’s all.”
“Phew! Don’t scare me with any weird tales. That’s all I’ve heard since I came to France. Our housemother keeps telling me bawdy war stories, and Lola is always going on about some courtesan called La Belle Otero and the men who committed suicide over her rejection of them. Then I heard about this lovelorn woman and her journey down the Amazon––”
“I can top that. In the Middle Ages, hundreds of soldiers were executed on this very spot and the château burned to the ground,” Christophe needled her.
“I’m out of here. Let’s go back to the Sleeping Beauty castle. I prefer a love story.” Monica scampered down the stairs, and Christophe had to run to catch up with her.
“All right, no more frightening tales,” he said, clutching her arm. “Why don’t you tell me your favorite story while we ride home?”
They picked up their bicycles near the damp log now crawling with more salamanders, but the shimmering river no longer reflected the white stone façade of the château. Only a mirror image of the carved salamanders on the exterior walls seemed to be swimming in the downhill current. Monica felt her ebullient mood sinking in the current’s coiling depths, though Christophe didn’t seem to notice her somber expression.
“So,” he asked, pulling his bicycle up alongside hers, “why was the woman from the Amazon so lovelorn?”
“She lived up in the Andes Mountains back in the late 1700s, and her French husband deserted her. He was living in French Guiana, I think. After many years without her, he commanded her to board a boat from the headwaters deep in the rainforest and cross the length of the Amazon River basin in order to meet him.”
“Surely she didn’t go on this trip all by herself?” Christophe shook his head in disbelief.
“Isabel Casamayor de Godin, that was her name. She started out with a party of forty people, including her son, brothers, a nephew––but everyone died along the way. Eaten by crocodiles, poisoned by snakes, overcome with fever, or drowned. She was the sole survivor.”
“Stop, please. That is no love story––that is hell. Who told you this dreadful tale?” he asked.
Monica didn’t reply. She pedaled rapidly past the tall dense trees, aware of the river splashing angrily against its now-shadowy banks. Each lap of murky river water became a drumbeat calling her back. The harder she pedaled, the more she understood Isabel’s obsessive love for her husband. Isabel had given herself entirely to her husband, despite his serious flaws, and when he needed her back in his arms, she had crossed hell and high water to meet him. “Could you love me that much?” Jean-Michel had asked Monica repeatedly as he penetrated her feverishly under his bat canopy. The more Monica tried to out-pedal Jean-Michel’s memory, the louder she heard his constant question–– “Could you love me that much?”––and the more her upper thigh ached with biting desire for his rough love.
Monica looked behind her shoulder and saw a puzzled Christophe gazing at her.
“But what has frightened you, ma petite? Please slow down,” he cooed like a gentleman, a devoted knight in shining armor. Christophe, she thought, was a prince of a man who would brave the brambles and thorns to come to the aid of his princess, a knight who would prevent anyone from harming her.
But Monica could feel Jean-Michel’s fire igniting within, a coiling and demanding salamander––and there was nothing she could do to extinguish it. She had to pedal right back to his flame.

At dusk, Madame la Vicomtesse finally left the horse arena at Les Charmilles where she had been practicing her dressage movements for an upcoming competition. Rather than dismount her Selle Français horse, she decided to ride him around her property. It was something her late husband did not approve of, since anything could startle the horses at this twilight hour, but Madame la Vicomtesse continued to be a contrarian, even to his memory. As she approached the bench close to one of the arbors, she saw Serge talking to an unknown man. From high above them on her horse she truly reined supreme, startling them with her loud command from a distance.
“Serge, we were not expecting any visitors. Who is the man with you?”
Serge scrambled to his feet. “This gentleman is a friend of the younger Marquis Tremblay de Lambert, and––”
“And he came here unannounced?” Her practiced haughtiness was evident in her curt question.
Jean-Michel walked up to her, smiling. “Madame la Vicomtesse, please accept my apologies for showing up unannounced, but I––”
“Who are you? And what do you want?”
Serge still felt warmth towards Jean-Michel, because of the interest the young gentleman had shown in his life, so he attempted to intercede.
“But Madame la Vicomtesse,” he said, “this young sir is also a friend of Madame Caron de Pichet. He is a … a well-known author.”
“I’m not much of a reader, though I did inherit an exquisite library. If I were to read, I would not read a contemporary author. So, what does Marcelle want now?”
“She sends her regards, and––”
Madame la Vicomtesse laughed. “You are no friend of Marcelle, just a simple acquaintance. Otherwise you would know that she would never send me her regards. Again, what is it that she wants? My late husband is dead and she can’t blackmail him any longer.”
She directed her horse to approach the uninvited guest until she hovered above him, uncomfortably close and intimidating. Jean-Michel’s hands tightened into closed fists, but he attempted to reply in a casual voice.
“I am writing a book on the French Résistance, and Madame Caron de Pichet has been instrumental in providing me with valuable insight––”
“Enough, please!” She burst out laughing. “Marcelle has been peddling her tales and her ass for centuries. I’ve had enough of her blackmail, her insinuation that my late husband was a collaborator or that they had an affair.” She nudged her horse even closer to Jean-Michel, forcing him to step back.
Jean-Michel heard the silent cry of a woman scorned. He said softly, “She has been most discreet about your late husband. May I speak with you about––”
“Get the hell off my property,” she hissed.
Serge threw himself in front of her horse. “Please, Madame la Vicomtesse, this young sir is a friend of the young Marquis, and he is also a––”
Madame held her riding crop up high. “You will escort this intruder off my land. I never forget a face. And I can tell that this man is an ordinary flâneur who idles the entire day from café to café in Paris.” She snorted as if she had just smelled manure. “I’ve seen him and his cohorts under the red awning, drinking all day long, attended by the same insolent waiter who tried to ingratiate himself to me by lifting my suitcases at the train station. Stay away from me and my land!”
She rode away, leaving a cloud of dust, disappointment, and the hunger for revenge in her wake.







CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
The Indelible Mark
The bile churning inside Jean-Michel turned increasingly toxic as he lurked behind the trees across the narrow country road from Les Charmilles. He was hiding in a thicket of trees, waiting for Monica to return with Christophe––he’d been able to extract information about their whereabouts from the sealed lips of old Serge. The bitter green poison of jealousy and revenge clouded Jean-Michel’s thoughts, and he stomped on the delicate yellow wildflowers carpeting the berm. One minute he envisioned himself stabbing both lovers as they frolicked back home; the next minute he wanted to strangle Madame La Vicomtesse for summarily dismissing him like some common trespasser who had wandered aimlessly onto her property. From her high perch on her champion horse, she had looked down her nose at him as if he were not her peer, not her social equal, but a sneaky horse thief trying to pass himself off as an acquaintance.
Jean-Michel had not yet ascertained whether Madame Caron de Pichet and Madame La Vicomtesse were long-term adversaries, but he was gravely disappointed that his fact-finding abilities had led him to the erroneous conclusion that the women were long-time friends. He was tired of these bumbling mistakes––the accidental bomb in the Bordeaux wine cellar, the obvious evidence left behind in the form of Bertrand’s foot, and now Madame La Vicomtesse recognizing him as an associate of the waiter. He could not afford any more mistakes. Otherwise he would never have the opportunity to make his mark, to take a bite out of the rapidly evolving world of first-generation European terrorist groups. He would be brushed off by the other clandestine groups now launching their ball-of-fire attacks. Just recently, the Baader-Meinhof gang had continued its anti-imperialist struggle by raising money through bank robberies––and received the support of every armchair liberal in Germany in the process. In contrast to Baader-Meinhof’s calculated and well-executed acts, Jean-Michel’s weak and ineffective actions thus far would make him a laughingstock, not only to the groups he was trying to impress but also to the ruling class he was trying to destroy.
Jean-Michel slumped against the trunk of a tree. Anger and envy crawled on his skin, like thousands of fire ants, at the thought of so many of the European militant groups attributing their revolutionary techniques to the actions of Che Guevara and the Uruguayan Tupumaros movement. This new wave of revolutionary leaders were his people––or, at the very least, they were fellow South Americans––and he’d wanted his own subversive group to be the first to employ Latin American maneuvers in the European arena.
But instead it was Italy’s Brigate Rosse that openly acknowledged the influence of the Tupumaros on its own actions, particularly bank robberies and kidnappings. Instead of Jean-Michel’s squad being the first militant group to rob banks, Robin Hood style, and give a portion of the money to the poor, the Italians had beaten him to the punch. And now, here he was––hiding and waiting to recapture Monica once again, to fine-tune his “California Girl” mind-control method, and then to release her to do his bidding.
What Jean-Michel could not admit to himself was that he lacked a compelling reason for his supposed revolutionary zeal. No government had forced him to forget his mother tongue; no fascist tyrant had shut him up with the butt of a rifle; and his inherited wealth cancelled out any complaints about economic imperialism. Yet he and his ever-diminishing squad were self-described revolutionaries, and their minor gun-running and document-forging expertise gave them some credibility. As Jean-Michel lay in wait along the country road, he decided that he had to be a trailblazer. He would be a hired gun, not quite in the style of a mercenary, but a silent and mysterious hatchet man who would use his frail-but-obedient agents of terror. And he would start with Monica, whose mind he once controlled, albeit briefly––and who he was determined to dominate again.
In the darkness among the trees, Jean-Michel felt for the handle of his German stainless steel switchblade, which he kept tucked in the pocket of his corduroy pants. He imagined slashing Madame La Vicomtesse’s prize horse or, better yet, surprising her with a midnight attack. He would slash her throat in the style of a Colombian gangster necktie, pulling her long vicious tongue straight through the open wound. That wagging tongue would no longer insult anyone.
These cruel visions agitated him, and he paced back and forth across the damp ground, crushed flowers sticking in a muddy mess to his shoes and pant legs. Only the constant sound of the river placated him, reminding him of the demands of the Amazon River. He thought of how one Frenchman had compelled his petite Ecuadorian wife, Isabel, to sail its hazardous currents simply because after twenty years of neglect, he’d commanded her to join him in French Guiana. Isabel had complied, a solitary figure among the boas and jaguars. She’d trudged forward––despite the flesh-eating insects and jagged-tooth caimans of its muddy waters––with only one goal: to obey her husband’s wishes and be back in his arms again. Similarly, Jean-Michel’s mission in Europe was of immense importance to him. It was certainly bigger than one deceitful girl, her simpering, entitled boyfriend, and his fire-breathing dragon of a mother.

The gravel driveway rasped with the weight of the rolling bicycle tires, but Serge did not come out to investigate who was arriving at Les Charmilles. He was liquored up at the village café, complaining to no one in particular about how Madame La Vicomtesse threw out a well-known author who had come to interview him for a book about the war.
“She’s turned quite evil as of late, wouldn’t you agree?” Serge asked, and no one answered. He raised his voice. “Let her face intruders to her property all by herself!”
But the bicycles entering noisily weren’t those of new intruders: they belonged to Christophe and Monica.
“Let me put the bicycles away, while you go and rest in the pool house.” Christophe kissed Monica on the cheek and took control of her bike. Monica didn’t answer, and this worried Christophe. The last thing he wanted to do was to upset her again. “I’ll check on Mother in the main house and then I’ll bring us a light supper. Will that be fine with you, ma petite? Will you be alright alone for a half-hour or so?”
“I’ll take a bath,” Monica told him, and she scampered towards the pool house before he could kiss her again.
Jean-Michel took advantage of the ruckus by the gravel driveway to run onto Les Charmilles. He circled the main house once he saw Monica enter the pool house, and waited in the shadows by the windows. After he saw the lights turn on in one room and then another in the main house, he tapped on the pool house shutters and whistled the same three-note musical code with which he’d tormented Monica that night at his late great-uncles’ apartment in Paris.
He could hear Monica turning off the bathtub faucet and letting out a lost-puppy whimper. Jean-Michel snorted with satisfaction at her predictable tremulous reaction. His version of Pavlovian conditioning was working its fearful and hypnotic magic. After a couple of minutes, he moved to the other side of the pool house, tapped once again on the wooden shutter, and whistled the eerie three-note code. Monica turned off the lights in the pool house and remained silent for a few seconds, and he heard another of her plaintive whimpers.
When Jean-Michel opened the pool house door, he didn’t immediately see her. He locked the door behind him and gazed around the apparently empty room. But when he opened the door of the huge Louis XV-style mirrored armoire, he discovered Monica sitting naked and shivering in the corner, partially hidden by hanging clothes.
“I’ve been looking everywhere for you, my love,” Jean-Michel cried, tears in his eyes. “I can’t live without you.”
Monica sat gazing up at him from the corner of the armoire, unable to budge. She was totally mystified as to how Jean-Michel could sense that she longed for him, and how he’d been able to find her in this minute corner of the world. She’d known ranch dogs that had been given away who subsequently traveled long distances back to their former owners, their return not always welcome. But every time these dogs were left at another home, their profound allegiance to their owners compelled them to return time and time again.
Monica’s relationship with Jean-Michel had been a sixth-sense journey. She allowed him to draw her out of the armoire, reacting with animal instinct to his every touch. Jean-Michel kissed and nibbled her chest, then moved his lips down her stomach, lowering her to the floor. When he parted her legs he said, “But you’ve already erased my mark. We must rectify that!”
Monica moaned and bit down on his palm, and as she climaxed she felt his piercing bite on her inner thigh. Jean-Michel lifted her off the floor and set her down on the bed.
“Please meet me tomorrow morning––eight a.m. mass at St. Martin in Tours,” he whispered. “It’s not far. Promise me you’ll be there. You are mine, aren’t you?”
Monica nodded and Jean-Michel slunk away.







CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
Inside the Cave
Follow me,” Jean-Michel told Monica. It was Sunday morning, and they were leaving mass at St. Martin’s Church. He was dressed in tailored navy blue and charcoal gray, and none of the old parishioners bothered to look up from their supplications to notice either Jean-Michel or the slight woman who walked out after him.
He walked briskly, and Monica understood that she should follow a few meters behind. She thought that perhaps he was helping her cover up her tracks, just in case Christophe had asked Serge to keep an eye on her. Actually, when Monica told Christophe that she wanted to attend church alone, and then go on to her art lecture, Christophe ordered Serge to drive her to church and then to return to Les Charmilles. Preoccupied with business matters of his estate, Christophe had handled himself like a curt business owner.
“Please telephone Serge when you are ready to return, so he can pick you up,” he said to Monica.
“But I may stay with Lola in Tours. We … we have a joint project to complete.” Monica quickly fabricated a believable story, hoping that her voice wouldn’t betray her excitement about spending time with Jean-Michel again. She avoided his gaze, throwing a few items of clothing and her art supplies into her small duffel bag.
Christophe kissed her like a bored husband. “Of course, you should focus on your studies. And I must get ready for the extra workers we take on during the vendange, the grape harvest. You understand, ma petite?” He went back to his paperwork, not even looking up when Monica skulked away. In their few days together, Monica had taken for granted that she was a priority in Christophe’s life, but the previous night she had refused to make love to him, certain he would notice the bite marks on her thigh. Apparently he still held a grudge about being rebuffed.
A nondescript car and male driver waited a block away from the church for Jean-Michel and Monica. They both climbed into the back seat, and Jean-Michel let Monica rest her head on his lap until they were on the outskirts of Tours. “You’re in for a unique surprise,” he told her, and then he said something in French to the driver. After a few kilometers, the driver crossed a bridge and followed a narrow road wending along the river. He made a number of left and right turns before pulling up to a stone wall with a locked wood gate.
Jean-Michel waved goodbye to the driver and led Monica down along the lower sections of the rocky bluffs parallel to the river, walking until they found another gate, this one small and also made of wood. He lifted a weathered wine cask filled with geraniums and pulled out a key from its underside.
“Welcome to a troglodyte dwelling,” he said, opening the gate.
“A what?”
“Come inside, you’ll see.”
It took a couple of minutes for Monica to adjust to the darkness inside the cave. Jean-Michel walked towards the back of the cave and turned on a lone electric bulb.
“Can you see how charming this wine cave is?”
“It’s right out of The Flintstones,” giggled Monica. “But surely people don’t live in this cave, do they?”
“Sometimes. There are hundreds of caves like this all over the Loire Valley. Throughout history, people have lived in these caves. Nearby there’s even a former monastery built right into the caves on the cliff.”
“But why would people live somewhere like this?” Monica sniffed at the stale air and squinted into the cave’s dark recesses.
“Sometimes they were hiding from religious persecution. Other times they were just poor peasants trying to keep dry in the winter and cool in the summer.”
Monica walked around the cave, her footsteps echoing. She noticed that one section was set up as sleeping quarters, while other sections clearly served as a wine cellar. “So do you know the owner of this wine cellar? That’s what this place is, right?”
“Your lack of creativity amazes me,” Jean-Michel snapped. “Why must it be this or that? Why can’t you see this is a place where we can be alone and in love?”
Monica was startled at how quickly he could grow angry––cruel, even. In a flash she recalled being abandoned alone in the Paris apartment after one of his outbursts. Although she’d been able to look down on the street below, and could have called out for help, Monica had waited in terror for Jean-Michel to return. She didn’t want to face the possibility that he would abandon her in this cave as well. Monica started to hyperventilate, dizzy and shivering with cold sweat. She looked so dazed that Jean-Michel saw the opportunity to continue his assault on her identity.
He had planned to isolate Monica in this tenebrous cave, but he was satisfied at how rapidly she exhibited outward signs of her stress. Jean-Michel knew it was the perfect moment to jumpstart his accelerated refresher course, a systematic attack on her sense of self––before he sent her out on a mission. He had to exhaust Monica, to weaken her resolve, so he began by shouting at her at close range.
“Do you think that there are no longer poor starving people in the world?” he screamed. “Do you think that the pitiful man who slept in the same cot you’re sitting on would not die from a lung infection contracted from microscopic fungi borne from decomposing biological fluids?”
Monica sprang from the cot, horror written all over her pale face.
“That’s right!” Jean-Michel yelled. “He died from exposure and contact with human excretions like urine, vomit, and feces that are still lingering in caves like these! You and I are probably inhaling those spores right now, but perhaps this risk to your health will make you appreciate the destitute lives of those less fortunate. Don’t you want to help the world’s disenfranchised people?”
He strode towards a quivering Monica and she fell into his arms. Jean-Michel pushed her back down on the cot, and held her firmly by her shoulders.
“Don’t tell me that there are no poor people in California?” he asked in his most mocking tone.
“Yes, of course there are,” Monica whimpered. “But what does that have to do with me?”
“Precisely. You don’t recognize how your financial support of imperialist corporations helps drive thousands more working people into nameless graves.” He squeezed her shoulders.
“Please, let go,” she pleaded. “You’re hurting me.”
“You must admit that you’ve played a role in the subjugation of people. Admit it.”
“But I don’t see how. Hell, I work harder than––”
Jean-Michel slapped her across the face. A trickle of blood dripped from the corner of her mouth and her eyes widened in terror. “Admit it!” he snarled.
When Monica began to sob, Jean-Michel walked away, disappointed in his own brutal behavior. His goal in creating the “California Girl” technique of mind-control was to prove to others how a potent and superior mind could command a pliant creature to follow orders unequivocally. A strike against a target was common practice among the other revolutionary groups, particularly those who specialized in kidnappings and ransom as a source of income. They had to punish their victims for their sins, and a well-placed and painful punch always made the victim recant their previously held views. By striking Monica, Jean-Michel showed her his own weakness, and this alarmed him.
Monica was still crying, but she did not dare speak up again. She’d learned from witnessing her mother’s beatings that it was best to agree with every accusation and to apologize for any perceived crimes. Otherwise things only got worse.
Jean-Michel sat next to her on the cot and draped an arm around her slim shoulders. Monica shook with fear.
“Please forgive me,” he murmured. “I love you so much, and I want you to believe in the work that I am doing to help the poor and oppressed all over the world. You must concede that you come off as a smug, well-fed California girl, right?”
Monica nodded.
“We must get medicine to the tiny children in, in the, that is to say, the children who work in mines in South America and Africa. Do you love me enough to help me do this?”
Monica nodded again, though she looked miserable.
“And don’t you agree that these colossal stone châteaux in the Loire Valley are nothing but a conspicuous reminder of the power of the French nobility? It’s no surprise that their heads had to be chopped off in order for a new world order to form, n’est-ce pas?”
All Monica could do was nod. Tears streamed down her cheeks when she thought of Christophe, who possessed a title of nobility and, more importantly, displayed such an admirable dignity of character. Surely his ancestors did not abuse their workers. On the other hand, she’d seen his mother verbally abusing her employees. Maybe Jean-Michel was right. Her confusion made her sob even harder.
“Is that all you can do, cry?” Jean-Michel squeezed her shoulder, digging his fingers into her soft skin. He looked in her eyes and guessed that she was thinking of her own nobleman, Christophe. Jean-Michel spat at her face.
“So, are you thinking of your princely exploiter? Perhaps he liked to rape you, like a common kitchen wench. Is that why you were huddled inside that Louis XV armoire, where I found you naked? You know what Louis XV wrote about the slave merchants, don’t you?”
“No, but I’m sure it was awful,” Monica managed to say, drawing on her last reserve of moxie.
Jean-Michel cleared his throat, as if preparing for a speech. “Louis XV wrote: ‘les négociants du Port de Bordeaux se livrent avec beaucoup de zèle au commerce de la traite des––”
“Stop!” Monica stuffed her hand in her mouth to stop herself from wailing. It was all too horrendous: Louis XV praising the slave merchants for their profitable trade in human beings from Africa; the thought that Christophe’s family might have gained their château through exploitative means; the fact that she was trapped again, this time in a cave; the residual pain from the bite on her inner thigh––a constant reminder of the rough sex she craved with Jean-Michel; and lastly, the fact that she felt her mind dissolving into a blank porous stone, not unlike the cave that surrounded her.
“So you do acknowledge that these châteaux are a symbol of oppressions through the ages,” Jean-Michel continued, his eyes boring into hers. “Are you aware that Château Chaumont was purchased with the tarnished proceeds from the slave trade? The Say family of Nantes made their fortune on sugar plantations in the Caribbean, and in order to look legit they bought the château and married into a minor title of nobility.” He threw back his head and laughed. “And you do know that Nantes was France’s leading slave port––after Bordeaux, that is? During the 1730s alone, the French shipped probably more than 100,000 slaves from Africa. What do you say to that?”
“I had no idea,” Monica admitted. “But … but I thought that Château Chaumont was built in the 10th cent–”
He shook her harshly, raising his voice again. “What difference does it make what century it was built? Don’t you realize this cave is not a natural cavern? The caves in this valley are a direct result of greed and subjugation. The nobility demanded that each château be bigger and more ostentatious than the next. Their serfs had to dig into the hills for the porous tuffeau limestone to build these monstrosities. Need I tell you how many people died from quarrying this limestone?”
He slapped her back, and Monica moaned.
“Lots of people,” she whispered, flinching when Jean-Michel reached over to stroke her hair.
“Then you must agree that the huge international corporations that control your government are the equivalent of the nobility of yore,” he said in a low voice, as though he were reasoning with her. “Their only goal is to make more and more profit at the expense of their workers.”
Monica nodded and wiped the tears from her face with the back of one trembling hand.
“I have to go to the bathroom. Please let me go,” she begged.
“There is a bucket in that corner over there.” He pointed to the darkest section of the deep cave.
“Please come with me. I’m afraid.”
Jean-Michel slapped her again, so hard that she almost fell backwards. “So now you’re too good to take a piss in the same pot that the dead man used for months, is that it?”
Monica was exhausted and confused by his accusations and violence. She staggered to the makeshift chamber pot in the dark corner, clutching at the stone wall to keep her balance. When she returned to the cot, Jean-Michel was nowhere in sight.
“Please,” she called. “I’m begging you, let me go. I’m too afraid to stay in here any longer. What do you want from me?”
When Jean-Michel did not respond, Monica walked around the cave frantically looking for him. In the darkness, she stumbled on the uneven surface and scraped her knees on a protruding rock. “Please, come out from wherever you’re hiding. I’ll do whatever you ask. But I must leave this cave or I’ll die.”
Her pleas entertained Jean-Michel. He liked playing cat-and-mouse in the dark. He was only feet from her, hiding behind the rows of stacked wine barrels, and he could pounce on her in an instant. He relished the thought of clawing her and biting her, but he settled for the mental anguish he caused her. From her uncontrollable sobbing, illogical promises, confessions of mistakes, and declarations of eternal love for him, he recognized that he was driving Monica to the required nervous breakdown. At that point, she would no longer have a clear sense of what was happening to her, and she would be putty in his hands. He was proud of his ability to stifle her cries. He had learned to detach himself by grandiose daydreaming since childhood, and while Monica sobbed and screamed and pleaded, his mind was busy with the presentation he would soon make. While other militant groups taught bomb-making and communiqué-writing, Jean-Michel would instruct other subversive cells in the “California Girl” method of mind control––and provide them with a list of deadly deeds accomplished by his gullible little agents of terror.
What Monica did not realize was that her noisy hysteria was utterly futile. This particular cave had been dug out hundreds of years ago and was one of the longest and most intricate caves in the region. The vintners of this region bottle-aged the Chenin Blanc wine early and left it alone for a long period of time. During the current harvest season, the bottles of Vouvray were left to cellar in the consistently cool temperature of the cave. No one would be coming to check the inventory for several days––and no one would hear her plaintive cries.







CHAPTER NINETEEN
C’est Choutte
You are not who you think you are,” Jean-Michel whispered in Monica’s ear, holding her so close she could barely breathe. “You are a woman of conviction, not some daydreaming American girl wasting her time in France. You’re here to help us accomplish greatness.”
In the ill-lit cave, the shadows of Monica’s spindly arms looked like desperate tentacles clinging to the solid rock of Jean-Michel’s shoulders––and to his granite resolve. Deeper in the cave there had once been prehistoric fossils of bivalve mollusks; their hinged halves had enclosed tiny scallops, oysters, and clams. These creatures had also clung to the limestone for strength against the elements.
The fossils had been removed from the cave by Didier’s family decades ago, and were now exhibited proudly in his family’s château. When Didier attended prep school in Switzerland, he would invite friends to visit his cave to get high on hashish without any adult bothering them. In order to impress these friends, he’d even shown them the location of the key to the entrance gate. Luckily, as Jean-Michel knew, Didier rarely visited this cave anymore.
He apologized profusely to Monica. “I don’t know what possessed me,” he groaned, holding her on his lap. “I didn’t mean to hurt you. I just wanted to share my dreams with you, but you didn’t seem interested. So I went too far. Please forgive.”
“Oh, no, not at all,” Monica whispered, still confused and frightened, but clasping his neck with both arms. “I agree with all your dreams about, uh, about changing the world,”
“How far would you go to help me with this goal? Would you be as devoted to me as Isabel was to her husband?” he asked coyly. “Would you fight-off caimans or over-eager gendarmes, to make my dream of a better world come true?” He kissed her pert nose.
“Well, I wouldn’t want to get in any trouble with the police, the gendarmes, as you say.” she answered in a barely audible voice.
Jean-Michel plopped her on the soiled cot where they had been sitting and stood up.
“There you go again!” he shouted. “One minute you’re lovey-dovey and the next you’re worried only about yourself. Which is it?”
Monica stood up as well, but hung her head and wouldn’t speak.
“It’s time that you prove your love for me. Are you ready?” Monica nodded, and he was pleased to see her trembling again. “In a few minutes I’m going to let you go out, and you will walk down the road towards the large gate. Do you remember where the car let us off? It’s almost dusk outside, hurry.”
Jean-Michel spoke slowly and deliberately––and this focused approach frightened Monica even more than his erratic screams.
“You will get into the car that is waiting for you, and you will go with the driver,” he ordered. “His name is Rémy and he will tell you what to do next. Do you understand?”
“Okay,” she croaked. “Can I … can I take my bag?”
“Sure, why not?” Jean-Michel didn’t care what happened to Monica. He had already rifled through her duffel bag, found her purse and removed her French carte de séjour, her identification as a foreigner living in France. All he’d left her was a handful of francs in her coin purse.
He needed to get started on testing the steps of his new mission; he had to prove himself among his fellow revolutionaries. Even if Monica were to be apprehended, she’d fall apart at any questioning, and she didn’t have any idea who he really was. Besides, in a few hours, he would be hiding out in Spain.
The excitement of finally kicking off his mission put him in a giddy mood, and he lifted Monica up in the air and twirled her as if they had just won the lottery.
“Go, now,” Jean-Michel commanded. He led her to the mouth of the cave and pushed her in right direction. He stood watching Monica dart down the path to the waiting car.

As she climbed into the weathered gray car, Monica avoided eye contact with the driver, turning her head towards the passenger window. But he seemed overly friendly and enthusiastic.
“Salut, copine,” he greeted her, as though he were driving her to a dance. The radio in the car faded in and out. “Merde,” he growled. “I love that song and this junk of a car has the worst radio. Do you like The Doors?”
Monica nodded.
“Come on, baby, light my fire,” Rémy sang, drumming on the steering wheel. “I went to Jim Morrison’s funeral at Père Lachaise Cemetery two years ago and hardly anyone was there.” This was a lie, but he wanted to impress Monica.
“Cool.” Monica stared out the window, but he kept chattering.
“Where are you from? Oh, never mind. We’re not supposed to ask any questions, right?”
Monica nodded.
“You don’t recognize me, do you? I picked you up by the church and drove you to the cellar earlier today, but I was in a different car, and I had a cap on.”
The driver sang and cursed the radio, but mostly he jerked and stalled and missed the shifts. “Merde, I haven’t driven in years, ever since I left Perpignan to come to work in Paris. I drove my father’s car all the time, but then he died, and well, my stepmother hated me, and well, I came to Paris.” His voice cracked. “Merde, I hate this radio.”
Monica nodded again.
“You sure are quiet, aren’t you? I guess that Jean-Michel knows what he’s doing. He’s my best friend, you know. There isn’t anything I wouldn’t do for him.”
“Cool.”
“Oui, c’est choutte,” Rémy replied. “Did he tell you that I was starving, literally starving on the streets of Paris, and that he and Charles and Bertrand told the owner of the café to hire me? Can you believe that? They cleaned me up and told him, ‘Here’s your new man,’ and soon I was waiting on tables.” Rémy laughed and drummed on the dashboard. “They’re his main clients and they’re so rich, but they’re just like the rest of us, you know. What else could the fat owner do but hire me, right? Putain.” He popped the clutch too quickly and stalled the car. “At this rate I’ll never get you to your destination.”
“I drive a stick shift back in California,” Monica whispered.
“You don’t have to whisper. Shout, scream, I don’t care. This is a great day. We finally can get our squad working against the oppressors. Putain, I’m so happy to leave my shitty job at the café and do something important.” Rémy stalled the car again. “Damn, it’s getting late and they’ll be closing the entrance to Chambord. Isn’t it choutte? We’re going to blow up an insignificant little bridge at the entrance. Jean-Michel says it’s just a wakeup call. I wouldn’t do it if we were to damage the actual château, of course. It’s so beautiful and it represents the power and greatness of France, you know.”
Monica nodded.
“You’re supposed to leave the package and I’m supposed to detonate it. It’s easy and we don’t harm anyone, except a few stones at the bridge and we have a ton of replacement stones in the Loire.” Rémy laughed and struggled with the clutch. “Jean-Michel says it will be a symbolic gesture. Just a little taste of the greatness we can achieve.”
Rémy panted and released the clutch, but the car stalled and he panicked.
“Merde, what do I do now? It’s so dark on these hick country roads. It reminds me of Perpignan and my wicked stepmother. I hate her, you know. Why couldn’t she die instead of my mother and father?” He scratched his head furiously. “Can you drive the car and I’ll put the package under the bridge? And then POOF! I’ll explode it, and away we go! We’ll meet Jean-Michel later tomorrow, after he sends our communiqué to the newspapers. We’re going to be famous.”
“I don’t think we should deviate from his plan,” Monica said, but she sounded uncertain.
“Yeah, yeah, you’re right. But now I’ve botched the clutch and my feet are all nervous. You’ll have to drive. I won’t tell.” Rémy fidgeted with the stick shift then drum rolled his fingers on the steering wheel. “As long as we destroy the bridge, that’s all that’s expected of us.”
He jumped out of the driver’s seat and ran to the passenger’s side, flinging the door open.
“Your turn,” he shouted and yanked Monica out of the car. She stood there, frowning. “Hey, you’re beautiful, too! No wonder Jean-Michel is in love with you.”
Rémy smiled at her innocently, and even in the darkness, his eyes glistened with immense expectation, and an equally immense amount of fear. He couldn’t stop talking.
“My mother could drive a stick shift better than my father, but that was years ago––when I was happy.” He dragged an unwilling Monica around to the driver’s side and ran back to the passenger side. “Merde, life is cruel, don’t you think?”
“We could drive away and come back another day,” Monica suggested, flinching when he slammed the door. “Let’s go back to the cave.”
“What cave? We’re supposed to meet Jean-Michel in Paris. Did he tell you to go somewhere else?” Rémy looked puzzled.
Monica shook her head, sighing. All she could do was start the car again and follow Rémy’s directions. He attempted to light a cigarette, but stopped himself.
“We don’t want to go POOF.” He pointed to the trunk, and laughed uncontrollably, like a kid who’d eaten too much cotton candy at the circus. “You know, if we do this mission properly, then we move on to bank robberies next. C’est choutte, non?”
Rémy didn’t wait for Monica’s answer: that no, it was not cool to destroy an ancient bridge and it was definitely not cool to rob a bank. In the enthusiastic, jittery Rémy, she saw a gullible and simpleminded thug hypnotized by Jean-Michel’s dreams of inciting revolution while living the life of a ruling-class playboy. Rémy’s drumroll was his self-styled marching orders to become a man of action, a risk taker like his hero, Jean-Michel. In Rémy’s spineless obedience and blind faith in Jean-Michel, Monica recognized her own pathetic lack of backbone. She slumped in the driver’s seat, her face burning with shame.
Rémy was gabbling on about his vision of paradise. “Soon we’ll be sunbathing in Ibiza with lots of money to spend on gorgeous babes like you.” He leaned over and rubbed her leg.
Now Monica felt lightheaded. She rolled down the driver’s window and the cold sharp air hit her cheeks like needles on a pin cushion. How had she ended up here, with these two sinister companions, Jean-Michel and Rémy? Just weeks ago, she was strolling down the Champs Êlysées with her girlfriends without a care in the world. They all had promised to look out after one another. At the time, their promises seemed like a benign invocation, an innocent toast to the beginning of their dreamy year in Paris. But tonight those same promises seemed like wicked incantations that had hexed her life. Monica was all alone, in a location unknown to a single one of her housemates, her moral courage crushed by the weight of the events of the last few days. Monica shook her head violently in an attempt to restart her own sense of self––to snap out of her daze and apply her survival skills. Rémy gazed at her, perplexed, and then he too shook his head like a manic rocker and rolled down his window.
“Putain, c’est choutte!” He shouted at the dark trees lining the road.
Monica exhaled a miserable groan. She and Rémy were following the commands of a sadistic tyrant, a man whose animalistic sexual prowess satisfied her beyond her control. She had allowed Jean-Michel to strong-arm her into actions that had never previously entered her consciousness. Her obsession with leaving the ranch girl behind—with replacing that persona with that of a daring, sophisticated, and sexually audacious Parisienne—had failed deplorably. Monica realized now that her desire to have a dramatic adventure in Paris, to find the love of her life among the intellectuals of the Latin Quarter, and to follow the cockeyed advice of her housemother had led her to this fateful moment: driving a getaway car with some type of lethal explosive in the trunk.
Monica’s heart thudded and she gripped the wheel even tighter. She had to think of a way to find herself again, to recapture the goodness she once possessed. But the cacophony of Rémy’s nonstop chatter, his drum rolling on the dashboard, and the loud music blasting from the car radio overpowered her own jumbled thoughts, preventing her once-abundant goodness––and good sense––from resurfacing.
For forty minutes Monica drove from one country road to another, not once seeing another car until they reached Chambord. Rémy instructed her to turn off the headlights as they approached the targeted bridge, and to park the car under the canopy of a tree, a good distance from their target.
“Now that you’re the driver, I’ll be the one to carry the package and set it under the bridge,” the jittery Rémy lectured her. He pointed at the distant bridge. “It’s a man’s job anyway. Look how far I’ll have to walk carrying a dangerous device! You might sprain your ankles walking on the uneven path. I can see that you fall easily by the look of your scraped knees! Putain, wish me luck.”
He leaned over and kissed both of her cheeks. Monica resisted the urge to scrub her face clean.
“Pour toujours jusqu’à la victoire,” Rémy added, quoting Che Guevara’s famous saying: “Until victory always!” He winked at Monica and climbed out of the car. She sat holding her breath, sitting as still as she could while he took the deadly package out of the trunk and strutted up to the bridge carrying it in his meaty arms.
Both car windows were still rolled down, so Monica could hear the crystal-clear nocturnal orchestra of osprey whistles and the warbling of stone curlews and black kites hidden among the trees. Their melodies filled the moonless night with a pastoral harmony that was deceptive, Monica knew: the beautiful sound was at such odds with the blackness of the action they were about to commit.
She strained to spot Rémy on the path. He had more than a football-field distance to walk before he could set the package under the targeted bridge. Once her eyes focused on his shadowy movements in the distance, Monica saw the red glow of an illuminated cigarette. What was he thinking, lighting that? Was he trying to calm his nerves?
But before she could call out a warning, Monica saw a vivid flare of light, and heard an explosion that stung her ears and her soul.
Monica started the car and got back on the road with a wild U-turn. Her heart was beating faster than ever, and all she knew was that she had to keep driving away from this place, away from the explosion. She spotted a sign for Tours, and followed it. At Les Charmilles, she would find Christophe, and he would protect her and keep her from harm.
After the loud blast of the explosion, it was as if her mind had been erased of Rémy and of her involvement as the getaway driver. After driving a few kilometers, Monica wasn’t even sure anymore what she was doing in this clunky car. She drove it cautiously down the still-deserted road, as though she was transporting Rocky and her other horses in their trailer to one of the numerous horse shows in California.
“Rocky, don’t worry,” she murmured. “We’re almost back home.”
In her mind Monica heard his familiar neighing, and it comforted her. She kept the headlights off on the straight stretches of road, hoping that no one would see her.
She was driving instinctively, unable in the darkness to see any more road signs. Something loomed on the hill: not Les Charmilles, but the entrance to the cave. It was lit up, and three vineyard workers stood outside the gate, laughing as they unloaded farm equipment. What was she doing here? Why had she returned to this place?
Monica was completely disoriented, her mind a whirl of confusing images. Could it be that in her mental turbulence she had transposed Christophe for Jean-Michel, and vice-versa? She had pictured Jean-Michel blowing kisses to her as he pedaled his bicycle along the back roads dotted with châteaux, and it was Christophe’s calm face she’d seen, scowling and fierce, as he bit her nipple.
Monica cringed at the games her mind played on her. She’d confused one man for the other, and she was returning not to Christophe, but to her tormentor. She had wanted to run into Christophe’s arms, but instead she’d driven herself back to Jean-Michel’s terrifying cave.
But when she saw the cave gate open and the interior of the cave illuminated, Monica’s own internal light bulb flickered and shone. She was no longer afraid of the cave, she realized. The only thing that terrified her now was one awful certainty: that wherever she ran, she couldn’t hide from Jean-Michel’s dark heart, or from his far-reaching tentacles.







CHAPTER TWENTY
Madame is in Love
But don’t you think that this shade of red polish is très chic?” Madame Caron de Pichet waved her purple-veined hands at the concierge.
“I suppose so,” said the concierge, frowning with thin-lipped disapproval. “But if I may make a suggestion, at your age a natural nail might be more appropriate.”
“Ha! I don’t know why I bother to ask you. After all, what do you know about style?” Madame sneered at the concierge’s boxy house dress and raw red hands. “Next I suppose you’ll say that I’ve gone too far by having my toes polished the same ravishing red.”
Madame attempted to slip off her sensible pumps to display her pedicure, but lost her balance and almost fell over. The concierge was tempted to let her fall, but the old woman was standing at the entrance of the building, and if any of the tenants observed the concierge allowing Madame to fall––well, perhaps they wouldn’t continue to tip her for her errands.
The concierge had noticed that the old woman was acting positively giddy these days, ever since the gentleman with perfect manners stopped by to visit her a couple times. This young prince, as she’d decided to think of him, had not neglected the concierge, either. After his last visit to the old lady, he’d sent the concierge a small but remarkable bird cage filled with a tropical floral arrangement complete with a stuffed iridescent hummingbird. The attached note read: “To a unique lady, from your secret admirer.” Mellowed by this sweet memory, the concierge helped the old lady regain her balance, smiling smugly at the thought that Madame’s admirer––the young prince––had eyes for her, as well.
“I’ll be on my way,” Madame dismissed the concierge’s helping hand. “My adorable Lola, ma belle rousse, is waiting for me in my salon. Unlike certain other people, she’s an engaging conversationalist.”
Madame hobbled up the stairs, her head held high, and made her way to the sanctuary of the salon.
“Oh, ma belle rousse, you have my drink all ready for me! You’re a true treasure.” Madame Caron de Pichet kissed Lola on both cheeks and eased herself onto the divan. “I have the most urgent topic to discuss with you.”
“Sure, Madame. What would you like to talk about?” Lola pulled down her midriff-baring crop top, knowing that Madame disapproved of such blouses.
“Love, my dear––love.” Madame paused for effect and for just the right words to say next. She didn’t want to divulge too much information about her latest, unbelievable heartthrob, Jean-Michel. “At my age, I do believe that I am in love again.”
“Bitchin’!” shouted Lola, her eyes wide.
“Quoi? But what does this mean?”
“Superbe, c’est magnifique,” Lola explained, clapping her hands with glee. “Ooh là là! Give me all the dirt on this guy, Madame.”
“But I can be so long-winded, my dear. And I know you girls are always in a rush.” Madame looked hurt, and waited for Lola to insist on hearing her love story.
“Let me get Monica.” Lola wanted Monica in the salon, in case Madame’s story went on for too long: Lola could duck out and leave Monica there, listening to all the gory details. “She just got back from her own little love tryst––you know, with that viscount you introduced her to. Down in the Loire.”
“Christophe?”
“Yeah, that’s the one. But I think she’s kind of upset with him. She fell off her bike or something and got all bruised up. I think she blames him for the fall. So maybe she needs some cheering up.”
“But of course! Fetch her at once. I would like to hear both of your opinions.” Madame blushed. “My new lover is quite young, you know.”
“Bitchin’––let me get her.” Lola scampered out of the salon to get Monica––and to stifle her discourteous laughter at the mention of a younger lover.
Madame luxuriated on her divan. She stared at her hammertoe and her long fingers, but did not see their old-age deformities or unsightly veins. All she saw was the enameled scarlet toes the German officers liked to lick, and she purred with delight at the thought that she still had that je ne sais quoi, that elusive sensual quality that drove men––even much younger men––wild.
Finally Lola returned with Monica, though the latter slipped in without a word and took a seat in a dark corner. Madame greeted her, but did not comment on Monica’s swollen lip and bruised cheek. Not so much out of discretion, but mainly because Madame now saw the world through the narrow lens of her recent wild infatuation with Jean-Michel––rose-colored lenses, just like Monica’s own perspective of Paris once upon a time. Everything and everyone in Madame’s Parisian world suddenly seemed aglow and soft-focused. Once again, life was beautiful.
She looked up at the black-and-white photographs framed on her damask-upholstered walls, including a couple kissing passionately on a street corner near the Hôtel de Ville, and she absentmindedly licked and puckered her own lips. The adjacent photograph was the focal point of her salon, and of course, it was of her. Because of Doisneau’s genius with lighting and composition, he had captured the sensuality of Madame’s own slender leg as she climbed up the staircase in open-toe high-heel shoes, her red-polished toenails a beacon to the gentleman following her up the spiral steps, anxious to lose himself in Madame’s notorious whirlwind. This photograph was a surefire conversation piece and a testimony to her personal charms, all in one sexy image.
“Ahhh,” Madame sighed dramatically. “There is no better feeling than to be in love in my Paris. Wouldn’t you two darling girls also agree?” She waved her hands in the air.
Lola shook her corkscrew curls. “I’m afraid I haven’t followed the lead of my role model, La Belle Otero. All I’ve managed to do is fall for a mysterious dud––make that a missing-in-action dud—instead of a wealthy millionaire.”
“But you must rectify this tout de suite,” Madame advised Lola. “You’re far too luscious and vivacious to waste your time on a flop. We will find you a new lover. And as for La Belle Otero, she was nothing but a grande horizontale. She exploited men, and never did she believe in anyone but herself.”
“Wow!” For once, Lola looked genuinely impressed. “Did you really know La Belle Otero?”
Madame laughed. “Ma belle rousse, you have your decades all jumbled up in your head of curls. She was forty years my senior! But yes, I do recall seeing her once or twice losing her fortune at the gaming tables in Monte Carlo. You do know that she died in 1965, penniless in a tattered hotel room in Nice, don’t you?”
“Yes, but when she was in the spring of her youth, men fought duels for her attention.” Lola still loved talking about her heroine. “And back in 1900 her rival, Diane de Chandel, fired a shot at her when she was dancing on stage at the Marigny Theatre.”
Madame was feeling her young oats. “That was ages ago, my dear. Let’s talk about the great love stories of today.”
Lola slumped on the lumpy down-filled sofa. “Gosh, but there aren’t many great love stories left anymore, are there? La Belle Otero had it all––love, fame, fortune. Please tell us about your new passion, Madame.”
“Perhaps Monica does not want to hear it. Or better yet, perhaps she’d like to tell us about the consuming love affairs she’s having?”
Monica groaned. “I’ll pass. I’d rather hear your thoughts about what makes a great love story.”
Madame smiled, relishing the chance to recount her litany of love stories and her evaluation of each one of her lovers. The rays of early fall sunlight penetrating through the vast windows of her apartment illuminated Lola and Monica’s faces, making them look all the more young and lustrous. The lust surging through her own body made Madame believe that she, too, must be gleaming. But when she glanced at her own reflection in the Venetian mirror, expecting to see the luminescent skin of the girl in Renoir’s Woman Reading, Madame was appalled to see Rembrandt’s wrinkled Old Woman Reading staring back at her.
Madame turned away from the image, so disoriented that she couldn’t speak without stammering.
“Gr…gr…great love stories are those where the heroine is a complex person. Often there are two rivals fighting for her love and, don’t forget, the lovers must face unexpected dangers.” It dawned on Madame that her personal booby trap would be the age gap with Jean-Michel, which meant she could never be seen in public with him. Their love affair would be limited to the privacy of her apartment. Could she restrict a young man to such a reduced space? And how could she get rid of her American tenants so she could savor the last scrumptious morsel of love that had come so late in her life?
“And, and, and of course, there’s got to be a bit of decadence.” A flustered Madame blushed at the memory of the fellatio she performed on Jean-Michel––and countless others. Was it inappropriate, at her age? Really, she didn’t care. Within the confines of these walls, she could keep Jean-Michel happy and satisfied over and over again. Anything to feel love again, as warm as an aged Armagnac flowing down her throat. She shrugged in a devil-may-care gesture. “Above all, a great love story is one worth waiting for,” she continued, panting in anticipation of more time with Jean-Michel, “and one worth sacrificing for.”
Monica pulled on her bloody hangnails. “Would you ever risk your life to save the love of your life?” she whispered.
“Hell, no,” said Lola.
Madame waved her index finger. “I sacrificed myself only for France, but never for a man. There might be an instance where a sacrifice is necessary, but in my long life, I have never found one. No, I must agree with ma belle rousse.”
The three women sat morosely, each one hiding the truth about the man with whom she had fallen in love. Lola refused to accept that she had fallen in love with Charles, even though his anxious demeanor was in utter contrast with her own confident, playful nature. She had not been able to contact him, and was ready to give up on him, but the memory of his mournful face pulled at her heartstrings. Monica’s heart ached to be with Christophe, yet she didn’t want to put him at risk of Jean-Michel’s retribution. Her great love would wither on the vine. And Madame welcomed the dusk that enveloped her apartment, anxious to light candles to conceal her wrinkled flesh while she enjoyed the virility of her young suitor.
Madame noticed that in previous conversations both of the young women had cringed when she vividly recounted her past sexual partners. Now, she decided, she must begin an especially sordid tale as a ruse to get them out of her apartment before Jean-Michel arrived.
“Before we get too melancholy,” she began, “I must tell you about the time a German officer, who was madly in love with me, invited his fellow officer––a very well-endowed officer, I must say––to sit and watch as we––”
Lola was the first to stand up. “I’d love to hear the story, but I have to meet some friends. Are you coming with me, Monica?”
Monica covered her face.
“No, I just want to stay locked in my room,” she whispered. “ I can’t face anyone.”
“Well, in that case, perhaps my suitor would also enjoy your company,” Madame purred. “Do you like to watch others make love? Are you a voyeuse, my dear?”
“Ugh, gag me with a spoon,” Lola said. “She’s coming with me, Madame.”
Lola dragged Monica out of Madame’s steamy apartment and into the cool of the stairwell, pausing only to grab the bag she’d strategically positioned by the front door.
“Honestly, Monica. Get ahold of yourself! Things can’t be that bad.” She led the way down the stairs, clutching Monica’s limp hand.
“Yes, they are,” Monica muttered.
“Bullshit. We’re young, gorgeous, smart, sexy––and in Paris. Everything else can go to hell!”
“Have you taken a look at my face? I don’t want to be in public.”
Lola stopped at the second floor landing and scrutinized Monica’s face. “Okay, you do have a little bruise. Here, let me fix it.” She pulled out a make-up bag from her large purse and touched up Monica’s battered face, adding some mascara and lip gloss. “You don’t realize what a fox you are, do you?
“I messed up. I really made a huge mistake.”
“Are you pregnant?” Lola almost dropped the make-up bag.
“No, of course not.”
“Then it’s not a huge problem. Come on, let’s go out and act our age. Let’s be young and trite, like our loony housemother says we are.”
Both women laughed and held hands the rest of the way down the stairs, Lola imitating Madame’s voice. “Yes, you must stay in zees night and watch our lovemaking,” she said in a thick French accent, making Monica laugh again. “Can you imagine what he looks like? Yuck! I bet he’s a young sixty-five.”
The concierge had not turned on the light in the courtyard of Madame’s hôtel particulier, and both women had to slow their pace on the uneven surface of the paving stones, squinting at the ground. They could hear feet scurrying and a door closing. As they passed the concierge’s tiny apartment, they heard her giggling.
“Oh, my prince,” they overheard the concierge saying. “You make me feel like a young milkmaid again!”
Lola covered her ears in mock-shock. “Far out!” she whispered, pulling Monica out onto the street. “Even the old ladies are getting nookie tonight.”







CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
The Missing
The red awning stopped Monica dead in her tracks. Its cheerful fluttering, which once seemed to be welcoming her to Paris and forecasting smooth sailing for her year abroad, now resembled a bloody cape ready to engulf her. She backed away from the entrance, sick to her stomach.
“I can’t have a drink at this café, Lola,” she muttered. “It brings back too many memories.”
“Stop with the melodrama. The last time I saw you there,” Lola pointed to an outside table, “you were lovey-dovey with a handsome French guy.”
“Ugh.” Monica hid her face in her hands.
“Okay, so it didn’t turn out well with him,” Lola conceded, with a spirited toss of her curls. “So what? Go back to the viscount, or forget about him as well. Let’s go dancing and meet new guys. Geez, look in the mirror, would ya?” She pointed to their images. “We’re total foxes.”
When Monica didn’t move, Lola pulled her past the people waiting to be seated inside the café, and stalked right up to the maître d’hótel. He gave her an icy look.
“We wanted to ask you about some of your customers …” Lola began.
“I’m afraid to tell you that I have not seen the gentlemen in question in days,” he snapped.
“Are you sure you know who I’m talking about? “Lola shot Monica a bemused look. The maître d’hótel raised an eyebrow.
“But of course I know of whom you speak. Those gentlemen were our frequent customers, but we have not seen Monsieur Charles or Monsieur Bertrand for days. They, like so many others, enjoyed our hospitality and now have moved on––that goes without saying.”
“What about Jean-Michel?” squeaked Monica, clutching Lola’s arm.
“He did stop by very briefly to let us know that our employee, Rémy, had returned home to Perpignan or some such village. We have replaced him with a seasoned local waiter; one who does not attempt to fraternize with the clientele.” The maître d’hótel looked down his long nose at them, and then he ostentatiously consulted his watch. “I’m afraid we are completely booked tonight. Please excuse me.” He dusted invisible dandruff from his black blazer, and took long strides away from Lola and Monica before they could ask any more questions.

Lola approached the hefty doorman at Le Sept as though they were old friends, and she and Monica were waved in right away. On the dance floor Lola spotted some of the same models and fashion designers she’d seen here last time, when she showed them all her dance moves. They greeted her effusively, signaling to her to join them. After surveying the crowd and not finding Charles or any of his friends, Lola asked some of the dancers if they had seen him. One by one, each provided a piece to the puzzle of the missing Charles:
“Shh, don’t even mention his name around here!” said a nimble dancer from New York. “There’s been lots of fuzz here asking about Charles and his friends.”
Another man in tight trousers and a flamboyant scarf added, “Some say they’re involved in some kind of communist plot. At any rate, they’re all missing.”
“Power to the people,” squeaked a tall, pinheaded model. “Right on! It’s far out if they want to stick it to the man, as long as they don’t blow up Le Sept.” She laughed, leaning her long neck back as she shimmied her bony shoulders.
“No, you have it all wrong,” her dance partner shouted over the music. “They’re really neo-fascists, like those right-wing Italians who blew up the train in August.”
A short, bespectacled fashion designer pulled Lola to a crowded corner of the dance floor. “You didn’t hear it from me, darlin’,” he gabbled in her ear, “but they say that the whole bunch of ‘em are dead. You did hear about the latest explosion, right?
“What? Where?”
“The one at the château in the Loire Valley. A man died in the explosion.”
“A man? Not Charles?” groaned Lola.
“Shh! Let’s boogie. All eyes and ears are on us.” The designer jumped back into the crowd and danced frenetically before bumping up against Lola. “Meet me at the Café de La Paix by L’Opera in one hour. I’ll tell you more.”

At the Café de la Paix, it took Lola and Monica a few minutes to find the miniscule designer. He’d picked a corner table partially blocked by flowing drapery and two of the café’s many pillars. When they finally spied him, he pointed to the chairs next to him.
“Darlins, I’m headed back to my mama in Dallas before I get back to work in New York. I’ve had all the crazy fun I can take. If I stay in Paris any longer I’m going to blow up”––he pointed to his inflated belly––“in more than one way.”
“Why couldn’t we talk back at Le Sept?” Lola asked, waving at the waiter.
“Cuz, darlin’, you don’t know who’s who anymore. In case you two haven’t noticed, all of Europe is in a state of tension. One day one crazy group bombs a train in Bologna and then another group of lunatics hijacks a plane. The fuzz arrests the leaders of one group, like the Baader-Meinhof bunch, and then the Italian Brigate Rosse kneecap and kidnap dozens at random. I ain’t walkin’ with a limp and I’m not waitin’ to go up in smoke. That reminds me.”
He lit up his cigarette while Lola and Monica ordered their drinks, as though he didn’t want to say another word in front of the waiter.
“When are you leaving?” Lola asked him.
“In the morning. Which is why I’m giving y’all the skinny on your Latin lovers, as adorable and rich as they are––or were.” He exhaled slowly for dramatic effect. “‘Cuz everyone says they’re either dead or they’re the bad asses behind the bombings and bank robberies.”
Lola shook her head in disbelief. “You’re just bugged out! These guys aren’t bombers. They’re rich intellectuals who hang out at the best cafés and nightclubs. They don’t fit the profile.”
“No, they’re bad news! Can you dig it?”
“Is it possible,” Monica dared to ask, toying with the ashtray rather than look the others in the eye, “that their cause is, uh, noble?”
“Now who’s trippin’? They ain’t cruel but cool…they’re just plain CRUEL. Sure, some of the left-wing student groups want to reform the capitalist structures they believe harm society. But hey, guess what? They kidnap and torture business executives––and in the process they kill innocent bystanders.”
He blew smoke in her face, and they all sat in uncomfortable silence while the waiter placed their drinks on the table.
“I don’t believe Charles is capable of killing anyone,” Lola hissed after the waiter had gone. “You’re wrong. Maybe they just meant for some of their acts to be theatrical or symbolic acts of violence.”
“Tell that to the dead people on the train they blew up,” snorted the designer.
Monica cleared her throat. “What, uh, what does it mean when someone says that he, uh, or she, is committed to the anti-imperialist struggle?”
“Honey, you need to go home or get yourself a Parisian sugar-daddy. You need some protection from yourself. You’re a babe in the woods!” The designer stubbed out his cigarette and instantly lit up another.
“I’ve lived a pretty sheltered life, that’s true,” Monica admitted. “But suppose someone or some group wants the world to know about people suffering in other countries, or about governments taking away their rights to speak their language or practice their religion, and nobody listens. Isn’t he, uh, or she justified in––”
“Sorry, darlin’, I gotta cut you off. Got a plane to catch. If you’re referring to the Irish IRA or the Basque ETA, that’s a whole different can of worms. They want to create their own independent states. I can’t explain it to you. I went to design school, you know, not law school.”
He slapped money on the table to pay the bill and stood up. “Stay here for a while, would you? I want to be seen leaving alone. Then I’m going to pick up my suitcases and head to the airport. Do me a solid, darlins? If you can’t forget about these guys, then go home. You’re too beautiful to end up dead. Don’t be LaLa’s!” Lola pulled him back down into his seat. “We may be from L.A., but we’re not airheads. What do you mean ‘end up dead?’ Tell us everything––now.” “Here’s the lowdown,” he whispered, glancing nervously around the room. “We all knew a German model with a killer body. She started shacking up with Jean-Michel. She was mondo cool, but had loose lips and told some of the girls that she was gunrunning for him. One night, one of the girls was drunk as a skunk, and she asked Jean-Michel if she could be his next gunrunner. He was livid! He dragged that German model out of Le Sept as though he was the nastiest bouncer in town. We never ever saw the German girl again.”
“That doesn’t mean he killed her,” Monica protested.
The designer stood up again. “Honey, there are lots of other examples I could give you, but you don’t want to believe me, do you? France and all of Europe are in a state of fear because of random attacks by people from inside their own cities and countries. Call it transnational terrorism or whatever. All I know is that the left-wing insurgents are going to strike, and the right-wing paramilitary is creating fear to discredit the militant left. Either way, them suckers are going to attack––and your missing boyfriends are somehow involved in this hotbed of politics. If I were you, I’d stop asking about Charles, and I would stay away from Jean-Michel––if he shows up.” He pointed at Lola. “Would you knock some sense into Monica? Peace, out.”
He scurried out of the café before they could ask him anything else.
“What an ass,” Lola complained to Monica. “Was he implying that Charles is a lost cause, or that he’s dead?”
“How did we ever get ourselves in this mess?” Monica slumped against the table.
“I’m not in a mess, Monica. I just fell for a dud, a revolutionary dud, and now I’m over him. Period.”
Monica swirled her glass of wine as if trying to hypnotize herself. “How can you just forget someone? You were intimate with Charles and––”
Lola burst out laughing. “You gotta be kidding me. Haven’t we had this conversation before? It’s 1973 and we can have sex with whomever we choose––and just because I had sex with Charles doesn’t mean I was in love with him. It was a simple crush and now it’s over.”
“But what if he’s dead?”
“Gee, I’m sorry. But it’s nothing to do with me.”
Monica’s tears ran down her cheeks. “But, uh, what if
I might have had something to do with the, uh, explosion at the château?”
“Don’t be such a spaz!” snapped Lola. Monica twirled her glass again, not noticing when she spilled her wine on the table. “Look, tell me what you did and then we’ll figure out what to do, OK?”
“But what if what I did makes you hate me?”
“Then I’ll hate you!” Lola punched Monica playfully. “But remember I promised to look out for you, right? So out with it.”
Slowly at first, and then in a semi-coherent gush, Monica recounted the cave abduction, Jean-Michel’s browbeating and physical abuse, the surreal drive in the Loire, and the accidental explosion that killed Rémy.
Lola ordered two more drinks, stalling for time. She could barely believe her ears
“My first instinct,” she said slowly, “is to leave you right here and get as far away from you as possible. That’s some serious shit you’re telling me.”
“Should I go to the embassy or the police?” Monica’s face was pale.
“Babe, I grew up in Echo Park, and we never, ever go to the police. That’s a sure way to get thrown in jail, especially when you’re innocent. I’m not sure whether the French fuzz are the same or not. Let me think.”
They sat in silence for so long that it began to dawn on Monica how serious her problems really were. She began to cry, attracting looks from other tables. Lola stood up, jolted into action.
“Okay, if we’re gonna cry a river, then let’s at least walk along the Seine. Up, let’s go.”
Arm in arm, they walked along the quai. The moon peeked from one cluster of clouds to the next, and melodies escaped from apartment windows.
“Damn, Paris is romantic, even when you’re sad and confused,” Lola observed. “I thought by now I’d be dining at the Ritz one night and eating canard à la presse at the Tour d’Argent the next with the most handsome of men.”
“Did La Belle Otero eat at those restaurants?”
“What difference would it make?” Lola said wistfully. She looked down at the Seine and let the forlorn words flow from her sad heart into the murky waters. “I put too much faith in her life story––and in Paris. I thought I would somehow develop my talents here––or else my wit would be recognized and I’d be the toast of the town.” She leaned over the water and watched a tear drop into the Seine. As if on cue, a lone accordionist on the opposite quai started playing a heart-wrenching melody that made Lola jump into action.
“Enough of the shadows and clouds and sad melodies. We’re not going to say anything to anyone about any car you did not drive. Hell, you don’t know how to drive a stick shift, but at least you had enough sense to wipe all your prints from the nonexistent car.” Lola chortled at her own nonsensical summary of events. “You were with me the last two days, and that is that.”
They walked briskly along the quai and made a right turn on rue Dauphine, heading for St. Germain des Prés and the lively commotion of university students. “I just have to make one phone call to my cousins in L.A. How many one-franc coins do you have?”
Monica stood outside the pay phone but she couldn’t help overhearing Lola’s conversation with her cousins.
“Yeah, I got it,” Lola said. “Keep my mouth shut and tell Monica to get back home. Yeah, and that too.”
Just before she hung up, Lola gave one of her loudest Echo Park whistles into the receiver, and laughed.
“What was that all about?” Monica asked when Lola stepped from the booth.
“My cousins have been evading the law for ages. I trust their advice.”
“And the whistle?”
“I’ve told you before. They taught me how to whistle so I could tell them when there was danger. They always said my whistle was their lucky charm.”
Monica didn’t have the heart to tell Lola about Jean-Michel’s chilling three-note whistle that petrified and hypnotized her into actions she would prefer to forget. His initial whistle in the middle of the night made her wait in agony at his cold and deserted apartment, never asking anyone for help opening the door. Then, at Les Charmilles, he had stunned her with his surprise-attack whistle that had whetted her sexual appetite in shameful ways.
She had dishonored Christophe and put him in danger, and she yearned to ask his forgiveness. She was desperate to profess her love for him, to feel his benevolence once more. Monica looked up at the moonlit sky that highlighted the bell tower of the church of St. Germain de Prés, and she vowed that if given one more chance, she would convert her shame into heartfelt gratitude for Christophe’s virtues.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
The Interview
If you weren’t expecting me, then I’ll leave,” Jean-Michel said to the concierge, who was flitting wildly about her apartment, clearly stunned to see him sitting there on her sagging sofa.
She removed her overcoat and hung it on the lone rusty hook behind her door. Under the glare of Jean-Michel’s gaze, she tried to tidy up the kitchen counter and make the room look more presentable. But the chipped tiles and permanent stains attested to an undeniable truth: she’d thrown in the towel on a clean and orderly life eons ago. In broad daylight, everything about the concierge’s appearance and abode looked dingy, as lifeless and dull as the liver she’d just purchased at the butcher shop.
Of course, she knew this. Her entire life had been one of unremarkable drabness, gray and rough like the Mansard roofs of Paris––that is, until the arrival of the birdcage, with its magenta orchids and shimmering turquoise hummingbird, sent by her secret admirer. She had to pinch herself, seeing her spellbinding prince here tonight, sitting with a cocksure slouch and inviting her to feel young and reckless again.
Jean-Michel pointed to the impressive bulge between his legs. “I couldn’t wait outside, could I? Come.” He whistled and commanded her as though she were one of the many dogs in his childhood home. “Show me those expert moves that only a seasoned milkmaid can perform.”
A sour taste rose in the concierge’s throat, as offensive as curdled milk, but she approached him anyway and performed the acts he requested. During her hand and mouth maneuvers she feasted her eyes not on Jean-Michel’s handsome face, but on the hummingbird’s vacuous stare. Although she’d always been thick and clumsy, she felt a kindred spirit with dainty birds, and dreamt of their exotic places of origin. When the surprise bird cage arrived, she knew her prince-in-shining armor saw beyond her mundane life, and wanted to lift her up to heavenly heights.
After she completed her base acts on Jean-Michel, the concierge cleared her throat and rinsed her mouth in the sink. She spat out the last vestige of her hard-to-swallow disillusionment. She had never been light as a feather, but always the slow-gaited gopher running errands for others. And Jean-Michel was no prince––of that she was certain.
“Do you know if Madame Caron de Pichet is alone?” Jean-Michel asked, fastening his belt.
“How should I know?” She could barely look at him. “I was at the butcher shop.”
“Well, then, you’d better run up and see if she is free to see me. And let me know if her American boarders are there. I’ll wait right here.”

Madame Caron de Pichet asked the concierge to help her clean up her salon, but the only answer was the concierge’s heavy footsteps stomping down the steps. The concierge had no interest in helping Madame: she was eager to get back to her apartment to see what else was in the valise that Jean-Michel had placed next to her sofa. Despite the awful taste in her mouth, she was feeling hopeful––hopeful of discovering a new trinket purchased just for her.
Madame turned off the lights, locked-up Fifi, and lit the candles in her salon. She wanted to open the door the minute she heard Jean-Michel, but she remembered that men like a bit of a chase. She counted until one hundred, and then she opened the door.
“Oh, my, I wasn’t expecting you so soon.” She smiled coyly.
Jean-Michel greeted her with a formal bow. “Madame, we must continue with the interview about your involvement in the Résistance. People will clamor to read about your escapades. Shall we continue, lovely lady?”
He extended his arm in a gallant movement from decades gone by, and she rested her knobby left hand on his right forearm. They sashayed into dusky gloom of the salon together.
“Last time you entertained me with your unrivaled charm, but today we will remain on point and finish our interview.” He frowned at her. “No hanky-panky.”
“Oui, d’accord, let’s proceed,” she said, lowering herself as gracefully as possible onto the divan. “I do have numerous examples of my service to my country. There was a time when––”
“Please, Madame, let me ask the questions. But first I must set up my tape recorder.”
He opened up a large briefcase and extracted a small recorder.
“My, that’s a tiny recorder. What else do you have in the briefcase? A gift to show your appreciation of my…my storytelling?” Madame hoped she wasn’t hinting too obviously about payment for services rendered. Her coquettish requests had always worked in the past. Whether it was a German officer or a titled viscount from the Loire Valley, they’d all appreciated her services and the charm with which she performed them. Men would be so enthralled by her deftness that, soon after their sexual encounter, they’d blurt out all sorts of information about themselves. In particular, all her targets loved to brag about their accomplishments, their daily challenges, and their demanding wives.
Madame used to lie naked alongside her conquests and pretend to sympathize with them, but while her eyes glistened with understanding and her lips stretched in a compassionate smile, she was silently memorizing specific locations and numbers of troops, or changes in routing of arms. Or she was committing to memory the name of the Vicomtesse Challant de la Guerche, whose retaliation her husband feared––to the tune of hundreds of thousands of francs, paid to Madame Caron de Pichet to keep secret his shady involvement with the Vichy government. He valued his status as a landed noble whose lineage had been beyond reproach, that is, until his affiliation with certain collaborators.
“Oh, don’t let’s speak about such matters,” Jean-Michel said, dismissing her not-so-veiled request. “Let me take you back to Paris during the Vichy Régime. How did you react to the emphasis placed on women as the femme au foyer?”
Madame shrugged. “It was just another paternalistic attitude from the regime. They wanted to remind women that motherhood and submissiveness were a sacred duty for us.”
“So was this why you jumped into helping in the Résistance?”
“Surely you didn’t mean to ask me such a shallow question?” Madame huffed. “I joined the Résistance because my country was overrun with German soldiers. We stood in lines to get one measly slice of cheese, while the Germans were shipping kilos and kilos of French cheese to feed their own children. My husband was in a labor camp, and I never saw him again. I was deeply anti-Fascist. I had no choice but to act with courage.”
“Courage, indeed. I understand that many women published underground newspapers, acted as couriers for documents and arms, and even carried dynamite to be used for sabotage. Is this correct?”
“Yes, I suppose so.”
“But you did not perform any of these high-risk clandestine functions, did you?”
Madame felt jittery, grasping the frayed upholstered arms of her divan to steady herself. “My, you do ask some difficult questions, don’t you? Why don’t you sit here next to me, and let me calm you down a bit?”
“In good time, Madame.”
“Please call me Marcelle, dear boy.”
“Okay, Marcelle. Why is it that I have not been able to find a single document with your name as a known Résistance fighter?”
“Obviously, our work was clandestine.” Madame was very uncomfortable with this line of questioning.
“Brilliant retort. But why is it that I can give you dozens and dozens of names of women Résistance fighters, but your own name is not among them? Here, you tell me if you’ve ever heard of Francine Escande?”
Madame nodded.
“How about Yvonne Dumont?”
“She was a member of the Communist Party and she was involved in politics before the war,” Madame answered.
“I suppose I could read the whole list of names, and never find yours, right?”
Madame stood up so abruptly she felt dizzy. “But what is your point? The women you mention and many more are those whose roles have been documented in history books. I am an unknown Résistance fighter, and that is why I thought you wanted to interview me.”
Madame sat down and hung her head, trying to calm her pounding heart.
“I did find a mention of a certain Marcelle who used to make the rounds with the German officers, and received payment for her services. That wasn’t you by any chance, was it?”
All Madame could say was, “I always provided my underground Résistance liaisons with all the valuable information I extracted from the Germans, believe me!”
“And the only person who can vouch for your dedication as a Résistance fighter is old Serge from Les Charmilles, is that right?”
“Alas, all the others are dead.” The weight of her seventy years pressed down on Madame, and she lost any sensual interest in the young man attacking her with such indelicate questions.
Instead of hearing a sympathetic reply, all Madame heard was a loud clap calling her to attention.
“Alright now! We don’t want to get sentimental and start feeling sorry for ourselves, do we, Marcelle?” Jean-Michel demanded like a drill sergeant. He did not allow her to answer. “Of course not! You’re a young tiger inside a very mature yet perky body, aren’t you?”
Again he did not give her time to answer, and he pretended not to witness her stream of tears. “Never mind, you’re just experiencing a momentary lapse into the down-in-the-dumps of old age and its next door neighbor—death,” he laughed. “But wouldn’t you love to feel vibrant, alive, and in love again?” He approached her from the back of the divan and massaged her shoulders. Then he slipped the tattered cashmere sweater down her shoulder and kissed her crêpe-paper neck.
“Ahhh,” Madame moaned and nodded.
“Close your eyes and allow me to escort you back to your days as an alluring Résistance fighter.”
Madame closed her eyes, keeping her hand on the spot Jean-Michel had just kissed. He lifted her sweater and licked her desiccated breasts. “I bet those German officers told these little breasts all sorts of secrets. And I bet that all the Résistance fighters didn’t want to know how fearful you were when you extracted valuable information from the Germans, all the time scared out of your pants that they would realize your true intentions. Why, you’re still shaking now thinking of all the risks you took, aren’t you?”
Jean-Michel caressed her with languorous motions, and Madame sighed and moaned, her eyes shut in fear of seeing his creaseless Adonis face mocking her. She didn’t care if he was genuine or not: she was so very old and so very tired of her now-meager days. She was tired of being ignored; of dying without leaving a trace that once she had been daring and darling.
Years ago her salon had been the scene of witty repartee, not to mention the consumption of vast amounts of caviar and authentic aged Armagnac. But her salon, her apartment, had never been her property in title. No one knew that the prior owner of the hôtel particulier had only stipulated in his will that Madame could have use of the apartment for the duration of her life. Because she had lived for so long in the building, and acted as its imperious owner, everyone assumed it to be true. Madame had not managed her money well, and at the rate she was going now, she would die out on the street begging for a sou with Fifi starving to death next to her.
Madame had heard hundreds of propositions from men, and she knew that one was forthcoming from Jean-Michel. And she was correct.
“Marcelle, you gave your all to France, to the Résistance, and whatever you received in financial recompense for the secrets you withdrew from your enemies is now virtually gone. You’re a proud woman, but my dear, your lack of means is evident.” He stuck his finger through the moth hole in her cashmere sweater and wiggled it against her skin. “Isn’t it time that you take a bit of the limelight? Isn’t the political climate now as Fascist as ever? Why else would young people be marching in the streets to demand changes? You’ve been too preoccupied with survival to understand that we are fighting a type of revolution against oppression, against neo-Fascism, and you could again play an important role––”
“Dear boy, I am too old to do anything!”
“I’m talking about nourishment for your soul. The ambrosia that will rejuvenate you. You do recall how ambrosia erased the years from Penelope’s face and she regained the youthfulness that drove her suitors mad with passion, don’t you?” Jean-Michel knew that Madame would be flattered by his allusions to the ancient Greeks.
“It’s been ages since I discussed Homer with any cultured person. Since you’ve met my concierge, you know what a dimwit she is. And if you ever meet my American students, why they are, how shall I put it?” Madame paused for effect. “Well, they’re provincial and small-minded. And these are the people I’m reduced to these days.”
“Then you agree that by elevating your level of involvement with what is transpiring in Paris today, you would be resisting the narrow-mindedness and domination of the Fascists?”
Madame’s stomach growled with hunger. “As I said earlier, I’m just too old to be back in the game. I can barely make it up and down the stairs once or twice a week. If that surly concierge didn’t bring me food, I’d starve.” She tugged at the waist of her skirt to show the extra two inches of fabric that hung on her bony body.
Jean-Michel tickled her waistline. “Keep your eyes closed,” he said, and he pulled something out of the large briefcase. “You can open your eyes now, Marcelle.”
“O là là, c’est incroyable!” Madame cooed. “I can’t believe it. A Chanel outfit from this season’s line!”
“But that is not all, my unsung heroine.” He pulled out a pair of Chanel two-toned shoes. Madame pulled off her old shoes and flung them across the salon. Bits of old cardboard flew out of the left shoe and the worn-down heel of the right shoe dropped off when it hit the floor.
Madame laughed madly and walked into her bedroom to change into her new outfit. “I’ll be back when I am all put together again,” she sang out.
“I’m sure you’ll look fetching. Shall we go out to dinner?”
“Oh, yes.” Madame looked over her shoulder and blew him a kiss.
“And I can count on you to lead our maquis, our own guerilla group?”
“A woman has never led a maquis, certainly not during the German occupation!”
Jean-Michel swooped-up Madame in his arms and kissed her passionately. “It’s never too late. It’s your turn to be in the history books, Marcelle.”
Madame bobbed her head like a woodpecker, though she’d lost track of what she had just agreed to do. Perhaps it was going out to dinner with Jean-Michel; perhaps it was helping him with some sort of modern-day Résistance activity. Perhaps she had simply agreed to help him relax in her inimitable fashion, and that is why he just paid her with this dazzling Chanel outfit. Madame guffawed at her own confusion, and closed the door to her bedroom.
For an instant, Jean-Michel felt satisfied that he had made the old lady happy. This is what it must mean to make one’s grandmother laugh and act silly, he thought. Unlike other filthy rich families in Latin America, his large family preferred to send its excess offspring to Swiss boarding schools, primarily to get them out of the way, and also to make them more European. They had succeeded wildly with Jean-Michel. Because of his absence from his family since the age of eleven, with only sporadic visits home, he had not developed emotional ties to any member of his family––certainly not to any grandmother––and he had not bonded with anyone in Europe, either.
This momentary glee at observing Madame’s giddiness soon subsided, replaced by an urge to witness his own creation and execution of a revolutionary act from the vantage point of Madame’s spacious apartment. This time all of Europe would know about Jean-Michel’s exploits, and no one would associate his past failures with his current, spectacular success. His ragtag rich-boy squad had failed in their debut detonation, and Rémy was the victim of his own carelessness. But Monica’s disappearance and clean getaway rankled him more than anything. He had already bragged about the effectiveness of his California Girl Mind Control Method to other revolutionary squads, and they had dismissed him. “Actions speak louder than words,” they’d told him. “We’ll wait until we see a favorable demonstration of your method.”
Jean-Michel stood by the window and felt compelled to jump-start his mission. He wanted to observe Monica as she delivered a package a half-block away into the hands of the wrong people, and he would enjoy watching as those wrong people destroyed her. Madame’s apartment would be the ideal place to observe the action, and then to hunker down while the rest of Europe wondered about the genius behind this latest plot.
Ever since the explosion at the wine cellar and the fiasco with Bertrand’s remaining body part, Jean-Michel had avoided returning to his deceased great-uncles’ empty apartments. Although he was fairly certain that Charles or Xavier would never come looking for him there, he didn’t want to take any chances. He had sneaked into the icy rooms once or twice to remove necessary items, such as the hummingbird he sent to the concierge, but now he had his prized possessions poised for action. He’d always been a lone wolf, and now he was staking and marking his new territory: Madame’s apartment would be his lair.
While Madame dressed, Jean-Michel hid other items from his briefcase in the commodious upper shelves of her dusty library. He pushed aside a section of her leather-bound tomes, and placed his valuables behind them. No one would climb all the stairs to ask an addled, poor old lady any questions.
Jean-Michel made himself at home, his feet up on Madame’s shabby divan, and studied the uniformity of the buildings across the street, all conforming to Haussmann’s dictatorial architectural plan. He judged that the symmetry and geometric unity were still relevant, and found the second-floor balconies elaborate. But the fifth floors, with their line of undecorated windows, seemed dull. This was perfect, as far as Jen-Michel was concerned, hiding out in Madame’s own fifth-floor apartment. From this anonymous perch, he would observe Monica as she struggled. He had come up with a foolproof way to lure his California Girl into finishing her task––and into ending her namby-pamby life.







CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
The Heart Bleeds
When Serge caught Christophe pounding the floor of the pool house at Les Charmilles, disgusted and despondent over a man-size muddy footprint on the area rug like a permanent indictment of Monica’s infidelity, he tried to console him by lying.
“I’m sorry for having stepped on the rug with my muddy shoes,” Serge apologized.
“Don’t lie to me!” Christophe shouted. He stayed kneeling on the ground, inspecting the dried mud footprint. It was proof that some man had been in the pool house with Monica a day ago, the same night she had acted in such a distant way, rejecting Christophe’s sexual overtures. Yet, looking into her eyes that evening, he had detected trepidation; a cloudy apprehension that had just become crystal clear to him when he saw the remains of the dirty footprint. Some man, an intruder, a menace, had possessed the audacity come into his house and frighten or lure Monica away from him. Christophe had been preoccupied with matters of the grape harvest, and he’d allowed Monica to leave early the following morning. This was the decision––one he now regretted––that was prodding him into action.
“Let me clean up my mess,” Serge insisted.
“Your lies worked when you were covering up for my father, but I’m not easily fooled anymore.”
This bitter comment could have opened the floodgates of the long-standing rancor poisoning family life at Les Charmilles, but Serge preferred to continue plugging the holes in the dyke with lies and excuses. Serge never believed that Christophe’s father had been a collaborator during the German occupation, and that is why he stayed working at Les Charmilles decade after decade. Initially, he protected the late, big-hearted Viscount from those who wanted revenge for getting away scot-free with what others perceived as financial gain through his affiliation with the Vichy Régime. But Serge understood the madness, the frenzy, the destruction that a torrid love affair could inflict on a man; Victoire had caged his own aching heart and thrown away the key.
Similarly, the late Viscount had fallen, quite literally, head over heels for Marcelle, a much older seductive woman. He had followed her hypnotic leg and sparkling red toes caged in peep-toe stiletto heels up the spiral staircase of a shady hotel in Paris. Although his fedora covered most of his face, the Viscount had been photographed by Robert Doisneau, a beam of light spotlighting Marcelle’s leg. Whenever he saw that picture, his heart was singed with burning desire for her. The late Viscount purchased the photograph and had it enlarged and framed for Marcelle.
Unfortunately, more than one collaborator saw the photograph, recognized his face, and decided to blackmail the Viscount. He could have betrayed Marcelle as a known Résistance fighter to the Vichy Régime and its sympathizers, but he had her best interests at heart, and he paid off one, then another, and another collaborator, until they all died. All for the love of Marcelle, the Viscount’s true heart and soul.
With a heavy heart, and to tame his wife’s fears about the welfare of their son, Christophe, he gave up Marcelle––although he did allow her to live in one of his properties in Paris for the rest of her life. He returned home to Les Charmilles and attended to his estate, vineyard, and prize horses, tolerating his wife’s anger, the never-ending wrath of a woman scorned, for the sake of his adoring son.
Serge knelt down, attempted to brush the dried mud away, but Christophe stopped him. His eyes were red with boiling rage.
“I have to bring Monica back to Les Charmilles,” he announced. “This is where she belongs…”
He choked on his words, unable to finish the sentence.
“Let her go––” Serge began, but this seemed to enrage Christophe more.
“Should I follow your example? Is that what you’re saying?” Christophe shoved the old man. “You never fought to keep Victoire, and now look at you. You’re a pathe––”
Serge grabbed Christophe with his iron grip, and clambered to his feet. “You’re right about Victoire and me,” he said. “Why don’t you telephone Monica at Madame Caron de Pichet’s, and let her explain?”
“The explanation is right there.” Christophe kicked the caked mud from the rug. “I just need to bring her back here with me. Don’t you understand that I need her presence?”
Serge understood that to love profoundly means both to soar and to dive. Monica’s absence, and her suspicious activity with another man, had torn Christophe’s heart out and plummeted him into the depths of wretchedness. His love for her was making him suffer and pine in the same way that Serge did, despairing over losing Victoire year after year.
“Shall I telephone Madame Caron de Pichet and ask her to put Monica on the line?”
“No, I’m driving to Paris right now.” Christophe disappeared into the main house, and came out minutes later carrying an overnight bag. When he stepped into his car, he found Serge sitting in the driver’s seat.
“I’ll drive you,” said Serge, starting the car. “I know where Madame Caron de Pichet lives.”
“How do you know that?”
“I drove you father away from her house, back to Les Charmilles years ago.” Serge finally spoke the truth, and Christophe said nothing. For almost an hour they drove in tense silence, before Christophe found himself able to speak.
“Did my father love that woman?” he asked in a voice not much louder than a whisper.
“Yes, but not as much as he loved you. He came back to Les Charmilles to be with you and your mother.”
Christophe pounded the dashboard. “Why does loving Monica hurt so much?”
“It’s always been this way,” Serge told him. “The anguish and the exhilaration of love! She was in your arms two days ago and you were in paradise. Now, she’s left and you are in hell.”
“I didn’t think I could love anyone as much,” Christophe groaned. “I’m love-stricken. I have to get her back. Drive faster, Serge.”
But Serge could not bypass the line of trucks driving slowly into Paris. As they crawled along the highway, the truck drivers––the heavyweights of French dissent––honked their enthusiasm about joining the growing fireball of protestors in Paris. Every dissatisfied segment of society was on its way there, prepared to make its voice heard and to parade its ideological stripes.
“Damn it, Serge, drive on the side of the road and get me to Paris!” screamed Christophe. Old Serge obeyed, maneuvering the car on the narrow side of the highway, hoping that the police were preoccupied elsewhere.
When they drove into Paris, it was impossible to miss the protestors already filling the streets, from clusters of disgruntled labor unions to groups protesting nuclear testing in the Pacific. The idealistic students from the Latin Quarter joined the throng, looking excited to be part of the legacy of the French student protestors of 1968.
“I thought you said she lived in the 6th
arrondissment, around this quartier? Let me out of the car and I’ll run to her house,” Christophe insisted.
“Take a look around and face the reality of the situation, Christophe. See that group over there?” Serge pointed to a bedraggled group of anarchists. “Can’t you see how they’re lining up to fight the hard-booted fascists hiding behind the pissoir there?”
Serge pointed to the defaced and decaying public men’s urinal, the foul odor of which only seemed to pump up the neo-fascists and serve as a military shield, a barricade of sorts, against possible opponents.
“I only care about Monica. Tell me her address, because I’m going there now.” Christophe flung open the car door.
Serge managed to drive up on the sidewalk a few blocks from rue de Condé, screeching to a halt near a heap of trash bags left uncollected by striking waste-disposal employees.
“Wait up, I’ll go with you,” he said. “Marcelle won’t see you without me there to vouch for you.”

Lola gazed out from her dormer window in the cramped garret of Madame’s apartment building.
“You know,” she said, turning to Monica, “Haussmann designed these airless rooms as quarters for the servants. And we’re not servants. Let’s get out of here for good.”
Monica said nothing and didn’t move, slumped on the bed as though in a depressed daze.
“Look!” Lola shouted, trying to wake Monica from her stupor. “I’m not sure what’s going on out on the streets today, but it looks like another protest. I’m going to the travel agency near the Fontaine Saint-Michel, and I’m buying you an airline ticket back home, before their employees go on strike as well.”
Monica shrugged her shoulders and slumped back on the bed. “I guess,” she said quietly.
“My cousins told me to get your ass back to California before the fuzz come looking for you… and me.”
“So are you flying home with me?”
“Hell, no.” Lola looked defiant. “I’m going to Monte Carlo. Then when I’m good and ready, I’ll go back to California.”
“But aren’t you afraid of the police?”
“I didn’t do anything wrong, did I? You’re sounding as daffy as our housemother. Did you hear her last night, cooing and purring with some man about the delicious dinner he just bought her at Le Procope? He must be an old mute because I didn’t hear a word from him. She went on and on about the food, and how the old waiter remembered her from her heyday. Geez, I can’t believe you slept through the whole thing. Her bedroom is just one floor below yours.”
Monica ignored all this as though she hadn’t even heard. “I want to see Christophe before I leave. I have to explain to him and tell him I love him.”
“So, give him a call.”
“I telephoned him this morning but he wasn’t at home. Neither was Serge. And, needless to say, Madame La Vicomtesse was very curt to me.”
“Then that’s that.” Lola didn’t want to engage in any forlorn babble about Christophe. There was no time to lose. “I’ll be right back. You start packing, and we’ll both head out of Paris before we get into any more trouble.”
“I can’t allow my year in Paris to end so abruptly.” Monica was being stubborn. “And, I, I can’t live without seeing Christophe.”
“Please look out the window, Monica!” Lola was exasperated. “One hell of a protest is brewing down there, and I have to buy your airline ticket now while we still can. Just promise me you’ll stay in this room until I return, OK?”
Lola didn’t wait for Monica to reply. She hightailed down the five flights of stairs, eager not to lose any more time. When she stepped into the street through the large wood gate, the concierge hurried out to lock it behind her.
“Please be careful, Mademoiselle, it’s a hornet’s nest out there. You can’t trust anyone. Believe me; even a prince can turn out to be a snake in the grass.” The concierge spat on the floor, then gave the fifth-floor apartment the evil eye.
Upstairs, Madame was calling up to Monica in the attic bedroom.
“Monica, my sweet girl, please come to the salon.”
Monica wiped her tears and slowly made her way down. She was surprised to see Madame dressed in what looked like brand-new and very expensive Chanel.
“Oh, my gosh, you look fabulous, Madame. You were made to wear that Chanel suit.”
“My dear, you’re too sweet. But yes, I was made to wear Chanel and dine at the best places. I had a great dinner last night, and now I must do an errand of utmost importance.” She reached out to Monica and whispered. “Mon amour has asked me to pose for a photograph down by the street protestors.”
“But that could be dangerous, Madame,” warned Monica. “It’s too crowded and you know you lose your balance in crowds.”
“Not if you’re with me, my California girl! I just have to make my way to the middle of the crowd and look as if I’m still leading the Résistance. He said I have to hold my hand up high and the photographer will snap the shot for the book on my days as a heroine of the French republic.”
A beaming Madame packed up her handbag and grabbed Monica’s arm.
“Let’s go, my dear girl,” she said, ignoring Monica’s cautions.
“I, I really should stay here. I’m expecting a phone call.”
Madame laughed. “The telephone workers will be going on strike tout de suite as well before too long! Let’s go and have my photograph taken. Oh, I can’t wait to be famous––again.”

Downstairs, the concierge was guarding the building as though it were the Bastille, about to be stormed at any moment.
“I will not open this gate for any strangers,” she barked at Serge and Christophe.
“I understand your apprehension, Madame,” Christophe told her. “But it is urgent that I speak with Mademoiselle Monica. She’s one of the guests of Madame Caron de Pichet.”
“Anyone can give me the same set of facts you’ve just uttered. I refuse to open this door.”
Serge interceded. “Madame, please tell us if Madame Caron de Pichet and Monica are in the house.”
“Certainly not!” The concierge was emboldened by her own stubbornness.
Christophe thought with his pure heart and said, “Madame, surely you were in love once, deeply in love, that is––”
“No, can’t say I was. Came close to it, recently. But all men are filthy opportunists.” She spat on the ground again and thought of Jean-Michel. He came in and out of her apartment as if it belonged to him, expecting her to do this and that for him, expecting her to bow down to him. Last night he’d even had the gall to sleep until dawn in her bed, while she lay, sleepless and fuming, on her sagging sofa.
Serge gave up on being calm and polite. “Look here, woman, this young man is the son of the Viscount who, uh, who came often to visit Madame Caron de Pichet. If you’ll just peek through the gate, you will see the family resemblance.”
“Humph, I don’t care about any Viscounts. Didn’t they all get their heads guillotined on a day of protest just like today?” The concierge laughed. She pulled the hummingbird from her apron pocket and idly plucked at its iridescent green feathers.
“I beg you,” pleaded Christophe. “Is Mademoiselle Monica in the house or not? I will pay you handsomely for your service, Madame.”
“Ahhh, now you’re talking like a Viscount. How much is it worth to me to go up five flights of stairs to verify if your beloved Monica is there or not? Let me add up my numbers.” The concierge pulled out a handful of tiny feathers, dropped the bird on the ground, and crushed its remains with her heavy-soled shoes.
“Please Madame, name your price, I beg of you.” Christophe’s voice cracked. “My heart is racing. I fear something awful has happened to her.”
“Fine, slip three hundred francs under the gate and I’ll go check. And quit your sniveling and act like a man, for God’s sake!”
The money appeared moments later, and the concierge pulled the dusty notes free. But rather than open the gate right away, she wandered into her apartment and threw the stained bedspread off her mattress. She’d hidden some items she found in Jean-Michel’s valise under her bed. She had an urge to add all the mad money she collected the last several days from not one, but two nobles. No wonder the fools had their heads chopped off ages ago: they had no sense of safeguarding their money. When Jean-Michel had left his valise next to her sofa, she’d stolen six hundred francs, two house keys, and a large toucan bird.
Jean-Michel had laughed at her petty theft, as he had called it. But the concierge had been afraid of the things she’d seen inside the toucan’s huge bill, and she wanted to make sure they were gone, as Jean-Michel had promised they would be.
The men outside were pounding on the heavy wooden gate again, demanding to be let in. The concierge pulled open the toucan’s top bill, and saw, to her relief, that the bottom bill was now empty. She added all her tips and started daydreaming about a future bird-watching trip to the Amazon.
“You took the three hundred francs,” Serge shouted. “Now let us talk to Mademoiselle Monica.”
The concierge ambled out and opened the sliding peephole. “Yep, you sure do look like your father,” she said to Christophe.
Serge glared at her. “Is Mademoiselle Monica at home or not?”
“No, she and Madame Caron de Pichet walked out, arm in arm, about a half an hour ago.”
“Which way were they heading?” Christophe asked.
The concierge rubbed her thumb and index finger together. “Oh, that will cost you an additional two hundred francs.”
Christophe pulled out his wallet and, shooting the concierge a black look, shoved another two hundred francs under the gate.
When she’d picked up and counted the notes, the concierge felt every bit the lowlife she had always been. She swallowed hard at this brutal truth, though it wasn’t a pleasant thing to admit. But what could she do? It was her nature. After all, a hummingbird flits from one flower’s nectar to the next, a green parrot screeches all day long, and a toucan sometimes uses his serrated bill not to break tree bark, but to safeguard grenades for his master.
Still, the concierge felt a tinge of guilt, and thought that today, just for once, she could behave in a slightly more honorable manner.
“I can tell you this,” she said. “Madame Caron de Pichet was bragging about a photographer who was going to take her photo leading the protest. She said something about the Fontaine Saint-Michel.”
She jabbed an index finger in the direction of the river, and Serge took hold of Christophe’s arm.
“I’ll stay right here and you go look for her. I don’t trust this harpy,” he whispered, and Christophe took off running towards the Seine, blind to the agitation of the protestors, his eyes scanning the heaving crowd for his beloved Monica.







CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
Heart Stands Still
From his perch high above rue de Condé, Jean-Michel could observe all the coming and goings of the street below. Now that he had the apartment to himself, he could open all the full-length French doors in Madame’s salon. He walked out onto the narrow balcony and leaned against the wrought-iron guardrail. His machinations, he thought with a self-satisfied grin, would soon earn him a place at the table of all the major subversive organizations in Europe.
A gust of air seemed to applaud his well-thought out plan, the sheer lace curtains billowing out from the salon to obscure his face from any nosy neighbor. Jean-Michel smiled out at the City of Light: Paris continued to offer him its camouflage, its protection, inviting him to execute his plan all within the street theater of the famous Parisian demonstrations. Today’s demonstration was huge, the perfect setting for his genius. Soon he would witness his California Girl and his ancient Parisienne together, carrying out his orders. He stuck his head out to peer in the direction of Boulevard St.-Germain-des-Près and Boulevard St. Michel, but he could not yet spot Monica and Madame, his unlikely agents of terror.

Little could Jean-Michel have predicted that Madame was totally confused in the teeming crowds. She leaned heavily into Monica and said, “I do wish I was wearing my old Chanel shoes. These new heels are making me wobbly.”
“Let’s turn around, Madame.” Monica was concerned about the elderly lady. The crowd was heaving, and they were being pushed this way and that. “You’re off-balance and you don’t seem well.”
“Oh, no! Not when I am this close to finally making the history books. I slept with enough German officers and found out all sorts of secrets, and what did that get me? Nothing, not even a pair of shoes,” Madame laughed too loudly, too out of control––a little like the crowd around them, Monica thought. She didn’t like the faces of some of the protestors. These were not the idealistic, open-eyed expressions of university students seeking Utopia. On the contrary, these protestors where mostly men who looked almost militaristic and ready to fight. The possibility of violence seemed all too real.
Madame leaned into Monica, speaking softly. “The Gestapo is here,” she said, pointing to the neo-Fascists, “and those men next to them are French collaborators. But don’t worry, I know the German officers, they’re not so bad. They will probably take a liking to you, too.”
“Uh, Madame, the Gestapo existed decades ago. Really, I think the crowds are making you tired––and disoriented.”
“Yes, I’ve been bone-tired for ages,” Madame admitted. “But I must lead the maquis, my own squad of Résistance fighters. Can you believe it? After all my hard work, I finally get to lead my own group, and Robert Doisneau should be right around here ready to take my photo. He’s going to do it when I raise my arm and salute them. Do you see Monsieur Doisneau and his camera?”
Monica shook her head, not sure of what Madame was rambling on about. The old lady was too confused and frail to be out on these streets right now. A truck inched its way onto the intersection of the two boulevards, dividing the crowd into two groups. The men with the sturdy boots gathered further up the street outside another public urinal, which gave off a horrible stench. Their unlikely adversaries, a ramshackle group of anarchists in full disarray, crossed the street, moved around the now-parked truck, and sidled up to the booted men.
Monica and Madame were right in the middle of all this, jostled by the anarchists when they started crossing the street. Madame nearly fell off the sidewalk, but she gripped her handbag close to her chest with great ferocity.
“Mon Dieu, I must follow the directions of mon amour,” she told Monica, her voice earnest and clipped. “If I do, he will make sure that my name and my photograph will make history.”

At his post guarding the gate, Serge witnessed all the maneuverings of the disparate protest groups on the street and decided he wanted answers from the concierge. He knocked on the gate once again and the concierge absentmindedly opened it.
“Merde,” she muttered. “I can’t believe I opened the gate for an old farm hand.”
Serge snickered. “You used to like me well enough in the old days. Do you recall the fun times we had in your old bed while the Viscount and Madame had their own trysts?”
“It only happened once, and I never saw you again.”
“Well, I’m back.” He flashed her his snaggletooth smile. “Only this time I’m here to find out what is going on with Mademoiselle Monica. Who is she seeing here in Paris?”
“How should I know? She doesn’t tip me, so I don’t care what she does.”
“Why would she leave with Madame on such a crazy day? You’re a shrew––I mean to say a very intelligent woman. What do you think is going on with the two of them?”
The concierge noticed that Serge actually meant what he said, that he did find her intelligent, so she decided to give him her opinions. “I might have my own speculations about what’s going on with Madame and those American students––and her young lover. But you look quite elderly these days, and I don’t think that you can handle bad news.”
“What do you mean? I can still put a knife at an enemy’s throat, in case you have your doubts about my resolve.” He grabbed her rough hand and kissed it gently. “Please tell me. Anything that pertains to Monica can hurt my Christophe. Didn’t you see how madly in love he is with her?”
“Yes, but I’ve never had anyone love me that much, so what do I care?”
“Because, although life has dealt you a bad hand, you deserve to feel like a decent person, a kindhearted person, at least once in your life. That’s why. Please tell me.”
“Madame has a new young lover,” the concierge blurted out. “A despicable rich young man who abuses old women. He left some things in my care and, and … well, some of those things can kill a lot of people.”
“What kind of things?”
“Things that were hidden in the toucan’s bill up in Madame’s apartment––”
“What? What is a toucan? You’d better not be lying and making a fool out of me.”
“Why would I lie? A toucan is a bird––a stuffed bird, in this instance. And the things hidden in his bill were grenades. That’s the kind of person this Jean-Michel is. I hate him. He violated me and now he’s making Madame do something terrible on his behalf. And he’s taking his revenge on that Monica who you care so much about. He is furious that she cheated on him with Christophe.”
“Do you know where Jean-Michel is now?” Serge couldn’t believe his ears. “And where are these grenades?”
The concierge pointed to Madame’s fifth-floor apartment. Serge had heard enough. He knew that he could not solve this sordid puzzle by standing talking to the concierge. First, he had to act quickly, but this wasn’t easy. His old legs lumbered slowly past the concierge as he started his long trudge up the steps to Madame’s apartment. When Serge paused at the second-floor landing, already out of breath, he heard the concierge’s heavy footsteps as she walked up the stairs and past him. She was dangling her metal ring full of apartment keys. One of those keys was crucial; the one that would open the door of Madame’s apartment to reveal the evil hiding among her worthless treasures, evidence of a life poorly lived.

Back in California Lola had participated in numerous anti-Vietnam War rallies, so she had a good sense of how to navigate the perimeter of crowds. When she discovered that the travel agency was closed, she wanted to return as quickly as possible to Madame’s apartment and keep a close eye on Monica.
Lola took long strides, maneuvering her way through the crowds, her crimson curls swaying in the fall breeze. Christophe spotted her trademark locks from a block away and shouted, “Lola, attends!”
“Damn, the fuzz is calling my name,” muttered Lola to no one in particular. Rather than look back, she picked up her pace, weaving in and out of the teeming crowd.
The man’s voice insisted, this time more politely, “Mademoiselle Lola, attendez, s’il vous plait!
But Lola, like her gangster cousins, never waited for any cop, even a polite cop, to ask her any questions, so she hustled away as quickly as she could, disappearing into the heaving crowd.

Jean-Michel was astounded to feel butterflies in his stomach. He was a decisive leader, not some nervous minion. The plan he’d put into action was foolproof, of course, but he could not locate Monica and Madame among the swirling river of people in the street, and this made him jittery. He needed to imprint on his mind an image of the forthcoming destruction––of a river of blood––and remind himself that this image would obliterate any past missteps as a rebel leader.
He leaned farther and farther out of the balcony, gripping the guardrail, but Monica and Madame were nowhere to be seen.
“This is what happens when you rely on weak women to do your bidding,” he shouted and retreated inside. In a fit of temper he yanked the billowing lace curtain off its ancient rod and trampled it underfoot.
In Jean-Michel’s mind there had only been one woman who proved her unending love for her man, and that was Isabel Casamayor de Godin, the namesake of his stuffed toucan. He pictured her floating alone and naked on a balsa wood raft, the bird her only companion.
“Isabel didn’t let any ten-foot caiman frighten her,” he shouted, pacing Madame’s apartment. “She forged ahead down the Amazon River with the image of her beloved waiting for her in French Guiana. But I have the bad luck to depend on a double-crossing California girl and a senile Parisienne to prove their love for me!”
Enraged at the very thought of Madame, he tore her precious Doisneau photograph off the wall and hurled it onto the floor. The image of Madame’s leg and of an admirer in a fedora lay unbroken on the ground, so Jean-Michel jumped up and down on top of the frame until the glass and the paper were pulverized.
This didn’t calm him, so he returned to the balcony to continue his tirade.
“Look at all those idiots––anarchists, leftists, union organizers, anti-nuclear testing buffoons, starry-eyed students,” he hissed. “They’re all going to feel pain now.”
Only the neo-Fascists seemed organized, Jean-Michel decided, wondering if perhaps he should consider becoming a neo-Fascist himself. But he soon dismissed this idea since the Italian neo-Fascist group Ordine Nuovo, or the “New Order,” were already adept at attacking rallies with hand grenades. Other, less organized political movements needed him more.
At last Jean-Michel spotted Madame, walking––practically hobbling––with the aid of Monica towards the group of anarchists, the spot where the photographer was supposedly waiting for them. He had instructed Madame to head towards the urinals, and she seemed to be doing exactly as she’d been told. So far, so good, he thought, smiling. But then, rising above all the sounds in the crowd, was some man’s voice bellowing out Lola’s name. Who was this man? How did he know Monica’s friend? An overpowering rage flooded Jean-Michel’s heart and his mind. He couldn’t believe what he was witnessing.

Lola stopped to wipe sweat from her brow. She was feeling hot and anxious from dodging through the crowd to elude the persistent cop hot on her heels. She looked around to see if the coast was clear, and that’s when she spotted Monica and Madame walking timidly towards the anarchists and the baton-wielding neo-Fascists. This was madness, Lola thought. Anyone in their right mind could see the potential fight brewing between the two groups.
She released her most ear-splitting whistle that made everyone––especially Monica––turn around and look at her. The crowd surged, and Lola lost sight of Monica, but at least now she knew that her friend was close by. Lola whistled again and again, as loud as she could, until her deafening siren made Monica stop.
“I have to go,” she told Madame. “Lola needs me.”
She let go of Madame’s arm and pushed her way through the milling protestors, away from the anti-Fascists and towards the sound of Lola’s whistle.

Madame barely noticed Monica’s departure. Her mind was a blur of excitement and pride. She noticed a man with a camera, and although he didn’t look at all like Monsieur Doisneau, she smiled and waved to him. Then she recalled that Jean-Michel had told her to raise her right arm stiffly before she did some other step, a step that didn’t come to mind just then. Again, Madame smiled at the photographer and at the Gestapo, and she raised her hand in what she realized was a Nazi salute.
The anarchists had been waiting for a trigger to release their anger, and once they saw this provocative salute, they rushed the neo-Fascists. Punches were thrown, and men were tumbling all around her, shouting and yelling. She could hear the crunch of fist hitting bone, and blood splattered onto her Chanel suit. Madame was confused––so very, very confused. She smiled at the camera again, but now the photographer was taking photos of the men fighting. He didn’t seem interested in her at all.
Then she remembered what Jean-Michel had told her to do: “Your actions today will prove to history that you are a leader of your own maquis, not just some strumpet pretending to be a Résistance fighter. When you and Monica get near the metal urinals, you will take out the play grenade,” he had shown her the toy grenade, “then you will pull out this safety pin, raise your right arm high and throw it. Can you do that?”
“But why can’t I just hold the toy grenade? I don’t want to be remembered for appearing violent. This is a photograph for posterity, and I’m a lover not a fighter,” Madame had said, laughing flirtatiously with her young amour.
“Ask yourself this question––who remembers the behind-the-scenes Résistance fighters?”
“Well, no one comes to mind.”
“And do you know why?” Jean-Michel had asked her sweetly. “Because the world remembers bold and defiant acts. And now is the time for you to be very bold. Can you do this for you and for me?”
At the memory of Jean-Michel kissing her so very tenderly, Madame pursed her lips again as if she were preparing for his moist lips. Everyone near her had backed away to avoid getting embroiled in the fight between the anti-Fascists and the anarchists. With her lips pursed, she took out the grenade from her handbag and she pulled out the safety pin. Then, with acute clarity of mind, as if the flash from a camera had illuminated her addled brain, Madame realized that this was no toy. She only had seconds before the spark would ignite the fuse, setting off the combustible material in the detonator––and the explosion would embed pieces of metal, killing and maiming the demonstrators. Madame clasped the deadly weapon close to her body, hugging it to her womb. Then she closed her eyes and let herself fall to the ground––and onto the grenade. Her last thought was not of Jean-Michel, nor of the Viscount who loved her long ago, but of the young people in the crowd who would be saved by her action. One day, they might remember her altruistic sacrifice.







CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
Heart’s Content
The concierge opened Madame’s front door quietly and stood back to let Serge in. He rushed through the salon towards the balcony where Jean-Michel stood, leaned over the railing and shouting obscenities at the crowd below. As soon as the explosion echoed up from the street, Jean-Michel began laughing uncontrollably.
“That’s the end of my California Girl, that two-timing slut, Monica!” he cried, and leaned farther out to observe the mayhem he had masterminded. His plan must have worked to perfection.
Serge didn’t think twice. He squatted low and used all the might of his bony body to push Jean-Michel over the rail. He had seen enough evil during the war, and he had no qualms about ending Jean-Michel’s life. But Serge wasn’t an agile young man anymore. He used so much force to topple Jean-Michel; he hit the rail himself and catapulted over, tumbling, as if in a slow-motion, through the windy Parisian air. Serge shut his eyes and, for the last few seconds of his life, concentrated on the memory of Victoire’s smile.
A voice from the crowd shouted, “Je t’aime,” and Serge called back, “Je t’ai toujours aimé.” Knowing that he had always loved Victoire filled his heart with sheer ecstasy. Just before his body hit the ground, Serge opened his eyes and smiled broadly. It was Christophe’s voice shouting “je t’aime”––he’d recognize his voice anywhere. Serge had changed Christophe’s diapers as a wailing infant; he had heard Christophe first word, cheval; and he had heard Christophe’s laughter when he rode his first pony, Serge running alongside him in case Christophe lost his balance.
The woman’s voice calling back to Christophe must be Monica. They were together again, as they should be. Serge closed his eyes and died in peace.

Unlike Serge, Jean-Michel had not fallen to the ground. He was clinging to Haussmann’s dictatorial iron guardrail, legs dangling down the side of the building, and begging the concierge to help pull him in inside the apartment.
“Please, help me,” he called up to her. “You are the only true love of my life. Help pull me up, and we’ll leave today for South America. We’ll spend a year exploring the Amazon––just the two of us!”
The concierge stood on the balcony, her thick varicose-veined legs planted wide, as if balancing a decision between torturing Jean-Michel by not pulling him in or taunting him with fake promises of help. But really she was standing there adding up her numbers. She didn’t yet have enough money to pay for her dream bird-watching vacation, but she could not trust Jean-Michel to pay up.
“I need the money first,” she said. “Do you have any money here?”
“I have some money, but I…I promise to give you more.” Jean-Michel flailed against the building, writhing in pain. When he tried to raise one arm to a higher grip of the guardrail, his other hand slipped down to a lower grip, so he was now dangling lopsided. Paris no longer seemed to be cooperating with Jean-Michel, and his only view now was disgusting: the old woman’s hairy legs.
“I beg you, please help me up,” he cried, grimacing in agony.
“Where’s the money?”
“High on the top shelf. Over there!” He pointed with his chin.
The concierge ambled back inside as though she had not a care in the world, and took her sweet time finding a chair to stand on, and to look for the money Jean-Michel had hidden in Madame’s top book shelf.
“Yep, I see some cash here, but it’s not enough,” she called. She was using all her fingers to add up the numbers. The concierge had always been dense at school, and her diminished intellect had declined even further with her bitter age. “Where have you hidden more money? I already checked the toucan’s bill, and it’s empty.”
Jean-Michel felt himself losing strength, his life literally hanging by his fingertips, and his anger got the best of him. “Damn you, don’t touch my beautiful Isabel. Use those big, ugly milkmaid hands of yours and pull me up! You’re not worth one more franc.”
The concierge felt a surge of resentment towards this man who demanded so much and treated her with such contempt. Fifi was barking in a locked bedroom, so the concierge clambered down from her chair and opened the door. Fifi scurried to the balcony and nipped at Jean-Michel’s white and strained fingers, now barely gripping the iron rail. The concierge followed the dog out, determined to have the last laugh.
“Bite the bad man, Fifi, bite!” she commanded. As the poodle growled and nipped, the concierge lifted her trunk of a leg and kicked away his fingers, ending Jean-Michel’s beastly grip on her life.

While the last act of the life of Serge––and Jean-Michel––was playing out, the crowds nearest the pissoir had scattered, running after Madame fell on the grenade. But a block away, protestors of every stripe now stood smiling and transfixed by the romantic drama taking place in front of them. The crowd had parted to allow a scene that can only take place in Paris, and Paris alone.
Monica cried out, “Lola, I can’t see you, where are you?”
Lola whistled again, and Christophe heard Monica’s panicked voice.
“Monica,” he called out, “je t’aime!”
The crowd applauded this proclamation of love. The lovers could not yet see one another in the dense crowd, but each one pressed forward, jogging through the human haze, towards the voice of the other.
“I’m so sorry,” cried Monica. “Please forgive me. I love you, too.”
“We will work everything out together,” Christophe shouted through the mob. “Come back and live with me at Les Charmilles!”
Voices in the crowd shouted along with him, “Yes, make love at Les Charmilles! Make love at Les Charmilles!”
During the student unrest of 1968, the dominant slogan of the protestors had been, “Soyez realistes, demandez l’impossible.” But as the church bells of nearby St. Sulpice and St.-Germain-des-Près rang out, and Monica and Christophe embraced, and many people in the crowd recognized that they had created a far better slogan, a more radical rallying cry for their times. “Make love, make love,” they sang out. It was not enough to be realistic and ask the impossible, in the words of their former slogan. The crowd was French, after all, and they understood George Sand’s immortal words: there is only one happiness in life, to love and to be loved.

Lola, hearing the exchange between Monica and Christophe, did not whistle again. For once, she decided to stay silent and walk away. She’d kept her promise to look out for Monica, and now if was up to Monica to determine her own fate.
Lola wondered if Paris had curtailed her own voracious appetite for love and life. Yes, she’d met famous, flashy people at Le Sept; and yes, she’d had a fling with a revolutionary dud and a pompous marquis; and, of course, her curves and her signature crimson curls had caused a sensation whenever she strolled down the Avenue des Champs-Êlysées––they always did. Had she lived in Paris in a different era, perhaps during La Belle Otero’s reign, she might have also been the toast of the town.
But now she had a hankering to try her luck elsewhere––at the roulette of life waiting in Monte Carlo. Lola wrapped her recently acquired Hermès scarf around her neck and picked up her pace. She was sure that something thrilling was waiting for her down south. There wasn’t a moment to lose.

Christophe wrapped a protective arm around Monica and escorted her through the throngs back to Madame’s ill-fated hôtel particulier. When they arrived at the gate, the two bodies had already been driven away by an ambulance, and the concierge stood by the main gate, holding Fifi in her arms.
“It all happened so suddenly,” she was explaining to the police. “Serge was an old friend of Madame Caron de Pichet. He came by to see how she was doing, and I told him about a suspicious man who had been visiting her of late. I told him that the man was violent.”
She lifted the sleeve of her sweater and showed them a man-size bite on her arm. The detective scribbling in his notebook frowned at the bite and nodded at her to continue.
“Serge was very upset when he saw what the man did to me,” she said. “He and I went up to Madame’s apartment to check on her. Who knows what this devil could have done to Madame–– or Fifi?”
The concierge tried to snuggle up to Fifi, but the dog growled.
“Do you know the man’s name?”
“One moment,” she said, and stepped back into her own apartment. When she returned, the concierge brandished a large envelope, from which she pulled three passports. “He asked me to keep this for him. You see, he has three names and he comes from three countries.”
One of the inspectors took the passports away from the concierge and eyed her suspiciously. But the concierge smiled: she had a small audience around her, and she liked being the center of attention.
“Well, obviously the devil had many aliases,” she lectured. “He was either a poet from Nicaragua, a Franciscan monk en route back to Haiti, or a chocolate salesman from Switzerland. You inspectors figure it out. But I suspect he was a nobody, a man without family or means, a vagabond devil.”
Christophe pushed through the crowd to reach her.
“I have to lie down,” the concierge was saying, feigning weakness in the legs, but one look at her sturdy stumps and no one believed her fake dizzy spell.
“But what has happened to Serge?” Christophe demanded, trying to make sense of the scene.
“Why, he tried to protect me from the devil,” blurted the concierge, “and he fought valiantly, like the Archangel Michael! And now Serge is dead––but so is the devil.”
Monica put her arms around Christophe and held him tight. She felt the thumping of his chest against her own racing heart. Christophe’s heart agonized with the news of Serge’s death, but Monica heaved in relief knowing that she had escaped from the malignant grip, the hypnotic spell that Jean-Michel had cast on her––and on other susceptible lonely hearts he had taken down with him in his muddy vortex.
Monica stroked Christophe’s back and consoled him. He had a heart of gold whose goodness radiated warmth and understanding. He had seen through the quagmire of her emotions and had chosen to love her through thick and thin––just as he had promised her back at Les Charmilles.
“Where did they take my godfather, my guiding light?” he asked the inspectors, fighting back tears.
One of the inspectors gave him the address of the mortuary, and Monica rushed into the road to flag down a taxi. Christophe turned to the concierge, his face drained and severe.
“I will be sending someone to collect all of Mademoiselle’s Monica’s belongings. She will never set foot in this place again.” Christophe took a couple of hundred franc notes, and thrust them at the concierge. “Kindly make sure that all her belongings are accounted for and packed carefully, Madame.”

The concierge knew she had been chastised by a true nobleman, and she didn’t mind so much. By his polite and refined rebuke, he had proven to her that he was a more evolved and perceptive person than she––and she couldn’t disagree. She was a mongrel and a scoundrel, she knew, someone who would consistently live up to her lowly reputation. She would decide in her own good time if she would steal an item or two from the Monica’s box of belongings, or if she would even pack them. The concierge knew how to take advantage of people, how to make them overpay for her services, but above all, she knew how to take secrets to her grave.
Never once during the subsequent interviews with the police inspectors did the concierge ever reveal the devil’s true identity. Nor did she tell them about his valise with the false bottom and the documents it contained, revealing the address of two apartments near the Eiffel Tower. The concierge had found the keys as well, and spent many happy hours in anticipation of the gold mine she would find in these apartments, money that would enable her fly off and view all the birds in the Amazon. She started taking Fifi on walks around that quartier, so that the two could become a familiar sight on the chichi street. She would wait until the right moment presented itself, and then she would walk into the apartment and claim her pirate’s booty.
The concierge carried the two mystery keys in the pocket of her grimy overcoat as a talisman of the dream life she would soon lead. As she walked Fifi on her sturdy leash, she rubbed one key, then the other, waiting for the magical moment. She took them out of her pocket, admired them and put them back in her pocket.
“I’m keeping the golden keys to our future warm on this chilly day,” she said to Fifi, who growled at her. “Don’t be such an ungrateful mutt!”
The concierge bent down to slap Fifi good and hard, to let her know who the top dog was. Fifi snapped back, biting the concierge’s hand so hard she drew blood, and took off running across busy Avenue Bosquet. The dog leash wrapped itself around the concierge’s hefty ankle and tripped her up. The keys which she had been caressing flew from her hand and were run over by multiple cars, crushing the dreams the concierge never deserved to so much as contemplate.

Ever since the passing of the late Viscount, Madame La Vicomtesse had stayed in mourning, always dressed in black equestrian attire. The severity of the fit reminded her to keep a stiff upper lip and to hold unto the reins of Les Charmilles and its related enterprises. Most of all, her raven attire reminded everyone else that, despite the widespread knowledge of the late Viscount’s philandering, she had loved him and her heart bled for him––and she would always mourn his passing.
But since Serge’s tragic death, she had taken to wearing a loose black gown, slouching with the weight of her melancholy. She spent all day under the arbor sighing––and crying. Once in a while, as a tribute to Serge, she would attend to the rose bushes, as Serge used to do. Mostly, she liked to hear Monica and Christophe chatter and hug and sneak a kiss as they went about the business of managing the vineyards, the horses, the personnel, and the grounds of Les Charmilles. She’d come to appreciate their pure, sweet love. Theirs was a love of epic proportions; of this fact Madame La Vicomtesse was certain. They had overcome an evil villain, and faced many obstacles, including her own interference and disapproval. True, Monica had temporarily stumbled into decadence, but they sacrificed and persevered, and now their love blossomed at Les Charmilles. Their every encounter seemed to create an aura of warmth, their love a shield of vibrant colors painting Les Charmilles with happiness and harmony.
One afternoon, about two months after Serge’s funeral, Monica set up her easel by the arbor to paint. Madame La Vicomtesse walked up, her black dress trailing the ground.
“What do you think of this composition, Madame La Vicomtesse?” Monica asked.
“Humph, I’ve seen better, much better.”
“What do you recommend that I do to improve it? Could it be the colors I’ve selected?”
“Let me study it. Here, you received a postcard in the mail from Lola.” She handed Monica a sepia image of a 1920’s dancer.
“Oh, so this is a photo of La Belle Otero!” Monica read the postcard over and over. “Lola is always referencing La Belle Otero. She drove Annie crazy with her admiration for her, and now she writes that Annie is down in the South of France and is asking her for advice on how to break up with the professor she’s been having an affair with.” Monica’s eyes welled with tears as she reminisced about her friends and their naïve aspirations for their year in Paris. Karen could not adjust to living abroad and returned to California, Annie’s academic goals had taken a back seat to the complications of her love affair with a married professor, and Lola’s lifestyle was less than admirable.
“Is Lola not well?”
“Oh, she’s fine. She’s Lola, after all. And whatever Lola wants, Lola gets.”
“And what does Lola want?”
“If I tell you, you might think less of her, Madame La Vicomtesse, I’d rather––”
“Nonsense! First, I’ve asked you to please call me Agnès. Second, I admire Lola’s determination. What is it that she wants?”
Monica read aloud a section of the postcard: “I’m so envious of your romance with Christophe. Perhaps one day I’ll fall in love too. In the meantime, I’m having a bitchin’ time with my sugar daddy in Monte Carlo!”
“Humph, I see.” Madame La Vicomtesse always disapproved––but today she reconsidered. She had huffed and puffed with anger and disappointment when Monica admitted driving the getaway car for Rémy, but then she’d released her hound of an attorney and the matter was erased from all memory. Sometimes, she decided, it was better to forgive and forget. And Monica and Lola weren’t the first young women in the world to be led astray by smooth-talking men.
“I think you’d better go to the stables and check on the horses,” Madame La Vicomtesse commanded, settling herself in a chair. “I’ll stay here and study your painting,”
Monica walked over to Madame La Vicomtesse, kissed her forehead, and settled Serge’s wool beret on her cold head. “There, now you’ll be warm while you help me improve the painting.” Monica handed her a paintbrush and headed for the stables.
From a distance she saw Christophe waiting for her by one of the paddocks, as if he had just turned out a horse, instead of bringing it in for the night. He was gazing at her with such intense love that she had an urge to run into his arms and kiss him.
“Je t’aime,” she shouted and ran towards him. At the sound of her voice a horse neighed and its hoofbeats pounded the paddock. A sorrel horse galloped into view.
“Rocky! Rocky! Is it really you?”
Rocky approached the fence and leaned his neck over, and Monica climbed up to hug him. He nuzzled ever so gently against her, and she clasped his neck and rubbed his chest, their matching auburn manes fluttering in the afternoon breeze.
Christophe approached both of them, smiling. He fed Rocky a carrot, and put his arm around Monica.
“Now that Rocky is here,” he told Monica, “Les Charmilles is truly your home––and I promise to love you forever.”




Afterword
The Paris of this novel reflects the tumultuous era when I was a university student in France during the 1970s. Despite the social upheavals of that time, my personal coming-of-age journey in France was filled with good friendships, sublime cultural experiences, lightheartedness––and a few broken promises.
I could not have written this novel without the inspirational memories of my friendship with the late Madame C de L. She epitomized the très chic, old money, eccentric, sexagenarian Parisienne. And I was the wide-eyed, wannabe academic she loved to shock with her antics, outrageous experiences, and bawdy recollections of times gone by. In the subsequent years since I last saw her, I have come to cherish the memories of our friendship, because I now realize she was imparting her off-kilter wisdom to me––the daughter she’d never had.
With the exception of the characters of La Belle Otero, George Sand, Isabel Casamayor de Godin, and the female French Résistance members Francine Escande and Yvonne Dumont, all the characters in this novel are products of my imagination. My word selection and idiomatic expressions are representative of that era.
My gratitude goes out to my insightful editors Paula Morris and Brooke Foster, my patient book designer Karrie Ross, my good friend and photographer Lisa Baker, Brigitte Aguilar for her administrative support and words of encouragement, and especially to the uniquely creative and technical team of Sarah and Kevin Bunch.
I hope my French friends will enjoy this work of fiction. Nothing gives me greater joy than to sojourn often in France with my family. We’ve been fortunate to experience the unique richness of this wonderful country––from Champagne to Bordeaux––and hope to continue doing so in the years to come.
Many thanks to my children, Loreal and Jay-Paul, who read my manuscripts and offer constructive suggestions. My heartfelt appreciation goes out to my son Peter, for his constant praise and support of my writing life. As always, I’m forever grateful to my husband Peter for loving me every step of the way.
June 3, 2013
Paris
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