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Between the wolf in the tall grass and the wolf in the tall story
there is a shimmering go-between.
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ONE
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Paris
May 14, 1924

Dear parents,

Last night I visited a club in Montparnasse where the men dress as women and the women as men. Papa would have loved it. And Mama’s face would have crinkled in that special smile she has for Papa’s passion for everything French.

The place is called the Chameleon Club. It’s a few steps down from the street. You need a password to get in. The password is: Police! Open up! The customers find it amusing.

A bar, a stage, a dance floor, leather banquettes, tables around the edges. A typical Paris nightclub, except for the clientele. But here’s the most surprising thing: the owner is Hungarian. She calls herself Yvonne. She’s tall and blond and dresses in red and has a weakness for sailors. She sings in that husky voice Papa adores, subdued and choked with tears. When she sang I heard Papa’s phonograph, muffled and locked in his study.

Yvonne’s song was about a woman whose sailor boyfriend has drowned at sea. I’d never heard a sadder song, not even from the gypsies. Yvonne sang with her eyes closed, one hand raking her hair. In her other hand, pressed to her forehead, she held an unlit cigarette.

She sang, I will never see him again. Never. Never again. A mournful arpeggio rippled from the out-of-tune piano while the tenor saxophone looped circles around the voice. The other musicians put down their instruments and sat back, watching Yvonne. It’s over, she sang. All over.

I felt clammy and chilled to the bone, though the club was smoky and hot. I reached for my camera the way, as a boy, I used to reach for your hands. But I’d left it in my room. I was hoping to make a few friends before I asked to take pictures of bankers and diplomats whose wives might not know that their husbands go out dancing in high heels and dresses.

Even after a year in Paris, it took some getting used to. The hardest part was not staring. Or was I supposed to stare? Photographing these birds of paradise will be a challenge, don’t you think?

I was trying to communicate—with nothing so obvious as a smile, but let’s say a smile of the eyes—my admiration for the chic of women in tuxedos escorting women in evening gowns. As if these glorious peacocks cared what a penniless Hungarian artist thought of their fashion choices! Even Papa admits that the French have always had mixed feelings about anyone who hasn’t lived in France since the Neanderthal Era, though here in Montparnasse they like anything exotic.

By the time Yvonne finished the second verse, everyone was in love with her. I completely forgot myself and wept along with the rest. The ocean knew where her sailor was. We have seen him, said the waves. He is sleeping with us. You will never kiss his lips or feel the weight of his body again.

Uncoiling from the knot into which the song had tied her, Yvonne stood and opened her arms. The audience exploded. She lit her cigarette, blew a long plume of smoke, and welcomed the crowd to her home, which she told them to think of as their home, a place where they could feel free to take off their trousers and spread their legs and relax. She said some other things in this vein, including some jokes that might have embarrassed Mama, though Papa would have taken them in the French good humor intended.

I felt that Yvonne was laughing at us for having been so sad, even though she’d made us sad with her song about the sailor. The crowd was mostly regulars. I could tell they knew what was coming.

The Chameleon’s famous all-girl band struck up a jazzy fanfare, and a dozen men and women trotted onstage in skimpy sailor suits. What bizarre human pretzels they made, doing flips and backbends until their faces were staring forward from between their knees. Slithering over and under each other like a nest of snakes, they threw in plenty of crisp salutes and precision marching. A giantess in a navy officer’s uniform lifted a tiny Asian girl in an orange kimono who sat cross-legged, like the Buddha, cupped in the giant’s hands, and sang a lilting melody about first love and cherry blossoms.

When the show ended, the dancers strolled among us, their sailor hats upturned. I thought a million times about the sacrifices you are making. But didn’t you raise me to believe that everyone should be paid for their labor? I dropped a few coins into the cap of a sailorette who gave me a saucy smile. When she turned and winked over her shoulder, I wondered if the sailorette might be a sailor.

The band was playing swing tunes. A few couples starting dancing. Men with men, women with women in monocles and mustaches. But if you’re picturing something lewd, you couldn’t be more wrong. They were as stiff as children at a grade-school dance. Leaning against the wall, Yvonne watched, smoking a cigarette.

Yvonne caught the eye of the headwaiter, a woman in black trousers and a butcher’s apron: Fat Bernard, who also sings. Without a word being spoken, waiters swarmed the room. Soon they were practically sprinting with rattling trays of bottles and glasses. The sailors and sailorettes pitched in. The music got louder, the customers shouted to be heard.

Dancers drifted onto the floor. One couple did the tango, though the band was playing a foxtrot. Sweeter than sweet, crooned Fat Bernard in a syrupy tenor. Lovers kissed. An argument broke out when a dancer grabbed a brandy from a tray headed for someone’s table.

I took advantage of the chaos to approach Yvonne. It was too noisy to talk. I pantomimed taking a picture. I shouted, I want to take your picture! At first she couldn’t hear me, but her expression changed when she realized that I was speaking Hungarian.

You know how we love our language, how those Asiatic vowels whisk us back to the powdered heaven where our mama sang us to sleep. Ask us anything, in our mother tongue, and we will say yes. Yvonne stared, then told me to do something to myself that Mama shouldn’t imagine.

Her refusal was doubly surprising. From my letters, you must have concluded that Parisians like having their pictures taken, especially French girls.

“Why not?” I yelled over the music. My voice squeaked like a boy’s. Yvonne grabbed my elbow and dragged me over to a door she unlocked with a key that clanked from her spangled belt.

Don’t worry. You can read on. I swear my only desire was to photograph Yvonne and her clientele. It was entirely about my art: the basis of your faith in me and your generous stipend, the tuition you are paying to what Papa calls the art school of life, which will soon decide if I have what it takes to be an artist.

Yvonne was right to say no. I would never have had the nerve to order a woman like that around for as long as it took to set up a shot in an “office” more like a courtesan’s nest in Papa’s Balzac novels. The cushions, the lacy garments tossed on the couch, the tangles of stockings and sandals exuded a flowery perfume, Yvonne’s trademark gardenia.

She pointed at a table on which there was a terrarium. Its glass walls were beaded with moisture. Inside a miniature garden bloomed, complete with tiny topiary and classical Greek statues.

“Versailles!” I said. “What a coincidence! I photographed there last week.”

Yvonne said, “Are you blind?”

Mama, Papa, you know better than anyone what a visual person I am, how I learned my colors before any child in our town, how I could always find the potato bugs in Mama’s garden and was the first to spot Papa trudging home after a hard day of teaching. So you will understand how embarrassed I was by how long it took me to see the green chameleon standing perfectly still behind a thimble-size statue of Cupid shooting his bow and arrow.

This is why I have fallen so madly in love with this city! Despite the worries, despite my guilt for delaying Papa’s retirement, despite the soul-destroying jobs, it still makes me dizzy with joy to see the word Paris in my handwriting at the top of this letter! Where else can one go to a cross-dressers’ nightclub and meet a Hungarian chanteuse who keeps a lizard in the style of Marie Antoinette?

Yvonne scooped up the reptile and pressed it to her breast. The quivering chameleon gradually turned the scarlet of her dress.

She said, “Look how little Louis matches my heart.”

Was this why Yvonne wore red? Was her club named after a lizard? I’d assumed it was a metaphor for her clients’ changing skins. Could I write about this for the Magyar Gazette?

Yvonne said, “Louis is not my first. That was my Darius-the-Prince, my lizard killed by a jealous sailor. For Darius I created a tiny Persian garden.” She sighed with what I hoped was grief for her departed pet and not impatience with a fool she wouldn’t be bothering with, except for the chance to speak Hungarian.

She said, “One night I was working out front. My friend, a German admiral whose name you would know, let himself into my office and put my darling Darius on my paisley shawl. He died, exhausted by the strain of turning all those colors.”

I looked at the shawl that Yvonne was careful to keep from touching her pet. There are no German admirals whose names I would know. Forgive my ignorance. How often has Papa said that a smart man never loses sight of what the military is doing?

Yvonne said, “My customers don’t come here to get their pictures taken.”

“I understand completely,” I said. “Thank you and good night.”

Our conversation had given me so much to think about, and I was so eager to start thinking about it that, on my way out, I barely saw the dancing couples. I noticed a man in a judge’s wig dancing with a shirtless fellow with a striped necktie hanging down his back. I passed several bellhops of indeterminate gender and two men with corkscrew curls and bee-stung lips.

Don’t worry, I thought. I’ll be back. My camera will immortalize you in that delicious foxtrot. I grabbed a handful of business cards with the club’s address and a sketch of a lizard.

I know your blood must run cold at the thought of supporting a son whose ambition is to photograph transvestites. How did he get that way? Where did he learn this? Certainly not in our town, where art means silhouettes of a peasant girl and boy kissing, in wooden clogs.

It had stopped raining, and I walked to save money and in the hope that exercise might help me sleep. The streets were strangely empty for such a beautiful spring night. The French have odd superstitions, like those tribes that lock up their daughters so the moon won’t get them pregnant. The worn-thin soles of my shoes slapped against the cobblestones. There were more cats than one normally sees, except in the cemeteries. A huge black tom cat crossed my path. Don’t bother knocking on wood. If I weren’t superstitious, I would say I felt lucky.

Do you recall that Papa used to read me a story about a boy who wakes up to find that the Martians have kidnapped everyone but him? Were you aware that, night after night, I’d tiptoe to your door and stand there until I was sure you hadn’t been stolen by spacemen? Did my insomnia start then, or had it already begun?

Entering the rue Delambre, I saw a guy flicking his cigarette lighter to help two friends picking a front-door lock. I considered turning around, but it seemed safer to keep walking. As I passed, one yelled at me, “My cousin forgot his key!”

If only I’d had my camera! Another joke. Ha-ha. Actually, I was wondering which of my friends I could pay to dress up like thieves and reenact the scene. I worked out the composition. I thought about locations. It was a welcome distraction from replaying my chat with Yvonne.

Eventually I spotted the sign outside my hotel, a milky flickering meant to discourage guests because every mouse hole is occupied by an artist who can’t pay the rent, a situation in which I would be if not for your kindness. The night clerk was snoring in that alarming way of dying and snorting back to life. I woke him. There was a package for me. What a thrill to see my name in Mama’s precious hand!

I tore open the parcel as I trudged up the stairs. Along with Papa’s letter about the peasant woman dragging her sick pig into Uncle Ferenc’s surgery until they explained that he only treats humans, I found a vial of yet another insomnia cure that Mama (against my advice) purchased from the chemist. Did I not write that I needed socks? Or did clairvoyant Mama know what I really needed?

Remember how you’d promise that my insomnia would disappear? That I would grow out of it, that everyone slept, sooner or later. That hasn’t happened. The only difference is that I am no longer in my childhood room, lying in the dark, hating sleepers everywhere who take sleep for granted.

Paris is an insomniac’s heaven. There is always something to photograph, something hidden in the shadows. One can see so much more in the darkness than in the light of day. How fortunate that my problem should have turned out to be a blessing, sending me out to take pictures in the velvet night. I know what you are thinking: if I’d stayed home, my insomnia would have gone away on its own.

Back in my room I turned on the “light” and crushed a gigantic water bug that rose to fight me on its hind legs. I opened the vial from Mama and, as directed, dripped four drops into a glass. Red roses bloomed in the water. I drank the potion, lay down, and tried not to think about my embarrassing chat with Yvonne. You can imagine how easy that was for your hypersensitive boy whose throat has been sore for a week.

I recalled Dr. Drumas, or was it Dr. Fiksor—anyway, one of those “experts” to whom you took me—advising me to calm my racing thoughts by giving myself a task. I decided to translate Yvonne’s song from French into Hungarian. The vowels soothed me, and soon enough I imagined the scent of talcum, and it seemed to me I heard Mama singing me to sleep.

That’s when I made the fatal mistake of trying to remember the tune. Not Mama’s tune. Yvonne’s. My eyes shot open, and I realized what my talk with Yvonne had meant. I’d failed to notice her lizard because I have no talent and will spend the rest of my life taking wedding and graduation portraits in our dusty, provincial town.

I decided to write you, to bring you, if only in spirit, into this mildew-ridden but otherwise delightful room. This letter is the only good thing to come out of another white night. I know I am spoiled to be young and free and in Paris and complaining because it’s almost dawn and I am awake.

Don’t worry, dear parents, I’ll sleep. Yvonne’s tune eludes me, but I plan to hypnotize myself with the arpeggio of waves against the shore. Your sailor is dead. Your sailor is dead. That should put me right out.

Don’t forget to write. And if you get a chance, send socks. Silk, if possible. Black.

Hug and kiss each other for me, your loving son,

Gabor                                                                         





From The Devil Drives: The Life of Lou Villars

BY NATHALIE DUNOIS

Author’s Preface: The Mystery of Evil


I FIRST HEARD the name of Louisianne Villars whispered when I was a girl, visiting my great-aunt Suzanne Dunois, the wife and later the widow of the photographer Gabor Tsenyi. I remember hearing Lou’s name and feeling a chill, as if the winter wind had blown open the door of my great-aunt’s enviable Paris apartment, an old-fashioned artist’s studio with whitewashed walls, leaded windows, and a collection of modernist chairs that guests, especially children, were forbidden to sit on.

For many years, all I knew was that Lou Villars was the woman in a man’s tuxedo in Gabor Tsenyi’s photograph “Lovers at the Chameleon Club, Paris 1932.” Doubtless my readers are familiar with the portrait of the lesbian couple, the pretty girl in the sparkly gown sitting beside her broad-shouldered lover with pomaded hair and a man’s pinky ring on her finger. Both stare into the middle distance, with unfocused expressions, unreadable—or so I thought, until I began my labors on this book.

I’d never understood why Lou Villars’s name had so lowered the temperature in the room until I attended a 1998 show of Tsenyi’s work, at the Centre Pompidou, to which I’d traveled from Rouen, where I had been living and teaching for almost twenty years.

The wall text for “Lovers at the Chameleon Club” explained that the woman in the tuxedo was a French auto racer named Louisianne Villars, who later spied for the Germans and collaborated with the Nazis. I shivered, just as I used to in my great-aunt’s apartment. The chill lowered my defenses, and I caught a fever. A fever to understand. And so was planted the mutant seed that has grown into The Devil Drives, my message in a bottle.

Throughout this unexpectedly long and demanding project, it has been a source of profound exaltation and even deeper despair to immerse myself in the dramatic and terrible life of Lou Villars—a pioneer in the field of women’s athletics, a woman who insisted on her right to live like a man, an international celebrity who knew everyone worth knowing, but who, because of the crimes of her later years, as well as her violent death, has completely vanished from the memory of the living. It has been a duty and a privilege to resurrect the spirit of a woman buried by a society determined that stories like hers go untold.

Even in the 1960s and 1970s, when young Frenchwomen like myself were exhuming every dead woman who ever picked up a paintbrush or conducted a science experiment or crossed a desert, everyone—even the female athletes entering the doors that Lou Villars kicked open for them decades before—even those women chose to let Lou remain forgotten in her unquiet, unmarked grave, possibly even a landfill.

The story of the writing of this book is a tale of unanswered doorbells and letters, of phone connections gone dead, of records mysteriously vanished from libraries and archives. And what other explanation can there be for these roadblocks and silences than our nation’s sensitivity about its World War II record—its willful erasure of the shameful truth about our historic past?

How different this book would be if I’d had just one hour to sit down with Lou Villars and ask her, woman to woman, face-to-face: Who were you? What made you do what you did?

What I wouldn’t give to speak with the people who knew her, to ask the living and the dead how one woman could have done so much harm: Gabor Tsenyi, whose art immortalized her; his patron, the baroness Lily de Rossignol, who hired Lou to race her family’s cars; Eva “Yvonne” Nagy, who ran the famous Chameleon Club, where Lou got her start; Lionel Maine, the woman-hating blowhard American cult writer whom my feminist sisters have unsuccessfully tried to exorcise from the canon; the German auto racer Inge Wallser, who broke Lou’s heart; Jean-Claude Bonnet, the infamous collaborator who destroyed so many innocent lives during the Occupation. Or for that matter my great-aunt, whose contact with Lou ranged from the friendly to the sadistic.

Having been denied that chance, having gotten no response to my requests for interviews, having encountered, time and again, the concerted efforts to remove Lou Villars from history and, one could say, from the planet, I have had to embroider a bit, fill in gaps, invent dialogue, make an occasional imaginative leap or informed guess about what my subject would have thought and felt.

I realize that this method is frowned upon in strict biographical circles. But by the conclusion of my research, and thanks to my education in literary and political theory, I have come to believe—and I hope my readers will agree—that I have partly answered the question of what drives, so to speak, a person like Lou Villars. Not that there ever was another person like Lou Villars. Without claiming too much for my little book, I will only say that I have tried to make my humble contribution to the literature on the mystery of evil.

How could someone, how could anyone, do what Lou Villars did? How did she sleep at night? Why would a French patriot who worshiped Joan of Arc tell the German army where the Maginot Line ended? And why, during the Occupation, would she work for the Gestapo?

Before I realized that my career would involve teaching the French classics to first-formers and correcting papers, I dreamed of becoming a philosopher, of spending my time contemplating (and perhaps solving) the great philosophical riddles. Though this has not been my destiny, I now find myself faced with a moral quandary worthy, in my opinion, of serious consideration:

Lou Villars did evil, unforgiveable things. So what does it say about the biographer, me, that researching and writing her life has given new meaning and purpose to my own less dramatic, less reprehensible existence?





Chapter One: The Childhood and Early Education of Lou Villars


SOON AFTER I began my research, I consulted several neurologists to ask if a relatively mild childhood head injury could affect a person’s entire future. The doctors agreed to see me when I explained that I was a writer, a profession for which, in my experience, physicians feel an absurd respect. At first they seemed happy to chat, perhaps because, before this book took its toll, I was still young and reasonably attractive.

I’d begun to wonder if Lou had been permanently affected by a fall from a swing on which she had been playing with her older brother, Robert. I owe my knowledge of this incident to the late Dr. Frederic Pontuis, the Villars family physician, who kept a log of his house calls, and whose grandson Gilles was kind enough to share with me his grandfather’s account of an emergency visit to the Villars home to tend the injured girl.

Later Lou would trace certain themes that ran through her life—her veneration for Joan of Arc, the insomnia, the spying—to this early mishap.

The neurologists I interviewed had never heard of Lou Villars, or pretended not to. And though her story was interesting, it took a while to tell, and I could see them getting restless by the time I got to the part about her racing career, her court case, and the Berlin Olympics. Inevitably they reminded me that they had patients to see.

Without hard scientific data to back up my theories, I will simply write what happened and trust my intelligent readers to draw their own conclusions.

It was a Sunday afternoon. Lou was ten years old. She and her brother Robert had gone out to play after lunch.

Henri Villars, Lou’s father, had been a lieutenant colonel in the French army, a position from which he was removed (with a pension for life) for reasons that have gone unrecorded, perhaps due to the intercession of his fiancée’s influential family. After his retirement from the military and his subsequent marriage to Clothilde Dupont, the daughter of local landowners, the couple, together with Henri’s mother, moved to a country house, two hours northwest of Paris, where they lived, comfortably but not extravagantly, on Colonel Villars’s pension and the annuity from Madame Villars’s inheritance.

Their first son, Robert, was born in 1907, followed four years later by the arrival of a daughter, Louisianne, a name chosen by her patriotic father for its association with the French colony stolen by the Americans. Lou’s birth disappointed Henri, who had hoped for a second son, especially because his older boy was already showing signs of a mental instability that today would likely be diagnosed as one of the more disabling and volatile forms of childhood autism.

Lou Villars always claimed that her struggle to dress in boys’ clothes began as soon as she knew what clothes were. A governess was hired, the appropriately named Miss Frost, possibly the source of Lou’s lifelong dislike of the British. From the start, Miss Frost made it clear that dressing Lou was not part of her job. That fell to the maids, who enjoyed a fight, even with a child.

On the Sunday Lou was injured, her parents, her grandmother, her governess, and her Uncle César were drinking coffee after lunch on the veranda while Lou and Robert played in the garden, on the swings. As Robert pushed Lou with all his might, the swing rose higher and higher. Another girl would have screamed from fear that it would fly all the way out and flip around, like Robert’s yo-yo, which Lou planned to steal some night, leaving a doll in its place. Maybe Robert suspected this and was trying to kill her first. On the morning of Lou’s most recent birthday, the gardener caught Robert sprinkling Lou’s cake with the poison they used to kill pigeons.

Robert smelled of licorice. It had something to do with his illness. At night he shrieked like an owl. It wasn’t a scream of pain or fear, so Lou was never frightened.

As she rose higher above the lawn, Lou thought it would be nice to fall and die, or else find out that her dream was real, that she could fly by flapping her arms like a bird. She was secretly building up her muscles by lifting the weights with which Robert exercised, under his nurse’s supervision. She would kick Robert lightly as she flew over his head, then soar through the air until she touched down in a field where a crowd had gathered to applaud her landing.

The roar of the crowd turned out to be Robert’s grunt as he gave the swing a powerful shove. Lou turned to watch him run away. Turning was a mistake. She fell, and slowly, slowly, the earth rose up to meet her. She expected darkness, but the world went black, flashed once, and stayed bright.

In the white magnesium glare she saw a woman, slightly bucktoothed but beautiful, cute as a baby rabbit. Her face was bruised, her head thrown back, she seemed to be howling in pain. The howling woman was no one she knew. But Lou recognized her from somewhere, possibly from the future. She watched an owl swoop down a stone arcade. Then she saw a crowded stadium, then a room with many small tables, and a ladies’ maid with a man’s full beard setting out tablecloths.

When she opened her eyes again she was lying on the grass. Blood pooled in the creases of her palms. French blood, Papa would say.

She limped to the veranda and hid behind a hedge. Spying was always exciting, even though there was never anything to see, not counting the time she saw Uncle César back Miss Frost into a corner and dry his hands on her breasts. Lou thought breasts were disgusting, particularly Miss Frost’s large, pillowy ones, so ill suited to her cold, ungenerous personality.

Mama and Papa, Grandma, Uncle César, and Miss Frost were sipping the last drops of demitasse under the pergola dripping with wisteria. Cake crumbs dusted the cloth. Robert wasn’t allowed to eat cake. The doctors believed that sugar triggered his attacks.

During lunch, Grandma had remarked that her friend had just returned from the Olympics. A tiny American girl had taken the bronze medal in swimming.

Lou’s parents had ladled up their sorrel soup. No one cared about sports except when the French teams won. Was there really a tiny American girl? Grandma made up stories. Maybe it was her way of saying that it was all right if the only thing Lou liked was playing rough games with her brother. It was sweet of Grandma, who was always gentle and kind, and who was sorry that Lou’s parents despised her because she couldn’t embroider or play the piano, and wanted to dress in trousers.

Now Lou edged closer to the patio, where the adults were discussing money, a conversation that excluded Miss Frost, who, as she often told Lou, was paid almost nothing. Raised in China, Miss Frost liked to talk about the brave British children whose eardrums were pierced with chopsticks during the Boxer Rebellion. Miss Frost read her The Arabian Nights and said the stories were evil, read her Water Babies and Flower Fairies and said those stories were good. It was through Miss Frost’s eyes that Lou toured the trenches of the Ardennes, choked with the swollen corpses of boys who’d drowned in rivers of poison mustard. Miss Frost’s little brother had been killed on the fields of Flanders. Miss Frost cried a great deal. She told Lou that no one had ever loved her, and no one ever would.

Was it not unprofessional to complain like this to a child? In all my years at the Lycée, I have never once broken down in the presence of a student, though certainly there have been moments when the stresses of my personal life compromised my ability to maintain a professional demeanor.

It took the grown-ups forever to notice Lou at the edge of the veranda. Lou was starting to feel sleepy. Her mother saw the blood on her dress before she saw the blood on her hands, her knees, and finally her face. As always, Lou had to brace herself against Mama’s disappointment.

She could have said that Robert pushed her. But she would never betray her brother, not even under torture.

Grandma led Lou away, bandaged her wounds, and applied a tingly ointment that stopped her lip from bleeding. The doctor ordered Lou to remain awake for forty-eight hours. Her grandmother offered to stay up.

It was during this critical time that Lou first heard the story of Joan of Arc: how Saint Michael gave the shepherd girl her first suit of armor, hammered and polished by the tears Christ shed for France—a miracle that persuaded the generals to put her in charge of the army. Lou’s grandmother did voices; Lou especially liked the sheep bleating perfect French, begging Jeanne to kill them for meat to feed her soldiers. Grandma told her how Jeanne was given the gift of tears, a gift she never used until, in prison, she was forced to wear a dress that her falling tears turned into armor; how the fire refused to burn her until a sorcerer summoned the devils who stoked the flames of hell, at which point Jeanne’s heart turned into a dove that flew out of her mouth and pecked out the eyes of the British judges.

Each time her grandmother finished, Lou made her begin again. She loved hearing the saint call out for Jesus. It was thrilling and hilarious to hear the blinded judges groping in the dark, yelling, Help! Help! in English. The longer she and Grandma went without sleep, the harder they cried when the saint was killed. Staying awake seemed like a gift until, as so often happens with gifts, it became a burden.

Soon after Lou’s fall from the swing, she was sent to school in the north. Her papa bought a red Hispano-Suiza sedan and learned to drive for the trip.

Grandma sobbed as Lou and her father drove off. But everyone else was brave. As Henri and Lou headed into the hot September wind, the sunflowers turned to watch. Rows of plane trees rushed at them, then changed their minds at the last moment. Papa pointed into the distance, and a cathedral flew past, its spire pointed heavenward, poking God so he wouldn’t forget the tiny town huddled beneath it.

“Our beautiful country,” her father said. “Our precious wounded homeland.”

Lou didn’t ask what the wound was. She didn’t want to spoil Papa’s good mood.

One can only speculate about whether Lou’s career choice was a response to Henri Villars having been such a terrible driver. Luckily there were only a few cars on the road. Henri ran over a cat and once nearly hit a child whose mother snatched it up just in time. All the way to Brittany, Lou imagined her father suffering a fatal, no, a near-fatal heart attack that would require her to take the wheel and drive him to a doctor.

To Lou, the Convent of Saint Bridget seemed like a fairy-tale castle populated by princesses disguised in brown robes, as British nuns. Lou tensed when she heard their accents, but their encouraging voices were nothing like the jabs of speech with which Miss Frost inflicted information. But why was Papa, who loved everything French, sending her to an English school?

Sister Francis introduced herself as the sports instructor, then waited for them to recover from the shock of how tall she was. Ducking beneath the low stone arches, the nun led them through the cloisters and onto the playing fields. Lou saw girls dancing around a pole, holding ribbons that never got tangled. Older girls with curved sticks chased a wooden ball across a grassy lawn. Lou might as well have been watching them take lessons in levitation. The girls wore shirts and leather neckties under their V-necked sweaters.

When Sister Francis asked if Lou played sports, Lou nodded, then shot her father a warning look. He would never contradict her and anyway seemed distracted, resigning himself to God’s decision to send him two strange children. Though it was also possible that he was thinking about his car.

When he left they kissed cheeks, and then, surprising the nuns and themselves, shook hands like two friendly fellows. Lou told him to drive carefully.

“I always do,” Henri said.

Though Henri and Clothilde Villars failed Lou in every way in which parents can fail their children, we must give them credit for transcending their prejudices and sending Lou to a place where they thought she might be happy.

Life at school was better than it had been at home. Lou knew how little to ask for and more or less what was expected. Miss Frost had told her that convent girls slept naked on the stone floor, and that the night nuns wore one shoe to make it sound as if they were approaching half as fast as they were, so the bad girls had only half the time to stop whispering before the nuns kicked them and pulled their hair. For a few nights Lou waited in fear, but nothing like that happened. In any case she hadn’t been whispering. She had no one to whisper to.

Lou smiled and nodded even when she had no idea what was being said. She did what her teachers told her. Obedience was a deliverance, a privilege, and a relief. The uniforms were much better than the lace frocks the maids at home insisted on, the maids who had so revoltingly told her how babies were made in the process of explaining why she couldn’t dress like her brother. Sometimes Lou missed Robert. She missed his scent of licorice, the roll of fat around his belly, the funny way he tilted his head, as if he were listening to voices: the voices that told him to kill her.

She complained because the other girls did, but there was nothing she didn’t like: washing her hair in icy water, the bread crusts abrading her gums. The crisp impersonal sting of Sister Luke’s cane said, You are real. You exist. She loved the concept of mortification, which the girls were warned against. It was the first time she’d heard it suggested that the body mattered, that it wasn’t merely the filthy birdcage of the soul but the shining temple of the Holy Ghost. The priest at home hadn’t known about the body coming from God or had decided to keep it secret.

Lou had spent her life so far being told not to run. But now Sister Francis ordered her to hurry and join the girls sprinting around the track. She’d run to escape from her brother but never to get ahead. As she approached, the others sped up, their faces contorted with the fury she would have felt for a new girl who came out of nowhere and won.

She had no friends, but she wasn’t lonely. All night she lay in the dark, listening to the fluttery breath of the living girls and the rattling sighs of the dead ones. The snoring of the night nun was the all-clear signal freeing her to slip out of bed.

There was plenty to see in the convent when everyone was asleep. The leaves on the trees in the cloister garden spread like furry splotches of ink. The moonlight found the dying Christ and striped his bony knees across the chapel wall. Twice she saw Sister Luke knock on Sister Benedict’s door, then wait, then knock harder, then go away in tears.

Miss Frost had promised to write her, but she sent only one curt note saying that Lou’s parents had fired her without a cent of severance pay. The first winter Lou was away, Papa wrote that her grandma had died. In Mama’s next letter she explained that they had put Robert in a place for boys like him, a hospital in Paris.

One night, she watched an owl fly down the arched arcade, chasing a mouse that skittered into a crack in the stone wall. As the owl hid in the cornice, she heard the squeaky prayers of the mouse. The owl swooped down and snatched up the mouse and flew away to behead it.

The door to Sister Francis’s cell was open just wide enough for Lou to see a slice of her back as she mumbled over her prayer book.

The owl reappeared in the cloister, and Lou followed it, thinking of a holy card she’d gotten from Grandma and cherished until Robert threw it into the fire. On the card a trio of butterflies led two pretty blond children along a flowered path. The Good Shepherd walked behind them, looming over them like a giant trained bear. Lou and Robert were the children. The butterflies were owls. God wasn’t gently guiding them but pushing them over a cliff.

The night nun found Lou in the cloister and took her to the Mother Superior’s office. Lou dragged her feet like a prisoner en route to the guillotine. The headmistress didn’t seem angry as she asked why Lou wasn’t asleep. Lou replied that she’d been awake since she got to the convent.

It turned out that the headmistress was an insomniac, too. We are, she said, a special breed, chosen to keep watch for the comet that will destroy us. She said: the angels sing to us when no one else is listening. She said: the holiest saints lived their whole lives without sleep. She said: we alone remember the night before God ladled us out of the bubbling stew of chaos. She said: Adam only fell asleep once, and look what happened to him. She recommended meditating on the Last Supper, moving down the table from apostle to apostle, recalling every detail about each disciple. In this way, sleep will sneak up on you before you get to Judas, whose betrayal will wake you, and you will have to start over.

Lou thanked her and went to bed, knowing that it wouldn’t help her sleep to imagine thirteen bearded men in robes eating lamb at a table. She pictured the owl, her father’s car, the swing in her parents’ garden, her mother’s demitasse cups. The images cascaded and fell like a deck of cards. She concentrated on remembering her brother’s licorice smell. Confusion made her sleepy, or else it was a sign that sleep had sneaked up and overtaken her before she knew it.

Anyway, she could sleep during class, doze off and dream about the hands on Sister Francis’s stopwatch, dreams punctuated by the girlish squeal that the sports nun made when Lou ran the track faster than she had the day before. Lou was jolted awake by fear that she would be called on and mocked, though the teaching nuns never mocked her and she was hardly ever called on.

She would break yesterday’s record and beat the teams from the other schools. Her teachers would be proud of her and allow her to stay. The other girls would respect her despite her low marks in class. She would see the admiring faces she recognized from her dreams of landing the airplane she piloted by flapping her arms. Girls would creep into her bed at night like they crawled into each other’s.

The girls talked about their bodies. They made growing up into a race. When two nubbins popped out on her chest, Lou’s first response was relief at not having been the last to get them. But once she had breasts she didn’t want them. They grew and became unwieldy. She tore a bandage from a pillowcase and bound her breasts so they didn’t bounce when she ran.

She was slow to start bleeding. She hated it when she did. The harder and longer she exercised, the less regularly it happened.

One day a ferocious Irish girl jumped Lou in the washroom and pushed her up against a wall. Lou was stocky and solid, but the Irish girl was twice her size. She had been one of the runners whom Lou outran, early on. Lou fought back, protecting herself, but she was distracted by the muscles squirming inside the arms that pinned her down. When the Irish girl lowered her head and butted Lou in the stomach, a peculiar melting sensation traveled up the length of her thighs, a warmth she hadn’t felt since Robert nearly killed her, on the swing.

As the two girls grappled, a crowd of students gathered. How strange that Lou could be fighting for her life and still hear what they were saying: Was it true that Sister Francis had a penis? How would Lou know what Sister Francis had beneath her robe? Was this what these girls thought about, in this holy place?

As she ground her fist into the Irish girl’s eye, the minutes slowed, and the screams of the girls recalled the giggles of Mama’s maids explaining why she couldn’t wear Robert’s trousers. Lou used to enjoy fighting with Robert. It was like catching a fish in your hands, which she’d once seen him do.

Luckily, it was Sister Francis who broke up the fight. Sister Francis washed the Irish girl’s face and sent her to her bed without supper, then wiped Lou’s eyes with the handkerchief she kept tucked in the sleeve of her scratchy brown robe.

It was chilly. Late autumn. The corridor smelled of mold and rotting leaves.

The nun led her down a flight of stairs. She unlocked a door and turned on a lamp, illuminating a large room, bare except for several huge contraptions for extracting confessions under torture: metal racks and leather horses, pulleys and pedals and bars, a rope ladder strung against the wall, iron balls and wooden clubs. Sister Francis smiled like a wolf. Fear sizzled up and down Lou’s spine until she understood what she was seeing.

From then on, in the afternoons, she ran the track, jumped hurdles, and practiced with the teams. Then she and Sister Francis went down to the makeshift salon de sport and, in the unheated basement gym, built Lou’s strength and endurance. And so began one of the blessed, brief intervals in the life of Lou Villars when she could enjoy the gifts God gave her to compensate for what was denied her, and for what would be dangled in front of her and then cruelly taken away.





Dispatch to the Magyar Gazette

PARIS, AUGUST 23, 1925

A Hero in Chains


WITH HIS EYE patch and mane of ermine hair streaked with black, Prince Gyorgi Perenyi carries himself like a true Hungarian hero disguised in the rags of a prisoner of the French state.

Accused of masterminding a plot to flood the market with counterfeit francs, Perenyi is languishing in a Paris jail. In the worst miscarriage of justice since the Dreyfus affair, the authorities have charged him with trying to destabilize the French economy. But why would a man with the prince’s resources and reputation stoop to such a scheme, even if his fortune has been decimated by the French under the hateful recent treaty that parceled out our homeland?

The prince insists he has nothing against the French, that his soul has been purified by love for his native land. In an exclusive interview he told this reporter, “When this misunderstanding is resolved, I will return to my castle to see the newborn cub fathered by the bear that was my childhood pet. For generations my family has been present for the birth of the bears, but I will not be so fortunate. I must accept my fate.”

Making sure no guards are listening, he added, “I am an artist. The bank notes were my art. I intended to paper the walls of my mistress’s bedroom. The pain of being an artist is worse than the pain of losing an eye in battle. I am one of the few who have suffered both and can compare them.”

So my visit with this artist-patriot ended, and our hero returned to his cell with such composure and courage that one couldn’t help seeing him as the latest in the line of heroic Hungarian martyrs.

Dear parents,

I’m enclosing my latest story for the Magyar Gazette, with my original ending. The cheapskate editors, paying me by the word, cut my piece at “native land” and refused to print (or pay for) the final paragraphs, my favorites. I admit I went overboard about the martyrs and the Dreyfus affair, about which our country is still divided. And the information about the mistress and the counterfeit bank notes is not precisely what they want in a Hungarian family paper.

Promise me that you will burn this letter as soon as you read it. But who else can I confide in?

I invented the story. The interview never took place, because the prince has been put under twenty-four-hour surveillance. He’d been caught smuggling out a fortune (in counterfeit francs) in a botched escape attempt.

I did attend the trial’s final session. I got a good look at the man, who is exactly as I described. And I feel sure that he would have said the words I took the liberty of putting into his mouth. I am especially proud of the passages about the bear cubs and the wallpaper.

I suppose I am boasting, though underneath Mama’s chuckle, I can hear her disapproval of any lie, however small. While Papa must be shaking his head at my pandering to the Francophobia that grips our homeland, a sentiment responsible for so much heartbreak for Papa, who wanted to be an artist in Paris but, in order to support Mama and me, was forced to teach the sons of the provincial bourgeoisie. How grateful I am to live out the dream that was denied him!

I have included the “interview” as an example of what I am doing to survive. I suppose I would be unhappier if this trash were closer to my art, if I were a writer, prostituting my talent, like my American friend Lionel Maine: the most honest, eloquent, passionately life-loving egomaniac I have ever met. Like me, he is in love with Paris, and Paris loves us both: the rare romantic triangle that inspires no rivalry or resentment. When he joins me in my nighttime rambles through the city, I feel that he is trying to put into words what I am trying to show in my photos. It makes me doubly grateful that my gift is for the visual image and not the written word as I crank out jingoist trash for the Magyar Gazette.

I hope you will not misinterpret this letter as a complaint about the generous allowance you continue to send. I feel nothing but love and gratitude as I kiss you,

Gabor

PS. To protect your privacy and mine, I have adopted a pen name: Tsenyi. That it means genius is an immodest little joke that may amuse our fellow Hungarians.





From The Devil Drives: The Life of Lou Villars

BY NATHALIE DUNOIS

Chapter Two: A Stranger Arrives


ONE MORNING, A tall man with a cane arrived at the convent. The man had thin, fox-colored hair and a wispy, ragged beard. His gray eyes, behind wire-rimmed spectacles, were hooded but alert. Word spread that the visitor was Sister Francis’s brother. The girls watched, as if at a magic show, as the stranger flipped a lever that turned his cane into a stool on a tripod with pointed legs. He stabbed his chair into the ground beside the hockey field and sat down.

Lou knew he was watching her. She made one goal after another until the other team quit and stalked off the field, inspiring Sister Francis’s familiar lecture about sportsmanship being the love of Christ in practice. Then her brother caught her eye, and she said, “Class dismissed.”

A short time later, Lou was working in the gym with Sister Francis, scrambling down the rope ladder when she looked over her shoulder and saw that the brother had set up his cane-stool and was sitting there, watching Lou. She began to tremble.

Sister Francis waved her over. “Mademoiselle Villars,” she said. “This is my brother. Dr. Marcellus Hadrian Loomis.”

Dr. Loomis shook Lou’s hand and motioned for her to sit on the balance beam. He joined his hands in front of his chest, hunching his shoulders and interweaving his fingers so his elbows flapped against his sides as he spoke in slow, ungrammatical French.

“Officially, I am a doctor, but in fact I am a researcher. Years ago I heard a colleague say, in a public forum, that the female body was not designed to bear more weight than a baby or a frying pan. Never both at once. Our girls must be crated and packed away, like fragile porcelain teacups, until they are ready to marry and reproduce. But that didn’t sound correct. I began to look into the subject, to conduct my own studies, and do you know what I learned?”

Lou shook her head no, as did Sister Francis, though the nun must have heard this before.

“Our madhouses are full of girls whose minds have been twisted and shattered by society’s refusal to help their blood reach their brains. The TB wards are crowded with girls hemorrhaging to death for lack of exercise and fresh air. Our slums seethe with the physical slackness that leads to decadence and Bolshevism, all because of insufficient oxygen and physical training.”

He thrust his folded newspaper at Lou, pointing to the front-page photo of a man in a helmet and goggles. “Do you recognize this man?”

“Monsieur Lindbergh,” Lou said. He was a hero among the girls.

“Very good,” said the doctor. “I am not a gambling man, but I’ll bet that, when you were a child, you imagined you could fly.”

Lou gripped the balance bar. What other secrets did he know?

He said, “If you are willing to work really hard, my sister and I can help you conquer gravity without leaving the ground. Are you willing to work hard?”

“Yes,” Lou said. “I am.” Finally, someone had asked.

Dr. Loomis moved into a cottage near the convent and attended every training session, race, and game. Sister Francis surrendered the stopwatch, and now he was the one who called out the times and told Lou how to move, how to breathe, where to put her knees and elbows. It was pleasant to discuss her body in that distanced way, as if she were a new machine they were perfecting. Dr. Loomis said that athletics were the hope of the future, along with speed, the automobile, and loyalty to one’s country.

One afternoon, the literature nun was reading aloud from Racine when Lou was called out of class. She found Dr. Loomis and Sister Francis waiting for her in the Mother Superior’s office. She assumed she’d done something wrong. But Sister Francis and her brother were telling the Mother Superior that Lou’s achievements would reflect well on the school and attract talented students whose enlightened parents shared the convent’s modern ideas about education. They’d come to persuade the headmistress that everything should be done to encourage and nurture Lou’s gifts.

Lou’s bed was moved beside the window, which Dr. Loomis insisted be kept open. When the others complained about the draft, she got a room of her own. Special shoes were ordered so her feet could grow. Her ankles got their own regimen of hot water baths and massages from Sister Francis. She ate food that was different from what the others ate: raw vegetables, whole grains, stewed fruit, but no meat and not the sweets that the girls enjoyed on birthdays. She didn’t miss the puddings and cookies, especially when Dr. Loomis bought her blood oranges from Sicily in the dead of winter.

She spent hours on the stationary bicycle they called the Gymnasticon. Her calves and thighs became muscular and hard, and it seemed to Lou that an alien, stronger self was being born inside her. In the evenings she paced the corridors with a medical textbook balanced on her head. Once, when the book fell, the circulatory system tore loose and skittered across the pavement. Dr. Loomis said it was important to excel at a range of sports; each would develop a different set of reflexes and muscles. She was only mildly surprised when he produced a punching bag and announced that her training would now include the skills required to become a champion boxer. Flailing away at the bag, she thought dreamily of Robert.

They began to travel to distant parts of France, in steamy second-class compartments smelling of garlic sausage and soggy diapers. Lou took part in athletic contests and attended meetings of local women’s sports clubs, groups of female athletes whose eyes blazed with the light of a holy mission and who admired Lou’s talent and hard work. She kept in touch, by mail, with a discus thrower from the Auvergne, a high jumper from Provence.

One night she tiptoed through the convent and, lurking in the doorway of Sister Francis’s room, spied on the nun and her brother. They were speaking English. The only words Lou understood were Lou and the Olympics.

Soon after, Lou was informed that they were going to Paris, with the Mother Superior’s blessing and with the consent of her parents, who sent word that they wished Lou all the best.





From Make Yourself New

BY LIONEL MAINE

Reflections on Self-Pity, Paris, October 1928


AMONG THE DEMONS that taunt a writer before he can open a vein and write in his own blood are the devils that whisper: Are you brave enough to tell the truth? Crazy enough to reveal the magic secret that will lose its power if even one other person finds out?

Let’s say you have discovered a cure for the garden-variety psychic ills that plague mankind: guilt, anxiety, envy, dread, and, above all, self-pity. And let’s say the cure is: Paris. Let’s say you put this discovery in a book that, by some miracle, is read by millions worldwide. And some fraction of its readers decide to do what you did: sell everything, cut every tie, move to Paris with nothing but a good pair of walking shoes and the will to survive on cigarette smoke, wine, sex, music, poetry, and moonlight on the Seine. Pretty soon you can’t turn a corner without running into a crowd of Americans who have followed you here under the illusion that the City of Light is an asylum for Cincinnati neurotics.

But I am determined to write a new kind of book. And so, despite the likelihood that I am sealing my own doom, I will shout it in uppercase letters: MAKE YOURSELF NEW IN PARIS!

Self-pity makes it easy to write, thanks to the diabolic voice hissing in my ear: You can say whatever you want. No one will ever read it. You can write “Come to Paris and look me up and I’ll lend you fifty francs” without fear of one person taking you up on your offer.

I was in a dark mood after I’d walked my girlfriend Suzanne home and kissed her good night at the door of the dump she shares with her widowed mother. My giant hard-on didn’t help. In fact it tipped me forward into the rabbit hole of self-loathing, poverty, unemployment, the depths of being unpublished, balding, ten years older than my friends at an age when ten years makes a big difference, evicted from my hotel (again!) for nonpayment of rent. The shame of being thirty and not having a room to which I can bring the woman I love. Okay, thirty-four. By the time he was my age, Jesus had been dead for a year.

And yet, and yet . . . the truth is: I have never felt so alive! Why? Because I am in Paris! I could be back in Jersey City at the copy desk, calling the mayor’s office to make sure that his youngest son is really nicknamed Jimmy Jim. And at the end of another hellish week, I could be handing over my teensy paycheck to Beedie and baby Walt.

Those poor slobs in my former office are the ones I should pity! Except that I am apparently so depraved that I can work up a cold sweat of grief for being a bastard who ditches his wife and kid and takes off for France. Poor me! Fortunately, Beedie has remarried a bootlegger too alcoholic to notice the pennies she skims off the grocery money and sends when my desperate pleas make her wonder how she’s going to tell little Walt that Mommy let Daddy starve to death, in a foreign country.

If I believed in God, or in anything except my talent, my heart, and my cock, the first thing I would thank the deity for is my survival instinct. When gloom sets in, I know enough to start walking. I inhale the scent of a Paris night, rotten vegetables, horse manure, sewers, cigars, and flowers. The hot breath of Napoleon, the panic of Marie Antoinette, the faint breeze stirred by the guillotine blade dropping on Danton’s neck. Lavishing my attention on every overbred pooch, I gladden its owner’s soul with my admiration for Fifi or Rex, whose need has dragged its adoring slave into the luridly lovely night.

Tonight I passed two farm boys lying on top of a cart heaped with cabbages, under a streetlamp, both masturbating like crazy, not giving a damn who saw. What a city! Paradise! My hard-on had subsided, and it cleared my mind. How could I have wasted one instant of this stupendous night on anything but gratitude and pleasure?

As gravity pulled me through the alleys twisting down from Montmartre, every streetlight was the one at the end of the tunnel. So what if I’m a useless middle-aged bum? A phony and a poseur. Who cares if no one reads my work? I can write what I want and rip the ghastly wig off the beautiful bald head of truth!

At the bottom of the rue Blanche a group of sewer repairmen were sitting, smoking and belching on top of a smoking, belching machine. Would I like a swig of champagne? They were celebrating a birthday.

“Bonsoir,” I said in my best French.

“Charlie Chapleen!” they said. “Hot dog!’

I asked if they’d be here tomorrow night. I said, “I have a photographer friend who would love to take your picture.”

The birthday boy said, “Our sincere apologies. But that is unlikely. We will be wherever our fair city suffers a painful blockage.”

In Paris even the sewers are maintained by poets! After a few gulps of champagne, I was feeling even better. I crossed the sparkling river, floated through St. Germain, then cut through the Luxembourg Gardens, which at that hour is usually empty, except for the usual perverts draped around the fence waiting for someone who wants to beat them or be beaten. But tonight the park was crawling with police. Some poor soul had been found dead on the tree-lined gravel path where spoiled French brats go for pony rides.

One cop mumbled that a clochard had died from exposure and starvation.

News like that means one thing to your average citizen, and quite another to a starving writer with no idea where he’ll be sleeping. I had to be very careful not to see my own grim future in this unfortunate stranger’s.

I also had to be careful not to get arrested. I’d had a few run-ins with the French police. The last time was when my friend Gabor, the crazy Hungarian genius photographer, bribed me and two other guys (with a decent Bordeaux) to dress in cheap suits and caps and pretend to be thieves picking a lock so he could take our picture. You can imagine how that played out, explaining that to the law, Gabor, in his awful paprika-spiced French and me spewing the raw unfiltered patois of Jersey City. By that point the cretinous gendarmes had naturally concluded that we were enemy spies sent to photograph top-secret installations.

We’d probably be on Devil’s Island, breaking rocks right now, if not for the intervention of Gabor’s friend the baroness Lily de Rossignol, who is not only rich and generous but also an aristocrat—or married to one, at least. I have yet to meet her. Why doesn’t it surprise me that Gabor has kept us apart? When I finally set eyes on this saint of art, I’ll tell her how grateful I am.

As I passed the dead man in the park, the memory of that incident prevented me from approaching the cops and announcing, “Officers, that corpse is family! Mon semblable, mon frère!” I knew how I would answer if they asked how we were related: I too have come to Paris to starve and collapse in the street, to say adieu to this alley of trees pointing straight at the God who, if he existed, would be deaf to my prayer. In the morning I too will be found, preferably by one of the pony-riding brats’ more attractive nannies. And I will be buried in Paris, if not with Victor Hugo’s pomp and circumstance, then at least tossed into a pauper’s grave, like Mozart.

Luckily, Suzanne and I had run out of money before I’d drunk enough to say that to a cop. I was sufficiently sober to weigh a night in prison against a night on the floor of whichever friend I could persuade to open his door. Fortunately, I was in Paris, where according to Suzanne, a gray sky is a mackerel sky, where each falling leaf skips across the pavement with a sexy smoker’s crackle. At least I wasn’t in Jersey, drinking myself blind.

Who knows if the dead man wanted to live? I only know that I do. I will sell my blood to the hospital and rent my brain to ghouls. Future critics will trace my claw marks down the walls of the abyss. Did my dead “brother” in the park have strategies like mine? Did he have my inner resources, my will to scramble up from the depths?

I have my tricks. Gabor and I entertain ourselves with a game we call “free drinks on the dead poets.” He and I walk into a café, preferably one named after a French philosopher or playwright. We fake a heated argument until at last I shout, “I don’t care what you say! The best poets have always been French!” Soon our table is surrounded by literary jingoists to whom I preach about the greatness of the French poets, especially those who died young.

I could do the death of Rimbaud with half my cerebral cortex missing, but I put my whole heart into it, quoting A Season in Hell, daring someone to tell me that it isn’t sheer brilliance, raving about the poor bastard’s short life, the marathon walking, the affair with Verlaine. Though, depending on the crowd, I sometimes say the friendship with Verlaine. The Abyssinian voyage, the gun running, the cancer, the gangrene or whatever, the amputated leg.

That so many of my listeners already know the story tells you something about the French. How many barflies in Camden are equally well versed in the life of Walt Whitman? The French buy round after round to hear the American cowboy rave about their martyred poet-saint. The hotter Abyssinia sounds, the thirstier they get.

But even the looniest patriots have a limited interest in the madness of a teenage homosexual, however poetically gifted. The crowd returns to whatever they were doing before: gossiping, flirting, insulting each other. I forget what people do when they can pay for their own drinks. Meanwhile Gabor and I split what’s left in the glasses that our new friends have left on our table.

That was how I met the beautiful, freckle-faced blonde with the ever-so-slightly rabbity teeth who turned out to be Suzanne. She stayed at our table after the others left. Sobbing her eyes out. I was afraid to ask what was wrong. I didn’t want to hear about the Rimbaud-esque fiancé who died of the shaking chills in some fly-infested shithole in the Congo or the Suez.

Any male who pretends not to hate women’s tears is a coward, a liar, a traitor to his sex. Trust me, ladies, we fear your tears more than your vaginas, which can’t bite us unless we knock and ask to be admitted. Women’s tears can drip on us and dissolve us like acid. More poisonous than venom, tears are the mustard gas in the trenches of the war of women against men.

Still, there was the undeniable fact of her beauty. She gave off that whiff of animal life that no man can resist, in this case a hint of the baby rabbit that might, with proper encouragement, become a dirty bunny in bed. I offered her the remnants of some stranger’s beer. I mumbled in my fractured French, What was wrong? Could I help? She answered in flawless English.

She was crying for Rimbaud. That poor boy, the pain, the delirium, the loneliness, the death. She told my story back to me with twice as much feeling as I’d put in. With twice as much as I feel for myself at three o’clock in the morning! The lonely hospital ward in Marseille! The final hallucinations!

I said, “What final hallucinations?”

She said, “He imagined he was writing.”

I said, “What’s your name?”

With that, we introduced ourselves, which is usually the next step after the lady has had a good cry on your shoulder.

“Suzanne Dunois.” She shook my hand.

“Lionel Maine,” I said.

“Gabor Tsenyi,” said my friend. I’d forgotten he was there. I gave him a look in the silent language that men have spoken since the first caveman muscled his pals out of the way and dragged the first cavewoman home to his lair. Mumbling some excuse, Gabor got up from the table and left.

Suzanne told me she’d lived with her mother since her father was killed in the war. She’d been a toddler, she hardly remembered him, yet even now the smoke of certain cigars could bring on floods of tears. I prayed that no one in the café was smoking that brand. She’d wanted to go to a university, but there was no money.

I complimented her English, and she told me she had an uncanny gift for learning foreign languages. She supported herself and her mother by teaching French at a school for foreigners and supplemented her salary by modeling at an art school. Somehow she and Mama got by, except when both the language and art schools forgot to pay her, which happened more often than I might think. She said my French was excellent, but I could use a few lessons.

Let me digress a moment to talk about beginnings. How much simpler life would be if we were wise enough to stop at the first blush of romance, the start of a business transaction or a casual friendship. If we knew enough to pause and think: this is as good as it gets. Everything will go downhill from this moment on. So once again our instincts are the opposite of what they should be, propelling us forward exactly when they should be holding us back.

In that first conversation, Suzanne revealed everything: her intensity, her empathy, the depths of her compassion. From the way she carried on, you would have thought Rimbaud was her dead brother. It is the rarest of qualities: to feel something—anything—for someone beside yourself. And in my experience it is rarer still to have empathy for people you don’t know. Alone among her compatriots, Suzanne can imagine what it is like to suffer the tragedy of not being French. It makes her a popular teacher among the foreign-born. Had I not been blinded by desire, I might have seen that there would be moments when all that gushing sympathy could be a pain in the ass, that her impulsiveness and her strong emotions would conspire against me.

On our first date, I blew my last centimes on tickets to The Passion of Joan of Arc. That Dreyer’s film was so popular says volumes about the demented French intellectuals’ idea of entertainment. Night after night the theater was packed with people paying to watch a jury of thugs torment a beautiful girl who resembled one of the prettier butches from the Chameleon Club.

First we watched a newsreel about the signing of the Kellogg-Briand Pact. Rows of suits in top hats gathered around a long table. The brightest bulb in the ballroom was the photographer’s flash. Another American genius had persuaded his fellow diplomats to sign a treaty making war illegal!

“Ha-ha,” I said. “That’s hilarious.” Maybe a little too loud. Suzanne scowled. I remembered that her papa had died in the trenches.

“I love you,” I whispered in her ear. A lemony perfume rose from her neck.

The French still want to believe in peace. I envy fanatics. But they scare me. So why was I sitting through a film about a heroine who chooses to be burned alive rather than even pretend to give up her goofy religious convictions? When she fainted in the torture chamber, the crowd stamped and shouted like spectators at a bullfight.

No matter. From the very first frame I recognized the hand of a master. Even so, a part of me—the male part—thought, Can’t someone make her stop crying? The film would have lasted five minutes if she could have answered a simple question without her eyeballs jiggling in their sockets. When the judges asked Joan how old she was, and she counted nineteen on her fingers, Suzanne lost it. The guy in front of us turned around. She was projectile weeping all over the back of his neck. Clearly, I hadn’t thought this through. We should have gone to see Buster Keaton. That Joan of Arc was a soldier in a war in which thousands were killed was something you might not have deduced from this film. There will always be wars, no matter how many treaties are signed.

I understand that you, my reader, should I have a reader, haven’t stuck around all this time to hear me pontificate on the inevitability of war. You want to know how the date went, and . . . let’s get to the point. Did I fuck her?

Lest anyone imagine that Suzanne’s excessive emotionalism was a problem, let him also imagine what it’s like to have sex (which we finally did, after a somewhat awkward courtship) with a woman who not only feels twice what a normal woman feels, but also every sensation that you are feeling too. It turned out she would try anything and had a few ideas of her own. I didn’t ask where she’d got those ideas, or if she’d just figured them out. We went at it till the sheets were so wet that we wrung them out in the sink, then groped each other and, laughing, lost our balance and fell back on the bare mattress.

In bed, Suzanne was the greedy beast most men can only dream of. Out of bed she was the soul of patience, an angel of reassurance. She read and reread my work, she had total faith in my talent, she knew I’d be famous someday. So many fans would follow me here that we would have to leave Paris.

Reader, if you were beside me, you would hear me groan out loud, stabbed by the pain of remembering the time when Suzanne and I were in love. Belief can be very seductive if what the person believes in is you.

How could all that intensity not be as contagious as a yawn? And how could all that rawness confine itself to useful emotions? I turned into a jealous shithead. Was she sharing Mama’s bed tonight? Where was she—really—when she claimed to be teaching? Whose hard luck story had moved her to take off her clothes? When she modeled at the art school, she started with her clothes off.

Until then, there had been plenty of women. Sometimes, after they left, it took me weeks to notice that they were gone. But now I’d come to Paris to become the lovesick, pussy-whipped ninny I’d thought existed only in the estrogen-poisoned brains of Marcel Proust and F. Scott Fitzgerald.

It wasn’t entirely my fault. Suzanne’s enormous appetite was not just sexual, but gastronomic. She couldn’t go two hours without eating. A woman who hated being hungry so much should have thought a million times before taking up with a penniless, legally unemployable writer. But shouldn’t a grown woman be able to skip an occasional meal? I’d noticed that when American women are in love they stop eating completely, a financial windfall for American men.

When Suzanne hadn’t eaten, everything annoyed her. My talking, my not talking. My accent. My age. My desire for her. The harder she tried not to show it, the more she shrank from my touch. I despised myself for not having the money to buy her the freshest oysters, the crispiest fried potatoes, the silkiest underthings, the softest, most bug-free bed in Paris.

I know she would deny this. She’d say she got fed up with a monster of self-involvement like moi. Me, a monster? Self-involved? She was looking for excuses.

After our affair ended—a sad story I will tell in the following chapter—I was depressed for weeks. Then I put it behind me. But did I ever get over her? She came to symbolize everything I wanted and would never have. And so I conclude this chapter more or less where I began, having returned full circle to the subject of self-pity.
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The New Diana Thrills Paris


THE RAGE OF Paris this season is a seventeen-year-old girl who is giving the fastest Frenchman a run for his money. For the past week, a convent-school student known as Mademoiselle Lou has been thrilling crowds at the Vélodrome d’Hiver with her speed, strength and endurance.

From a distance, an ignorant stranger might mistake Mademoiselle Lou for a stocky, muscular fellow in a white blazer and flannel trousers. But on closer inspection, one sees the full red lips and dark curls that give this confident young woman’s face the saucy sparkle of feminine beauty.

The audience cheers as she sprints the course, nimbly jumping the hurdles, heaves a javelin, then hops on a bike and streaks past the crowded bleachers. This record-breaking athlete is already being mentioned as a favorite to compete in some event (as yet unspecified) in the next Olympics. Meanwhile the whole city is buzzing about this creature whose very existence proves that the modern French woman has boldly snapped the chains that still imprison her sisters in the more old-fashioned, less progressive cultures.
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