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Kate Riley 

Currencies 

I know enough to know when I need a friend, and so sauntered over~ 
M

adeau at the gare in N
ice, out of cool determ

ination, that is a certain 
desperation. 

It happened to be evening, alm
ost sundown. I'd been sleeping out in peo-

ple's fields, a m
atter of m

y own choice and daring. Each morning I wolce 
up safe and sound, convinced the night to com

e could no longer hide fear 
in its folds. But as each afternoon began to fade and m

ix with dark, I once 
again let tw

ilight com
b its gloam

ing fingers through m
e. This night was oo 

exception: I was feeling scared. 
So when M

adeau returned m
y sm

ile, and shaking hands, began in English: 
"You are A

m
erican ... ," I was m

ore than relieved. I did not know then that, 
as it turns out, she is always eager to m

eet English-speakers, in order 
to practice. 

But by then in the habit, I responded, "O
ui," and so our bilingual arrange· 

m
ent began. 
She speaks English and I French, which speeds the exchange of elemental 

inform
ation, no doubt, but at m

om
ents I feel frustrated. An idea in my head 

seeks som
e certain effect, which requires som

e French construction before 
she can respond. W

ith success com
es satisfaction, the kind proceeding fro'? 

geom
etric proofs. Still, I fear for the ideas-translated, they lose all h~l-

ness, are perhaps sim
plified. And I wonder at the texture of our friendship, 

brushed over when tongues faiJ to intertwine. 
Not wanting to know the m

en I m
eet, I use this barrier. But with M

adeau, 
it was supposed to be different. 

Also, I could not know that first night in Nice that she had just run out 
of m

oney and so was searching at that m
om

ent for a com
panion to hitch with 

north. H
er boyfriend had been writing letters: he m

issed her and wassorry. 
He was about to leave_ for Bonn to_ study Heidegger for three weeks. She 
needed to see him

 agam
, to reconsider and decide in the interval how she 

felt after all. 
W

e stretched out under the stars, outside the gare where other travellers 
have worn a patch oflaw

n bare, passing nights awaiting m
orning trains. Two 

G
erm

an boys were setting down their packs not far away· a Danish couple 
had rolled out their bags beyond that. Under the concret; eaves of the sta~ 
tion•s dead cafe, North Africans were playfog cards between their m

ore 
perm

anent beds of flattened cardboard boxes. 
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M
 deau attem

pted to reassure m
e: "H

ere we are secure." 

1 ;as thinking her presence was m
o_re com

fort than any wo~ds _could 1:"· 
Instead, J said that the only part of N

ice I hked was the old city. the thm
, 

h' h-a'sied and bulging streets, w
here 1m

m
1grants have changed guard 

~~oug~ the centuries -
from

 Italian to Tunisian m
ost recently-an~ w

om
en 

h 
out their clothes 10 dry w

ith the pigeons. That was the first detailed sen-
1:,:'! I'd tried in France. M

adeau looked bew
ildered. I w_aved it aw

ay. 
Next m

orning, som
ew

here in M
idi at a gas stop, I w

as m
 the bathroom

 
when the truckdriver proposed to her: sex on his cab cot. M

adeau refused, 
but he rem

ained polite. "A
lw

ays there is a sm
ile," she explained in her 

English from
 her seat betw

een us. "They are that way. You m
ust try to not 

be m
ad." He was driving us all the way to Paris. 

I did not tell her m
y own experience of hitchhiking south to see the painted 

caves. H
alf-w

ay to N
iaux I was picked up by a truckdriver returning, as far 

as I could gather, to Barcelona. I figured I could take care of m
yself, but he 

spoke no French and w
hat Spanish I ever )cnew

 dissolved when he started 
thum

ping his chest and said, "Faire amore". 
His neck was beef-red and som

e greying black hairs had craw
led out from

 
his collar; a roll of stom

ach gaped from
 betw

een his shirt and belt. I told him
, 

"M
erci, 11011," sm

iled briefly over, then out m
y w

indow
. 

He jiggled m
y elbow

. "Si, stop? Faire am
ore? Tuy m

oi? Si, Si?" H
e 

stroked the m
attress behind him

. I looked at him
 sternly ... No, okay?" 

''.Ok•~• okay. No stop." Q
uiet only a m

om
ent, he pulled out his w

allet, 
spht us hps_and thrust a hunk of franc notes m

y w
ay, w

hile w
ith his other 

arm
 encirchng the w

heel, he continued to steer. "Francs?" he asked. 
th I shook m

y head, not.looking._ He began a stream
 of Spanish and crushed 

e r_noney agam
st m

y thigh. Pulhng close to the door, I quit trying to translate. 
h Finally, he slowed dow

n, fed up I guess and not about to force m
e 

By 
1 . e jime the h·uck stopped, I had m

y door open, was out on the pave,;ent 
tgg !bng and dtzzy. I told m

yself it was just a voice, som
e franc notes, nothing 

om
 le. But after that I took the train. 

1 , ~!!~au Sle~ls. She says everyone does. The expression in French is tout 
age cla:-

ad th e w
orld -

im
plying in her case a lot of Parisians her ow

n 
w

es'voulib a~ _m
ostly stud~nts. She says it is not that she is poor, but that 

only at su ,"n:::,';g less well 1f she did nottake som
e food in this way. Though 

and will :eve 
die~ because they are such corporate, m

oney-m
aking affairs 

the past and r m_,ss it, or from
 those stores that have sold her rotten fruit in 

But it is m:r!~~:! w
hom

 she holds a persona_! vend~tta. 
school's utens'I 

hJust food, I see now
. H

er kitchen ,s furnished w
ith her 

as well, is ex::n~v:;,,,w
ay t fighting academ

ic pressure. Printed m
atter 

raided. 
yon 

reason, she explains, so bookstores are abl; 
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I adnu
r that after n m

o
nth sleeping out under the sky by m

yself and si:t-
lcen hours o

n the road from
 lhc south of France in the big truck' 

· 
w

as w
onderful to be d

rinking w
ine and co.ting peaches inside h

e
r:~ 00:~'. 11 

w
alls. vm

h full-1':"gth w
indow

s overlooking the Sorbonne, and D
a
n

ish
~

 
shel,·es packed w

ith row
sofshm

y papcrbac~
. She had not read half of the 

but continue.s to abscond w
ilh a greedy abandon. 

m, 
Then 3gain she is only J 8, and I, though 21, have not read halfofY

1-hat 
she has already. L

ast fall she plow
ed through sixty titles by com

ing straight 
hom

e from
 schO?' 

staying aw
ake uniil four in the m

orning. Bui by Christ-
m

as she w
as cry m

g instead every aflcrnoon and night. She decided w
hat she 

'-''3S doing w
as probably crazy. 

She quit reading
, found her boyfried -

half-punker, half-philosopher-
and Stlrted to dance. She s.ays she is afraid they w

ill be kicked out of the super· 
ior norm

al high school they both attend. She also claim
s she docs not care. 

\V
hen I first arrived in France, in sitting or w

alking anyw
here, I was 

approached. I tried to stay aw
are of the set of m

y face, the w
ay I w

ore m
y 

clothes, ifl could not change som
ething. B

ut nothing m
attered. Even1ually, 

J cam
e to understand, it had less to do w

ith m
e and m

ore to do w
ith arbitrary 

things: the flexing of a crow
d, the nuance ofa place, the energy flow

ing from
 

w
ine or tim

e or w
eather. A

ll the m
ore, J felt out of control. 

A
t rare m

om
ents J discovered som

e seal of anonym
ity from

 w
hich to w

atch 
the m

en w
ho stood at the edge of M

etro stairw
ells, arm

s crossed, eyes half-
sunk

, or else, half•tum
ed

, lilted tow
ard the street. M

ost were shades of 
M

editerranean dark. O
r that w

as m
y selective presum

ption, m
y unconsci~us 

response to their allenlion, to the w
ay they w

atched w
om

en: dress stuff glid-
ing over nylon knee raised to step off the curb. 

O
ne anernoon

, B
astille D

ay to be exact, a w
ell-shaven M

orrc>ean (he could 
have been from

 T
unise, bot I confess I'd quit caring to distinguish) addres~ed 

m
e at the edge o

f a sm
all sum

m
er crow

d gathered around a guitar-playing 
duo. I w

as eating a sandw
ich of tuna, olives and hot peppers, w

aiting for sun· 
dow

n and the firew
orks to begin. H

e spoke in French firsl, then G
enn~n, 

finally E
nglish; I kepi m

y eyes avened. H
e specified m

y eating: "Y
ou en JO

)' 
your sandw

ich .•.• " J turned to him
 to say: you bother m

e. B
ut speaking 

French, I used inform
al 111, then realizing, cursed a language that lays one 

open to being so m
isconstrued. 

. 
. 

H
is sm

ile w
as a snake al !he end of his neck: if you're not Jookm

g for this, 
w

hat arc you looking for, eating alone in a crow
d, young, blond, in sum

m
er 

scant clothes? H
e kepi up as I w

alked. L
ike blind sheep, J sw

erved and.~e 
follow

ed
. J had no direction

; he had only m
e. "Je ,,eut" pas

te !ener. 
1 

~w
ivclled and scream

ed: "T
hen just leave m

e alone, w
on'I you? 

Som
e say I cannot scream

 but m
y voice cracked al that; people looked. 

Jn his pressed pants, he stood a m
om

ent, taken aback. T
hen he w

as gone. 
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Let loose, I 'st~m
m

ercd' (M
a_deau·s w

ord for 'hesitate"). W
ishing to rcrum

 
1o 1he fold, to fi~1~h m

y sandw
ich, I sought a spot in the shade. But putting 

one foot here, lifting lhe other to a sm
all w

all there, it all felt too postured. 
I w

ithdrew
 the foot, budged on still cham

ping, close-circled the audience's 
fringe. Hi1t1ng the gutter, I cast off into the street. kept m

y eyes to m
y feet. 

and threw
 out the crust. 

Just then a w
om

an dressed tightly in black, less than four feet tall in high 
high heels, crossed the street carrying a flush pink rose betw

een thum
b and 

finger. betw
een thorn and thorn. Spanish rich hair fell to her thighs, curtained 

her back. In front her chin w
as high, and her shoulders hunched around her 

squat neck. O
ne arm

 hid beneath a veil of sheer black, rubbing som
e sw

el-
ling w

hich w
as neither stom

ach nor breast. B
ut the ann w

ith the rose at the 
end sw

ung w
ide and free past her hip. 

J gathen..--d this m
om

ent in. I w
ent so far as to w

ish ( w
ere she: sensually 

flam
boyant, displaying her defects w

ith such adm
irable com

m
and. 

I w
as once rather rom

antic, l adm
it. I expected 10 get by returning giving 

for giving. feeling for feeling. I hoped to keep m
aterial debts subm

erged, 
and depend on spiritual bonding to cover costs. I figured quality could out-
w

eigh quantity any day, and I believed m
y having rooney w

ould never affect 
anyone. 

But early on in m
y travels, I began to dw

ell on the cash-based nature of 
all m

y encounters. From
 bookstore acquisitions to cafe-lcft checks, trans-

acuons w
ere fram

ed: a few
 foreign w

ords at either end. a sm
ile at m

ost. C
oins 

bndgcd lhe personalities. Jt w
orried m

e. 
In recent w

eeks, I've given up on discovering a uni,·ersal currency. T
he 

exchange rates are unstable; 1he little chans m
en w

hip out of their desks differ 
from

 bank to bank, country to country. day to day. Travelling, I have run 
up against the reality that not everyone sees sci values in the sam

e partic-
ulars. The w

orld has fragm
ented for m

e, not into cultures, but inlo gestures 
and thoughts. I am

 struck by the fact of each individuaJ act, the potential exec~ 
tion to the custom

s ofa people: any one m
ove m

ay snap the rules of our ow
n 

preconditioned thoughts. 
For instance. there have been m

om
ents w

hen a m
an crossed the street to 

sir beside m
e and I have not been sure in w

hat relation I stood to him
, or should: 

w
hether to stand and leave, or stay and in broken French plunge half-w

ined 
into his deep-m

ost thoughts. Perhaps in this one after all an undercurrenl 
w

ould overtake m
e, envelop m

e m
ore urgently than anything I have yet m

et 
tn m

y ow
n language, race or creed. 

I adm
it, som

e illusion to that effect persists, despite the fact that ~rankly 
11 \\.·hol.Jy contrary conclusion has also occurred to m

e, that those w
ho sit dow

n 
beside m

e m
ay have no thoughts at all. T

hat. of course, cannot be, and yet.•·· 
The first tim

e I neither left nor stayed, spoke deeply nor retreated, I broke 
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the inhibiting outlines of m
y bland background. M

oney is a m
ediu 

. • 
define m

e, 1!1ust not confine m
e. W

ith th~t slight shift, I disposed ~f 
c':?

0t 
ful concept10n that som

e one person w
ill ever share m

y precise! 
y . 1st-

culture. 
Y private 

Perhaps due to their num
bers, I've begun to judge them

 like sleek b 11 
at auction, hides groom

ed shiny as obsidian in the noon sun eyes sharp u 
roving under a tussocky brow

, piercing the audience. T
he bull believes ~i°-

up to him
. Y

et the flick of a finger, the bat of a bidder's eye, fixes the bull~! 
fate past all controlling. 

T
he m

an believes it begins w
hen he surveys a fleet of cafe sitters, chooses 

and slips sleekly into a chair beside m
ine. B

ut now
 it no longer ends there 

as it did w
hen I first arrived. I do not close off, trapped by the situation for-

m
ula: M

an sits, speaks, girl leaves. Instead it is I, I realize, w
ho have lifted 

m
y finger, if im

perceptibly. I allow
 glances to catch, let sentences lengthen. 

C
onversation ensues, though discussion does not develop. Eventually I m

ay 
rise w

ith him
, go w

ith him
. 

H
ard to say w

hy som
etim

es I do, other tim
es I sit still, stare at the passers-

by, shut m
y m

outh on m
y w

ords, and eventually he leaves. I take note of his 
physique, how

 he holds him
self, certainly. T

hen also, I know
, that tim

e of 
day affects m

e. Som
ething about late afternoon, the w

ay light slants in under 
aw

nings, over tables, and through beer, has begun to m
ake m

e feel pow
erful. 

W
e never go to M

adeau's. A
lw

ays his place. U
nfam

iliar surroundings 
apparently engage m

e: strange room
, sheets and sm

ells. R
arely am

 I ~lea-
santly surprised, although, that is, som

etim
es I am

. T
hen I spend the m

ght, 
w

hich does not take m
uch: one sim

ply falls asleep. T
o these m

en I have begun 
to m

ake returns. 
O

nce, by accident, I left m
oney: a one hundred franc note slip

~
 from

 
m

y pocket to the floor w
here m

y pants lay loose. A
s it happened this m

an 
had pleased m

e surprisingly, out of all proportion. I had forgotten I ~
e
; 

how
. So w

hen I saw
 him

 again in the street a few
 days later and he m

enuon 
w

hat I had lost, although his hands w
ere not groping then and ther~ deep dow~ 

in his pocket for the very scrap of paper, I said, "C
ava," so it goes, an 

proposed w
e w

alk on ensem
ble. 

eet 
To ones such as he I have returned m

ore than once. It is not hard~
 ~I 

again once you have m
et once. Paris is not that large a city. A

nd gra u~ lo; 
it seem

s som
e com

e to understand that the m
oney is m

eant as payrnen t..,., 
h . · terests ,, 

w
hat pleasure they provide and it appears the ones w

hom
 t is in 

·m
e 

harder. To these I go back. A
nd so system

; are built: facilely but over ti 
' 

and out of necessity. 
• 

rnaz· 
A

nd really, w
hat I rem

em
ber about the w

ay I felt so recently• i~ 
-~ that 

ing how
 w

et I get now
, know

ing that this is happening becau_se I w
is 

1 ' 
the proof of m

y desire is in the m
oney left. C

oncrete leavings. 

M
ore and m

ore I feel confident of its form
ulaic sim

plicity: In the begin-
ning there is softness, _openness,_ but w

_ith a tension like w
et concrete, w

hich 
stiffens and form

s to JUSt that d1m
ens10n, then dries and that is that. 

som
e, of course, are unavoidably insulted. They put on grand airs of incred-

ulous, pained resistanc_e: their design_s w_ere honest, they insist. O
r else, if 

I leave before they notice, they tum
 m

d1gnant backs next tim
e w

e m
eet. 

O
nly one becam

e irate. From
 India, he spoke English w

ell-perhaps this 
was the problem

. A
 stude~t of E~onom

ics, I believe, a Socialist perhaps. I 
was niching a bill beneath his bedside M

arx, w
hen he stepped out of the bath-

room
. A

 noise began in his throat. "W
hat is that? You intend to debase m

e?" 
Real fire lit his eyes and I im

agined him
 bedecked in a jew

eled w
hite turban, 

curved dagger at his tow
el-w

rapped w
aist. Fortunately I w

as dressed, m
y 

bag ready at m
y feet, and the exit behind m

e. "You are not w
om

an at all. 
M

aybe in body, but in spirit w
here it counts, no!" H

e leapt up on the bed 
that lay betw

een us, and I saw
 it w

as tim
e to depart. 

People m
ight say it w

as a m
atter of m

echanics: he broke m
e w

ith prim
-

itive thrusts w
hen careful soundings w

ould have served us better. I do not 
know

 nor does it seem
 im

portant now
. The facts are clear that at the begin-

ning no am
ount of use could use m

e, dry m
e. I attributed this state to years 

of unrequited need -
not physical, yet all the m

ore so, em
otional. 

Then I had him
; he cared for m

e. N
ightly for tw

o years he cared. But tow
ard 

the end, at his approach, I felt m
ore like tw

o-day old m
elon rind. I read a 

book on sw
eat glands and prepared readiness. The m

an m
ust take an inter-

est in said w
etness before driving hom

e. 
W

ith him
, how

ever, it w
as not a m

atter of lack of interest. H
e did w

hat 
the book said, and to m

y fits of inadequacy there w
as alw

ays only reassur-
ance. But that just fed m

y envy of his ever-ready stance. H
e said all I needed 

was a sense of security, w
hich he w

as w
illing to offer; he suggested m

ar-
riage. But I'd begun to feel dizzy, nauseous alm

ost, lying back on the grass 
w

atching clouds traverse blue sky. M
y feet w

ere not firm
ly planted again 

until I boarded the plane for France alone. 
Now I dream

 of the w
om

an, his m
ost recent prize pupil, w

hom
 he turned 

to sm
ce I left. T

hree dream
s already in France. But it is not the sam

e, not 
the jealousy I felt w

hen I w
as there and there w

as no reason. In the one I had 
last ni~ht, she seem

ed to have m
erged w

ith M
adeau's full body. She w

~s a 
W

hore tn a peep show
 at a fair. I first sighted her at the end of a long bow

l m
g 

alley so she looked m
ore like a target than a w

om
an, like~ lit pic!ure c~nc-

ature from
 a pinball panel: big-hipped, large-breasted m

 a tht~ _wa, sted 
co~tum

e, orange or green and rubbery like a skin-diver's. It stenltzed her 
act~on-packed, cartoon applause, her z-kneed praise and flat shri~king m

outh 
w~•ch flattered the stick m

an stuck in his spread-eagled pose ogltng the ball-
stnking-pins. 
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Then, suddenly, she was flesh and blood alive. I saw them
 in bed a d 

stanled because I felt good for him
. The sex seem

ed good. The shcc~ w
:~ 

white and clean and her breasts looked plum
p and tender in his hand 

H' 
large fram

e did not squelch her. Then I got angry and left. Yet it ;
· 

ts 
lingering anger. follow

ing like a ball and chain. Rather, I left quickl;s 
purpose. Im

m
ediately as I shut the door. m

y anger dissolved. I woke: 

At the start ~~adcau St.~m
cd ~~ntcnt in offering m

e this place of peace and 
repose. a locauon for m

y 1rans11ton -
the books, the bed. I think my mys-

tery appealed to her_ 
But when her boyfriend got back from

 Bonn, I sensed she anticipated some 
problem

. The evenings I re rum
 to the apanm

ent, to rock-n-roll slithering down 
three flights, and find them

 dancing in the living room
, spinning, touching 

fronts then backs, hands clasping, then passing. They never stop, but once 
he leaves, M

adeau acts self-conscious. She tells m
e about how her room-

m
ate last spring was "im

m
ature and paranoid." 

I am
 not sure how to respond, w

hether to open up and tell her my stories 
of w

orldly experience, or sim
ply to listen to her fears, and allay them

 by my 
refusing to judge. So far I have told her enough of m

y past to reassure her 
that I did not appear from

 nowhere, but l 've left in the dark those things which 
m

ight disturb her. Though in som
e respects she considers herself wild, she 

clearly has som
e w

ell-defined rules. 
For instance, she told m

e the other day she w
ill never have an affair with 

a m
arried m

an because of w
hat it did to her m

other when her father ran off 
w

ith a m
uch younger wom

an (she has forgiven her father, of course, but not 
her step-m

other). So I said I agreed: affairs w
ith m

arried m
en are hard. 

She gave m
e a quizzical look. I think she hoped that I had m

issaid it. On 
my pan, I did not press the point that I'd spent two years so intim

ately with 
a m

arried m
an before I was her age. 

Also those nights I do not com
e hom

e now
, I call to say that I've been 

stranded out of town, have missed the last train, and am
 staying in a hotel. 

And som
etim

es that is what I do. I enjoy being alone in new towns within 
a safe and anonym

ous room
 that I have paid for. 

This process grow
s easy as clockw

ork. Leaving the apanm
ent at noon, 

I can alm
ost sm

ell how it will go. I do not plan, but som
ething chooses for 

m
e -

toward the river or across, to Pom
pidou Place. O

therw
ise I go w

the 
Jardin de Luxem

borg. There a statue of a wom
an nam

ed Benha (or so tt ts 
etched in stone) sits with a m

iniature m
an in a throne on her outstretched pa\m. 

Sitting at her feet, I feel sure I know how to control events. 
Q

uickly and w
ithout undue stress now

, I can m
ake som

eone leave by pre-
tending he does not exist. In the strictest sense, I wipe him

 from
 my con-

sciousness, rum
 my head, listen to som

ething else, or sm
ell the falling leaves. 
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su pose if he held a knife to m
y ribs, unbeknown to m

e, that would be too 
I / 

But in other ways I have closed the door on mishap. 
ba A. d now J seem

 to know within the first few m
om

ents just who will be 
for m

e, who will fit with m7 designs. There are not too m
any. The ones 

!ho please m
e m

ost are usually incensed, w_hde othe:s, who would not m
ind 

the m
oney, are m

uch too self~cent~red,_ dnvm
? ~:u

 own bargains. There 
is linle overlap in the appropriate dtrect1on. Still 1t 1s better than how it was 

bef:01ardin I discovered one day after being with one of those I despise 
most. He was tall, cognac b~own and tatooed, with round rolling muscles 
which he watched w

ith devotion as they flexed to enclose my inconsequen-
t'al body, Som

ew
here in the m

iddle I tapped him
 on the shoulder, request-

i~g to be excused w
ith a jut of m

y chin toward the bathroom
. He rolled off. 

W
e had begun w

ith a show
er, so m

y clothes were at hand. I walked out past 
his sprawled form

 and he did not seem
 to notice. 

The Jardin was just a block away. Large black birds were hunching and 
pruning on the green even law

n, and squaw
king on Benha's lap. 

The other day, in line at the gare, it took m
e several m

om
ents to register 

that the N
orw

egian-looking m
an in back of m

e was standing m
uch closer 

than was w
arranted. Ifhe had had dark skin, I would not have allowed such 

intim
acy to begin; I w

ould have cautiously hedged m
y personal space from

 
the stan. Instead, he had a knapsack and hiking books, and m

y body becam
e 

a surface to press his volum
inous loneliness up against. 

W
hat is there left to isolate and hate? In passing a line-up of dark-skinned 

men, I no longer feel m
y blondness at their m

ercy; m
y shoulders and ass are 

my own, ungrasped by their stares. It is no longer they exhoning m
e, but 

I choosing to accept or reject. Yet I continue to set them
 apan. In my effons 

to be self-determ
ined, I have been too selective. I have turned my racism

 inside 
out, exposed it to the w

orld in m
y feelings, thoughts, and acts. 

No more! Staying an instant longer, I m
em

orized his blond breath on my 
neck, then took a step aw

ay, fell out of line, and walked head down until I 
reached the Jardin. 

I would not have m
et M

ichel except for this. He would never have 
approached m

e because he is not, even at first glance, that type. He sat on 
the rim

 of the fountain, feet crossed and skinny arm
s w

rapped around his 
~ees, pressing them

 close to suppon his chin, staring down into the w
ater. 

HIS skin is not w
hite, but no color I can precisely describe. I addressed him

 
m

 French: W
hat's in the w

ater? H
e answ

ered too rapidly. 
Resting the front of m

y legs against the stone lip, I bent forward to see for 
myself. A

 long, turbid fish w
ith tail so thin it was invisible in the m

urk, broke 
water just then, m

outh gul~ing 10 taste a m
orsel of m

oist cigareue that spilled 
Wet strands like a split straw

 doll in the rain. O
ther backs bulged to the 
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surface w
ith film

y, backed-dow
n fins, then faded again in th 

, 
tailless, m

aking m
e think of deep, sub-subm

arine caves wheree tick g
l~

, 
A

lthough, of course, this is only a shallow fountain w
ith brighf ~

a
~

r h~, 
boats sailing on it. 

Y
 ue sail-

Suddenly he asked if!' d understood. I shook m
y head and he re 

ed 
he'd sai~, m

ore slow
ly and w

ith other wo~ds. He was giving the~~ a n:hat 
and saym

g how strange they are so large m
 such a sm

all basin Usu II 
fime 

grow
 in proportion to the body of water they sw

im
 in. That ~

s /hY
 ish 

. 
. 

I h 
h h 

. h 
h 

' ewas 
qm

~t agam
. 

t oug t e m
1g t stay t at way, w

ould perhaps leave without 
saym

g another word. But at last he added that they m
ust have been brought 

here m
 their overgrown state. 

I beg~ to pry._ I asked ho~ he 1<:1ew about fish. I asked him
 to repeat almost 

everything he srud, and he did, going slow
er and slow

er, using m
ore and more 

sim
ple synonym

s, seeking out m
y vocabulary. Because ofm

y relationship 
w

ith M
adeau, I can say so m

uch, yet understand so little, it was hard for him 
to see just how sim

ple he w
ould have to be for m

y ears to uncode the sounds 
his m

outh m
ade. But perhaps this allow

ed him
 to be blunt. He gave me his 

story at an elem
ental level. 

H
e has lived long stretches along sea coasts in Tahiti and M

adagascar 
because his parents (all four) are ethnographers and archeologists. For him-
self he has chosen to study the dead because he finds it hard to talk to the 
living as objects of inquiry only. He feels easier w

orking alongside people 
over their ancestor's stones and bones, then sitting around at night, getting 
to know them

 in that way. 
I nodded and sm

iled, partly at the w
ords I understood, but also to let him 

know how m
uch I agreed. About m

yself, I m
erely said I'd been studying exotic 

cultures as well, but only through books in school, and now was travelling 
w

ithout a goal. 
He left it at that without asking m

ore. Not that he closed his book on me; 
that was not m

y im
pression. He was just in no hurry to get the facts all at 

once, had no desire to sum
 m

e up right there and then. He was concerned 
w

ith m
y present, m

y objective in the Jardin, and w
here I had just been walk· 

ing from
. I m

entioned the train to N
orm

andy I had decided not to take. He 
thought it exceptional that I should so spontaneously turn back. I shrugged, 
and did not try to explain w

hat had prom
pted m

e. 
. 

Finally-I could not prevent m
yself-I asked w

here he was born, what his 
parents are. He gave a nervous grin; he is asked this all too often, I guess. 
H

is m
other is half-V

ietnam
ese, w

hich is w
hat I was seeing in his slim

 body• 
slightly turned eyes, and the spikiness of his short black hair. As for actual 
place of birth, his real father was in A

lgiers in the arm
y then. But then wh~I 

does birthplace have to do w
ith anything, didn't I agree? H

is stepm
other is 

A
m

erican and blond like m
e. I thought that too was irrelevant, but did not 

say so. 
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h 
it was late afternoon, early evening alm

ost: the light was chang-
BY

 t e;ed if J could hire him
 to teach m

e French. He protested that his 
ing. 1 a\ is terrible, his pronunciation not the best. I insisted that's not w

hat 
gram

m
a He conceded, but said he would not be organizing any lessons, and 

m
auer~d not take m

oney for an hour spent pleasurably talking w
ith som

e-
so w

iu found interesting. I started to say I could not believe an hour spent 
one ; 

g slowly, listening to m
essy responses, could be fun. He interrupted: 

spea 
ntence structures don't count for him

. It m
ight take longer but the ideas 

the sen 
will still com

e through. 

M
adeau no longer seem

s afraid that I w
ill pry or intrude into her affairs. 

If anything, J weave too discreetly in and out ofher_activities. A
t m

om
ents 

1 feel a tension in her words as she thanks m
e for clos1?g the door on her tele-

phone conversatio?, or,~or,havm
g taken} walk outside when I hear vm

ces 
aised. I say, sm

iling, 
C

 est norm
ale! 

r "No really, you 're very kind," she insists and then there is that question 
at the back of her dark brow

n eyes, w
hich are m

uch m
ore used to sm

iling 
and gam

es: D
on't you have som

e life of your own? 
I watch her draw

ing parallels betw
een m

yself and her m
other. Y

esterday 
she showed m

e a w
allet photo

-
"She is intelligent and sensitive and beau-

tiful. Like you." M
adeau loves to pay com

plim
ents, like feeding crum

bs to 
goldfish. I am

 left gulping. But she went on, her forehead clenched: "I don't 
know why she does not rem

arry." O
ne belief M

adeau buys w
holly is that 

everyone needs som
eone of the opposite sex. 

But, w
hether from

 delicacy or lack of interest, she never asks w
here m

y 
funds com

e from
, w

hich I appreciate. In exchange I avoid condem
ning her 

thefts. But relativism
 can only go so far before I feel im

plicated. So I asked 
her to abstain w

hile I am
 here. I w

ill m
ake up the difference, keep up the 

level she is accustom
ed to living. Perhaps she thinks I am

 paying her back, 
but in this case I am

 not. I could not, for w
hat she has given m

e here. 
And when new books appear, I do not inquire. 
M

ichel thinks people listen m
ore intently to w

hat is said in another lan-
guage because they have to. I think he has a point. I am

 forced to pay closer 
anention when he speaks. 

But at first I disagreed about the insignificance of language itself; I was 
eager to pin him

 dow
n on his choices of idiom

, trying to unplug the nuances, 
fidgeting with shades of particular connotations. He tried to oblige m

e, but 
found that he could not account for a lot of w

hat he does w
ith w

ords. They 
Just come out that w

ay. 
So without even trying, I've begun to focus less on each w

ord he says, but 
watch his lips instead. They w

ill, like bookcovers holding contents, be 
unlatched by an oral key. If a sound interferes w

ith m
y com

prehension, I 
repeat it; he inserts another w

hich m
akes m

e nod, and he goes on. Som
etim

es 
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when l can no longer keep up w
ith the train of phrases and am

t' 
d 

em
barrassed to keep saying, Stop, I pick up again a little furthcro~: ~r loo 

l have not m
issed the point, w

ill not wholly m
isrcspond. Som

etim
es ~o~ray 

l know things get by m
e. 

gh, 
Today, for instance, l asked about his real father; I had a lurking im 

sion he prefers the one who brought him
 up. l thought I was digging d~

;t 
intuitively into ~ark corner_s. He drew

 his thonged f~ct through a current ~f 
fallen \eaves with faded vem

s and no crunch left. Shivering all over I won-
dered how his feet stayed warm

. His face was splotched yellow by branch-
broken sunbeam

s. I asked what what wrong. He said he told me all that 
yesterday. 

__,,,,,......-

I felt terrible. His fam
ily problem

s are very close; he does not discuss them 
with just anyone. I tried to apologize, to show my resolve to listen more dil-
igently. I was afraid he wouldn't try again. But slowly he began to re-explain. 

Since the beginning his m
other and father have told the sam

e story of their 
divorce, but differently. Lately though, when M

ichel has delved, his father 
replies that he's no longer sure how it was; it's been a long tim

e. There was 
a tim

e when M
ichel belittled his father for this lack of concern with factu-

ality: how could he, not knowing him
self, as an ethnographer, gain real insight 

into the subtleties of other people's lives? Then again, what does it matter 
if he's captured the absolute truth of their lives or not? He treats his inform-
ants like cronies from

 whom
 he gathers gossip, and they love him

 for life. 
And so M

ichel has begun to forgive him
, recognizing what kind of man he 

is: im
passioned by little things, he forgets wrongs easily and is generous. 

M
ichel's step-father, on the other hand, having always worked with arti-

factual rem
ains, know

s how to breathe life into flat situations with a more 
intuitive im

aginalion. But then he holds to this truth as if it were written in 
stone. Nor has he learned to interact easily with living people. At times, frus-
trated with his own introversion, he grows crude and lashes out. M

ichel has 
been hurt by him

, yet loves and respects him
. 

. 
Stretching both palms out flat between us, M

ichel catches my eyes: hewtll 
no longer rank them

; he cannot prefer one over the other. 
To me he is generous and polite. Unlike his father he is obviously reflec-

tive, listening and commenting on whatever I tell him
. And not so reserved 

as his slep-father, he does talk freely, but he never goes on; he cuts it neatly· 
W

hen we make decisions: where to walk, whether to talk or just sit and watch 
people or pigeons pass, he waits for my suggestions. If these are not forth· 
corning, he usually has sornelhing in mind. Jfhe ever objects to my chmces, 
he lets me know up front \he reasons why. 

M
ichel stood staring, then said the _mus~le-bound statue _could give one 

. fcriority com
plex. I glanced at his hairless chest showm

g through his 
an in hi'rt tails tied at his waist. The m

uscles were not large but highly deli-
opcn s 

' 
• 

? 
' 

tclY
 defined. Vraiment. 

ca H
 kicked a pebble across the w

alk, and said I insulted him
. I apologized 

and :e broke out of the shade into the still bright sun. 
The university was very gloom

y: loom
ing concrete architecture on the out-

side, no windows inside. He showed m~ all around because I insisted I was 
interested -

em
pty classroo1;1s, the quiet cafetena, the c_orner where they 

-1 to socialize like m
onkeys m

a cem
ent zoo. He was trym

g to reconstruct 
st 'th words som

ething of the life it held for him
, that he had found here, where 

W
I 

• . 
k kn 

with nowhere to escape to, spm
ts spo e 

ee to knee, bonded despite the 
dreary exterior. 

But that Sunday afternoon it was so barren, I had trouble understanding 
him no matter how near I kept m

y ear to his m
outh as we walked. 

o~ leaving, we bought apple juice and went to the Jardin des Plantes in 
search of a grassy spot. One part of the park is wild but hem

m
ed in with an 

iron fence, clim
able, though obviously put there for a reason. W

e hesitated, 
then sat at its cobbled edge, our backs to the black rails. He set the bottle 
between us. 

J realized I better speak to pierce our discom
fort, and draw us back together 

again. I asked what he will do after finishing university. 
He isn't sure. The archeologist's life appeals to him

 more than the busi-
nessman's nine to five. 

Has he ever thought of travel\ing,just so, without consideration of an end? 
He admitted he has. In fact, four years ago, he left high school a week before 

graduation and took off for ten days. He wanted to leave everything: friends, 
family. 

W
hy? 

He shrugged. It al\ seem
ed too difficult; he thought he had to; he assumed 

that by the age of fifty or so anyway he would probably ... and he stuck his 
finger in his m

outh gunwise and pulled the pretend trigger. 
So, what happened? I asked. 
He came back, entered a private school the following fall and finished. He 

finally realized it wasn't worth being crazy, out on the margin. He'd prefer 
to stay inside and see whatever happens. 

Today he told me his father and brother are the type of M
editerranean_mecs 

that I have in passing mentioned with disgust. I had not thought he pt~ked 
up on \hese remarks. W

e were walking down an elm
-shaded path beside a 

long, green, pod-pricked pool, still and stagnant because the fresh watertnck· 
\es only from \he moss-covered Hercules' mouth. 

So I told him
 then that a sim

ilar thing had occurred to me, much more 
recently. It is why I am here. I left college a week before the final exams 
of my ~e?ior year. I was living on a farm

 with my pscyhology professor, had 
~

n
 hvmg with him

 for over a year. I always expected to die at the age of 
wenty. Yet here I am

, twenty-one. He lulled me through that time when I 
would have lived things out to a frenzied pitch. Now alive, I have accepted, 
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I better get out there, at least m
ake an attem

pt. E
xcept Intel 

I' 
I m

ay have gone too far. 
Y

 vc been feeling 
. M

ichel regarded m
e w

ith serious w
ide eyes. H

e understood 0 
him

,. separ~ted thoug? w
e are by this tongue of language, that ~n~e as I of 

unveiled I did not say hghtly. Slow
ly, w

ithout urgency he sug 
dat I had 

h . 
· 

· 
· o 

• 
geste 

I enroll 
at 

1s um
vers1ty tn 

ctober, take a couple of courses and fini h 
d 

I told him
 I'd been considering just that. 

' 
s 

m
y 

egree. 
~

ithout ~
in

g
 he rose, glanced around once, then cleared the fence 

W
ithout looking, I put one foot up, then the other and dropped into real prick: 

ers. T
all trees. Fem

s, rolled and unrolled, som
e still green. H

e told m
e a lot 

of nam
es. T

here w
as even a little stream

. 
A

ll of a sudden he turned so w
e stood face to face in that spot of w

ildness 
H

e's never m
et a girl quite like m

e, he said. A
 girl w

ho clim
bs and runs· 

and.there's nothing he does that I don'_t do as ea~ily_. B
esides, French girl; 

don t talk so decontractee about m
arnage and hfe tn general, tw

isted as I 
m

ay get in the actual saying. H
e spiraled his tongue, so slim

 and agile. It 
is m

ore like Tahitians talk, w
ithout inhibitions . 

I let him
 know

 his m
istake: I have m

y inhibitions. A
nd that he m

ust be 
speaking to all the w

rong French girls. 
H

e shrugged and said, in any case, he has never spoken to anyone as he 
has w

ith m
e. 

I felt som
ething then, like a hand caressing from

 inside m
y chest. A

nd he 
w

as trem
bling. I asked if he w

as cold. 
H

e said, N
o. N

o. Som
etim

es he's just this w
ay. 

I thought perhaps he w
anted to kiss, but I w

ould never m
ention this. And 

w
hy do I presum

e? 
Instead I bent dow

n to exam
ine a m

ushroom
. T

he light w
as playing havoc 

w
ith the yellow

 leaves, let loose from
 their trees and grasped by a breeze. 

O
n the m

etro of all places, M
ichel sat telling m

e how
 he sw

am
 in the c_om

· 
pany of sharks w

hile harpooning for squid. I im
agined him

 like any skinny 
Polynesian boy, naked except for a m

ask, snorkel, fins and shorts, harpoon 
gun in one hand, the other em

pty and probing, propelling him
self through 

pink coral corrals of striped fish and sea horses, am
ong green strea?'ers trem

-
bling up from

 the sandy bottom
, periw

inkles screw
ed on to their feathery 

tips. T
he sharks w

ere usually sm
all, but once a big one passed so near,_so 

quickly, he felt the rush of its w
ave before he could feel afraid. It w

as tw
ice 

as long as he and about fives tim
es as thick. H

e held out his arm
s in a cirde, 

hands not nearly touching. I fed on his shark-seeing look like a starving 
w

om
an, treading w

ater so close to his untouchable w
ater-chestnut eyes. 

W
e got off in the banlieu w

here he lives w
ith his ~othe~. 

liked her,:}} 
soon as w

e entered her garden: niched betw
een tw

o shm
 buildings, shutose 

from
 the suburban street by a black grill gate. T

he path w
ound betw

een r 
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longer bloom
ing, past a fountain and under a w

eeping w
illow

 hung 
bushes;~

 Jc-tiered birdhouse built like a Sw
iss clock. 

wit~: 
as if w

aiting next to a trellis of violet m
or_ning glories. H

er hair, 
. 5 1 

and thick w
ith grey strands, fell tn a pony tail from

 a knot ued high 
std~ 0

~ 
ad. Pointy-rim

m
ed, rhine-stone glasses hung from

 a string around 
on er : 

and she w
ore a piece of Tahitian cloth -

a w
hite and blue print 

her ndec ' taled flow
ers -

w
rapped around her w

aist, a I-shirt on top. H
er 

ofw
1 e-pe 

. 
h 

h 
11 

otruded so that for an instant I thoug t s e w
as pregnant. 

beH~ r:d m
e up a w

inding_ stair to his room
 in a tow

er an_d sat dow
n on the 

bed. 1 saton a chairto one side and rem
arked on how

 good 1t seem
ed betw

een 
him and his m

other. 
. 

. 
. 

. 
. 

. 
He turned his head sidew

ays, hke a bird, the skin across his neck w
n

nk-
1' g in tight rubbery folds. H

e looked shy, but pleased too. Pourquoi? 
ml was not sure; I had no specifics in m

ind. T
here is obviously affection, 

yet it does not seem
 tense. 

He glanced aw
ay. Y

es, it is less tense, easier than it used to be. 
Another silence. Finally I asked w

hat I've w
anted to ask for som

e tim
e: 

what is the story about his m
other that his father tells differently and his brother 

can never forget? 
M

ichel drew
 up one leg into his arm

s, as ifto protect him
self, but it allow

ed 
him to turn and face m

e fully. T
hey call her asollop, aputain. H

is brother, 
when he w

as eleven, w
alked in on her m

aking love w
ith another m

an in their 
home in Tahiti. M

ichel, w
ho w

as nine at the tim
e, argues that their father 

also m
ade love w

ith other w
om

en and that it is only the one w
ord against the 

other as to w
ho started that. T

heir parents have lost all anim
osity w

ith the 
years, so why m

ust his brother contain this so? B
ut that w

as the im
age, shock-

engraven, and all that rem
ains is a w

ord: w
hore, and a hatred of w

om
en and 

a bitch of a w
ife to fulfill it all. T

here is also the fact that their m
other kept 

M
ichel and left his brother w

ith their father. M
ichel dw

ells on this, know
-

ing it had som
e cause and som

e effect. Y
et he w

ill no longer run from
 this 

love w
renched betw

een m
other and brother. H

e has resolved never to run 
away from

 w
hat seem

s difficult again. 

The night M
adeau at last asked out loud w

hat plans I have for m
y life, I 

moved into a hotel. 

1 The m
en, even those w

ho w
ere once okay, have lost all allure. N

ow
 w

hen 
M

walk alone, it is as if I am
 drunk. N

othing but w
hat I am

 seeing m
atters. 

en could be lew
d to all sides and I w

ould have no idea and I w
ould not 

respo nd, so they w
ould no longer be there W

hen I sit by m
y;elf no one com

es 
o~

~
l
d

 
· 

. 
' 

St' M
' 

? n~t care. Som
etim

es I am
 drunk. 

lit O
 · 

;"hel_ is gilt for C
hristm

as, and the lam
ps on the Ponte N

euve seem
 

ping"i O
 ~airy tale w

ith lanterns of coal black iron, panelled in glass drip-
it pur~: 

k~ m
y ow

n frosted breath cuts through m
e, taking out of m

e w
hat 

ac 
m

 differently. 
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The street lights in the river w
ater are oil-_rubbcd cobras, ris(ng, tw

ining. 
Broken from

 their lithe m
oves by a current, pieces scatter up against em

bank-
m

ent w
alls and the bridge's feet. Lions' heads roar perpetually betw

een the 
arches. There should be rings through their noses. 

Jam
 still gathering m

om
ents. Y

et I speak French a little better now
, well 

enough to understand le professeur discussing /es signes, la structure, and 
/a pho110/ogie. Besides I have now

 touched his m
uscles w

ound like light skeins 
of brow

n silk. 
J brought him

 to m
y hotel room

 a w
eek after I m

oved in. H
e sat on the 

bed and I by his side, leaving only a crack betw
een our thighs. I w

as staring 
apparently. 

H
e placed his hand flat against m

y chest, his m
iddle finger lodged in the 

hollow
 w

here the collar bones join. H
e said he w

as im
pressed w

ith m
y regard 

but that I m
ust tell him

 w
hat to do because he has had no experience. 

Because it is not m
y language, I could not quibble, but told him

 exactly 
w

hat to do w
hen. W

hat I w
as doing to him

, he had never felt before, but said 
it felt good. T

om
e too, it all felt new

. lfelt m
yself there w

ith him
. The next 

tim
e too. It has not gone w

rong yet. O
f course there m

ust com
e a day ... 

But for now
 m

y living has ceased to be an attem
pt to value and account 

for all m
y m

om
ents. I am

 no longer searching for the w
ords w

ith w
hich to 

join east to w
est and finish off the w

orld. N
o, I cannot explain w

hy it excites 
m

e so to lie beside him
 toe-to-toe and eye-to-eye and kiss his velvety, 

untouched skin. 
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Jam
es C

ushing 

Som
e E

nchanted E
vening 

C
ircling the room

 as ~!w
ays, m

y father m
im

ed 
The battle of T

araw
~ m

 t~e yello'."' easte,m
_ 

. 
C

o 
er arm

s gestunng hke a sw
im

m
er s m

 a pl! 
L' '::'ci _;,,ith draw

ings I did under bedclothes. 
J; m

other, oranges and daisi~s i~ her hands, 
Looked at him

 as at a fogged-m
 airport 

W
here she had to land a jum

bo jet. 
D

inner rode the table tow
ard the door 

A
s the dinning room

 relaxed into M
ozart in a robe. 

Reluctantly I heard his voice 
B

right and sharp as a cum
ulus, lonely as a m

an 
C

om
ing to him

self on a lane o
f jacarandas. 

N
ow

 I blur m
y eyes. H

ow
 little w

ork the hum
an 

Form
 dem

ands! H
ow

 tiny the arm
chairs, the scribbled 

R
efrigerator, the vacuum

! H
ow

 easy to speak 
W

hen the bed k~eps evening aw
ake all night 

W
ith the radio pillow

, all m
orning 

Long in a circle of botany! 
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